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Miracle-working icons could be regarded among the heroes of the Orthodox
church. As we may learn from Byzantine miracle-stories, these icons were perceived
as living beings, they could move, speak and even fight with pagans, unbelievers or
sinners. The defence of the Orthodox faith was one of their major functions. It is hard
to overestimate the meaning of miraculous images in Byzantine Empire. There are
political, social, economical, psychological, liturgical, iconographical as well as
purely artistic aspects of this general topic. We are just starting to study this
phenomenon of great significance, which has been long neglected1.
Among the most important issues is the role of miraculous images in sacred
spaces of Byzantine churches. The written sources inform us that nearly every church
had its own system of relics and miracle-working icons creating a kind of sacred
network inside a particular church. Yet nothing survived in its original form. In some
cases, however, we are able to reconstruct the concept of sacred space. In this paper I
shall try to present such a reconstruction of a very important project realized by Leo
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VI the Wise (886-912) in the Great Church of Byzantine empire2. I will argue that this
project is of great significance not merely for the history of Byzantine iconography,
but for a new research field just established – I mean Hierotopy, or studies in the
making of sacred space3.
Main sources
The symbolic program of Leo the Wise has appeared at the Imperial Door of St.
Sophia at Constantinople - central in the row of doors leading from the narthex to the
nave of the church4 (figs. 1-2). One need not to say how important was the symbolic
concept of this main entrance to the „Great Church‟ of the Byzantine Empire. Nothing
came down to our day of the original decor but the moulded brass frame of a doorway
leading from the narthex to the nave, with a small relief portraying the Hetoimasia in
the centre of the top plate (figs.2-4). Then, there is the renowned mosaic in the
tympanum above the entrance, representing Christ enthroned, with Emperor Leo the
Wise prostrate at His feet5 (figs.5-8). In the Byzantine time, however, there were two
miracle-working icons to the sides of the Imperial Door – the icons of Christ and of
the Virgin – we find repeated references to these in medieval descriptions of the
Constantinopolitan shrines6.
There are several testimonies of the eleventh to fifteenth centuries. Invaluable
information is found in a recently published text of the late eleventh century Latin
description of Constantinopolitan shrines, known as the Anonymous Tarragonensis7.
It informs us about an icon of the Virgin from Jerusalem which was displayed at the
entrance to Hagia Sophia: “In the same glorious basilica Sancta Sophia at the
entrance doors, covered at the surface in gold and silver, there is another icon
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(ycona) of the blessed Virgin, that Mary the Egyptian has seen in the church of
Jerusalem, when she could not enter in because of the sins she has committed. When,
as we have written above, Maria the sinner has seen it and prayed at it, at that very
moment she has received everything she has asked for. Finally, when the sinner stood
in front of the same holy and venerable image of the Virgin to thank for the benefit
she has obtained, and also to ask where she can find a place for repentance, dignified
for her sins, the holy icon has thus responded: “If you cross the Jordan, you shall
find there a fine place of repose”. That holy icon or image of the Virgin that has thus
spoken to the wretched sinner, you can see at the entrance in Sancta Sophia. You can
even see that sinner, represented by paints before the same image [of the Virgin]. It is
such a pious matter to contemplate how the Virgin is carrying at her breast her noble
Son and how the sinful woman, black as her sins, bends her kneels and stretches out
her trembling arms supplicating with tears the Virgin to be merciful to her. The work
is worthy of admiration”8.
Another very important Latin testimony occurs in the so-called Mercati
Anonymous - a free translation of a Greek description of the Constantinopolitan
shrines made no later than the last quarter of the 11th century9. In his reference to St.
Sophia, the Byzantine author lays special stress on the icon of the Virgin at the main
entrance to the church: “In the right part of the church, behind the atrium, at the silver
gates, there is an image of Mary on the wall, formerly preserved in Jerusalem; the
one to which St. Mary of Egypt prayed in her time, when she heard a voice coming
from the lips of the Holy Mother of God. This holy image was brought to St. Sophia
from the holy city by Emperor Leo”10.
Next in time, come the accounts of Russian pilgrims from the end of the 14th
century and beginning of the 15th. Says Ignatius of Smolensk (1389): “The next day
we went to [the Church of] St. Sophia, that is [to say to the Church] of the Divine
Wisdom. When we came to the great doors, we venerated the miraculous icon of the
All-pure Mother of God from which the voice went out to [St.] Mary of Egypt
forbidding her entrance into the Holy Church in Jerusalem. [And after she had
comprehended her transgressions, she was greatly moved and made the All-pure
Mother of God the guarantor of her [resolves]. As soon as she had spoken these
words, she suddenly heard a voice from afar, saying: 'If you cross the Jordan you will
find a propitious refuge.'] We also venerated the image of the Lord inside the holy
church and the [other] venerable holy icons”11.
