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ABSTRACT 

 

In this paper, I suggest that the Byzantine Patriarch Photios (r. 858-867, 877-886) used 

the composition of the apse mosaic of the Theotokos and Christ-Child and its relationship to the 

light within Hagia Sophia to his political advantage. I propose that on Holy Saturday, 867, 

Photios attempted to counteract political threats through his Homily 17, which dedicated the apse 

mosaic, the first figural image installed in Hagia Sophia after the end of Iconoclasm. In 

Byzantine liturgy, the emperor played a ceremonial role as the embodiment of Christ, an idea 

that was widely propagated, for example, by images of Christ on imperial coins. I argue that 

Photios emphasized his own ceremonial role as a “God Bearer” and appropriated the image of 

the Theotokos as his own opposing political symbol. With the dedication of the Theotokos 

image, Photios garnered the visual language needed to oppose imperial authority and created an 

opportunity to assert his Iconophile polemic.  

Homily 17 is a result of the continuation of the Iconoclast controversy that persisted since 

the so-called Truimph of Orthodoxy in 843. Through Photios’s dedication of the apse image and 

its relationship to Hagia Sophia’s liturgy, the apse mosaic became a performative image.  

The activation of the apse mosaic as a performative image is due in part to the effect of 

light caused by the reflection of the sun off of the gold and glass tesserae. Rico Franses discusses 

how this light effect creates visual layers of bright golden reflections and dark areas of matte 

glass in the mosaic’s composition. He suggests that these layers convey Orthodox theology to the 

church’s congregation. He explains that the changing light in Hagia Sophia, as the sun rises and 

lowers, and the effect of the reflected light on the gold tessarae illuminate either the Theotokos 

or the Christ Child. I propose that Photios took advantage of Hagia Sophia’s unique light effect 

in order to emphasize the Theotokos and his own ceremonial role as a “God Bearer” over the 

Christ-Child in the political rhetoric of Homily 17 and the liturgy of Hagia Sophia. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

On 29 March 867 the Byzantine Patriarch Photios (r. 858-867, 877-886), the leader of the 

Orthodox Church, presented Homily 17 to his congregation in Constantinople’s Hagia Sophia.
1
 

Photios wrote and delivered Homily 17 as a dedication of the new apse mosaic of the Theotokos 

and Christ Child (Figs 1 and 2).
2
 “Theotokos” is the Greek name for the Mother of God and 

translates as “God Bearer.”
3
  

This thesis seeks to reveal the political implications of Homily 17 when studied within 

the sermon’s original context. This context encompasses the ongoing Iconoclast Controversy and 

the specific liturgical ceremonies celebrated in Hagia Sophia on Holy Saturday, 867.  I discuss 

Homily 17 and the effect of sunlight on the apse mosaic to reveal how Photios defined his own 

ceremonial role as a “God Bearer” by appropriating the apse mosaic of the Theotokos into his 

                                                
1
 Cyril Mango, “Note on Homily XVII,” in The Homilies of Photios Patriarch of 

Constantinople: English Translation, Introduction and Commentary (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1958), 279. See Appendix B for an excerpt of Homily 17. 
2
 Ibid. It is uncertain whether the current mosaic in the apse of Hagia Sophia is the same as the 

image Photios refers to in Homily 17. Photios’s description of the apse mosaic varies from the 

image we see today; for example, Photios describes the Theotokos as gazing toward the Christ 

Child but the extant mosaic depicts a Theotokos with a frontal gaze. It is possible that the 

Ottomans damaged the mosaic when they plastered over the images when the church was 

converted into a mosque after the fall of Byzantium in 1453. Later restorations during the 19
th
 

and 20
th

 centuries also could have contributed to a possible alteration of the iconography. Henry 

Maguire supports this perspective by suggesting that Byzantines were aware of rhetorical tools 

within religious and political ceremony; see Henry Maguire, Art and Eloquence in Byzantium 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton UniversityPress, 1981).  
3
 For scholarship on the Theotokos in the ninth century see: Annemarie Weyl Carr, “Threads of 

Authority: The Virgin Mary’s Veil in the Middle Ages,” in Robes and Honor: The Medieval 
World of Investiture, ed. Stewart Gordon (New York, NY: Palgrave, 2001), 59-93; Robin 

Cormack, “The Mother of God in the Mosaics of Hagia Sophia at Constantinople,” in Mother of 
God: Representations of the Virgin in Byzantine Art. ed. Maria Vassilaki (New York: Abbeville 

Publishing Group, 2000), 107-123; Robin Cormack, “The Mother of God in Apse Mosaics,” in 

Mother of God: Representations of the Virgin in Byzantine Art, ed. Maria Vassilaki (New York: 

Abbeville Publishing Group, 2000), 91-105; Cyril Mango, “Constantinople as Theotokoupolis,” 

in Mother of God: Representations of the Virgin in Byzantine Art, ed. Maria Vassilaki (New 

York, NY: Abbeville Publishing Group, 2000), 17-25; Niki Tsironis, “From poetry to liturgy: the 

cult of the Virgin in the Middle Byzantine era,” in Images of the Mother of God: Perceptions of 
the Theotokos in Byzantium, ed. Maria Vassilaki (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 

2005), 91-102.  
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homiletic rhetoric. The change in the angle and amount of sunlight inside the Great Church 

causes an illusion of movement in the apse mosaic. Photios’s delivery of Homily 17 took 

advantage of this illusion in order to create his new patriarchal, political symbolism. Thus, I 

argue that Photios appropriated the image of the Theotokos as a political symbol to oppose the 

long-established imperial mimesis of Christ.  

The emperor Michael III (842-867), his co-emperor Basil I (867-886), and their court 

attended Hagia Sophia’s ceremonies and witnessed Photios’s apse dedication.
4
 The emperor also 

participated in Hagia Sophia’s liturgical ceremonies; however, the emperor’s ceremonial 

entrance and participation in the Great Church’s liturgy defined the emperor as secondary to the 

ecclesiastic role and authority of the patriarch.
5
 Those who viewed the liturgy in the patriarchal 

church witnessed a shift in power. Photios could only claim preeminent authority in the presence 

of the emperor when in the space of Hagia Sophia.  

Current scholarship has yet to consider Photios’s delivery of Homily 17 within this 

unique context; questions remain concerning Photios’s political intent and the implications of his 

Iconophile rhetoric.
6
 George P. Majeska, Robert Taft, and Thomas Mathews have advanced the 

study of the origin and symbolism of Byzantine liturgy.
7
 Majeska’s article, “The Emperor and 

                                                
4
 Mango, “Note on Homily XVII,” 279. 

5
 Gilbert Dagron, Emperor and Priest: The Imperial Office in Byzantium, trans. Jean Birrell. 

(Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK. 2003), 99-103. 
6
 For scholarship regarding Photios and Homily 17 see: Dagron, Emperor and Priest, 223-247; 

Patricia Karlin-Hayter, “Gregory of Syracuse, Ignatios and Photios,” in Iconoclasm: Papers 
given at the Ninth Spring Symposium of Byzatine Studies, University of Birmingham, March 
1975, eds. Anthony Bryer and Judith Herrin (Birmingham: Centre for Byzantine Studies, 1977), 

121-146; Cyril Mango, “The Liquidation of Iconoclasm and the Patriarch Photios,” in 

Iconoclasm: Papers given at the Ninth Spring Symposium of Byzatine Studies, University of 
Birmingham, March 1975, eds. Anthony Bryer and Judith Herrin (Birmingham: Centre for 

Byzantine Studies, 1977), 133-140; Mango, “Note on Homily XVII,” 279-286; Niki Tsironis, 

“Historicity and Poetry in Ninth-Century Homiletics: The Homilies of Patriarch Photios and 

George of Nicomedia,” in Preacher and Audience: Studies in Early Christian and Byzantine 
Homilies, eds. Mary B. Cunningham and Pauline Allen (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 1998), 

295-316. 
7
 See Robert Taft, “How Liturgies Grow: The Evolution of the Byzantine Divine Liturgy,” in 

Beyond East and West: Problems in Liturgical Understanding (Washington, D.C.: Pastoral 

Press, 1984); Robert Taft, “The Liturgy of the Great Church: An Initial Synthesis of Structure 

and Intepretation on the Eve of Iconoclasm,” DOP 34 (1980-1981): 45-75; George P. Majeska, 

“The Emperor and His Church,” in Byzantine Court Culture, ed. Henry Maguire (Washington, 

D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 2004), 1-11; Thomas F. Mathews, The 
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His Church,” reconstructs the emperor’s participation in the liturgy of Hagia Sophia.
8
 He notes 

that the imperial role in the rituals is “neither wholly that of a clergyman nor wholly that of a 

layman.”
9
 The ambiguity surrounding the emperor’s dual role in Hagia Sophia’s liturgy “serves 

as a metaphor for the tensions inherent in…the relations between the church and state in 

Byzantium.”
10

 Taft contributes to the discourse on the symbolism of Hagia Sophia’s liturgy by 

suggesting that the rituals composed an allegory of the life and death of Christ.
11

 He relies on the 

writings of Patriarch Germanus I (715-730) to explain how the congregation derived symbolic 

meanings in specific locations, processions, and rituals in the Great Church.
12

 Mathews focuses 

his study on the liturgy’s influence over the design and architecture of Byzantine churches.
13

 

Despite these scholars’ valuable contributions to the field of liturgical studies, questions still 

remain concerning the relationship between liturgy and images. Do the mosaics of Hagia Sophia 

contribute to the meaning or reception of the liturgical spectacle?  

Photios’s dedication of Hagia Sophia’s apse mosaic offers a unique opportunity to study 

how the patriarch incorporated mosaics into the process of conveying symbolic meaning through 

the spectacle of the liturgy. Liz James suggests Photios’s use of ekphrasis in Homily 17 was 

meant to evoke an emotive effect from a familiar image of the Theotokos.
14

 James uses Hagia 

Sophia’s apse mosaic as a case study to explain how each sense contributes to a person’s 

interaction with an image; she calls for a new way to interpret images, not as they seem but how 

they functioned.
15

 Robert Nelson also contributes to the study of how images and sight function 

in Byzantium. He applies the theory of “optical perception” to the apse mosaic of Hagia Sophia. 

This theory was defined by Photios as the act of seeing through physical contact between the eye 

                                                                                                                                                       

Early Churches of Constantinople: Architecture and Liturgy (University City, PA: The 

Pennsylvania State University Press, 1971). 
8
 Majeska, “The Emperor and His Church,” 1-11. 

9
 Ibid., 8. 

10
 Ibid., 11. 

11
 Taft, “The Liturgy of the Great Church,” 45-75. 

12
 Ibid. 

13
 Mathews, The Early Churches of Constantinople 

14
 Liz James, “Art and Lies: Text, image and imagination in the medieval world,” in Icon And 

Word: The Power of Images in Byzantium, eds. Antony Eastmond and Liz James (Burlington, 

VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2003), 59-72. 
15

 See Liz James, “Senses and Sensibility in Byzantium,” Art History 27:4 (September 2004: 

522-537). 
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and light particles emanating from an image.
16

 Thus seeing is a tactile act; to view is to 

participate in an action.
17

 Henry Maguire suggests that the description of images by Byzantine 

orators creates a constant dialogue between images and spectators.
18

 The combination of similar 

or contrasting textual imagery creates a type of visual language of topoi, the combination of 

which creates a variety of meanings.
19

 James, Nelson, and Maguire’s studies have advanced our 

knowledge of Homily 17 and the power of sight yet current scholarship has not considered 

Homily 17 as an integral part of the whole liturgical spectacle. 

I attempt to fill this lacuna by discussing how an excerpt of Photios’s homiletic rhetoric, 

when studied in its liturgical context, offers a new understanding of the apse mosaic’s role in the 

patriarch’s political spectacle on 29 March 867. An analysis of this spectacle reveals that Photios 

conflated the role of the Theotokos, represented by her image in the apse mosaic, with his own 

liturgical role as patriarch to oppose the imperial representation of power manifested in the 

imperial mimesis of Christ.  

