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Throughout the long life of the Byzantine Empire, court ceremonies were
of great importance for state ideology, particularly given the relative rarity
of the emperor’s public appearances.1 Comprising a complex interaction of
ritual practices with art and light, they served to transmit key political and
religious messages related to the nature of the imperial office in Byzantium.
This very idea is clearly expressed in the preface of the so�called Book of
Ceremonies which contained a number of protocols for imperial rituals and
was compiled in the tenth century by the emperor Constantine VII
Porphyrogennetos2: “…owing to a praiseworthy taxis (order), the imperial
power appears more decent, the respect accorded it soars, and for this it is
marvellous to both foreigners and our own subjects.”3 This paper will
explore the relationship between art, light and court ceremonial in the
Byzantine capital and its grand cathedral, Hagia Sophia, making special ref-
erence to political and religious symbolism, and the way in which it glori-
fied and limited imperial power within this sacred space. 

I will focus in particular on one especially significant procession, the first
to be described in the Book of Ceremonies.4 Dating to ca 957–59,5 the pro-
cession solemnly led the emperor and his entourage from the Great Palace
(µέγα παλάτιον)6 to Hagia Sophia and back after the liturgy (fig. 1). It was
followed, with minor variations, on great feasts of the Christian calendar,
while its position at the very beginning of the book accommodated refer-
ences to it throughout the work. Previous scholarship has frequently noted
the importance of this procession,7 particularly when seeking to establish
the nature of the emperor’s special charisma. Such studies usually conclude
by suggesting that the emperor possessed a “priestly” or “quasi�priestly” sta-
tus during the services in Hagia Sophia. In contributing to this discourse, I
will suggest that, given the lack of clarity surrounding the specific nature of
the emperor’s role within the liturgy, scholars should employ caution in
using terminology such as “priest”, which carry clearly�established defini-
tions within the clerical structure of the Church.

Light played a central role during this procession. The ceremony started
at the break of dawn (ἕωθεν πρωΐας),8 which made lighting devices neces-
sary in the palace complex and Hagia Sophia, as well as in the open spaces
between them. In fact, a number of services in the Byzantine Church took
place in the weak light of early morning or the darkness of the evening or
night, thus requiring the illumination of churches by candles and oil lamps.
For this reason, Hagia Sophia was designed to be seen as much by artificial
as natural light.9 The appreciation of both sun and lamp light in the cathe-
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dral is reflected in the works of sixth�century Byzantine authors. The histo-
rian Prokopios of Caesarea wrote with regard to natural light: “it abounds
exceedingly in gleaming sunlight. You might say that the [interior] space is
not illuminated by the sun from the outside, but that the radiance is gener-
ated within, so great an abundance of light bathes this shrine all round.”10

Conversely, the poet Paul Silentiarios emphasised the artificial light pro-
duced by lamps: “But no words are sufficient to describe the illumination in
the evening: you might say that some nocturnal sun filled the majestic tem-
ple with light.”11

However, the experience of modern day visitors to the Great Church12 is
very different to that of the Byzantine period, due to the use of steady bright
electric light13 and alterations to the original lighting conditions of the
cathedral over time. Many of the aisle windows have either been blocked or
shaded, resulting in most light coming from the nave, while pairs of the
dome windows over the west pendentives have been filled with masonry.14

An additional factor altering today’s experience in the cathedral is dirt and
discolouration.15 The greatly prized multi�coloured marble revetments of
Hagia Sophia used to be highly polished and therefore glittered16, while
large parts of the upper walls were covered with gold and silver glass
mosaics designed to catch the light at various angles.17 The lighting system
of the church was very elaborate18, comprising numerous individual lamps,
silver or brass polykandela, candelabra and, in later times, candles.19 In addi-
tion to these practical and decorative purposes, light also had deeper sym-
bolic dimensions, among the most common of which was its widespread
association with divine light20.