And Alexander the Clerk (1394/95): “As you enter the great doors, on the
right-hand side stands the icon of the holy Mother of God from which, in Jerusalem, a
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voice came forth to Mary of Egypt. The great doors [are made] from Noah's ark. On
the left side the Savior is depicted in marble”12.
Deacon Zosima (1419-1422): “First I venerated the holy Great Church of
Sophia where the patriarch lives. I kissed the image of our Lord Jesus Christ before
which people confess their sins when they cannot confess them before a father
confessor because of shame; it is called the 'Confessor Saviour'. [I also kissed] the
image of the All- pure [Mother of God], which spoke to Mary of Egypt in
Jerusalem”13.
Apart from the Russian pilgrims', an account of great interest is extant in the
text by Symeon of Thessalonica (a. 1400) which describes the solemn entrance of the
patriarch to the church on Sundays and feasts: “The patriarch comes downstairs [from
the south gallery. - A.L.] to enter the narthex. When he reaches the beautiful
[imperial] doors, he venerates the holy image of the Mother of God here, near which
is an icon of St. Mary. The saint is said to have taken her monastic vows before this
very image of the Mother of God”14.
Regrettably, the historical testimony does not contain any precise information
about the character and techniques of the images of Christ and of the Virgin left and
right of the Imperial Door. Most probably, they were fairly large, and made on boards
or special panels - as testified by traces of mounts found at a height of approximately
two meters in the marble facing the east narthex wall to the sides of the Imperial
Door15. This is the only material confirmation of the presence of two miraculous
images, which the Russian pilgrims venerated by kissing before they entered the
Great Church.
The Icon of the Saviour Confessor
Of the icon of Christ, we learn that it was known as the „Saviour Confessor‟
(Spas Ispovednik), and heinous sinners ashamed to confess to their father confessor
made penitence before it. Alexander the Clerk's words, “preobrazilsja Spas na
mramore (the Savior is depicted [better, is transfigured – A.L.] in marble)”, no doubt,
refer to an essential characteristic of the icon. We do not know to this day, however,
whether this reference related to the artistic technique (stone relief, painting on
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marble, or mosaic), a peculiar iconography or to a miracle story that has not come
down to us.
Two other Russian pilgrim accounts may also pertain to this icon. Before
coming to the nave, Stephen of Novgorod (1349) noticed: “A truly magnificent icon of
the holy Savior stands there. It is called the 'Mount of Olives' because there is a
similar one in Jerusalem”16. Here, the pilgrim relates the icon to one of the sacred
articles in the churches of the Mount of Olives in Jerusalem.
Anthony of Novgorod, who visited the Great Church in 1200, speaks of a large
mosaic image of Christ near the doors of St. Sophia, with one right- hand finger
unpainted and encased in gilded silver. This finger occurs in a legend of the
punishment of a presumptuous painter who aspired to depict the Lord exactly the way
He looked in His earthly life: “And, in his presumption, he made a large image of the
Saviour in mosaic on the wall [var.: Also here at the doors he portrayed a great
Saviour in mosaic on the wall]; a finger is missing on the right hand of the image, for,
as he was finishing his labour, the artist said contemplating it: 'O Lord, I have
portrayed You as You appeared when You lived on earth.' And a voice did come from
the image: 'Have you ever seen me?' Then, the artist lost speech and died. The finger
was never added to the image but forged out of silver and gilded”17.
It is noteworthy, that Anthony's account of this mosaic icon is immediately
followed by a mention of the portrayal of Emperor Leo the Wise on the monumental
icon: “To the sides of the doors [var.: To the sides of the gates of paradise, above]
stands a great icon depicting Kyr Leo ho Sophos (Leo the Wise) with a gem in his
brow, which sparkles as fire [as the moon] in the dark to spread its light all over St.
Sophia [interpolated: We asked why he was painted here; why this honour was done
him that befit a saint; to this the clergy told us that...] this king, Kyr Leo, took a scroll
[in Babylon] in the tomb of holy prophet Daniel and copied it learnedly
[interpolated: and kept it with him; many years after his death, some people brought it
to Constantinople, where philosophers translated it into Greek; it enlisted the names
of Greek kings] telling who would reign in Constantinople (Tsargrad) as long as it
16
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stands”18. Most probably, Anthony of Novgorod refers to the mosaic icon above the
entrance representing the emperor bowing to Christ enthroned. It is hard to expect that
another portrayal of Leo the Wise was preserved for almost three centuries after his
death at about the same place. So, according to the Anthony‟s account the mosaic icon
of Christ with „the silver finger‟ and the image of Leo the Wise were represented
close to each other nearby an entrance into the church.
However, the accounts of the two Novgorodian pilgrims are not concrete
enough in the localisation of the image of Christ, and bear no cross references to each
other or any other information about the icon of the Saviour Confessor19.