 

Hagia Sophia’s Apse Mosaic: Formal Analysis 

 The mosaic program of the east apse can be viewed from any point on the ground and 

gallery levels, except for positions behind or beside the four piers. The east apse contains an 

image of the Theotokos and Christ Child, two archangels, and an inscription (Fig 3). The 

archangels are located in the south and north bases of the supporting arch’s soffit that precedes 

the apse conch; they are commonly identified as Gabriel and Michael.
20

 The angel to the 

viewer’s left, Gabriel, stands frontally and holds a globe in his left hand and a staff in his right 

(Fig 4). The figure of Michael, to the right, is badly damaged, only the tips of the wings and staff 

                                                
16

 See Robert Nelson, “To Say and To See: Ekphrasis and Vision in Byzantium,” in Visuality 
Before and Beyond the Renaissance: Seeing as Others Saw, ed. Robert Nelson (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2000), 143-168. 
17

 See Ibid., 143-168. 
18

 See Henry Maguire, “Art and Text,” in The Oxford Handbook of Byzantine Studies, eds. 

Elizabeth Jeffreys, John Haldon, and Robin Cormack (New York: Oxford University Press, 

2008), 721-730.  
19

 See Ibid., 721-730, for a discussion on the various types of rhetorical tools used by Byzantine 

orators.  
20

 Cyril Mango and Ernest J W Hawkins, “The Apse Mosaic of St. Sophia at Istanbul. Report on 

Work Carried out in 1964,” DOP 19 (1965): 127. Mango and Hawkins identify the angels 

according to a ninth-century Byzantine pattern in church decoration; Gabriel is traditionally 

depicted on the left side and Michael is shown on the right side of the apse. 
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remain (Fig 5). An inscription on the face of the semi-dome is composed of blue tesserae set 

against a band of gold tesserae.
21

  It reads, “The images which the imposters had cast down here 

pious emperors have again set up” (Fig. 6).
22

 The archangels and the inscription are not featured 

in Homily 17; I will address their contribution to the liturgical performance in chapters two and 

three. 

The Theotokos is shown sitting frontally with the Christ Child positioned in her lap (Fig. 

1).
23

 She is depicted with her right hand resting on the Christ Child’s shoulder. Her left hand is 

shown holding a small cloth as it rests on Christ’s left knee. The Mother of God wears a stola, or 

long dress, and a maphorion, or veil that wraps around her head and shoulders. Both garments 

are composed of dark-blue glass tesserae. A gradation of navy to black glass tesserae renders the 

shadows of the folds in the Theotokos’s garment.
24

 Proconnesian marble and cream and pink 

marble compose the only visible flesh of the Theotokos’s hands and face.
25

  The image of the 

Theotokos displays no obvious emotion; her eyes gaze to the viewer’s left. A concentric line of 

red glass, four tesserae wide, forms the Theotokos’s halo; the inner space is composed of gold 

tesserae.
26

  

The Christ Child is shown sitting in the center of the Theotokos’s lap in a frontal position 

(Fig. 7). He is depicted holding a scroll in his left hand.
27

 The flesh of the Christ Child, including 

his face, neck, hand, and feet, is composed of the same white, cream, and pink marble as his 

mother’s skin.
28

 A ring of red glass, three tesserae wide, outlines the Christ Child’s cruciform 

halo and the cross is composed of Proconnesian marble.
29

 The space inside his halo is filled with 

                                                
21

 Mango and Hawkins, “The Apse Mosaic of St. Sophia at Istanbul,” 125. The letters are 0.4 

meters in height. 
22

 Ibid., 125-126. Mango and Hawkins also note that the full text of the inscription is preserved 

in the Palatine Anthology. Α οι πλανοι καθειλον ενθαδ΄ εικονας ανακτες εστηλωσσαν 

ενσεβεις παλιν “The images which the imposters had cast down here pious emperors have again 

set up.” I thank Brad Hostetler for helping me translate and type the Greek inscriptions.  
23

 Ibid., 118.  
24

 Ibid., 120. The Theotokos’s garments are composed of four distinct colors of glass tesserae: 

turquoise, cobalt blue, dark blue, and black. 
25

 Ibid., 118. 
26

 Ibid., 121. 
27

 Ibid., 120. 
28

 Ibid. 
29

 Ibid. 
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gold tesserae.
30

 The Child’s tunic is made of gold tesserae, contrasting with the dark blue 

tesserae of his mother’s robes. Silver tesserae and brown glass are used to depict the tunic’s 

folds.
31

  

 

Iconoclasm 

This mosaic was the first figural image dedicated in the church after the so-called 

Triumph of Orthodoxy in 843.
32

 This triumph ended the period of Iconoclasm that Emperor Leo 

III (717-741) first initiated in 730.
 33

 Leo III decreed for the removal of all religious figural 

images to win divine favor for his military campaigns.
34

 This new policy produced two 

political/religious factions, the anti-image Iconoclasts and the pro-image Iconophiles. The 

Council of Nicaea in 787, led by the Iconophile Empress Irene and her husband the Emperor 

Constantine VI, condemned Iconoclasm and reinstated the veneration of figural images.
35

 This 

was a short-lived victory for the Iconophiles; the Emperor Leo V (813-820) restored Iconoclasm 

in 815.
36

 The Iconophiles won the final victory when Empress Theodora (b.815 – d. after 867) 

initiated the Council of 843 that legalized icon veneration; this decree remained in place until the 

fall of the Byzantine Empire in 1453.
37

  

The Iconoclasts and the Iconophiles disagreed on the sanctity of venerating figural 

images. The Iconoclasts believed that venerating icons of Christ, the Theotokos, and the saints 

was a form of idolatry and thus these images should be banned from churches.
38

 The Iconophiles 

                                                
30

 Mango and Hawkins, “The Apse Mosaic of St. Sophia at Istanbul,” 120. 
31

 Ibid., 121-122. 
32

 Mango, “Note on Homily XVII,” 279. The enthroned Theotokos and Christ Child in Hagia 

Sophia’s apse reflects the standardized apse program of the ninth-century. After Iconoclasm, 

Iconophiles restored apse mosaics with the image of the Theotokos in the hopes of creating a link 

to the past. For example, the pre-Iconoclastic apse decoration of the Church of the Chalkoprateia 

in Constantinople possibly included an enthroned Theotokos. For a discussion of the Theotokos 

in apse iconography in the ninth century and later see Cormack, “The Mother of God in Apse 

Mosaics,” 91-105. 
33

 Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State, trans. Peter Charanis (New Brunswick, NJ: 

Rutgers University Press, 1969), 164. 
34

 Ibid. 
35

 Ibid., 178. 
36

 Ibid., 151. 
37

 Ibid., 217-220. 
38

 Paul A. Hollingsworth and Anthony Cutler, "Iconoclasm," in ODB. (e-reference  
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supported the use of figural images in the Church and cited the Council of Ephesus in 431 to 

defend their argument. This council decreed that Christ is both fully divine and fully human.
39

 

The Iconophiles reasoned that Christ could be represented in material form because he existed in 

the flesh.
40

 Christ’s dual nature also influenced the Byzantine perception of his mother. The 

Council of 431 declared her as the Mother of God because she was the vessel through which God 

delivered his Son.
41

  

 

Theotokos and Iconoclasm 

Robin Cormack notes that before the start of Iconoclasm the Theotokos was depicted 

only as an attribute of Christ.
42

 As the Marian cult grew during the sixth and seventh centuries, 

her image began to occupy more conspicuous placements in the church, such as the apse conch.
43

 

The Theotokos became the standard choice in apse decoration after the end of Iconoclasm.
44

 

Cormack explains that her placement in the apse conch, above the altar, would have evoked 

powerful associations between the Eucharist, the flesh and blood of Christ, and the Theotokos’s 

role in delivering Christ to the world.
45

 It is important to understand that the Iconoclasts and the 

Iconophiles participated in the Marian cult; only the Iconoclasts believed that the Theotokos 

“was too holy to be subjected to material representation.”
46

 By the ninth-century, the 

Theotokos’s agency as a vessel for Christ’s human and divine natures figured prominently in the 

Iconophiles’ defense of image veneration. The Iconophiles appropriated the image of the 

Theotokos as a symbol of their stance in the Iconoclastic controversy.
47

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                       

edition) ed. Alexander P. Kazhdan. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2005) 

http://www.oxford-byzantium.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/entry?entry=t174.e2419 (accessed 

September 6, 2010). 
39

 Ibid. 
40

 Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State, 164. 
41

 Ibid., 58-59. 
42

 Cormack, “The Mother of God in Apse Mosaics,” 95. 
43

 Ibid. 
44

 Ibid., 91. 
45

 Ibid. 
46

 Ibid., 96. 
47

 See n. 3. 
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Photios 

An understanding of Photios’s biography clarifies how Homily 17 reflects the mid-ninth-

century politics between the Iconophiles and the Iconoclasts. Photios was born into a wealthy 

Iconophile family with possible familial connections to Empress Theodora, the initiator of the 

Council of 843.
48

 Cyril Mango notes how the status of Photios’s family, as martyrs to the 

Iconophile cause, accelerated his rise through the Byzantine bureaucracy.
49

 Photios was 

appointed to the lay position of Protasekretis, or the head of the secretarial college that oversaw 

the production of the emperor’s domestic and foreign documents.
50

 His political and scholarly 

success gained Photios popularity among the Emperor Michael III’s court.
51

 When the emperor 

forced the abdication of Patriarch Ignatios (847-858, 867-878), Photios was quickly appointed to 

the patriarchy, despite his lay background.
52

 Photios effectively used Iconoclasm as a political 

platform to gain power over his opponents by condemning the rhetoric of Ignatios and his 

followers as anti-Orthodox.
53

 The anti-Iconoclast, political language of Homily 17 suggests that 

the sermon is a direct response to this Iconoclast controversy, still current in 867. 

 

Hagia Sophia 

Photios wrote Homily 17 for a specific context, on Holy Saturday and the occasion of 

Hagia Sophia’s apse mosaic dedication.
54

 Hagia Sophia was the patriarchal church and was 

connected to the patriarchal palace. Holy Saturday was the day before Easter and the final day of 

fasting during the Holy Week.
55

 The liturgies performed in Hagia Sophia during Holy Week 

                                                
48

 Mango, “The Liquidation of Iconoclasm and the Patriarch Photios,” 133. Theodora’s 

participation in the Council of 843 is recorded in the Synodicon vetus, a collection of the 

histories of early church councils, leading up to the ninth century.  
49

 Ibid., 138-139. 
50

 Alexander Kazhdan, "Photios,” in ODB. (e-reference edition) ed. Alexander  

P. Kazhdan. Oxford: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2005. http://www.oxford-

byzantium.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/entry?entry=t174.e3503 (accessed October 23, 2010). 
51

 Ibid. 
52

 Ibid., 142-143. 
53

 See Karlin-Hayter, “Gregory of Syracuse, Ignatios and Photios,” 142-143 for a discussion of 

the propaganda campaign against Ignatios composed by Bishop Gregory Abestas and Photios. 
54

 Mango, “Note on Homily XVII,” 279. 
55

 Mango, “Note on Homily XVII,” 279. See also Robert F. Taft, "Holy Week," in ODB (e-
reference edition), ed. Alexander P. Kazhdan. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2005), 
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were the most important in the Byzantine Orthodox calendar and ensured the largest 

congregation of the year. The ceremonial performances in Hagia Sophia on Holy Saturday 

occurred throughout the day. During the morning and the evening, the patriarch and the emperor 

performed private ceremonies.
56

 Thus the performance of the public ceremonies, including 

Photios’s dedication of the apse mosaic, occurred during midday.  

The midday sun most fully illuminates the interior of Hagia Sophia. On 29 March 867, 

the sun would be about fifty-six degrees above the horizon at one o’clock in the afternoon.
57

 At 

this angle, the sunlight enters through the church’s many windows. The majority of the light 

filters through the forty arched windows that pierce the drum of the dome.
58

 The north and south 

tympana each contain two registers of windows. The top registers each have five arched 

windows and the bottom registers each have seven arched windows. Windows along the north 

and south exterior walls illuminate the galleries. Five windows pierce each base of the east and 

west half domes and the bases of the four semi-domes also contain three windows each. Three 

registers of windows illuminate the mosaic in the east apse (Fig. 2). Five windows are located at 

the base of the apse conch; these windows have been reduced from their original size. Two 

registers of three windows each are located below the conch.  

