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JL hc north and south choir chapels of the church of San
Marco, at Venice, more popularly known as the Cappella di San
Pietro and the Cappella di San Clemente, contain relies and the
portraits of their titular saints on the ground floor,1 while abbreviated cycles depicting events from their lives adorn the north
and south end walls at the gallery level (figs. 1-4). As they form
only a small part of the extensively decorated church, and are
partially hidden behind the church organ, the narrative images
hâve not attracted much attention.2 In his magisterial work on
San Marco, Otto Demus briefly discussed their style and iconography, proposing that the mosaics were produced in the first
half of the twelfth century3 and, more recently, Bruno Bertoli
has examined the images in the context of the Marcian narra
tives located in the vaults above.4 The work of Demus and
Bertoli has made an important contribution to our understanding of the mosaics, but several questions remain.
Peter is normally coupled with Paul. Why, therefore, was
the south choir chapel dedicated to Clement? Bertoli justified
this anomaly by relating Clement’s presence to his rôle as Peters
successor to the papal throne. Yet, throughout the Middle Ages,
in Venice and elsewhere, Clement was not usually regarded as
Peters immédiate successor, but as either the third or fourth
bishop of Rome? Bertoli also noted that Peter and Clement
were connected to Mark via Egypt, as Clement converted in
Alexandria prior to meeting Peter, and Peter instructcd Mark to
go to Alexandria. Nevertheless, numerous saints hâve ties to
Egypt, which makes Clement far from unique in this regard.
The final link that justifies Clement’s inclusion is still missing.
Demus also described the sélection of narrative scenes as “arbitrary and unusual.”6 Médiéval iconographers were rarely, if ever,
whimsical. Indeed, the mosaics of Saints Peter and Clement
demonstrate how easily the original significance of images can
be forgotten once their social contexts hâve changed.7
In order to improve out understanding of the mosaics, the

aim of this paper is to examine the images within the context of
the political and ecclesiastical activities of the Venetians in the
twelfth century. As a resuit, the seemingly unusual pairing of
Saints Peter and Clement, and the curious choice of scenes, will
be shown to reflect a group of inter-related concerns that preoccupied the Venetians in the early twelfth century: their interest
in succession, the influence of the Gregorian Reform movement, and the participation of Doge Domenico Michiel (1118—
29) in the successful crusade of Pope Callixtus II (1119-24).
The mosaics and details of their restoration hâve been
thoroughly described by Demus,8 so that only the salient points
will be repeated here. In the north choir chapel, directly below
the images of Marks martyrdom and burial, the mosaics tell the
story of Peters arrest by Rang Herod followed by his escape from
prison (Acts 12:3-11). After his arrest Peter was tied down with
chains and guarded by soldiers who slept on either side of him.
The night before his trial an angel appeared to Peter, woke him,
and told him to get up. Miraculously, Peters chains fell off. In
the company of the angel, and without waking any of the
guards, Peter walked out of prison and through the city gâte.
In San Marco the narrative reads in a west-east direction
(from left to right) on the north wall of the choir chapel,
beginning with the soldiers bringing Peter before Herod (fig. 1).
This is followed by Peters escape from prison: a group of
soldiers stand outside the prison building, while an angel leads
Peter out of prison (fig. 2). Unfortunately, the mosaics on the
eastern part of the wall are barely visible from the ground, as
they are in a poor state of préservation and partially hidden
behind the church’s organ. An inscription above ail the scenes
reads: HIC IVBET; HIC CAPITVR; VIGILANT; EXIT; CITAT
ISTE (this man orders; this man is seized; they are vigilant; he
leaves; that one summons).
In the south choir chapel, beneath the story of Marks relies
being shipped to Venice, mosaics illustrate two épisodes from
24
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Figure la, Ib. Arrest of Saint Peter, north choir chapel, Church of San Marco, Venice (Photos: Osvaldo Bôhm).