The Icon of the Virgin who spoke to St. Mary of Egypt
We know much more about the icon of the Mother of God that spoke to St.
Mary of Egypt. One of the most renowned relics of Christendom, its status was
characteristically higher than that of the Saviour Confessor. According to Symeon of
Thessalonica, it was this icon that the patriarch venerated at the start of festive
liturgies20.
The tradition of the icon goes back to a well-known episode in the Life of St.
Mary of Egypt, ascribed to Sophronius of Jerusalem (+ 644)21. According to this
18
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story, Mary, a courtesan of Alexandria, came to Jerusalem, and early in the morning
of the Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross she decided to visit the Basilica of
Constantine the Great (Martyrium) in the complex of the Holy Sepulchre. Yet the
sinful woman was four times stopped at the entrance by a heavenly power lest she see
the relic of the True Cross displayed in this day. Shedding tears of repentance, she
appealed then to the image of the Mother of God above her in the porch for Her
intercession before Christ, who “incarnated to call sinners to repent”22. Mary was
forgiven and entered the church to see the precious relic. As she was leaving the
church, she again called to the icon, imploring the Virgin “to be her guide on the way
of repentance and salvation”23. Then she heard a voice that sent her to hermitage in
the wilderness of Jordan.
Tremendously popular throughout Christendom, this story graphically showed the
power of heartfelt repentance, which turned a great sinner into a venerable saint. The
icon of the Virgin was venerated as a great relic, which was mentioned, probably, for
the first time by Piacenza Pilgrim in the 6th century (“a portrait of Blessed Mary on
raised place”)24. The polemics in the period of Iconoclasm made it one of the crucial
arguments of icon-worshippers. St. John of Damascus cites the episode in all three of
his Apologies25. This part of the Life is amply quoted in the Acts of the Seventh
Oecumenical Council (787). “We saw this icon in the holy city of Christ our Lord, and
often kissed it”, said one of its participants26. In the first half of the 9th century
Epiphanius, a Byzantine pilgrim, informs us: “On the left side of the Saint
Constantine is the icon of the very holy Theotokos, who forbade Saint Mary to enter
the church on the day of Exaltation. There also she made her promise”27. The place
was razed to the ground in 1009 during the great destruction of the Holy Sepulchre
complex by caliph Al-Hakim. In the early 12th century, Daniel the Abbot of Russia
saw only the “great doors” of the Basilica of the Holy Sepulchre, and noted the place
where the venerated icon of the Mother of God had been: “There is now a small
church on the spot where a very large church used to be. There are great gates here,
facing east. St. Mary of Egypt came to these doors, and was about to enter, and to kiss
the shrine. But the power of the Holy Spirit barred her the way to the church. Then
she prayed to the holy Mother of God, for there was Her icon standing in the porch
Legenda der hl. Maria Aeegyptica, Berlin 1978; The Legend of Mary of Egypt in medieval insular
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(pritvor) near those doors, and felt she could now enter the church and kiss the Holy
Cross. From these doors it was that she left for the wilderness of Jordan”28.
The place, where the famous icon of the Virgin had been standing, was marked
by a fresco replica of the miraculous image, as one may learn from the testimony of
Saewulf, a Latin pilgrim who visited Jerusalem a few years before Daniel the Abbot:
“In the west wall of the chapel of Saint Mary is to be seen, painted outside, the picture
of the Mother of God. Mary the Egyptian was once repentant with all her heart, and
praying for the help of the Mother of God, and was wonderfully consoled by the
figure in the picture speaking by the power of the Holy Spirit, as may be read in her
Life”29.
According to the Mercati Anonymous, the miraculous icon was at St. Sophia of
Constantinople as early as the 11th century, brought from Jerusalem by Emperor
Leo30. A simple deduction from the available data allows us to assume that the
reference is to Leo VI the Wise (886-912).
It is noteworthy that this emperor was known for collecting famous relics from
all over Christendom to gather them together in the Byzantine capital. Possibly, it was
he who brought from Jerusalem the relics of the Passions, which were in the Holy
Land as late as the 9th century. According to the Primary Chronicle for 911, the
Russian ambassadors saw “the Passions of the Lord - the Crown of thorns, the Nails,
the Chlamis of purple, and sacred relics, to preach their religion and show to them
the true faith” – they were shown to them in the Imperial palace on Leo VI's order31.
Leo VI also brought to Constantinople the relics of St. Lazarus from Cyprus, Saint
Mary of Magdala from Ephesos and of St. Mary Cleophas and Saint Martha32. In the
11th century the Greek source of the Anonymous Mercati informed the pilgrims:
“Indeed, the Emperor Leo brought the sainted Lazarus from Cyprus to the city of
Constantinople, and he built the monastery of Saint Lazarus. The same emperor,
moreover, brought in addition the body of the sainted Mary of Magdala from
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Ephesus. And in that place therefore was buried Saint Mary, next to the Seven
Sleepers (of Ephesus), and likewise the relics of Saints Martha and Mary”33.