 

The Effect of Sunlight on the Apse Mosaic 

Rico Franses, a Byzantinist at the American University of Beirut, discusses the effect of 

natural light on the gold tesserae in the apse mosaic and its contribution to the mosiac’s 

theological meaning.
59

 His work contributes to scholarship’s understanding that the Byzantine 

mosaics were not static images. Franses reflection-absorption theory describes a visual binary in 

which the mosaic is composed as a series of alternating layers of reflecting gold tesserae and 

                                                                                                                                                       

http://www.oxford-byzantium.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/entry?entry=t174.e2336 (accessed 

December 13, 2010). 
56

 Majeska, “The Emperor and His Church,” 9. 
57

 This measurement is derived from current measurements of the sun’s position. See “Current 

Local Time in Istanbul,” http://www.timeanddate.com/worldclock/city.html?n=107 (accessed 

April 3, 2011). 
58

 W. Eugene Kleinbauer, Saint Sophia at Constantinople (Dublin, NH: William L. Bauhan, 

Publisher, 1999), 24. 
59

 Rico Franses, “When all that Gold does not Glitter: On the strange history of looking at 

Byzantine art,” in Icon and Word: The Power of Images in Byzantium, eds. Antony Eastmond 

and Liz James (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2003), 16. 
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light-absorbing dark glass tesserae (Fig. 8).
60

  The Theotokos’s dark clothing surrounds the 

figure of Christ positioned in the center of her lap.
61

 Franses suggests that the binary between 

reflection/absorption and gold/blue tesserae reflects the divinity of the Christ Child and the 

mortality of the Theotokos.
62

 Franses observes that this binary of the divine Christ and mortal 

Theotokos was clearest when the contrast between reflection and absorption was at its strongest 

in “low, indirect light…at dawn or dusk.”
63

  

The movement of the sun problematizes Franses innovative yet limited study. Franses 

only applies his theory of reflection-absorption to the effect of sunlight as seen at dawn and dusk. 

Natural light is not a static medium but is continuously changing in both saturation and direction. 

An application of Franses’s reflection-absorption theory to the study of the sun’s movement 

reveals the apse mosaic to be a continually active image.  

Franses does not note the irregular fissure in the plaster setting that surrounds the 

enthroned Theotokos and Christ Child (Fig. 9). Cyril Mango and Ernest J.W. Hawkins note in 

their conservation report that the homogeneity of gold tesserae found inside this fissure contrasts 

with the mix of gold and silver tesserae used throughout the rest of the apse conch.
64

 This detail 

further supports Franses theory of reflection-absorption. The Byzantine technique of installing 

mosaic tesserae causes the reflected light to create a sense of visual depth. Notes from the 

Whittemore restoration in the early twentieth century indicate that the tesserae were originally 

set into a plaster bed at an inclination of 160 degrees.
65

 The direction of the tilt also varied. This 

positional variation in the gold tesserae increases the number of directions that light can be 

reflected. This effect increases the brightness of the reflected light compared to reflections on the 

tesserae set parallel to the plaster bed. As the sunlight filters into the apse windows the area 

immediately surrounding the Theotokos, which is composed only of gold tesserae, reflects a 

                                                
60

 Franses, “When all that Gold does not Glitter,” 16. 
61

 Gold traditionally symbolized divinity in the ninth century. Ibid., 18. 
62

 Ibid. 
63

 Ibid.,19. 
64

 Mango and Hawkins, “The Apse Mosaic of St. Sophia at Istanbul,” 124. 
65

 See Byzantine Institute, W. Gregory, diary, notebook 11, 1939. Reproduced in Natalia B. 

Teriatnikov, Mosaics of Hagia Sophia, Istanbul: The Fossati Restoration and the Work of the 
Byzantine Institute (Washington DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1998), 

37. 
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greater amount of light and thus directs the viewer’s eye toward the Mother of God and Christ 

Child.
66

  

 At dawn and dusk the lack of ambient sunlight requires artificial lighting, such as 

candles and oil lamps, to illuminate the interior. The artificial lighting creates various “hot-spots” 

as it reflects unevenly upon the gold tesserae.
67

 The artificial light does not clearly illuminate the 

matte glass and marble tesserae. This effect creates a high contrast between the brilliant gold and 

the dark blue (Fig. 10). The ambient sunlight, as it grows brighter, gradually restores the visual 

balance between the gold and the matte, blue tesserae (Fig. 11).
68

  

This daily cycle creates a sense of movement in the mosaic of the Theotokos and Christ 

Child. When the gold background and the figure of the Christ Child are at their most luminous in 

low levels of ambient light then they are more visually prominent. At the same time, the figure of 

the Theotokos remains in relative shadow. The darker mass of the Theotokos surrounds and 

isolates the figure of the Christ Child. The rising sun filters through the apse windows and 

gradually illuminates the figure of the Theotokos. The decreased intensity of the reflected light 

by the gold tesserae lessens the visual prominence of the Christ Child. His figure begins to 

visually recede as the figure of the Theotokos visually advances (Figs. 10 and 11). The mosaic is 

an active image whose visual focal point alternates between the figures of the Theotokos or the 

Christ Child as the direction and reflection of the sun on the mosaic gradually changes 

throughout the day.  

This thesis is composed of three thematic chapters, a conclusion, and accompanying 

appendices. I have arranged the order of the chapters to flow from broad to specific issues. The 

first chapter, “Patriarchal and Imperial Political Iconography,” provides important background 

information for the political atmosphere leading up to the year 867. Here, I trace the origins and 

meanings of imperial and patriarchal political emblems using primary sources and contemporary 

                                                
66

 Teriatnikov, Mosaics of Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, 37. 
67

 Franses, “When all that Gold does not Glitter,” 18-19. 
68

 In addition to the amount of light that filters through the apse windows with the rising and 

setting sun, the direction of the sun also contributes to how the light reflects off of the tesserae. 

When the sun rises from the east the viewer must look directly into the sunlight to view the apse. 

The eastern direction of the morning sun backlights the apse. In contrast, as the sun sets, the light 

filters in from the west. This change in direction removes the backlit effect caused by the rising 

sun. 
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lead seals. Chapter two, “29 March 867,” reconstructs the events of Holy Saturday when 

Patriarch Photios delivered Homily 17 in Hagia Sophia. I discuss how the symbolic meaning of 

the liturgy’s movements and rituals can also be interpreted as a negotiation of power between the 

emperor and the patriarch. My final chapter, “The ‘God Bearing’ Patriarch,” looks specifically at 

how Photios’s rhetoric in Homily 17 appropriates the figure of the Theotokos in the apse mosaic 

as a patriarchal symbol. I then discuss the current and future political implications of the homily 

within the context of the liturgy and mosaic program of Hagia Sophia. My conclusion articulates 

the main points of my thesis and emphasizes the importance of looking for intertextual meanings 

when studying images in their specific contexts.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

IMPERIAL AND PATRIARCHAL POLITICAL ICONOGRAPHY 

 

In this chapter I provide the historical background of the development of Photios’s 

political iconography prior to the dedication of the apse mosaic. This context clarifies how the 

Theotokos became an important Iconophile and patriarchal symbol by the year 867. From this 

context I discuss how Photios created a patriarchal, visual “tradition” with the image of the 

Theotokos to condemn the reputation of his opponents and advance his own political career. In 

contrast to Photios political iconography, I introduce the origins and implications of the imperial 

mimesis of Christ as an aspect of the emperor’s own political iconography.  

 

Historical Background 

Empress Theodora selected the next patriarch after the death of her husband, the Emperor 

Theophilus (829-842), a right usually reserved for the Synod of the Church of Constantinople.
69

 

Theodora appointed the Iconophile, Methodios I (843-847), to sustain the restoration of 

Orthodoxy decreed in 843.
70

 She gave Methodios two political goals: to remove the former 

Iconoclast hierarchy within the Orthodox Church and to peacefully unite the Iconophiles with the 

reformed Iconoclasts.
71

  

The Stoudios Monastery gained notoriety as a passionate Iconophile institution when the 

imperial court exiled the monastery’s abbot, Theodore of Stoudios (b.759 – d.826), for refusing 

to accept the reinstatement of Iconoclasm in 815. After Theodore’s death, the monastery 

                                                
69

 Mango, “The Liquidation of Iconoclasm and the Patriarch Photios,” 133; Frances Dvornik 

defines the Synod, composed of the “Fathers of the synod, who represented the Church of 

Constantinople,” as the body responsible for suggesting candidates and choosing the Patriarch, 

See Francis Dvornik, “Ignatius’ Resignation and Photius’s Canonical Election,” in The Photian 
Schism: History and Legend (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1948), 49.  
70

 Karlin-Hayter, “Gregory of Syracuse, Ignatios and Photios,” 141. 
71

 Ibid. 
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remained under Iconophile leadership, led by Theodore’s successor, Naukratios (d.858).
72

 

Methodios’s political alliance with the Stoudios Monastery interfered in his peace efforts; the 

Studites supported Methodios’s decision to excommunicate Iconoclast monks and laymen.
73

 

Methodios was patriarch for four years, until his death in 847. That same year, Theodora 

appointed Ignatios. Patricia Karlin-Hayter suggests that Theodora hoped Ignatios’s status as a 

former Iconoclast abbot would ease the reconciliation between the two factions.
74

 The 

Iconophiles and Iconoclasts remained divided despite Theodora’s intentions. For example, the 

Iconophile Bishop Gregory Abestas of Syracuse spread anti-Ignatios propaganda, which led to 

his eventual condemnation by the patriarch.
75

 In response, Abestas campaigned for Ignatios’s 

resignation and supported the nomination of Photios as his replacement.
76

  

When Michael III came of age in 856 his strongest political threat was his mother, 

Theodora, who could have overpowered the young emperor if she chose not to relinquish her 

regency.
77

 This shift in power from Theodora to Michael III provided Abestas with the 

opportunity to align his anti-Ignatios politics with a new emperor.
78

 It is of scholarly opinion that 

when Michael III succeeded to the throne, he coerced his mother into joining the convent against 

her will.
79

 Michael III wanted to preserve his power by defusing the empress’s authority.
80

 

                                                
72

 Alexander Kazhdan, "Theodore of Stoudios," in ODB (e-reference edition), ed. Alexander P. 

Kazhdan. (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 4 April 2011 http://www.oxford-

byzantium.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/entry?entry=t174.e5394 (accessed April 4, 2011). 
73

 Karlin-Hayter, “Gregory of Syracuse, Ignatios and Photios,” 141; See also Alexander 

Kazhdan, "Methodios I," in ODB. (e-reference edition), ed. Alexander P. Kazhdan. (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, Inc., 2005) http://www.oxford-

byzantium.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/entry?entry=t174.e3503 (accessed October 23, 2010); Irénée 

Doens and Chevetogne-Christian Hannick, “Das Periorismos-Dekret Des Patriarchen Methodios 

I Gegen. Die Studiten Naukratios und Athanasios,” JÖB 22 (1973): 93–102.  
74

 Karlin-Hayter, “Gregory of Syracuse, Ignatios and Photios,” 142. Ignatios was an abbot of a 

monastery that aligned themselves with Iconoclasm to curry favor from those in power.  
75

 Ibid., 143. 
76

 Dvornik, “Ignatius’ Resignation and Photius’s Canonical Election,” 40. 
77

 See Francis Dvornik, “Political Parties and Religious Problems,” in The Photian Schism: 
History and Legend (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1948), 36-38. 
78

 Political intrigue among the imperial family pitted Empress Theodora and her aid, Theoktistos, 

against the growing political influence of her son Michael III and his uncle, Bardas. The 

assassination of Theoktistos allowed Michael III to gain sole control of the empire. As a result, 

Ignatios, who was considered a part of Theodora’s faction, was forced to abdicate. Ibid., 36-38. 
79

 Dvornik, “Political Parties and Religious Problems,” 37. 
80

 Ibid., 37. 
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Ignatios was part of Theodora’s political faction and thus lost one of his last remaining political 

allies when Michael III overpowered the regent empress. Ignatios pitted himself against the new 

ruling power under Michael III when he refused to bless Theodora’s confinement to a convent. 