The ceremony itself comprised many stages that we will not examine in
depth, choosing instead to focus on elements that have relevance to the
subject under discussion. Preparations started the previous day, when the
streets were cleaned and adorned with aromatic plants,21 and many silk and
embroidered pieces of cloth were hung in various parts of the palace build-
ings.22 On the actual day of the procession the emperor’s attendants assem-
bled his garments and insignia, such the “rod of Moses”, the crowns and the
imperial arms, lances and shields. Before wearing his imperial garments, the
monarch prayed in front of the mosaic of the enthroned Christ located in
the apse of the Chrysotriklinos (golden hall), the throne room where impe-
rial receptions took place (fig. 1).23 The Book of Ceremonies does not make
any mention of candles being held during this prayer as per normal prac-
tice at the time. Nevertheless, the setting and actions of the emperor were
full of symbolism. The domed throne room was octagonal in shape and had
an apse to the east, which was adorned with an image of Christ, possibly a
mosaic.24 Right under the radiant depiction of Christ in majesty sitting on
His throne was the emperor’s own throne. This was a powerful visual state-
ment of the divine origins of the imperial office. During his prayer to the
absolute ruler the emperor appeared humble,25 bereft of his ceremonial
attire and insignia.

After this, he put on his gold�bordered sagion (χρυσοπερίκλειστα

σαγία)26 and processed through other buildings of the palace complex
where he received the rest of his garments and insignia.27 He also passed



From the Great Palace to the Great Church: Art
and Light in the Context of Court Ritual in Tenth-
Century Constantinople

149

through sanctuaries where he venerated relics and paid homage to God by
deeply bowing three times with lit candles in his hands.28 Though not
specifically mentioned in the Book of Ceremonies, lighting devices such as
torches and lanterns must have been used in the open spaces during this
procession, for it was still not fully light.29 Finally, the cortege reached the
Augoustaion (Αὐγουσταίον), the square between the palace and the cathe-
dral (fig. 1).30 From there the sovereign and his entourage entered through
the Beautiful Gate (ὡραία πύλη)31 into the southwest vestibule of Hagia
Sophia (fig. 2.1), a chamber known as the Metatorion (µητατώριον),32 the
tiring room, where he was divested of his crown.33 Coming from a secular
space, the emperor’s crown, the royal symbol par excellence, had to be
removed as he was entering a holy space. This moment in the ceremonial
made clear to the emperor that beyond this point it was not he who exer-
cised authority; within the space of Hagia Sophia kingship belonged to God
alone, who had temporarily given authority to a person He had chosen.34

This symbolically charged act was taking place in front of the late ninth
or early tenth�century lunette mosaic (figs 3, 2.2) that depicts Constantine
the Great and Justinian I, offering respectively a model of Constantinople
and Hagia Sophia to the seated Virgin and Child (fig. 4).35 Scholars have
placed great emphasis on the representation of the Virgin receiving the
emperors’ gifts, and have particularly linked this with the idea that
Constantinople was under the special protection of the Virgin.36 Indeed, in
full daylight or under the modern electric lights now in place, the larger
image of the Virgin naturally appears more prominent by comparison to
that of the infant Christ. However, studies on the effect of light upon
mosaics have shown that gold and silver cubes, such as those that form the
robes of Christ, are neutered by steady bright light but pick up and reflect
light far more effectively in the low, indirect light conditions that would
have prevailed at the time of the ceremony.37 Thus, under the subdued light
of dawn coming through the windows of the vestibule and the gentle light
of oil lamps, the focus of the composition would have shifted from the
Virgin to Christ. His gleaming gold chiton and himation with silver high-
lights, in direct contrast to the dark blue garments of the Virgin,38 reflected
light, arresting the attention of the viewer. One might add that the visual
emphasis on Christ achieved at this particular time of day was, perhaps,
most appropriate for the ceremonial act that was taking place in the
vestibule — the removal of the emperor’s crown as a symbol of his sub-
servience to God. 