The Emperor Leo‟s desire to have a famous icon of the Virgin from Jerusalem,
one more relic of a renowned saint, seems a part of large scale and long term program.
It is noteworthy that “The Icon Who Spoke to Saint Mary of Egypt” was brought and
placed at the Hagia Sophia entrance, exactly where it had been at the basilica gates in
Jerusalem, where it was also open for kissing. It means that the particular sacred space
with all its historical and religious connotations had been transferred with the
miraculous icon.
The fact allows us to assume that the miracle-working icon was to become one of
the crucial elements in the symbolic program of the Royal Doors in St. Sophia at
Constantinople. The only surviving part of this program that one may see now, is the
Tympanum mosaic representing Leo the Wise bowing before Christ enthroned.
Probably, Leo VI, known for theological erudition, elaborated the whole
iconographic program of the main entrance to St. Sophia. This program incorporated a
specific system of sacred relics34 linked by one symbolic concept. The icons of “The
Mother of God Who Spoke to St. Mary of Egypt” and the “Confessor Saviour” were
united by the idea of repentance and divine mercy, giving hope of salvation even to
great sinners.
The Door of the wood of Noah’s ark
In this context it seems very significant that the two icons formed a kind of
frame for another famous relic - the royal doors themselves made, as tradition had it,
from the timber of Noah's ark covered by gilded silver plates. The earliest references
to it are from the 10th century. The Diegesis on the construction of the Hagia Sophia
included in the Partia Constantinopoleos informs us: “In the second narthex the
doors were made of ivory (three to the right, three to the left, and between them) three
other doors: two of the middle size, and between them there was the very big one of
gilded silver. All the doors were gilded. Inside these doors instead of normal wood
there was the Wood of the Ark” 35. It was one of the biggest relics of Byzantium, the
door was of 7,6 m. height and 4 m. width36. It was identified among the other doors as
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basilikai, megalai or pulai tou kibotou37. There is an early reference of the “door of
gilded silver” in the Book of Ceremonies by Constantine Porphyrogennetos, the son
of Leo the Wise38. The Mercati Anonymous, paraphrased the 11th Byzantine original,
mentions three doors made of the wood of Noah's ark, which performed miracles
every day39. A reference to the Door can be found in the twelfth-century Description
of St. Sophia, which interpreted the three central doors as a symbolic image of the
Holy Trinity40. About 1200, according to the testimonies of Anthony of Novgorod
and Robert de Clari, not merely the timber but some details of the Door‟s lock were
venerated as miraculous objects. Both Russian and French visitors to Hagia Sophia
noted the special healing power of the tubular lock hanging “at the ring of the great
monastery gates, made entirely of silver” 41. In the Paleologan period “The great door
of Noah's ark” was worshipped by pilgrims and the entire congregation, who
ascribed to them a healing power42. We do not know precisely when the relic
appeared at St. Sophia. It could be a part of the Justinian‟s project. Yet we cannot rule
out the possibility that it, too, came to the Great Church in the reign of Leo the
Wise43.
Of this ancient Door only the moulded brass frame of the Imperial Door is
44
extant (fig.3). An embossed relief above the head, in the centre of the top panel,
makes the symbolic concept somewhat clearer. It represents a throne with a bird
flying down on an open book – all inscribed in an arch resting on two pillars (fig.4).
The book bears a Greek inscription, an adapted quotation from the Gospel according
to John 10:7-9: “So said the Lord: I am the door of the sheep. By me if any man enter,
he shall go in and out, and find pasture”. The relief is a graphic metaphor of the
37
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Church as the abode of salvation. The throne is an image of the Throne of the Second
Coming (the Hetoimasia). The grace of the Holy Spirit is embodied in the dove
coming down to the Gospel open and sounding, the Door of Noah's ark and every one
who enters the church. The arch is a traditional emblem of the Church and, no less
important, an iconic allusion to Noah's ark, seen as one of the essential prototypes of
the Temple. In fact, Byzantine theology and hymnography referred to Christ as a New
Noah. In his sixth sermon “On Lazarus”, John Chrysostom thus interprets the story of
Noah's deliverance: “Yet there were mysteries in the event related; the past
prototyped the future; to be more precise: the ark was the Church; Noah - Christ; the
dove- the Holy Ghost, and the olive branch- God's mercy”45. The Door of Noah's ark
symbolically represented Christ in His church, at the same time promising salvation
and mercy of the Lord to the righteous (Gen. 7:1)46.
Thus, there were three miraculous relics included in the symbolic program of the
Imperial Door: the Door of Noah‟s ark proper and the two icons, of Christ and of the
Mother of God. They were united in the theme of repentance, divine mercy and
salvation found by entering church.