As a result, two synods, led by Photios and Michael III, forced the abdication of Ignatios in 

858.
81

 Michael III then nominated Photios as Ignatios’s replacement.
82

 Photios was promoted 

through the ecclesiastical ranks in one week in order to fulfill the requirements of the patriarchal 

position.
83

  

Photios’s continued opposition to the Ignatian party indicates that the Iconoclasts retained 

a small, yet vocal, presence in Byzantine politics after the Council of 843.
 84

 A large part of the 

anti-Photian sentiment stemmed from his lay background and quick rise to the patriarchy. This 

offended the supporters of Ignatios and the ecclesiastic traditionalists.
85

 The latter group was 

composed primarily of Iconophile Studite monks. The Studites felt Photios’s recent entry into 

ecclesiastical life did not qualify him to lead the Orthodox Church.
86

 This traditionally 

Iconophile monastery believed it was more important to have a patriarch with an ecclesiastic 

background than a patriarch dedicated to defending the Iconophile cause.
87

 The desire to see 

Photios removed from the patriarchy united the Studite monks with Ignatios’s supporters and the 

remaining Iconoclasts.
88

 Photios counterattacked his political enemies and discredited their 

claims as heretical by emphasizing their affiliation with Iconoclasm.  

The Council of 861 indicated that Iconoclasm remained an issue of contention in 

Byzantine politics eighteen years after the restoration of Orthodoxy. In cooperation with Photios, 

                                                
81

 Francis Dvornik, “The Patriarch Photius and Iconoclasm,” in Photian and Byzantine 
Ecclesiastical Studies (London: Variorum Reprints, 1974), 77.  
82

 Ibid., 76. 
83

 Dvornik, “Ignatius’ Resignation and Photius’ Canonical Election,” 50. As a layman, Photios 

was unqualified to take on the role as patriarch. Dvornik describes Photios’s consecration as “a 

procedure that was…against the rules of canon law, but under such exceptional circumstances 

the Byzantines considered themselves exempt from habitual practice.” 
84

 Mango notes of Photios consistent return to the issue of Iconoclasm in his rule as Patriarch, 

suggesting “that [Photios] regarded the suppression of Iconoclasm as almost a personal 

achievement.” Mango, “The Liquidation of Iconoclasm and the Patriarch Photios,” 135. 
85

In contrast, Ignatios’s monastic background appealed to the ecclesiastic traditionalists who took 

offense to Photios’s secular history.  
86

 For a discussion of Photios’s political allies in his promotion to the patriarchy see Mango, 

“The Liquidation of Iconoclasm and the Patriarch Photios,” 133-140. 
87

 Ibid., 133-140. 
88

 Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State, 224-225. 
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Michael III invited Pope Nicholas I (858-867) to send delegates to the council to reinforce the 

end of Iconoclasm.
89

 The Pope reacted to the council’s proceedings by issuing an official decree 

condemning Ignatios and his supporters in the name of suppressing the remnants of 

Iconoclasm.
90

 This decree confirms that the strength of the Iconoclast threat was perceived 

outside the borders of the Byzantine Empire.  

 

 Political Iconography 

Imperial Political Iconography 

The emperor’s mimesis of Christ originated from fourth-century Christian theoreticians’ 

attempts to define the Roman Emperor’s role in a newly converted Christian empire.
91

 The 

established Cult of the Emperor, which understood the emperor as quasi-divine, conflicted with 

the Christian acceptance of God as the origin of all authority on earth. Eusebios (263-339), a 

fourth century Bishop and historian, responded to the friction by defining Christ (the Logos) as 

the mediator between the human and divine worlds.
92

 According to Eusebios’s theology, Christ 

delegated the Byzantine emperor to govern mankind in his stead.
93

 An anonymous twelfth-

century ekphrasis of imperial regalia illustrates this model and the extent to which it conflated 

Christ and the Byzantine emperor.
94

 The ekphrasis praises the emperor in general as “he [who] 

crucified himself with Him who was crucified, following in the footsteps of the crucified One out 

of yearning.”
95

 Gilbert Dagron, in his seminal study of the origins and evolutions of Byzantine 

imperial authority, suggests that the concept of “royal-priesthood” influenced the balance of 

                                                
89

 Milton V. Anastos, “The papal legates at the Council of 861 and their compliance with the 

wishes of the Emperor Michael III,” in Aspects of the Mind of Byzantium (Burlington, VT: 

Ashgate Publishers, 2001), 185. 
90

 Ibid., 185. 
91

 Dagron, Emperor and Priest, 131. 
92

 Ibid. Constantine I employed Eusebios and commissioned the historian to write his biography. 

Eusebios characterized Constantine I as the first Byzantine emperor to receive Christ’s 

delegation to rule humanity on earth. See Alexander Kazhdan and Barry Baldwin, "Eusebios of 

Caesarea," ODB. (e-reference edition), ed. Alexander P. Kazhdan (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, Inc., 2005) http://www.oxford-byzantium.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/entry?entry=t174.e1811 

(accessed January 12, 2011). 
93

 Dagron, Emperor and Priest, 131. 
94

 Lynn Jones and Henry Maguire, “A description of the jousts of Manuel I Komnenos,” 

Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 26 (2002): 104-148. 
95

 Ibid., 108. Lynn Jones and Henry Maguire suggest the ekphrasis is a description of a specific 

image. They identify the anonymous emperor described in the text as Manuel I Komnenos.  
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power in the precarious relationship between the emperor and the Church.
96

 According to 

Dagron, the “emperors of Christian Byzantium inherited from the old Testament kings a power 

not only sacred and divine…but priestly or quasi-priestly.”
 97

  

Representations of the emperor manifested his mimesis of Christ as an aspect of his 

imperial authority. For example, the emperor’s main throne in the Great Palace was located in an 

apse of the “golden rooms,” known as the Chrysotriklinos.
98

 An anonymous ninth-century 

description of the throne room is thought to describe Michael III’s renovations.
99

 The text 

describes the Chrysotriklinos as containing “an image of Christ [that] shines above the imperial 

throne” and “all around the building, like guards, [stand] angels, apostles, martyrs, and 

priests.”
100

 The author also states that the room contains the throne of Christ.
101

 This description 

creates a visual reconstruction of the court of Heaven that conflates the roles of the emperor and 

Christ in ruling mankind. The throne room’s decoration also included depictions of Michael III’s 

military victories, thus combining his religious and secular roles. These representations of the 

heavenly and imperial courts reflected each other.
102

 The throne room’s dual function as both a 

religious and secular space should not be confused with the distinction between ecclesiastical 

and imperial. The emperor maintained preeminent authority throughout the empire; it was 

accepted that this preeminence lessened only when he entered Hagia Sophia.
103

  

                                                
96

 Dagron, Emperor and Priest, 4. 
97

 Ibid. 
98

 Ibid., 97. 
99

 Anonymous, “The Chrysotriklinos, Anthol. Gracea I, 106,” in The Art of the Byzantine 
Empire, 312-1453, trans. Cyril Mango (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), 184. 
100
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Otto Demus, Byzantine Mosaic Decoration: Aspects of Monumental Art in Byzantium (London: 

Kegan Paul Trench Trubner and Co. Ltd., 1948), 10-12. 
101

 Ibid. 
102

 R. Janin, Constantinople byzantine: Développement urbain et répertoire topographique 

(Paris: Institut Français d’Etudes Byzantines, 1964), 115-117. 
103

 Cotsonis suggests that the role of the emperor shifted following the end of Iconoclasm: “on 
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of God’s divine law, but at the same time he has lost his legislative independence and serves to 

execute Christ’s legislation.” Cotsonis suggests that by the ninth century, imperial authority was 

understood as being subject to the will of Christ. John Cotsonis, “The Imagery of Patriarch 

Methodios I’s Lead Seals and the New World Order of Ninth-Century Byzantium,” in Legacy of 
Acheivement: Metropolitan Methodios of Boston Festal Volume on the 25th Anniversary of his 
Consecration to the Episcopate, 1982-2007 (Palmyra, VA: New Rome Press, 2008), 21. 
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Patriarchal Political Iconography 

 The iconography of the patriarchal seals attributed to Methodios, Ignatios, and Photios 

reflects the political context of the mid-ninth century.
104

 An analysis of Photios sillographic 

iconography reveals that the patriarch incorporated the imagery of his predecessors’ seals into a 

new “tradition.” Iconophile patriarchs chose a saint, Christ, or the Theotokos as their sillographic 

image. The emblematic nature of the patriarchal seal ensured that the chosen iconography was 

closely associated with the power of the individual patriarchs. Photios chose the Hodegetria, an 

iconographical type of the Theotokos, as the central image in which to build his sillographic 

“tradition.” A tenth-century ivory icon illustrates the iconographical type of the Hodegetria (Fig. 

12).
105

 “Hodegetria” translates as “she who points the way,” referring to the gesture of the 

Theotokos’s right hand pointing toward the Christ Child, which is unique to this icon type. The 

gesture guides the viewer’s gaze to Christ indicating that he is the only way to salvation. The 

Christ Child is shown sitting in the Theotokos’s left arm, holding a scroll in his left hand and 

blessing with his right hand.  

The Hodegetria as a Symbol of Iconophile Theology 

The Hodegetria’s ninth-century Constantinopolitan significance contributed to the 

development of the Theotokos as an Iconophile emblem.
106

 The writings of John of Damascus, 

dated between 861-866, fueled the Hodegetria’s increasing fame.
107

 He recorded that St. Luke, 

who the Byzantines believed painted the Theotokos’s portrait during her lifetime, created a 

specific icon later known as the Hodegetria.
108

 A miniature from the Liturgical Homilies of 

Gregory of Nazianzus illustrates this relationship between Luke and the Hodegetria icon as if it 

                                                
104

 The Byzantine patriarch authenticated his documents and correspondences by using his seal. 

Cotsonis, “The Imagery of Patriarch Methodios I’s Lead Seals,” 6. 
105
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were a real historical moment in time (Fig. 13).
109

 Luke sits before the Theotokos and Christ 

Child and reproduces their pose in his painted image. Maguire notes that the Byzantines did not 

perceive the Hodegetria as an iconographical classification – as modern scholars have 

determined it – but as a real icon of the Theotokos’s first true image.
110

  

The belief in the Hodegetria icon as a representation of the original image of the Mother 

of God provided the Iconophiles with an argument for the legitimacy of icon worship.
111

 Because 

Christ existed in the flesh his image could be recorded. The agency of this logic centers on the 

role of the Theotokos as a vessel for Christ’s humanity and thus his circumscribability.
112

 The 

Hodegetria is a visual translation of Orthodoxy; the Theotokos’s gesture points the way to her 

son’s divinity but also reflects her contribution in engendering his humanity.
113

  

The Church of the Dormition in Nicaea was the first recorded church to install figural 

images after the end of Iconoclasm.
114

 Photographs of the apse mosaic document the figural 

program, which was destroyed in the twentieth century.
115

 The image of the Theotokos is shown 

standing frontally on a platform holding the Christ Child with both hands directly in front of her 

torso (Fig. 14). Above the Theotokos, an image of the hand of God is seen reaching down as rays 

of light emit from its celestial origin (Fig. 14). Just above the image of God’s hand are depictions 

of the Gospel book, cross, and dove (Fig. 15). Charles Barber suggests that the Gospels, cross, 

and dove represent God before he was incarnated through Christ.
 116

 Below these images, the 

hand of God points down and visually directs the viewer to a God made flesh in the image of the 

Christ Child held by the Theotokos.  
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I argue that the Nicaean apse was a significant predecessor in the development of the 

Hodegetria as an Iconophile symbol.
 
Naukratios (d. 848), the Iconophile abbot of the Stuodios 

Monastery, commissioned the Church of the Dormition’s redecoration.
117

 The Studite monks 

continued to identify themselves as Iconophiles throughout the Iconoclastic Controversy despite 

their demand for Photios’s removal from the patriarchate. As the leader of a staunch Iconophile 

monastery, Naukratios may have commissioned the Nicaean apse mosaic of the Theotokos and 

Christ Child as a political statement declaring his affiliation with the Iconophile faction. For 

example, the image of the Theotokos in Nicaea was not depicted with the traditional gesture of 

the Hodegetria type.
 
Nevertheless, Barber interprets the iconographical program as a 

“Christological exploration of the Christian God opening himself to representation,” which is 

“made possible through the Theotokos.”
118

 This agency of the Theotokos in permitting Christ’s 

circumscribability resonates with the Iconophile symbolism of the Hodegetria developed later in 

the ninth century.  