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the legend of Clement’s conversion of an aristocratie couple
named Theodora and Sisinnius. After Theodora’s conversion to
Christianity, her husband Sisinnius — who was still pagan —
became suspicious of his wife’s absences from the house. One
day he followed her into church, stumbled into a service in
progress, and was struck blind and deaf. His servants tried to
lead him outside, but were unable to fmd the door. Theodora
noticed their plight and through the force of her prayers, her
husband was able to find the exit. Clement later came to the
house to restore Sisinnius’s sight and hearing. Once Sisinnius’s
sight had been restored and he saw Clement standing next to his
wife, he became suspicious of Clement’s rôle in his sudden
blindness. He ordered his servants to tie up Clement. Instead,
the servants tricked him by bundling up a pillar and some
stones, and Clement was able to escape. The written legend
ends with Clement’s conversion of Sisinnius.9
In San Marco the story runs in a west-east direction (from
right to left) on the south wall of the choir chapel. At an
unknown date, the lower third of the mosaics was removed and
partially replaced with a végétal border. The first scene is set

against an arcade to give the sense of a church interior, and it
shows Clement celebrating Mass at the altar with the aid of two
deacons (fig. 3). In the centre of the composition, Sisinnius
walks away from the altar, holding two childrcn by the hands.10
Theodora stands on the far right with her hands raised in
prayer. The inscription above, which was completely reset in the
nineteenth century, reads: SISINNIVS SACRATA SCRVTANS
SIBI IVRE NEGATA; NON VIDET ABSQVE MORA
SVRDVS; MISERET THEODORA (Sisinnius, investigating
the consécrations rightfully denied to him, does not see and
[becomes] deafwithout delay; Theodora feels pity [for him]). As
in the north choir chapel, the next scene has survived in a
fragmentary state and is hidden behind the organ. It is framed
by a trabeated arcade in order to indicate a different architec
tural space. Sisinnius stands on the right as he gestures towards
Theodora, Clement, and two clerics. The young man crouching
in front of Clement in the centre of the composition is a
Baroque addition (fig. 4).11 The iconography of the scene is
generic, but seems to represent the confrontation between
Sisinnius and Clement at the house. This identification is sup25
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Figure 2. Saint Peter escapes from prison, north choir chapel, Church of S. Marco, Venice (Photo: Mosaici, La basilica di San Marco in Venezia, ed. F. Ongania [Venice, 1881], III, pl. 15).

Figure 3. Saint Clement célébrâtes Mass, south choir chapel, Church of S. Marco, Venice (Photo: National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.).
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Figure 4. Confrontation between Saint Clement and Sisinnius, south choir chapel, Church of S. Marco, Venice (Photo: Mosaici, La basilica di San Marco in Venezia, ed. F. Ongania [Venice, 1881],
III, pl. 22).

portée! by the inscription above, reset in the nineteenth century:
PRES VL AIT CLERVM DVM VIS RELIGARE SERENVM;
ESSE IDEOS RERIS QVE NECTERE SAXA VIDERTS (the
prelate says “while you wish to tie up the noble clergy, you are
seen fastening together stones that you think are gods”). Although the inscription refers to the tying up of Clement, that
actual moment is not shown. It may hâve been portrayed on the
lower portion of the wall, in the space now occupied by the
végétal border.
It is difficult to be spécifie regarding the date of the mosaics
in the choir chapels, duc to the lack of objective criteria. A
probable terminus post quem is provided by the fact that the
mosaics show no signs of restorations necessitated by the fine
that spread to San Marco from the church of Santi Apostoli in
1106.12 In addition, the mosaics were probably completed before the addition of the marble panels on the ground floor,
which an inscription on the south wall of the Cappella di San
Clemente states were added by Master Petrus in 1159.13 Following his analysis of the mosaics’ style, Demus suggested that
the images of Saints Peter, Clement, and Mark were most likely
produced in the first quarter of the twelfth century.14 This date
was supported by Rudolph Kloos, whose examination of the

palaeography of the inscriptions pointed towards a date in the
second or third decade of the twelfth century.15 On the other
hand, in his study of the médiéval cycles of Saint Mark, Tom
Dale has argued convincingly that the iconography of the
Marcian cycles in the vaults can be linked to the strugglc for
primacy in the North Adriatic in the mid-twelfth century and
that they were probably produced between the years 1155 and
1159.16 There is, however, no obvious connection between this
struggle and the scenes of Saints Peter and Clement on the walls
below. Thus, the question arises as to whether the mosaics of
Saints Mark, Peter, and Clement arc contcmporary.