The Tympanum Mosaic
The revealed symbolic context allows us to take a new look at the Tympanum
mosaic above the entrance - one of the best-known and most enigmatic compositions
in Byzantine iconography (figs.5-8). More than fifteen works specially dedicated to it
have been published since its restoration in 193247. Its content and symbolic concept,
45
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however, remain an open question to this day48. Scholarly interpretations group round
two basic ideas. According to one of them, the mosaic symbolically represents the
divine investiture of the earthly king, who obtains his power from Christ the Wisdom.
This idea, which belongs to Andrei Grabar49, later found support from Zaga
Gavrilović50, who also regards the concept in the context of Leo the Wise's
Annunciation sermon, and accordingly dates the mosaic to the end of the 9th century,
when this text was written. This interpretation has been recently supported by Robin
Cormack51.
The other interpretation, proposed in its time by Lazar Mirković52, and developed
in detail by Nicholas Oikonomides53, puts the idea of repentance into the foreground
as the semantic focus of the composition. Historically the appearance of the
Tympanum mosaic was conditioned by events round Leo the Wise's fourth marriage
and clash with Patriarch Nicholas Mystikos.
The symbolism of the relics of the royal entrance analysed above – reminiscences
of repentance and salvation – speaks for this latter interpretation which is, however,
open to major clarifications, for which we ought to regard the basic iconographic
features of the scene.
Christ, represented enthroned in the centre, holds in His hand an open Gospel with
the inscription: EIRHNH UMIN. EGW EIMI TO FWS TOU KOSMOU (Peace be
unto you. I am the light of the world) - a combination of two addresses by Christ in
the Gospel according to St. John (20:19, 26; 8:12). The words, “Peace be unto you”
were addressed to the Disciples as Christ twice appeared unto them after
Resurrection, “when the doors were shut”. The Byzantine iconography of this gospel
text represents Christ against the background of gates symbolizing the entrance to the
Heavenly Kingdom. The other quotation, “I am the light of the world: he that
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followeth me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life”, is also
semantically connected with the theme of entrance and the way to salvation. Of much
significance was the appearance of this inscription on the symbolic threshold marking
the transition from the twilit narthex, the place of catechumens, excommunicates and
penitents, to the floodlit nave.
This combination of the two verses from the St. John‟s Gospel is extremely rare.
Mirković found an explanation to it in Leo the Wise's penitent poem (wdarion
katanuktikon) written, most probably, because of his uncanonical fourth marriage54.
The emperor appeals to Christ and the interceding Virgin, imploring for forgiveness
on Doomsday. The words in the mosaic inscription “Peace be unto you. I am the light
of the world” written on the opened Gospel, could be interpreted in this context as a
direct reply of Christ to the penitent emperor in front of the Throne of the High
Judge55.
Another crucial characteristic of the Tympanum mosaic is the posture of the
prostrate emperor clinging to Christ's feet - non-typical of emperors' portraiture56. The
closest iconographic analogy is offered by the scene of „The Penitence of David‟, in
particular, a miniature in the Paris manuscript of the Homilies of Gregory of
Nazianzus, 879-883 (Bibl. Nat., gr. 510, fol. 143 v)57. Of great expressive power are
semantic parallels between the stories of David and Leo the Wise. David repents his
ignominious marriage with Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah, whom he had put in a
dangerous position to be killed (2 Sam 11-12). God accepts his penitence, but David
pays with the death of his firstborn by Bathsheba. Likewise, Leo sought to expiate in
prayer the sin of a fourth marriage, expressly banned by all ecclesiastical laws and
viewed as adultery. The Emperor insisted on church recognition of his marriage - all
the more essential after the birth of his „firstborn‟ son and heir, the future Constantine
VII Porphyrogennetos. It was not just a personal but a state and political matter, an
ultimate condition to save the dynasty. Engaged in political games, the Patriarch
Nicholas Mystikos categorically refused to recognise the marrige. Creating a religious
and political scandal he twice ordered the Emperor out of festive liturgies, at
Christmas and Epiphany 906/907, stopping him at the doors of St. Sophia58. Yet a
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church council convened for this purpose in 907 accepted the Emperor's repentance which historical records describe as deep and sincere - and resolved to admit him to
church after he did penitence.
Oikonomides did not think that the Emperor could have voluntarily ordered
himself to be depicted in humiliation over the main entrance to the Great Church, and
so supposed a later date of 920 when after the death of Leo VI a church council had
approved the position of Nicholas Mystikos in the tetragamy contradiction59. In
Oikonomides opinion, the mosaic was intended to graphically remind the viewer of
the Patriarch's final victory over the crowned sinner.