The Patriarchal Seals of Methodios, Ignatios, and Photios 

As the first patriarch to reign after the Triumph of Orthodoxy, Methodios abandoned 

Iconoclast traditions and used the iconography of the Hodegetria on his seals.
119

 On the seal’s 

obverse, there is a depiction of the Hodegetria surrounded by the inscription “Most-Holy 

Theotokos help” (Fig. 16).
120

 The Hodegetria is shown standing in a frontal position, holding the 

Christ Child in her left arm.  

Ignatios followed Methodios’s decision to portray figural imagery on his patriarchal 

seals, but his choice differed in one important way. Ignatios chose to use Christological images 

rather than using the image of the Theotokos. Nicolas Oikonomides identified two lead seals that 
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belong to the reign of Ignatios (Figs. 17a and b).
121

 The obverse iconography shows Christ with a 

cruciform halo in either a bust or full figure form.
122

  

In contrast to Ignatios’s seals, Photios appropriated Methodios’s sillographic iconography 

to portray himself as an Iconophile patriarch. The Hodegetria is shown on the obverse of one of 

Photios’s patriarchal seals (Fig. 18).
123

 In addition to appropriating Methodios’s iconography, 

Photios also chose to use the phrase “Most Holy Theotokos, help,” which was in the invocation 

first used by Methodios.
124

  

Photios’s Patriarchal “Tradition” of Sillographic Iconography 

John Cotsonis discusses the political implications of Methodios’s use of the Hodegetria 

for his sillographic iconography.
125

 Cotsonis suggests that the Hodegetria was the “Iconophile 

emblem par excellence.”
126

 Methodios publicly declared his Iconophile support in two ways. 

First, Methodios broke Iconoclast tradition and used a figural image and, second, the image he 

chose was a recognized emblem of the Iconophiles. 

During Methodios and Ignatios’s terms as patriarch, their sillographic iconography 

appeared to be an independent decision, suggested by their different iconographical programs. 

This changed when Photios appropriated Methodios’s iconography and established a new 

pattern, or “tradition,” of using the Hodegetria on Patriarchal seals. The effect of this constructed 

tradition provided Photios the opportunity to slander his political opponent by retroactively 

defining Ignatios’s Christological iconography as a departure from the norm.  
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Photios and his supporters declared Ignatios guilty of parricide for denigrating the 

memory of Methodios.
127

 Whether Ignatios was truly guilty of such an act is not as important as 

the political edge that the accusation gave to the Photian party. Photios’s choice to appropriate 

the iconography of the Hodegetria communicated to his peers that he intended to continue the 

“tradition” of Methodian sillographic iconography and correct the “sins” of his predecessor.
128

  

If Photios intended to compare himself to the Theotokos, then why did the patriarch not 

transfer his sillographic iconography into the apse of the patriarchal Church? The presence of the 

emperor complicates the issue of patronage in Hagia Sophia. An inscription on the face of the 

apse semi-dome in Hagia Sophia declares “The images which the imposters had cast down here 

pious emperors have again set up.” This statement emphasizes the imperial influence in 

commissioning the church’s iconography and inserts the emperor’s authority in the patriarchal 

church. Unlike the Church of the Dormition in Nicaea, the decoration of Hagia Sophia was not 

left to the decisions of ecclesiastic leaders. The compositional arrangement of the Mother of God 

and her son, including the placement of the Theotokos’s hands and the position of the Christ 

Child, is the same in the apse mosaics of the Great Church and the Church of the Dormition 

(Figs. 1 and 14). The enthroned Theotokos of Hagia Sophia gives the Mother of God an imperial 

quality not apparent in the Nicaean apse. Photios deemphasized the imperial connotation of the 

apse mosaic by appropriating the image of the Theotokos into his dedication homily as a 

patriarchal symbol of the Triumph of Orthodoxy.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

29 MARCH 867 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to reconstruct the events that occurred on 29 March 867. 

An introduction to the liturgical choreography clarifies how the movements and the rituals 

performed in the Great Church can be understood as a constant negotiation of power between the 

patriarch and the emperor. Though the Great Church was the domain of the patriarch, the church 

was also associated with imperial rule. Hagia Sophia served as the location for imperial 

coronations during the celebrations of Holy Week.
129

 The reading of Homily 17 on Holy 

Saturday, the most important day in the Orthodox religious calendar, insured that Michael III, his 

co-emperor Basil I, and their accompanying imperial court were present at Hagia Sophia’s apse 

mosaic dedication.
130

 In addition to this powerful audience there would be the largest lay 

congregation of the year.  

The scholar, Gilbert Dagron, suggests that the liturgy fueled the tension between the 

Byzantine conception of a sacerdotal kingship and the authority of the Patriarch as the leader of 

the Orthodox faithful.
131

 Dagron argues that “[the liturgy], punctuated by halts and by the 

crossing of thresholds, demonstrates better than any constitution the limits and the true nature of 

imperial power [and] the proximity that united kings and priests and the distance that separated 

them.”
132
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The Imperial Procession to Hagia Sophia 

The ceremonies of Holy Saturday began at nine o’clock in the morning when the emperor 

and patriarch privately cleansed and blessed the altar of Hagia Sophia.
133

 After this ritual, the 

emperor returned to his palace by midday to prepare for the public ceremonies of the day.
134

  The 

emperor began his procession to the Great Church by first crossing the Augusteon, an open 

square between the Palace and Hagia Sophia, as representatives of local civil factions chanted 

praises of the passing emperor.
135

 Dagron suggests that the emperor’s procession from the Great 

Palace to the entrance of the Great Church was a symbolic tour of the city, representing his 

secular power over the empire.
136

 The emperor then arrived at Hagia Sophia’s southwest 

vestibule, located at the south entrance to Hagia Sophia (Fig. 19 and 19a).
137

 Upon entering 

Hagia Sophia’s southwest vestibule, the emperor acknowledged the shift in preeminent power 

from himself to the patriarch by removing his crown and other imperial regalia.
138

 He then 

donned a ceremonial chlamys, a cloak fastened at the right shoulder by a fibula, which was only 

worn during his participation in the rituals in Hagia Sophia.
139

 Thus, the donning of the chlamys 

signified the emperor’s entrance into the liturgy of Hagia Sophia. The emperor then proceeded to 

meet the patriarch and clergy at the Beautiful Door, which leads from the southwest vestibule 

into the endonarthex (Fig. 19b).
140
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The Liturgy of Hagia Sophia 

From this point forward, the clergy, patriarch, and the emperor performed the public 

ceremonies of Holy Saturday inside the Great Church. Here, the emperor formally participated in 

the liturgy of the Great Church with the procession of the Little Entrance and the Great Entrance.  

The Little Entrance  

The initial rituals of the Little Entrance symbolized peace and unity between the patriarch 

and emperor (Fig. 19). To begin, the patriarch and emperor exchanged a kiss at the Beautiful 

Door and then processed, hand in hand, along the endonarthex toward the Imperial Door, the 

central door leading from the narthex to the naos (Fig. 19b and 19c).
141

 Before entering the naos, 

the emperor and the patriarch bowed together in proskynesis as the patriarch recited the prayer of 

the Little Entrance.
142

 The patriarch and the emperor then entered the church and processed side-

by-side. They first passed by the ambo (raised pulpit) in the center of the naos (Fig 19d). They 

then entered a walled walkway, known as the solea, that connected the ambo to the chancel 

barriers of the sanctuary (Figs. 19e and 19f).
143

 The men then stopped just before the Holy Door 

that led into the sanctuary (Fig. 19g).
144

  

From this point on in the liturgy, the ritual movements of the patriarch and the emperor 

no longer conveyed an ideal sense of unity. Instead, the choreography relegated the emperor as 

secondary to the authority of the patriarch in the Great Church.
145

 In Byzantine liturgy, the place 

of honor belonged to the leader of the procession.
146

 For example, during the Little Entrance the 

clergy carried the Gospels into the sanctuary first, followed by the patriarch and then the 

emperor.
147

 The choreography of the liturgy thus dictated and limited the emperor’s entrance into 

the sanctuary, a space reserved for clergy only.  For example, as the patriarch recited more 

prayers, the emperor was required to stand outside the sanctuary’s chancel barrier on a porphyry 
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disk inlaid on the naos floor to the right of the Holy Door (Fig. 19h).
148

 Patriarch Germanos I 

(715-730) describes the chancel barrier as the division between the clergy and the lay 

congregation.
 149

 The emperor was the only lay figure permitted to enter into the sanctuary 

during the liturgy.
150

 The emperor’s ability to cross over this boundary into the sanctuary was a 

concession to his elite status. 

When the patriarch finished his prayers, he entered the sanctuary to prepare the altar by 

kissing the table.
151

 Following behind, the emperor entered the sanctuary and repeated the action 

of kissing the altar cloth presented to him by the patriarch.
152

 The emperor then set down an 

offering of a bag of gold coins, an act that distinguishes the emperor as the lay patron of the 

Church.
153

 The emperor and patriarch then censed the altar together and moved to cense the cross 

in the apse, directly below the mosaics of the Theotokos and Christ Child and the archangels.
154

 

After the emperor prayed he took the censer from the patriarch to cense the cross. This is the 

only ritual wherein the emperor is the primary agency of action. The censing of the cross is a 

symbolic act that reinforces the imperial association with Christ.  

Above the cross, located in the apse’s supporting arch are the archangels Gabriel and 

Michael. The garment worn by the archangel Gabriel mirrored the emperor’s liturgical chlamys 

(Fig. 4). Maguire suggests “that the viewer might interpret the archangel’s imperial dress as a 

sign that the ceremony is taking place in heaven, before the throne of Christ, rather than on 

earth.”
155

 By the ninth century, Byzantines recognized churches as microcosms of heaven.
156

 The 
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mosaic of the archangel visually reinforced the symbolism of the imperial chlamys as a symbol 

of the emperor’s entrance into the heavenly space of the Great Church. Thus, as the emperor 

stands before the cross in the apse during the Little Entrance, he is perceived as honoring Christ 

in heaven, the source of his imperial authority.    

At the conclusion of the Little Entrance, the patriarch escorted the emperor to the 

sanctuary’s south door (Fig. 19i).
157

 The emperor removed his chlamys as he temporarily exited 

the sanctuary and the liturgy to return to his private compartments, in the south gallery, known as 

the metatorion (Fig. 19j).
158

  

Delivery of the Homily 

After the conclusion of the Little Entrance, the patriarch ascended the stairs of the ambo 

to deliver his prepared sermon (Fig. 19d). This position, in the center of the naos, provided the 

congregation with a clear view of the patriarch whose words could be more easily heard among 

the crowds than behind the chancel barrier. Meanwhile, the emperor remained in the metatorion, 

hidden from public view.
159

  

On 29 March 867, Patriarch Photios delivered Homily 17, which he prepared specifically 

to dedicate the apse mosaic in Hagia Sophia. This homily opens with a welcome to the 

congregation and brief congratulations to the recent initiates into the Orthodox Church.
160

 The 

remainder of the sermon is dedicated to the description of the apse mosaic, a panegyric of the 

virtues of the Theotokos, and a condemnation of the sinners who destroyed her image. The 

patriarch placed significantly more emphasis on the Theotokos and her image in his homily than 

the figure of the Christ Child. Photios’s delivery of Homily 17, with the emperor hidden from 

public view, shifted the congregation’s attention away from the imperial mimesis of Christ in the 

Little Entrance and toward the significance of the Theotokos in the Triumph of Orthodoxy.  
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The Great Entrance  

The procession of the Great Entrance followed the delivery of the patriarch’s homily 

(Fig. 20).
161

 First, one of the patriarch’s clergymen summoned the emperor.
162

 The emperor 

donned his liturgical chlamys again when he left the metatorion to reenter the liturgy for the 

Great Entrance.
163

 The emperor and his entourage then proceeded to the side of the ambo to wait 

for the clergy who brought the bread and wine from the church’s north entrance (Fig. 20a and 

20b).
164

 The emperor led the clergy down the solea to meet the patriarch at the Holy Door as his 

men followed along outside the solea walls.
165

 The group stopped before the Holy Door and the 

emperor stepped aside to allow the archdeacon and priest bearing the paten and chalice to enter 

the sanctuary (Fig. 20, letter c).
166

 As the archdeacon passed, he censed the emperor, patriarch, 

and the altar table. Next, the patriarch and emperor exchanged the “Kiss of Peace” across the 

threshold of the Holy Door.
167

 After the exchange the emperor then returned to the metatorion 

(Fig. 20, letter d).
168

 

Unlike the Little Entrance, at no point does the emperor enter the sanctuary during the 

Great Entrance. In contrast, the patriarch remains behind the chancel barrier in the sanctuary. 

