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Biblically or Theologically?:
A Study of the Selection of the Twelve Apostles in Byzantine Church Decoration

Kazufumi TAKEDA

7 Abstract N

The Twelve Apostles, the high disciples of Jesus Christ, are depicted in various Biblical settings in Christian
art, such as the Last Supper. When the twelve apostles are depicted as a group rather than as individual saints,
there is a difference in the choice of the twelve from those appearing in the Gospels. Some of the depictions
follow the Gospels, while others include Paul and the Evangelists Mark and Luke, who were not counted among
the original Twelve and appear according to their theological significance. In such cases, is the painter conscious
of his choice of the Twelve? Or was the artist conscious of choosing only the more important figures, such as
Peter and Paul? If the setting was before the arrest of Christ, how would Judas have been treated? This paper
examines how the selection of apostles was made in various depictions of the Twelve Apostles in Byzantine
church decorations. First, based on previous studies and mural paintings that have the names of each apostle as
inscriptions, the author defined the physiognomy of the apostles. Next, the author examined their iconography in
the major Byzantine churches and tried to identify each apostle using the physiognomy obtained in the previous
work. As a result, it became clear that the artists were aware of the identity of the figures in the paintings to a
certain extent. On the other hand, there are examples that fluctuate between biblical correctness and theological
significance. In some cases, Judas is depicted in subjects after the Last Supper, or depicted with a nimbus. There
are instances where John the Evangelist is depicted as an old man (theologian), such as the Pentecost, in which he
was originally a young man. These examples reveal the attitude of medieval painters toward the Bible and theol-

ogy, and their attempts at being accurate.
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