Demus believed that the décoration of the choir chapels
was designed as a unit and that, following their usual working
pattern, the mosaicists started in the vaults and moved downwards. He also believed that the work in the north choir chapel
slightly predated that in the south as, for examplc, silver is used
in large quantitics in the north choir chapel, but sparingly in the
south.17 Unfortunately, church building and décoration was not
always undertaken in such a highly organized fashion. In the
twelfth century, Abbot Suger began his restoration of the abbey
church of Saint Denis by renewing the western façade, and then
moved to the east end ofthe church. At the time of his death
27
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Figure 5. Interior towards south-west, south choir chapel, Church of S. Marco, Venice (Photo: Osvaldo Bôhm).

very little work on the nave had been done.18 In the fourteenth
century, mosaicists working on the façade of Orvieto Cathédral
started at the bottom and worked upwards.19 In other words,
there may be exceptions to normal working practices. In the
choir chapels of San Marco, a marble cornice créâtes a distinct
séparation between the mosaics on the walls and those in the
vaults (fig. 5). It seems likely, therefore, that the two groups of
mosaics were produced at separate times. Indeed, just as the
Marcian cycles can be linked to historical events in the midtwelfth century, I propose that the mosaics of Saints Peter and
Clement can be linked to events in the second quarter of the
twelfth century and that they were produced between the years
1125-29.
In dedicating the choir chapels to Saints Peter and Clem
ent, the Venetians intended to portray the saints as a pair. In
selecting Peter, the Venetians chose a saint who was closely
linked to Mark: both were apostles, both were together in Rome

and, according to the legends that were circulating in the North
Adriatic in the twelfth century, Mark evangelized Aquileia at
Peters request.20 By contrast, the choice of Clement as the
titular saint of the south choir chapel is unusual, since Peter is
more typically coupled with Paul. From the early years of Christianity Peter and Paul were both applauded as outstanding
heroes of the faith, and the idea that they had met in Rome and
had worked together to establish Christianity in the city became
part of church propaganda in the second half of the fourth
century.21 In the final décades of the fourth century, when work
began to rebuild the modest funerary church of San Paolo fuori
le mura, the new church imitated Saint Peters closely in size,
plan, and décoration, making a public statement that reinforced
the equality of the two apostles.22 Saint Peters had a profound
influence on western médiéval art and architecture.23 Although
we cannot be certain of how its apse was adorned in the early
Christian period, the copies it generated indicate that it was
28
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and Clement’s reunion with his family. In the Homilies Clement
discusses his journey from Rome to Judea, his conversion during a side trip to Alexandria, and his meeting with Peter in
Caesarea, at which time Peter asked Clement to join him on his
travels to Rome.35 In the Récognitions, however, Clement states
that he converted to the faith in Rome and makes no mention
of stopping off in Alexandria on his way to Judea.36 Without
denying Clement’s Egyptian connections, I believe the key to
understanding the partnership of Peter and Clement in San
Marco lies in the belief, described in Clement’s letter to James,
that Peter designated Clement as his successor.37
The Venetian préoccupation with succession is clearly expressed in the mosaic décoration of the choir. Peter’s rôle in
sending Mark to preach in Aquileia, work that was continued
by Hermagoras following Marks departure, is emphasized in
the apse mosaics that show Peter presenting the gospel to Mark
who, in turn, présents it to Hermagoras.38 In addition, in the
vault of the north choir chapel, Peter’s consécration of Mark lies
directly above that of Peter consecrating Hermagoras, and Mark
baptizing the leper Athaulf in Aquileia sits above a scene of
Hermagoras baptizing in Aquileia.39 On the opposite side of the
vault, Mark heals the shoemaker Anianus, his successor in Alex
andria.40 Through the choice of scenes and their arrangement,
the iconography of the north choir chapel focuses on succession,
in a way that makes reference to topical events and Venice’s rôle
in usurping the importance of both Aquileia and Grado. Thus,
while Venice’s acquisition of Marks relies in the ninth century
was clearly an act of self-promotion, in the twelfth century the
city justified its actions by promoting itself as the rightful suc
cessor to both Aquileia and Grado.41
The Venetians were concerned with their place in world
history, and were aware that their city lacked a connection with
the antique past. They compensated by creating links, some real
and some imagined. In the ninth century they cstablished a
relationship with the âge of the apostles by obtaining the relies
of Mark, and by the thirteenth century they were even promot
ing the idea that their ancestry traced back to Troy.42 When we
consider the choice of Peter’s partner in the context of the
Venetians’ concern with antiquity and succession, it makes sense
that Peter’s partner would be his successor to the papal throne.