We can hardly agree with this interpretation as the developments of 907
brought triumph to Leo the Wise as ruler and Christian, for the Eastern Church
tradition viewed repentance as a feat of piety, and a gift of divine wisdom as the only
way to salvation60. Forgiveness given to Mary of Egypt, a great sinner, after the
intercession of the icon of the Mother of God, was a kind of guarantee for the penitent
Emperor in his meditations on Doomsday and the destiny of his son and heir. It is
indicative in this respect that, according to the 10th century Typikon of the Great
Church, the Psalm 50 (51) of penitence, where David asks God to cleanse him from
the sin of his lawless marriage, was sung at matins immediately after the entrance into
the church from the narthex61, through the Imperial Door under the Tympanum
mosaic62. It was a manifestation of penitence and triumph at the same time.
One may find the same logic of criticism in the recent book “Empereur et
pretre” by Gilbert Dagron, who dedicated several pages revealing the ideological
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context of the Tympanum mosaic63. Dagron has convincingly demonstrated that the
public repentance was a traditional, in some sense canonical, form of the Byzantine
imperial self-representation from Constantine the Great onwards. The penitence of
king David has been established as a powerful model and symbolic prototype. From
this point of view Leo the Wise on the Tympanum mosaic was “ the image of all
Davidic emperors”. According to Dagron, « Le repentir de Léon VI fut assurément
sincère mais théatral, et la pénitence tourna à l‟apothéose »64.
In this historical and symbolical context one may suggest that the two different
interpretations of the Tympanum mosaic are not contradictory. The initial idea of
penitence did not exclude the fundamental concept of Holy Wisdom and imperial
investiture. These two messages could co-exist in the same image simultaneously
revealing its special power in particular liturgical moments. In the specific spatial
context of the ritual entrances to St. Sophia the messages were addressed to an
emperor who, according to the ceremonial, prayed and bowed three times before the
Imperial Door, holding a lit candle65. During this rite of the earthly ruler, penitence
and divine blessing were equally present. The iconic image of the Tympanum mosaic
was temporarily unifyied with the „living icon‟ of imperial ritual beneath and in this
dynamic sacred environment two symbolic concepts of the mosaic became really
inseparable.
The miraculous prototypes
The revealed sacred space had one more aspect, which could be named the
miraculous one. As we remember, the Tympanum mosaic was represented above
three miraculous relics, which, possibly, formed a part of the original concept. It
presumably meant that the Byzantine emperor was praying and bowing in front of the
relic and icons and beneath the mosaic image in a potentially miracle-working realm.
In this „miraculous‟ context one may re-examine the strange iconography of the
Tympanum mosaic. Some scholars have already noticed the unique character of its
composition, but it still remains without an appropriate explanation66. The
iconography seems even more unusual in a case of the iconic image above the main
entrance to the Great Church of the Empire, which is presumably intended to serve as
a model for other churches. The iconography of the Tympanum mosaic, however, has
never been repeated.
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The unknown image-maker used an archetype of the Trimorphon (the central
image between two in medallions) that has determined the pictorial structure of the
Byzantine Deesis, with its dominant idea of supplication. The left medallion of the
mosaic, flanking the image of Christ enthroned, reinforces this parallelism. The
Mother of God, significantly portrayed in a three-quarter turn above the emperor
imploring for salvation, stretches out the hands to Her Son, addressing Him in
intercession (an image destined to become traditional in Deesis compositions as they
had taken shape in Byzantine monumental art by the 11th century).
The right-hand medallion, however, represents not John the Baptist but a
frontal image of an archangel with a sceptre, token of authority, in his hand. With
brows raised in wrath, he gazes aside from Christ - perhaps, at the person who enters
the church from the south narthex doors. Most probably, this is Archangel Michael,
the heavenly guard personifying divine power and protecting the church gates from
sinners67. Byzantine illustrations to the Life of St. Mary of Egypt depict him barring
entrance to the sinful woman68. The image of an archangel, embodiment of God's will,
is present even in the earliest iconographic redactions of “The Penitence of David”.
As the Mother of God personifies intercession, so does Michael the inevitable
Judgment. It is not by chance that both become prominent in Leo the Wise's poem of
repentance, whose probable influence on the Tympanum mosaic has been pointed out
above in conjunction with the inscription on the Gospel in Christ's hands 69. The power
of the Archangel image is stressed by the empty space beneath. The image-maker
deliberately avoids the expected symmetry of the composition, possibly, leaving the
visual space for a real person entering the church who could be an invisible
counterpart to the image of a prostrate emperor.
The Mother of God and the Archangel are represented not full-length but in
medallions. This fact appears to be of great significance. The use of imagines
clipeatae, memorial portraits, reveal memory about real objects than merely
depictions. It is noteworthy that all the images in the Tympanum mosaic did not have
any accompanying inscriptions originally. This detail embarrassed even the
Byzantines who some centuries later added the letters IC XC beside the head of Christ
enthroned70. All these details suggest special prototypes of the mosaic images. Our
knowledge of the entire symbolic program of the Imperial Door allows us to suppose
that the author of the iconographic concept could have portrayed objects of worship –
famous miraculous icons of Christ, the Mother of God and the Archangel, which
could be easily recognisable by the contemporaries. This may explains a certain
amount of artificiality and the unique character of the composition. The actual
67
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miraculous objects at the Imperial Door might be supplemented by „virtual‟ images in
the Tympanum mosaic above. Like the actual emperor at the ritual entrance, the
emperor in the mosaic could be represented in the space of miraculous icons.