The emperor then passed into the narthex, where the Patriarch and cler-
gy awaited him. Having first venerated the Gospel, he greeted and embraced
the Patriarch and walked together with him to the Imperial Gates
(βασιλικαὶ πύλαι), the central and highest of nine portals leading to the
nave of the cathedral (figs 5, 2.3).39 There, the emperor received a lit candle
from the praipositos40 and performed a proskynesis, that is he prostrated
himself three times at the threshold of the nave while the Patriarch read a
prayer. Directly above these doors is the late ninth or early tenth�century
lunette mosaic portraying Christ, enthroned holding an open Gospel with a
kneeling emperor praying at his feet (fig. 6).41 It is obvious that the choice of
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theme for this particular piece was inspired by the fact that the emperor
rendered homage to God in this part of the church, prior to entering the
holy space where the liturgy took place.42 Such an interpretation is further
supported by the psalms chanted at this point, prompting the faithful to
thank and praise the name of God.43 The open codex held by Christ reads:
“Peace [be] unto you. I am the light of the world”, a combination of two dif-
ferent passages from the Gospel of St John (John 20:19, 21, 26 and 8:12).
Christ greets those standing in front of the Imperial Gate in the same man-
ner He greeted His disciples, for the phrase “peace be unto you” was used
when He appeared among the Apostles after His resurrection. At the same
time, He reveals an aspect of His divine nature as being the source of
life�giving light.44

The skilful mosaicist rendered this divine truth in the most effective way;
the golden tesserae of the haloes and background of the narthex mosaic
are set at an angle ranging from 9 to 26 degrees from the perpendicular so
as to reflect light down to the viewer.45 Furthermore, Christ’s silver chiton
decorated with gold clavi would have appeared radiant, emphasising His
central role in the scene. At present, apart from an arched window on the
wall opposite the mosaic,46 a single spotlight sheds bright light at the mosa-
ic, thus neutralising the reflective quality of the golden and silver tesserae.47

In Byzantine times, the subject and position of the narthex mosaic would
also have necessitated the existence of an individual source of light,48 and it
is likely that a lamp or polykandelon hung from the cross�vault above.
Bearing in mind that the imperial procession took place in the dim light of
dawn and that the mosaic was appropriately illuminated, it is clear it would
have made for an impressive spectacle. As the emperor paid homage to God
beneath the lunette mosaic, his subjects would see the light from the lamps
and the mosaic reflecting onto his jewel�encrusted, golden vestments, as if
it came directly from the holy image. The message communicated by this
carefully staged scene was obvious: the origins of imperial office were
divine. God had endowed earthly rule to the reigning emperor and there-
fore he was the only suited candidate for this appointment.  

Following the prayer, the emperor returned the candle to the praipositos
and once again venerated the Gospel, after which he and the Patriarch
entered the main part of the cathedral. It is important to note that in this
part of the liturgy, known as the Little Entrance,49 the candles carried along
with the Gospel symbolised the divine light.50 In a way, this light, which had
just been seen shining forth to the emperor and Patriarch from the narthex
mosaic, was now moving with them into the cathedral. The vast space of
the nave, decorated with colourful marbles, glass mosaics, lustrous silk tex-
tiles, precious church furnishings and liturgical vessels of gold and silver,
Gospel books with lavish covers, icons and censers, formed an ideal envi-
ronment for the employment of light. The radiance of hundreds of flicker-
ing lamps and candles reflected on these rich surfaces and the fragrance of
burning incense truly gave the feeling of entering a holy space where God
“the Light” dwelled. In this atmosphere, the emperor and Patriarch walked
side by side across the main body of Hagia Sophia until they approached
the Holy Doors (ἅγια θύρια) of the sanctuary (fig. 2.5). 
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There the Patriarch entered alone, while the emperor stood at the
omphalion,51 located outside the chancel barrier, and prostrated himself
three times again holding a candle in his hands.52 At the end of his prayer,
he passed into the sanctuary (fig. 2.7), kissed the altar cloth, venerated litur-
gical vessels and relics and offered his gift to God, usually a bag of gold coins
(ἀποκόµβιον) or on occasion other precious objects. Then the sovereign
walked with the Patriarch to the apse (fig. 2.8) and there once again ren-
dered thanks to God by bowing three times in front of the large golden
cross, holding a candle in his hands. After the proskynesis, the Patriarch gave
the censer to the emperor to incense the cross himself and then the two
men exchanged the kiss of peace and the emperor went to his Metatorion
(fig. 2.10), the imperial box arranged in two floors in the southeast of the
nave,53 where he attended the rest of the service.