Confusion exists, however, over the order of the early popes who
succeeded Peter.43 In the early years of the church, bishops
Irenaeus of Lyons (ca. 130-ca. 200) and Eusebius of Caeserea
(ca. 260—ca. 340) believed that Clement was cither the third or
fourth bishop of Rome, following Peter, Linus, and Anacletus,44
while Tertullian (ca. 160-ca. 225) noted that Clement had been
ordained by Peter.45 In the fourth century, the Liberian Cata
logue written by the so-called Chronographer of 354, lists Clem
ent as the third bishop of Rome (after Peter and Linus, but
before Cletus),46 while Jerome (ca. 342—420), in accordance

probably a variant of the thirteenth-century mosaics that showed
an enthroned Christ flanked by Peter and Paul, palm trees, and
a procession of lambs towards the Agnus Dei below.24 Indeed,
the format of Christ flanked by Saints Peter and Paul became a
standard type of apse décoration throughout the Middle Ages.
An adaptation of this grouping, and one that forms an interesting comparison to the church of San Marco, appears in the
twelfth-century mosaic décoration of the cathédral of Monreale
in Sicily. In Monreale, an image of Christ Pantocrator fills the
conch of the apse, and the stories of Saints Peter and Paul adorn
the south and north choir chapels respectively.25
Why, therefore, is Peter paired with Clement in the church
of San Marco? In the Middle Ages, the vénération of saints was
closely linked to the presence of their relies, and an eleventhcentury inscription states that the relies of Clement were among
those stored in the altar of the south choir chapel.26 It is also
likely that the Venetians acquired Clement’s relies as early as the
ninth century, when Constantine and Mcthodius, who had
discovered Clement’s relies at Cherson in the Crimea, stopped
off in Venice on their way to Rome.27 Nevertheless, the altar
contains not only the relies of Clement, but also those of ten
other saints, some who hâve close ties to the Venetian lagoon.28
The presence of Clement’s relies does not, therefore, fully explain the vénération of him in the south choir chapel. In the
eleventh century, the commémoration of Clement’s feast day
was recorded in a Venetian saints’ calendar,29 and by the twelfth
century there was definitely an increased interest in Clement’s
cuit. In addition to the mosaics of him placed in the south choir
chapel, the mosaics of the south dôme, produced between the
years 1120-25, included his image alongside those of Saints
Nicholas, Biaise, and Leonard.30 In 1141 a church dedicated to
Clement, complété with a hospital, was built on an island in the
lagoon to serve pilgrims from the Holy Land.31 By the late
thirteenth century, the dogaressa provided a mcal for the clerics
of San Marco on Clement’s feast day,32 and in the fourteenth
century this célébration was referred to as the festival of the
dogaressa.33 As mosaics of Clement appear in the south dôme
and the south choir chapel at approximately the same time, on
the side of the church associated with the doge, and the later
evidence confirms a link between Clement’s cuit and the
dogaressa, the connections between Clement’s cuit, the doge,
and the dogaressa are compelling. They do not, however, explain the partnership of Peter and Clement in the choir chapels.
Bruno Bertoli believed that Clement’s inclusion was linked
to his rôle as Peter’s successor and to his Egyptian connections.34
He cited the Pseudo-Clementine literature, a group of apocryphal texts attributed to Clement that were written in the first
half of the third century. The Clémentine Récognitions and
Homilies describe a similar sériés of events: Clement’s travels in
the East, his meeting with Peter, the conflict with Simon Magus,
29
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Figure 6. Consécration of Saint Clement, Saint Clement celebrating Mass, Attempted arrest of Saint Clement, Lower Church of S. Clemente, Rome (Photo: J. Wilpert, Romischen Mosaiken und
Malereien der kirchlichen Bauten vom IV. bis XIII. Jahrhundert [Freiburg im Breisgau, 1916], IV/2, pi. 240).

the twelfth century, resulting in the figures being
eut off at knee level. Fortunately, however, the
inscriptions identifying the figures are still visible.
In the centre of the composition, Pope Clement is
seated on a throne. He is flanked on the left by
Saint Peter, who climbs a footstool at the throne’s
base, and by Linus and two unidentified figures.