This statement is difficult to prove because, with very few exceptions, we have
no idea what the main Byzantine miracle-working icons looked like. Furthermore, as
far as we may learn from later practice, to the Byzantine mind the idea of miraculous
object was not strictly connected with a specific pictorial scheme. It was not the
scheme, but the miracles performed by icons that seem to define them. Their
identification was rather a matter of spiritual encounter experienced by people and
reported in texts or oral tradition. However, one may provide indirect evidence to
support the „miraculous‟ origins of the mosaic icons in the Tympanum.
Christ enthroned. Let us begin with the image of Christ enthroned. James
Breckenridge has already suggested the connection of this image with a highly
venerated prototype71. Analysing the iconography on Byzantine coins he came to a
conclusion that the image of Christ on the lyre-backed throne, which appeared on the
ninth and tenth century Byzantine coins as well as in the Tympanum mosaic,
reproduced the same most famous icon. This concerns the mosaic image of Christ
enthroned above the imperial throne in the east apse of the Chrysotriklinos, the
principal throne room of the imperial Sacred Palace72. Emperors always prayed to this
icon as they started out for St. Sophia and came back to the palace in an expression of
“servants' submission and adoration of the King of Kings”73. They lay prostrate before
the icon in the attitude of Leo the Wise in the mosaic. The image re-appeared in the
new decoration of Chrysotriklinos in the reign of Michael III (856-866), soon after the
Iconophiles' victory, as we learn from a Byzantine epigram, glorifying the image of
Christ that “shines above the imperial throne and confounds the murky heresies”74. In
the reign of Basil I (867-886), father of Leo the Wise, the image of Christ enthroned
was established on coins, thus becoming the principal state symbol which retained
this role under Leo the Wise, Alexander and Constantine Porphyrogennetos75 and, as
scholars argue, had particular significance for the Macedonian house76. It seems very
probable that the maker of the Tympanum iconography intended not merely to
represent Christ as the heavenly ruler but to recall the major icon of the Empire and
71
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the role of the Macedonian dynasty in the restoration of icon-worship. The image of
Christ enthroned, replicated at the threshold of Hagia Sophia could have mystically
connected two most important imperial sacred spaces in the Great Palace and in the
Great Church. The same repentant attitude of the proskynesis, performed by the
emperors before two icons of Christ, revealed this connection in more profound and
symbolic way.
It is significant that the entire Tympanum mosaic could have been perceived as
a miracle-working image of Christ. The 14th century Russian Anonymous
Description of Constantinople, based on a Greek original, says after the mention of
the Door of Noah's ark, “There is a miraculous icon of the Savior high above the
doors; this Savior heals many sick”77. The Legend connects a miracle and a relic with
this image: “A candelabrum with an iron chain hung before this Savior; attached to
the chain was a little glass with oil. Beneath the little glass stands a stone pedestal
with a cup and wood from Noah's ark bound with iron from the ark on the pedestal.
Oil dripped into this cup from the candelabrum; the little glass with the oil came
loose and [fell], breaking the cup in two and splitting the stone pedestal. The little
glass did not break, however, and the oil did not spill. This pedestal is bound with
iron bands, with the cup attached to it so that Christians may see it and the sick be
cured”78. So, the actual miraculous icons of the Saviour Confessor and the Virgin
from Jerusalem, as well as the mosaic images above co-existed in the sacred
environment of a „historical‟ miracle, made present by a special reliquary. All
together, they created a multi-layered sacred space, which included the visual imagery
of the Tympanum mosaic, the real icon-objects beside the Door of Noah‟s ark, and the
environment created by the reliquary in front of them. The reliquary with the wood
from Noah‟s ark was connected with the main relic of the Imperial Door. At the same
time, the cup containing the holy oil from the glass lamp before the “miraculous icon
of Saviour high above the door” associated the reliquary with the Tympanum mosaic.
Thus, the reliquary became a cornerstone of this sophisticated spatial program, in
which all the sacred layers were merging in a single whole. We do not know when
precisely, before the mid-14th century, this program had taken shape. Yet it indirectly
confirms the original miraculous status of the mosaic image of Christ enthroned.