All these highly symbolic acts were taking place beneath the apse mosaic
of the Virgin and Child (figs 7, 8),54 an image that again seems designed to
make visually manifest Christ’s message from the narthex piece: “I am the
Light of the World”. As with the mosaics discussed previously, the metallic
cubes of the composition are at their full glow in the twilight of this dawn
ceremony.55 Christ’s gold robes as well as the gold highlights on his hair, in
sharp contrast to the dark blue garments of the Virgin, radiate light out to
the onlooker, rendering Him the most prominent figure. From an image of
the Virgin holding the Child, the work is transformed, as is more appropri-
ate at this part of the ceremony, into an image of Christ shining forth to the
ruler and the world.

The sovereign also played an active role during the Great Entrance of the
liturgy, when the Eucharistic bread and wine were transferred from the
prothesis chamber to the altar.56 Accompanied by his courtiers he walked to
the ambo (ἄµβων), a raised platform in the middle of the cathedral (fig. 2.6),
where he met the clergy procession carrying the paten and chalice. There he
received a large candle (λαµπάς) and led the procession as it moved towards
the Holy Doors of the sanctuary (fig. 2.5) where the Patriarch was waiting. At
this point, the emperor stepped to the side so that the priests holding the
liturgical vessels could enter.57 He then greeted the Patriarch and returned to
the Metatorion until it was time to receive the Holy Communion, which
brought him again outside the sanctuary.58 After this, he went back to the
Metatorion where he stayed until the end of the liturgy. 

When the service was over the sovereign walked with the Patriarch until
the door opening to the Holy Well (ἅγιον φρέαρ), a shrine located at the
southeast corner of Hagia Sophia (fig. 2.13),59 and only at this point did the
Patriarch return the crown to the emperor as he was about to leave the
cathedral and enter the earthly world where he ruled.60 The procession back
to the Great Palace was repeated in reverse order, though more quickly, and
was less formal than that of the arrival. When he arrived at the palace, his
crown and the rest of his regalia were removed, and the procession ended
as it had begun — with the emperor prostate before the image of Christ in
his throne room, the Chrysotriklinos.

The issue of the emperor’s role in the liturgy is a complicated subject that
requires significantly more discussion than is possible here. However, hav-
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ing described this procession in Hagia Sophia, it is possible to outline some
thoughts that may contribute to this discussion. The emperor is often
described by scholars as being a priest and king, king�priest, or as having a
priestly or quasi�priestly status,61 but to what extent is this a valid term? It is
clear that the emperor held a special place during the liturgy that derived
from his God�given right to rule.62 It is, however, just as clear that his role
during the liturgy was restricted and this is apparent when considering his
ritual behaviour during the ceremony under discussion. He prayed with
candles, which was a practice that extended to both laity and clergy.63 He
led the procession of the Great Entrance carrying a candle, but this was nor-
mally performed by a member of the minor orders of the clergy.64 He
entered the sanctuary, kissed the altar cloth and censed, all of which were
clerical privileges, yet not only of bishops or priests but also of the lower
ranking offices of the Byzantine Church, such as the deacon.65 Moreover, he
entered only once and for a very specific reason � to leave his offering of
gold.66 He remained outside the sanctuary when receiving the Holy
Communion, although he received the Eucharistic bread and wine sepa-
rately, in the same manner as the clergy.67 Again, however, this was the case
not only for bishops and priests, but also members of the lower ranks of the
clergy. For most of the liturgy, his position was in the Metatorion, his special
private chamber in the nave with the laity. George P. Majeska rightly points
out the ambiguity of the emperor’s role within the liturgy of Hagia Sophia,
and it is indeed possible that this ambiguity was intentional.68 Only much
later is he ascribed a specific clerical rank, that of the deputatus (δεποτά-

τος), a minor official of Hagia Sophia.69 This, as well as the fact that a priest
was an order of the Byzantine clergy clearly defined by certain rights and
duties such as the administering of the Eucharist,70 would also argue against
referring to the emperor as a priest or describing him as priestly. Certainly at
no point in this procession do we see him play a role in the liturgy that falls
exclusively within the preserve of a priest. 