On the right, Clement is flanked by Cletus and
three more unidentified figures.49 As Clement is
identified as pope, and Linus and Cletus are not,
the painting appears to portray the papal succession
as outlined by Rufmus in the early fourth century,
in the Préfacé to his Latin translation of the
Clémentine Récognitions. He explained that Linus
and Cletus were bishops during Peters lifetime,
and took care of the day-to-day ministry of the
church, freeing Peter to focus on his apostolic
duties.50 In this way Rufinus found a solution to
the confusion over the apostolic succession, one
that was undoubtedly compounded by the similarity of names such as Clemens, Cletus, Anacletus,
and the various forms of their abbreviations. In the
middle register of the painting in San Clemente,
Clement célébrâtes Mass. Theodora is in attendance, and on the far right, Sisinnius is being led out
of the church by servants. On the dado below,
Sisinnius attempts to arrest Clement, but his serv
ants deceive him by tying up a column instead.
From an iconographie standpoint, the painting in
the church of San Clemente bears no resemblance
to the mosaics in the church of San Marco, although the similarity of the subject matter is remarkable. The papal succession, which is implied
in San Marco, is clearly outlined in the lower church
of San Clemente. Furthermore, the apse mosaics in
the upper church, produced during the papacy of
Paschal II (1099—1118), also affirm the close bond
between Peter and Clement. In the conch of the apse, the Cruci
fixion is dominated by an elaborate vine scroll, and on the sides
of the surrounding arch, Peter is seated with Clement on the
right, while Paul is seated with Saint Lawrence on the left.51
The painting of Clement in the lower church and the apse
mosaics in the upper church were produced during a period
known as the Gregorian Reform.52 Named after its most nota
ble advocate, Pope Gregory VII (1021-85), the Gregorian Reform movement originated in the Bénédictine abbey of Cluny
in the tenth century and worked towards restoring the moral
fibre of the church. The reformers looked back to the simplicity
of apostolic times and idealized the early Christian Roman
church. Writings from the early Christian period were popular,
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with his friend Rufmus (ca. 345-410), the translater of the
Pseudo-Clementine Homilies and Récognitions, believed that
Clement was Peter’s immédiate successor.47
By the late eleventh century, the belief that Clement was the
second bishop of Rome is clearly expressed in a wall painting,
located on a pilaster on the left side of the nave, in the lower
church of San Clemente, at Rome (fig. 6). Indeed, the painting
compares closely to the mosaics in the church of San Marco, as
both groups of images focus on Clement’s importance as Peters
successor, and both depict the story of Sisinnius andTheodora, a
subject rarely portrayed in médiéval art.48 The painting in the
lower church of San Clemente consists of three registers. The top
register was damaged during the building of the upper church in
30
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left to right, while in the south choir chapel it reads in the
opposite direction, from right to left. In this way the cye of the
viewer is led towards the apse and towards the image of Christ
in the conch.65 Each narrative includes an image of unlawful
confinement (Herod’s arrest of Peter and Sisinnius’s seizure of
Clement) followed by an escape made possible through divine
intervention. For Peter this is spelled out by the inclusion of the
angel leading him out of prison, but for Clement the power of
the divine is more subtle, as it is alluded to by the movement of
the story towards the image of Christ in the apse.