This separation between the emperor and patriarch emphasizes the patriarch’s preeminent 

authority in performing the Eucharist, the most important ritual of the Great Church’s liturgy. 

The patriarch stands before the altar to perform the Eucharist rites, directly below the apse image 

of the Theotokos and Christ Child. During this ritual the patriarch is consecrating the bread and 

wine into the physical body and blood of Christ. In other words, he is literally delivering the 

body of Christ to his congregation, just as the Theotokos delivered God’s Son. To further 

emphasize the patriarch’s preeminence during this rite, he performed the Eucharist alone;
 
 the 

emperor was hidden from the congregation as he waited in the metatorion.
 169
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From this point the emperor remained in the metatorion until he was summoned again to 

receive his Communion.
170

 The emperor returned to the Holy Door but did not enter.
171

 The 

patriarch then gave the emperor his Communion across the Holy Door’s threshold.
172

 The 

emperor once again returned to his metatorion until the conclusion of the liturgy.
173

 Then the 

patriarch entered the metatorion and joined a ritual meal with the emperor and his officials.
174

 

The patriarch and emperor exited Hagia Sophia together through a door on the south of the east 

wall.
175

    

Liturgy and the Negotiation of Power 

I propose that the timing of Photios’s reading of Homily 17 in the sequence of Hagia 

Sophia’s liturgy initiated a sequence of visual associations that redefined patriarchal power. This 

redefinition was not permanent but specific only to Photios and his patriarchate. First, before 

Photios delivered the homily, Michael III’s participation in the liturgy demonstrated his mimesis 

of Christ. Second, Photios’s performance of Homily 17 redirected the congregation’s attention 

toward the apse mosaic through a description of the image of the Theotokos. Third, Photios then 

performed the Eucharist directly below the mosaic of the Theotokos in the apse. Finally, it is 

possible that Photios’s performance of the Eucharist at the altar, with the Theotokos in the apse 

mosaic, elicited a visual association between the patriarch and the Theotokos as bearers of the 

body of Christ, forming a patriarchal political emblem in opposition to the imperial mimesis of 

Christ.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

THE “GOD BEARING” PATRIARCH 

 

Scholarship has approached the study of Homily 17 as a general example of Iconophile 

rhetoric, but the nuances of the sermon’s polemic can only be revealed when Photios’s words are 

studied in relationship to their original, intended context. This context includes the liturgical 

ceremonies performed in Hagia Sophia on 29 March 867, described in the chapter above. An 

analysis of Homily 17 demonstrates how Photios composed his homily to resonate with the 

active apse mosaic and his performance of the Eucharist to portray himself as a “Bearer of God.” 

Photios’s delivery of the homily and his performance in the liturgy juxtaposed his suggested 

mimesis of the Theotokos in opposition to the imperial mimesis of Christ. This juxtaposition 

depended in part upon the illusion of movement in the ape mosaic caused by reflected sunlight 

viewed during the progression of the liturgy. 

 

The Active Apse Mosaic and Homily 17 

I suggest that Photios took advantage of the mosaic’s active nature to manifest his 

visceral description of the Theotokos in Homily 17. Photios’s description presents the Theotokos 

as a wounded body that personifies the Iconoclasts’ sins against the Church. Thus, the reading of 

Homily 17 performed three functions; it dedicated the apse mosaic, declared Photios’s 

Iconophile polemic, and presented the Theotokos as a symbol of the patriarchal authority.  

The appropriation of the image of the Theotokos and the rhetoric of Homily 17 as a 

polemical spectacle.  

The way Photios emphasizes the image of the Theotokos in Homily 17 suggests that the 

patriarch intended to use the Mother of God as a symbol for the triumph of Iconophile 

Orthodoxy. Photios’s ekphrasis praises her “lifelike imitation,” not in the sense of any perceived 

naturalism but in the mosaic’s ability to convey the physical, bodily presence of the Mother of 
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God.
176

 The Church, as represented by the image of the Mother of God, is “stripp[ed]…of her 

ornaments, wantonly inflicting bitter wounds on her, wherewith her face was scarred…”
177

 The 

effect of humanizing the image of the Theotokos enhances her characterization as a physical 

victim of the violence of Iconoclasm.
178

 By doing so, the mosaic transforms from a fixed image 

of the Mother of God to a dynamic embodiment of the Theotokos’s presence. 

 Next, Photios presents the Theotokos as the victorious voice of Orthodoxy by 

transitioning from his description of her wounds to a declaration of the Church’s triumph over 

the sins of the Iconoclasts.
179

 Photios exclaims that “[the Theotokos] has escaped the blows, has 

been freed of her wounds, has wiped off all blemish, has cast down her detractors into Hell, has 

raised up those who sang her praises.”
180

 Here, Photios’s rhetorical narrative of the Theotokos’s 

violation by, and victory over, her “detractors” functions as a metaphor for the history of the 

triumph of Iconophile Orthodoxy over the Iconoclasts.
181

 

Photios then uses his praise of a triumphant Theotokos to legitimate his own authority. 

For example, Photios declares that the Church, represented by the Theotokos,  

[bears] on her body the scars of those wounds, in reproof of their 

Isaurian and godless belief, and wiping them off, and in their stead 

putting on the splendor of her own glory, she now regains the 

ancient dignity of her comeliness, and sheds the rude mockery of 

those who have insulted her…
182
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179
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Photios characterizes the Theotokos as a survivor of the Iconoclastic Controversy. She “wipes” 

off her “scars” and “wounds” in spite of the “rude mockery of those who have insulted her.” 

Photios presents the Theotokos as condemning the “Isaurian and godless beliefs” of the 

Iconoclasts that act against the true Orthodox faith.
183

 The Isaurian regime was the family line of 

Leo III, the emperor that first initiated Iconoclasm in 730.
184

 Photios links the sins of Iconoclasm 

with imperial origins, thus undermining the imperial claim to the restoration of images in Hagia 

Sophia, as stated in the church’s apse inscription. Photios suppports his argument against 

Iconoclasm by expressing his polemic through the authority of the Theotokos herself, made more 

formidable by the illusion of her presence in the apse mosaic. By expressing his polemic through 

the “actions” of the Theotokos, Photios gained unquestionable authority via the sanction of the 

Mother of God.
185

  

Photios needed to read his homily in the presence of the apse mosaic in order to 

successfully convey this constructed authority. In its original context in 867, Photios’s ekphrasis 

transformed the apse mosaic’s active quality into a spectacle of the patriarch’s Iconophile 

politics. As the viewer witnessed the effect of light on the apse mosaic and heard Homily 17’s 

ekphrasis, it is possible that the viewer perceived the mosaic, in both word and image, not only 

as a representation of the Theotokos, but as a symbol of Orthodoxy.  

By the time of Photios’s patriarchy, Iconoclasm had been legally abolished for twenty-

four years. An analysis of one important quote from Homily 17 suggests the sermon served one 

final, controversial agenda. Photios states, “If one called this day the beginning and day of 

Orthodoxy…one would not be far wrong,” after condemning the Iconoclasts for their abuse of 

                                                
183
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the Church.
186

 Here, Photios effectively redates the Triumph of Orthodoxy to 867 and the 

installation of figural images into the patriarchal church. Photios challenges the authority of the 

imperial edict of 843 by redefining the Triumph of Orthodoxy as a patriarchal victory over the 

sins of Iconoclasm.  

 

Photios’s Response to the Imperial Mimesis of Christ 

I propose that Photios responded to Michael III’s imperial authority in the liturgy on 29 

March 867 by imitating the Theotokos in his liturgical role as patriarch. The agency of the 

moving sun, which caused the illusion of movement in the apse mosaic, was key in activating 

Photios’s mimesis of the Mother of God. During the liturgy, between midmorning and 

midafternoon, the sun most fully illuminates the interior of Hagia Sophia.
187

 As I discussed in the 

introduction, the image of the Theotokos is the most visible when the amount of ambient sunlight 

is at its highest and the intensity of reflected light is at its lowest (Fig. 10).
188

 The mosaic of the 

Theotokos was thus easiest to see at midday, providing the congregation with the clearest view 

of her image during the reading of Photios’s homily. 

On 29 March 867, the patriarch and the emperor’s roles as liturgical symbols of the 

Theotokos and Christ reflected contemporary politics. It is possible that Photios used the visual 

association between the patriarch and the Mother of God (evoked by the rhetoric of Homily 17 

and the performance of the Eucharist) to present himself as a God Bearer in the heavenly space 

of Hagia Sophia’s liturgy.  

The Council of 431 in Ephesus defined Christ as fully human and fully divine, resulting 

in a redefinition of the role of Mary.
189

 If Christ is both fully human and divine then Mary is the 

mother of Jesus and the mother of God.
190

 She was thus formally designated the Theotokos or 
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“Bearer of God.”
191

 I suggest that the patriarch’s performance of the Eucharist defined him as a 

God Bearer as he transfigured the bread and wine into the divine body of Christ through the 

Eucharist prayer, known as the anaphora.
192

 As with the Theotokos, the patriarch became a 

vessel through which the body of Christ was delivered to his congregation.  

When Empress Theodora reinstated the use of icons in 843 the Church gained an 

opportunity to reestablish its power that had been restricted by the Iconoclast emperors.
193 

Photios likely took advantage of this opportunity to use the dedication of the apse mosaic as an 

occasion to assert his emulation of the Mother of God in opposition to the imperial mimesis of 

Christ – in the guise of liturgical symbolism – as a political response against the power of the 

emperor.  

 

The Patriarchal-Imperial Power Struggle after 867 

 There is no written record of the emperor’s reaction to Photios’s Homily 17 to provide a 

measurement of the patriarch’s success in his opposition to imperial power. Nevertheless, one 

can draw from the events that followed Holy Saturday, 867, to discuss the possible implications 

of Photios’s actions on the future relationship between the emperor and the patriarch.  

 In September, 867, six months after Photios’s dedication of the apse mosaic, Basil I 

murdered his co-emperor, Michael III.
194

 After Basil’s succession to the imperial throne, he had 
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Photios removed from the patriarchate and confined to a monastery.
195

 The immediacy of 

Photios’s removal suggests the patriarch posed a significant threat to the power of the emperor. 

Though the patriarch was traditionally understood to hold preeminent authority in ecclesiastical 

matters, Photios’s audacity to publicly assert any form of preeminence may have contributed to 

his eventual downfall. Thus, according to Basil’s handling of Photios, the spectacle of patriarchal 

power performed on 29 March 867 can be considered a successful instance of Photios’s growing 

influence over imperial power. 

Photios’s dedication of Hagia Sophia’s apse mosaic is not the only extant example of a 

patriarchal confrontation to imperial power. The narthex mosaic in Hagia Sophia, above the 

Imperial Door, indicates that Photios’s opposition to the emperor encouraged future patriarchs to 

challenge imperial power as well (Fig. 19c).  

The mosaic, dated to the second half of the ninth-century, consists of Christ seated on a 

lyre-back throne, blessing with his right hand and holding an opened book in his left (Fig. 21a 

and 21b).
196

 The inscription inside this book reads “Peace to you; I am the light of the world.”
197

  

To Christ’s left is an emperor, identified by imperial regalia, who bends in full proskynesis with 

his palms facing up to Christ in supplication. Above the emperor is a medallion with the bust of 

the Theotokos who looks toward her enthroned son; her hands gesture toward Christ in prayer on 

behalf of the emperor below. To the left of Christ is another medallion containing a bust of an 

archangel. Unlike the Theotokos, the archangel looks away from Christ. The space is 

conspicuously empty below the medallion of the archangel.  