This study has followed a single procession from the Great Palace to the
Great Church. In terms of length, it was one of the shortest among those
described in the Book of Ceremonies. However, it was perhaps the most
important as it was followed on all great feasts of the Christian calendar. It
can be seen that, in this fundamental piece of ceremonial, light, either in
the form of a simple candle or an elaborate polykandelon with numerous
glass lamps, played a vital role in the creation of sacred space within the city
of Constantinople and its grand cathedral. Candles and lamps had a practi-
cal role given the times at which major services often took place, but were
also representative of the divine light, and served throughout this ritual as a
means of paying homage to sacred figures.

It is not surprising that light was employed with such care and symbolic
meaning during this procession. Any appearance of the emperor in public
was as significant as it was rare, and was the subject of careful choreography
and staging that sought everywhere to glorify the ruler and reinforce a pub-
lic image of his legitimacy and righteousness. However, it also served to
establish the limitations of his temporal authority, divesting him of the
earthly insignia of kingship as he entered a space reserved for the authority
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of God. It is clear that light formed a key aspect of the symbology employed
to promote and reinforce these messages to the people. 

Елени Димитриаду (London)

От Большого Дворца к Великой
Церкви. Искусство и Свет в при-
дворном церемониале византий-
ских императоров в
Константинополе X века

Имперские церемонии были неотъемлемой частью византийской
государственной идеологии на протяжении долгой истории Империи.
Сравнительно редкие появления  императора на публике были  тща-
тельно срежиссированы и сопровождались ритуальными световыми и
художественными действами, служившими для  передачи ключевых
идей, связанных с ролью императора.  При этом особо акцентирова-
лись  величие и легитимность власти императора,  ее отношение к
церкви и другим слоям византийского общества. В докладе рассматри-
вается  вопрос о роли искусства и световых эффектов в придворном
церемониале на примере отдельной процессии,  описанной в «Книге
церемоний» (изд. под ред. Reiske, том I, кн. 1, 5-35), представляющей из
себя собрание документов, датируемых с пятого по десятый век и
скомпонованных по указанию императора Константина VII
Багрянородного.  Датируемая примерно  957-59 гг., процессия с уча-
стием императора и его придворных направлялась от  Большого двор-
ца к собору  Святой Софии, и  с небольшими изменениями соверша-
лась по большим престольным праздникам церковного календаря.

При этом свет играл знаменательную роль в ходе  этих шествий,
выполняя практические, эстетические и символические задачи.
Церемонии свершались во время сумерек или на  рассвете, тем самым
сообщая необходимое значение осветительным устройствам в виде
лампад или факелов, как внутри, так и снаружи зданий.
Величественный собор, щедро украшенный сверкающим мрамором и
мозаиками, согласно замыслу архитектора, должен был производить
грандиозное впечатление, как при естественном дневном, так и при
искусственном, вечернем,  освещении, выявлявшем различные эстети-
ческие и символические аспекты его декора.  В зависимости от харак-
тера освещения в различное время суток,  мозаики меняли свой облик,
что вело к смещению визуальных акцентов  от фигуры одного святого
к  другой.  Это, в свою очередь, меняло и смысловые акценты, благода-
ря чему собор являлся надлежащим пространством  для  проведения
торжественных церемоний.
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В заключительной части этого исследования  автор рассматривает
роль  фигуры императора, характер его присутствия и участия в
литургии  Святой Софии, сосредотачиваясь на аспектах, ограничи-
вающих власть императора внутри сакрального пространства.  В част-
ности, ставится вопрос о пересмотре значения  понятия  «священник»
по отношении к византийскому государю.
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