When viewed within this context, the mosaics make an
allegorical reference to the Venetian participation in the crusade
of Pope Callixtus II and the Muslim capture and imprisonment
of King Baldwin II. The First Crusade was preached at Clermont
in 1095 and, only four years later, on July 1099, the city of
Jérusalem Tell. By June 1119, the Christian cause in the East
suffered a serious setback in the battle known as the Field of
Blood. Roger of Antioch, one of the leading Frankish princes in
the Crusader States, had been killed with virtually his entire
army. King Baldwin II sought aid from his relative Pope Callixtus
II, and Pope Callixtus, in turn, appealed to Doge Domenico
Michiel. From inside the church of San Marco, the doge rallied
the Venetians to obtain their support. In August 1122, the
Venetian fleet departed, commanded by the doge. As a mark of
papal approval, they sailed under the vexillum of Saint Peter that
had been given to them by the pope.66 Initially, the Venetians’
journey to the Holy Land was leisurely. They plundered the
Dalmatian coast and were besieging Byzantine Corfu when, in
the spring of 1123, they were reminded of their mission by an
urgent message that King Baldwin II had been capturcd by the
Muslims. The Venetians then left Corfu and reached the coast
of Palestine in May 1123. They destroyed the Egyptian fleet off
the coast of Ascalon, spent Christmas in Jérusalem and Bethlehem, and then aided the Frankish army in capturing lyre,
which fell in July 1124. That same year, King Baldwin II
secured his own release by paying his captors a large sum of
money, and by promising to surrender Azaz and to make war on
Dubais. The Venetians were not directly involved in Baldwin’s
release, but it was his capture that reminded the Venetians of
their mission and it was following his safe release that they
returned, arriving in Venice in triumph in June 1125.67
The mosaics of Saints Peter and Clement in the choir
chapels of San Marco were produced in célébration of this
triumph. The narrative images on the gallery walls create a link
with the âge of the apostles, reinforce the importance of succes
sion, and remind viewers that, just as Peter and Clement were
freed from their pagan captors through the intervention of the
divine (represented by Christ in the apse), so too were the
Venetians instrumental in liberating Christians in the Holy
Land from Muslim control. Thus, if we consider the mosaics of

including works signed or attributed to Clement, and church
décoration frequently portrayed early Christian saints and revived early Christian programmes.53 The line of papal succes
sion was also a concern, as the popes were proud of a héritage
they could trace directly back to Peter. Although the work of
Peter Damian, a vigorous supporter of church reform and a
contemporary of Pope Gregory VII, states that Clement was the
fourth bishop of Rome,54 the writings of Pope Paschal II underline the importance of Clement as Peters successor,55 and other
supporters of the Gregorian Reform, such as Bishop Bonizone
of Sutri56 and Bishop Bruno of Segni,57 clearly state that Clem
ent was Peters successor to the papal throne.
Although modem scholarship places Clement as the third
bishop of Rome after Peter,58 this does not appear to hâve been
the case in Venice in the second decade of the twelfth century.
The dedication of the choir chapels to Saints Peter and Clement
can be linked, therefore, to the influence of the Gregorian
Reform movement and the belief that Clement was Peters
immédiate successor to the papal throne. Indeed, although the
mosaic work in San Marco is often viewed within the context of
Byzantine art, the influence that came from Cluny — via avenues
such as the Reform papacy in Rome — has been largely overlooked. For many years scholars were puzzled by the grouping
of Saints Clement, Nicholas, Biaise, and Leonard in the bowl of
the south dôme. The problem was solved, however, when John
Osborne noted that ail four saints were popular during the
Gregorian Reform, and suggested a reading that viewed the
mosaics as promoting the Reform movement and thcir related
crusader activities.59
In his examination of the mosaics, Demus tentatively proposed that the scenes of Saint Peter were selected due to their
specifically “Petrine” nature, and also noted that the stories of
Saints Peter and Clement each portrayed a foiled attempt at
imprisonment.60 Bertoli linked Peters images to Mark, and
offered a reading that saw Peter returning to the Church Mili
tant (Christians on earth) and Mark to the Church Triumphant
(Christians in heaven).61 Tom Dale has proposed that the scenes
of Theodora and Sisinnius in Clement’s narrative were connected to the seats of the doge and the dogaressa on the ground
floor of the south choir chapel,62 and Holly Hurlburt has sug
gested a possible analogy between the dogaressa and the images
of the pious Theodora in the south choir chapel.63
These interprétations ail hâve merit, but apply to either the
mosaics of Peter, or to the mosaics of Clement, and not to the
overall décorative programme. I believe the primary motivation
behind the choice of scenes lies in two important details noted
by Demus: first, the Peter and Clement cycles both read in a
west-east direction towards the apse; and second, each cycle
terminâtes in a foiled attempt at imprisonment.64 In the north
choir chapel the narrative reads in the normal direction, from
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Saints Peter and Clement within the context of the Venetian
préoccupation with succession, the influence of the Gregorian
Reform movement, and the Crusader fervour generated by the
Reform papacy in Rome, the images no longer appear as arbitrary and unusual, but as political propaganda designed to
celebrate Doge Domenico Michiel’s part in the successful crusade of Pope Callixtus IL The mosaics most likely date, therefore, between the ycars 13 25—29.68
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