This mosaic is unusual because there are no accompanying inscriptions to firmly identify 

the figures in the composition. If this scene were intended to be a donor portrait, then the patron 

would have likely inscribed his name to record his piety throughout future generations.
198

 The 

location of the mosaic in the endonarthex, leads scholars to believe that the mosaic was intended 

as a scene of repentance.
199

 The endonarthex was “reserved for those who were not yet baptized, 

                                                
195

 Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State, 234. 
196

 Nicolas Oikonomides, “Leo VI and the Narthex Mosaic of Saint Sophia” DOP 30 (1976): 

154. 
197

 Ibid., 153. 
198

 Ibid., 155.  
199

 Ibid., 156. 



36 

 

for the excommunicated, or for the repentant.”
200

 Why then would an image of the emperor be 

placed in such a secondary space in the Great Church? The scholar, Nicolas Oikonomides, 

suggests that the mosaic was commissioned, not by the emperor, but by the patriarch, in response 

to the Tetragamy Controversy during the reign of the Emperor Leo VI (886-912). The 

controversy surrounding Leo VI’s fourth marriage caused a direct confrontation between the 

Orthodox Church and the Byzantine emperor.
201

 According to canonical law, the emperor was 

not allowed to re-marry more than twice.
202

 When Leo VI defied the Church’s orders to renounce 

his fourth marriage, Patriarch Nicholas Mystikos (901-907) publicly denied the emperor 

admittance into Hagia Sophia on Christmas Day in 906.
203

 When Leo VI was confronted with 

this public humiliation he is described in contemporary sources as having “ cast himself on the 

ground and, having wept a long time, rose up again and said to the Patriarch: 'Go in, my Lord, 

absolutely without hindrance from me. For, for the multitude of my unmeasured trespasses, rightly 

and justly am I suffering.'"204  Leo VI’s repentance to Patriarch Nicholas Mystikos occurred just 

before the Imperial Door in Hagia Sophia. 

 Clear parallels exist between the narthex mosaic and the description of the conflict 

between Leo VI and Patriarch Nicholas Mystikos. First, the placement of the mosaic above the 

Imperial Door is a conspicuous reminder of the confrontation that occurred in the same space. 

Second, the figure of the emperor bends in proskynesis to Christ, an act that signifies repentance. 

Though the figure of the Theotokos in the medallion intervenes on behalf of the emperor, the 

archangel depicted in the opposite medallion gazes away; his obvious non-action is a visual 

admonishment of the emperor’s supposed sins. If the patriarch did commission this mosaic, then 

the choice of location for the image served as an intentional and constant reminder of the 

authority of the patriarchate over any emperor participating in the liturgy of Hagia Sophia.  

 Thus, Photios’s appropriation of the apse mosaic as a patriarchal symbol in Homily 17 

was not a solitary instance of the political use of images in the Great Church. Rather, Photios’s 

confrontation with imperial authority – through the performance of Hagia Sophia’s liturgy on 29 

                                                
200
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March 867 – may have instigated the turbulent power struggle between Church and State 

recorded later in the ninth and early tenth centuries. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

This thesis emphasizes the importance of context when discussing how images, text, and 

movement all play vital roles in forming meaning. An application of this methodology on the 

study of Homily 17 proposes that the relationship between Photios’s sermon and Hagia Sophia’s 

apse mosaic is more significant when his polemic is studied within its original context, as part of 

the liturgical ceremonies of 29 March 867. 

I first considered Photios’s patriarchal seals and those of his predecessors as comparanda 

for the political use of the image of the Theotokos. Photios successfully constructed a visual 

tradition using sillographic iconography that associated the image of the Hodegetria with 

authority of the patriarch. This provided Photios the opportunity to condemn his political 

opponent, Ignatios, as an Iconoclast sympathizer and position himself as the defender of the 

Orthodox faithful. 

Next, a study of how Photios associated himself with the image of the Theotokos within 

the liturgy of Holy Saturday revealed another layer of political meaning in the rhetoric of Homily 

17. Photios delivered Homily 17 as part of a larger liturgical spectacle that reflected the 

contemporary politics of the mid-ninth century. Only in Hagia Sophia was the emperor’s 

preeminent power perceived to lessen. This perception was supported by the liturgical 

choreography that continually defined the emperor’s secondary status to the authority of the 

patriarch. I suggest Homily 17 was written in response to Michael III’s participation in the 

liturgy with the intention of forming a visual opposition between Photios’s emulation of the 

Theotokos and the imperial imitation of Christ. Photios took advantage of the importance of 

Holy Saturday by performing his mimesis of the Mother of God to the largest congregation to 

gather in the annual Orthodox calendar.  

 The illusion of movement, caused by the effect of reflected sunlight off the mosaic’s 

tesserae, resonated with Photios’s visceral description of the Theotokos and thus conjured her 

“physical” presence before the congregation. Photios appropriated the image of the Theotokos 

into his Iconophile polemic by describing her as wounded victim of Iconoclasm in his Homily 

17, delivered on Holy Saturday in 867 at the dedication of Hagia Sophia’s first figural mosaic. 
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Photios equates the apse mosaic’s dedication to the first day of Orthodoxy and redefines the 

image of the Theotokos as a symbol of the Orthodox Church. Photios suggests that those against 

the use of images in the church, the Iconoclasts, must not believe in the truth of Orthodoxy.
205

 

The study of Homily 17 within its liturgical context demonstrates that the apse mosaic played an 

integral role in building a visual association between the Theotokos and the patriarch, asserting 

that both figures were “Bearers of God,” responsible for delivering the body of Christ to the 

Orthodox congregation. 

Finally, Photios’s mimesis of the Theotokos in the liturgy of Holy Saturday in Hagia 

Sophia successfully opposed the imperial mimesis of Christ in Hagia Sophia’s liturgy. A 

confrontation with the emperor outside of the walls of Hagia Sophia was an open defiance of 

imperial authority, a traitorous act punishable by forced abdication, exile, or death.
206

 Thus, it 

was only within Hagia Sophia that Photios’s identity as a Bearer of God, veiled by the semblance 

of ecclesiastical ritual, enabled his patriarchal authority to oppose the power of the emperor. The 

immediate and lasting success of this opposition is manifest in Photios’s condemnation by the 

emperor and the shift in the imperial-patriarchal relationship noted in Hagia Sophia’s later 

mosaics. 
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APPENDIX A 

FIGURES 

 

 

Figure 1 

Theotokos and Christ Child,  

dedicated 867, mosaic, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source:  ARTstor) 
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Figure 2 

View of Apse, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Cormack, “The Mother of God in the Mosaics of Hagia Sophia at Constantinople,” 111) 

 

 



42 

 

 

Figure 3 

Theotokos and Christ Child, Gabriel, Michael in the apse and supporting arch,  

9
th

 century, mosaic, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Mango and Hawkins, “The Apse Mosaic of St. Sophia at Istanbul,” Pl. 1) 
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Figure 4 

Gabriel, 
9

th
 century, mosaic, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Lowden, Early Christian and Byzantine Art, 178) 
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Figure 5 

Michael 
9

th
 century, mosaic, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Mango and Hawkins, “The Apse Mosaic of St. Sophia at Istanbul,” Pl. 50) 
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Figure 6 

Detail of the inscription on the face of the apse semi-dome,  

dedicated 867, mosaic, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Mango and Hawkins, “The Apse Mosaic of St. Sophia at Istanbul,” Pl. 14) 
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Figure 7 

Detail of Christ Child, Theotokos and Christ Child,  

dedicated 867, mosaic, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Lowden, Early Christian and Byzantine Art, 177) 
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Figure 8 

Diagram of Rico Franses’s system of layers 

in Hagia Sophia’s apse mosaic, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: author’s illustration) 
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Figure 9 

Outline of fissure in plaster bed, Theotokos and Christ Child,  

dedicated 867, mosaic, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Mango and Hawkins, “The Apse Mosaic of St. Sophia at Istanbul,” Pl. 3) 
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Figure 10 

Theotokos and Christ Child, 

 dedicated 867, mosaic, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Franses, “When all that is Gold does not Glitter,” Pl. IV) 
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Figure 11 

Theotokos and Christ Child, 

 dedicated 867, mosaic, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Franses, “When all that is Gold does not Glitter,” Pl. III) 
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Figure 12 

Relief Plaque with the Hodegetria, 

10
th

-11
th

 century, ivory, 10 x 5.3 inches, Catharijneconvent, Utrecht. 

(Source: Vassilaki, ed., Mother of God, 395) 



52 

 

 

Figure 13 

Miniature of Luke Painting the Icon of the Theotokos.  

Liturgical Homilies of Gregory of Nazianzus, 11
th
 century, paint on parchment,  

12.6 x 10 inches, Taphou 14, Patriarchal Library, Jerusalem. 

(Source: Vassilaki, ed., Mother of God, 393) 
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Figure 14 

Theotokos and Christ Child,  

9
th

 century (destroyed 1922), mosaic, 

 Church of the Dormition, Nicaea (Iznick), Turkey. 

(Source: Barber, “Theotokos and Logos,” 57) 
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Figure 15 

Cross, Dove, and Gospels, 

9
th

 century (destroyed 1922), mosaic,  

Church of the Dormition, Nicaea (Iznick), Turkey.  

(Source: Barber, “Theotokos and Logos,” 59) 
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Figure 16 

Seal of Patriarch Methodios I,  
Obverse with Hodegetria and inscription, 

 Reverse with inscription,  

843-848, lead, D. 1.4 inches, Dumbarton Oaks, Washington DC. 

(Source: Oikonomides, A Collection of Dated Byzantine Lead Seals, 59) 
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Figure 17a 

Seal of Patriarch Ignatios,  

Obverse with bust of Christ and inscription,  

Reverse with inscription,  

848-858, lead, D. 1.4 inches, Dumbarton Oaks, Washington DC. 

(Source: Oikonomides, A Collection of Dated Byzantine Lead Seals, 60) 

 

 

 

Figure 17b 

Seal of Patriarch Ignatios,  

Obverse with figure of Christ and inscription, 

Reverse with inscription,  

848-858, lead, D. 1.3 inches, Dumbarton Oaks, Washington DC. 

(Source: Oikonomides, A Collection of Dated Byzantine Lead Seals, 60) 
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Figure 18 

Seal of Patriarch Photios,  

Obverse with Hodegetria and inscription,  

Reverse with inscription,  

858-867, lead, D. 1.4 inches, Dumbarton Oaks, Washington DC. 

(Source: Oikonomides, A Collection of Dated Byzantine Lead Seals, 62) 
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emperor 

 

 patriarch 

 

                    emperor and patriarch 

          

Figure 19 

Diagram of the Little Entrance, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

The letters correspond with the figure numbers. Ex: “a” corresponds with Figure 19a. 

(Source: Majeska, “The Emperor and His Church,” Fig. 1) 
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Figure 19a and b 

View of the Southwest Vestibule (a) and the Beautiful Door (b), Hagia Sophia, Istanbul Turkey. 

(Source: Cormack, “The Mother of God in the Mosaics of Hagia Sophia at Constantinople,” 106) 
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Figure 19c 

View of the Imperial Door, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Cormack, “The Mother of God in the Mosaics of Hagia Sophia at Constantinople,” 111) 
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Figure 19d-g 

Reconstruction of the Ambo, Solea, Chancel Barrier, and Holy Door 
 Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Mathews, The Early Churches of Constantinople, 65) 
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Figure 19h 

Omphalion, porphyry disk, 
 Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: author’s photograph) 
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Figure 19i 

Reconstruction of the Chancel Barrier’s south door,  

Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Mathews, The Early Churches of Constantinople, 65) 
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Figure 19j 

Metatorion in the south aisle,  

Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Kähler, Hagia Sophia, Pl. 39) 
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                                                          emperor                                    clergy 

 

 

                   clergy and emperor                patriarch 

 

Figure 20 

Diagram of the Great Entrance, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

The letters correspond with the figure numbers. Ex: “a” corresponds with Figure 20a. 

(Source: Majeska, “The Emperor and His Church,” Fig. 1 
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Figure 20a  

Reconstruction of the Ambo. 

 Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Mathews, The Early Churches of Constantinople, 65) 
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Figure 20b 

North Door,  

Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: author’s photograph) 
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Figure 21a 

Emperor in Proskynesis, 

late 9
th

 or early 10
th
 century, mosaic, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Lowden, Early Christian and Byzantine Art, 191) 
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Figure 21b 

Detail of Emperor in Proskynesis,  

late 9
th

 or early 10
th
 century, mosaic, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, Turkey. 

(Source: Lowden, Early Christian and Byzantine Art, 191) 
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APPENDIX B 

 

EXCERPT FROM HOMILY 17 

 
Excerpt from Photios, Homily 17: Of the Same Most-Blessed Photius, Patriarch of 
Constantinople, Homily Delivered from the Ambo of the Great Church, on Holy Saturday, in the 
Presence of the Christ-Loving Emperors, when the Form of the Theotokos had been Depicted 
and Uncovered. Translated by Cyril Mango. In The Homilies of Photios Patriarch of 
Constantinople: English Translation, Introduction and Commentary. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1958.  

 

…But perhaps we have been drawn into too lengthy a digression, unwilling as we were to pass 

over in silence a matter cognate to the one before us, and through which the light of truth shines 

no less brightly. But the cause of the celebration, whereby today’s feast is conspicuously 

adorned, is, as we have already said, the following: splendid piety erecting trophies against belief 

hostile to Christ; impiety lying low, stripped of her very last hopes; and the ungodly ideas of 

those half-barbarous and bastard clans which had crept into the Roman government (who were 

an insult and a disgrace to the emperors) being exposed to everyone as an object of hatred and 

aversion. Yea, and as for us, beloved pair of pious Emperors, shining forth from the purple, 

connected with the dearest names of father and son, and not allowing the name to belie the 

relationship, but striving to set in all other respects also an example of superhuman love, whose 

preoccupation is Orthodoxy rather than pride in the imperial diadem, - it is in these things that 

the deed which is before our eyes instigates us to take pride. With such a welcome does the 

representation of the Virgin’s form cheer us, inviting us to draw not from a bowl of wine, but 

from a fair spectacle, by which the rational part of our soul, being watered through our bodily 

eyes, and given eyesight in its growth toward the divine love of Orthodoxy, puts forth in the way 

of fruit the most exact vision of truth. Thus, even in her images does the Virgin’s grace delight, 

comfort and strengthen us! A virgin mother carrying in her pure arms, for the common salvation 

of our kind, the common Creator reclining as an infant – that great and ineffable mystery of the 

Dispensation! A virgin mother, with a virgin’s and a mother’s gaze, dividing in indivisible form 

her temperament between both capacities, yet belittling neither by its incompleteness. With such 

exactitude has the art of painting, which is a reflection of inspiration from above, set up a lifelike 

imitation. For, as it were, she fondly turns her eyes on her begotten Child in the affection of her 
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heart yet assumes the expression of a detached and imperturbable mood at the passionless and 

wondrous nature of her offspring, and composes her gaze accordingly. You might think her not 

incapable of speaking, even if one were to ask her, “How didst thou give birth and remainest a 

virgin?” To such an extent have the lips been made flesh by the colours, that they appear merely 

to be pressed together and stilled as in the mysteries, yet their silence is not at all inert neither is 

the fairness of her form derivatory, but rather is it the real archetype. 

 Seest thou of what beauty was the face of the Church bereft? Of what splendour was it 

deprived? Over what graces did gloomy dejection prevail? That was the daring deed of a 

wretched Jewish hand, lacking in no insolence. This is a most conspicuous token of a heart 

seized by God and of the Lord’s love, whereby the initiated band of the apostles were led to 

perfection, through which the martyrs’ winged course sped to the crowns of victory, and the 

prophets, God’s tongues, with knowledge of future things and truthful foretelling, came unto 

men bringing undoubting belief. For verily are these things the prizes and gifts of a most sincere 

and divine love, from which depends likewise the veneration of holy images, just as their 

destruction comes from an irrepressible and most foul hatred. Those men, after stripping the 

Church, Christ’s bride, of her own ornaments, and wantonly inflicting bitter wounds on her, 

wherewith her face was scarred, sought in their insolence to submerge her in deep oblivion, 

naked as she was, so to speak, and unsightly, and afflicted with those many wounds – herein too 

emulating Jewish folly. Still bearing on her body the scars of those wounds, in reproof of their 

Isaurian and godless belief, and wiping them off, and in their stead putting on the splendour of 

her own glory, she now regains the ancient dignity of her comeliness, and sheds the rude 

mockery of those who have insulted her, pitying their truly absurd madness. If one called this 

day the beginning and day of Orthodoxy (lest I say something excessive), one would not be far 

wrong. For though the time is short since the pride of the iconoclastic heresy has been reduced to 

ashes, and true religion has spread its light to the ends of the world, fired like a beacon by 

imperial and divine command, this too is our ornament; for it is the achievement of the same 

God-loving reign. 

 And so, as the eye of the universe, this celebrated and sacred church, looked sad with its 

visual mysteries scraped off, as it were (for it had not yet received the privilege of pictorial 

restoration), it shed but faint rays from its face to visitors, and in this respect the countenance of 

Orthodoxy appeared gloomy. Now, casting off this sadness also, and beautifying herself with all 
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her own conspicuous ornaments, and displaying her rich dowry, gladly and joyously she 

hearkens to the Bridegroom’s voice, Who cries out saying, “All fair is my companion, and there 

is no spot in her. Fair is my companion.” For, having mingled the bloom of colours with 

religious truth, and by means of both having in holy manner fashioned unto herself a holy 

beauty, and bearing, so to speak, a complete and perfect image of piety, she is seen not only to be 

fair in beauty surpassing the sons of mean, but elevated to an inexpressible fairness of dignity 

beyond any comparison beside. All fair is my companion. She has escaped the blows, has been 

freed of her wounds, has wiped off all blemish, has cast down her detractors into Hell, has raised 

up those who sang her praises. And there is no spot in her. She has overcome the blemishes 

wherewith a foul foreign hand had aimed and spotted her whole body. She has wiped off all 

those stains, and taking up again her former bridal raiment, she has put it on. The daughters saw 

her, and they will bless her; yea, the queens, and they will praise her. Who is she that looketh 

forth as the morning, fair as the moon, choice as the sun? This then is the dignity and royal 

raiment which David was describing from of old, when he sang hymns to the Lord and King of 

all: “The queen stood by on thy right hand, clothed in vesture wrought with gold, and arrayed in 

divers colours.” Verily are her “steps beautiful.” Awake, O Sion, as in the early time, as the 

ancient generation, for up on thy head shall come exultation and praise and joy. “I, even I, am he 

that comforts thee,” saith the Lord. “Behold, I have painted thy walls on my hands, and thou art 

continually before me.” This is her joyousness she herself foresaw when she exclaimed 

prophetically through Isaiah, saying, “Let my soul rejoice in the Lord; for He has clothed me in 

the robe of salvation, and the garment of joy, and has put a mitre on me as on a bridegroom, and 

adorned me with ornaments as a bride. And no longer shall I be as a city forsaken, but as one 

sought out, and as a crown of beauty in the hand of the Lord, and a royal diadem in the hand of 

God.” 

 We too, with gladness and joy in our souls, join the choir of this festival, and sharing 

today in the celebration of this restoration, we exclaim those prophetic words, saying,  “Rejoice 

greatly, O daughter of Sion; cry aloud, O daughter of Jerusalem. The Lord has taken away thine 

injuries; He has delivered thee from the hand of thine enemies. Lift up thine eyes round about, 

and see thy children gathered. For behold, all thy sons have come from far, yea and thy 

daughters, bearing unto thee not gold and frankincense and stones, all begotten of the earth and 

by human custom adorning what is precious, but purer than all gold, and more precious than all 
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stones, the ancestral faith unadulterated. Rejoice and delight thyself with all thine heart, for 

behold, the Lord is coming, and He shall fix His tabernacle in thy midst.” What could be more 

agreeable than this day? What could be more explicit than this feast to give expression to 

gladness and joy? This is another shaft being driven today right through the hear of Death, not as 

the Saviour is engulfed by the tomb of mortality for the common resurrection of our kind, but as 

the image of the Mother rises up from the very depths of oblivion, and raises along with herself 

the likenesses of the saints. Christ came to us in the flesh, and was borne in the arms of His 

Mother. This is seen and confirmed and proclaimed in pictures, the teaching made manifest by 

means of personal eyewitness, and impelling the spectators to unhesitating assent. Does a man 

hate the teaching by means of pictures? Then how could he not have previously rejected and 

hated the message of the Gospels? Just as speech is transmitted by hearing, so a form through 

sight is imprinted upon the tablets of the soul, giving to those who apprehension is not soiled by 

wicked doctrines a representation of knowledge concordant with piety. Martyrs have suffered for 

their love of God, showing with their blood the ardour of their desire, and their memory is 

contained in books. These deeds they are also seen performing in pictures, as painting presents 

the martyrdom of those blessed men more vividly to our knowledge. Others have been burnt 

alive, a sacrifice sanctified by their prayer, fasting and other labours. These things are conveyed 

both by stories and by pictures, but it is the spectators rather than the hearers who are drawn to 

emulation. The Virgin is holding the Creator in her arms as an infant. Who is there who would 

not marvel, more from the sight of it than from the report, at the magnitude of the mystery, and 

would not rise up to laud the ineffable condescension that surpasses all words? For even if the 

one introduces the other, yet the comprehension that comes about through sight is shown in very 

fact to be far superior to the learning that penetrates through the ears. Has a man lent his ear to a 

story? Has his intelligence visualized and drawn to itself what he has heard? Then, after judging 

it with sober attention, he deposits it in his memory. No less – indeed much greater – is the 

power of sight. For surely, having somehow through the outpouring and effluence of the optical 

rays touched and seen encompassed the object, it too sends the essence of the thing seen on to 

the mind, letting it be conveyed from there to the memory for the concentration of unfailing 

knowledge. Has the mind seen? Has it grasped? Has it visualized? Then it has effortlessly 

transmitted the forms of memory.  
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 Is there one who rejects the holy writings on these matters and, in spite of the fact that all 

lies are dispelled by them, considers them to be not above dispute? Then this man has long since 

transgressed by scorning the veneration of holy images. Does he, on the contrary, reverence the 

latter, and honour them with proper respect? Then he will be disposed likewise towards the 

writings. If he treats either one with reverence or with contempt, he necessarily bestows the same 

on the other, unless, in addition to being impious, he has also abandoned reason, and is not only 

irreverent, but also preaches things which are in conflict with his own position. Those, therefore, 

who have slipped into assailing the holy images are proved not to have kept the correctness of 

doctrine either, but with the one they abjure the other. They do not dare confess what they 

believe, chary, not of being impious, but of appearing so; and they avoid the name whereof they 

willingly pursue the actions. Abominable in their misdeeds, they are more abominable in their 

impiety. Their whole offshoot has perished, branches, roots and all, even as the wondrous David 

in his canticle sings of the memorial of the impious being destroyed with noise, and it is He 

Whom they have set at nought through His picture Who has passed righteous judgment on them. 

But before our eyes stands motionless the Virgin carrying the Creator in her arms as an infant, 

depicted in painting as she is in writings and visions, an interceder for our salvation and a teacher 

of reverence to God, a grace of the eyes and a grace of the mind, carried by which the divine love 

in us is uplifted to the intelligible beauty of truth.  

 But what is to become of me, driven as I am at the same time to speak and be silent? For 

such is the charm of the subject before me that I prefer to continue speaking without ever being 

sated by speech. But time, which flows on and knows no delay, urges me to conclude my speech 

with silence and turn to another compelling duty. Yet, since time can no longer be grasped once 

it is passed, and as for the topic, even if we talked all our life about it, no one would succeed in 

expressing it worthily, so, as it is ill to fail in both respects, I shall do what I can and ought, and 

at the bidding of time consent to be silent. But O Word and Bridegroom and substantiated 

Wisdom of the Father, Whose name this sacred and holy temple bears, grant us forgiveness for 

what has been inadequately said. For it is Thine wont to look not at the deficiencies but at the 

intention, and to make that the standard for the gift, instead of weighing the words according to 

their worth. Grant those also who have received it through Thee to reign on earth to consecrate 

the remainder of the church too with holy images; and as they have been made by Thee to be 

eyes of the universe; so guard them like the pupil of the eye, place them above any bad influence, 
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showing them terrible and irresistible to the foes, gracious and salutary to their subjects, and 

render them, together with us, worthy of Thine endless and blessed kingdom. For Thine is the 

power and the honour and the veneration, of the consubstantial, life-giving and all-powerful 

Trinity, now and for ever and ever. Amen. 
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