The Virgin in supplication. For the image of the Mother of God in the
Tympanum mosaic, there are a number of possible prototypes. According to the
iconographic type the image could be connected with the Agiosoritissa icon in the
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Chalkoprateia church in Constantinople79 as it appeared on Byzantine seals and on the
early 12th century Sinai icon with the inscribed representations of the chief miraculous
icons80. Yet this iconographic type of the Virgin was quite widespread and there is no
specific reference to the Chalkoprateia shrine. Another possibility is the Virgin image
from the mosaic program of the Chrysotriklinos. Apart from this image of Christ
enthroned, the epigram of the Anthologia graeca (I. 106) also refers to the image of
the Mother of God above the entrance to Chrysotriklininos, described as “the divine
gates and guardian”81. Yet we know nothing about this image, except this
characteristic, and its presence in the Chrysotriklinos space could not be considered as
a crucial argument for the identification.
In my opinion, however, the representation of a venerated icon in the
Tympanum mosaic might had been symbolically connected with the miraculous
image of the Virgin known to have spoken to Mary of Egypt, and brought by Leo the
Wise to St. Sophia for a special purpose. From the Anonymous Tarragonensis we
have learnt that the Virgin was represented with the Child, and St Mary of Egypt has
been depicted, possibly on the same panel beneath the image of the Virgin82. Thus,
the pictorial schemes of the images were certainly different. However, from the later
tradition of the miraculous icon worship we know that the same miraculous prototype
could be represented in different iconographic types, sometimes with the same
inscription. A precisely dated complex of 1192 survives in the Panagia Arakiotissa in
Lagoudera on Cyprus. There are a fresco-icon of the standing Virgin with the Child in
her arms on the south wall before the sanctuary barrier (inscribed „Arakiotissa‟), an
image of the Virgin Paraclesis with hands stretching in prayer on the east wall to the
north of the barrier (inscribed „Eleousa‟) and an actual icon of the half-length
Hodegetria, probably, originally situated to the left of the gates of the sanctuary
barrier (inscribed „Arakiotissa‟ too)83. All three images together were made by the
same painter and displayed very close to each other as an inseparable iconographic
program in the sacred space framing the doors to the sanctuary. They created a kind of
complex of the Virgin Arakiotissa miraculously appearing in three symbolically
connected but visually different images, which could be venerated both together and
separately.
The same approach deeply rooted in the Orthodox tradition might have been
presented in the symbolic program of the Imperial Door at Hagia Sophia. The
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Jerusalem icon beneath and the mosaic depiction in the medallion of the Tympanum
were interwoven in the concept of the miraculous protection of the Mother of God.
The idea of supplication embodied in the image of St Mary of Egypt on the Jerusalem
icon (through the gesture of hands raised in prayer?) may have received new life and
force in two icons of the Virgin, and may have been addressed to two miraculous
images of Christ – Christ enthroned in the Tympanum mosaic and unknown image of
Christ Confessor to the left of the Imperial Door.
One may find a possible reflection of this powerful program in the iconography
of the 11th century Constantinopolitan liturgical scroll (Jerusalem, Stavrou 109). Two
marginal miniatures represent a kind of the Deesis composition with an icon of the
Mother of God with the gesture of supplication, to the right, and Christ, represented
enthroned in a circle, to the left of the text84. It was the icon the miniature painter
sought to show, as the waist-length image of the praying Mother of God is the only
framed marginal illumination of the scroll. Both miniatures frame the prayer of the
Little Entrance. It is apt to recall here that the Little Entrance was performed in St.
Sophia in the narthex through the Imperial Door, flanked by the icons of Christ and
the Mother of God, who spoke to Mary of Egypt, which has been also represented to
the right of the entrance, as in the scroll85. When the emperor prayed and bowed three
times before the Imperial Door, the patriarch read the prayer of the Little entrance
while looking perhaps at the relics of the Noah‟s ark and the miraculous icons of
Christ and the Virgin86. It is noteworthy that the motif of forgiveness appears in the
Trisagion prayer, whose initial words are framed the images of Christ and the Mother
of God: “Give wisdom and reason to the supplicant, and scorn not the sinner but
accept his repentance for salvation”. So it seems probable that the iconography of the
Constantinopolitan scroll could be an indirect reflection of the Hagia Sophia entrance
program with all its liturgical connotations.
In this context another unique Constantinopolitan program might be reconsidered. I mean, the reliquary from Sancta Sanctorum – a Byzantine gift of the
tenth century (now in the Museo Sacro della Biblioteca Apostolica, Vatican City,

84

See: A. Grabar, Un rouleau liturgique constantinopolitain et ses peintures, DOP 8(1954), fig. 2,
172-173; P.Vokotopoulos, Mikrografies ton Byzantinon ceirografon tou Patriarceion Ierosolimon,
Athenai-Ierousalima, 2002, no 19, 96 –123. A liturgical study of the Jerusalem scroll, see : A. Jacob,
Histoire du formulaire grec de la liturgie de Saint Jean Chrysostome (Dissertation), Louvain 1968,
257-263.
85
On the tradition of the Little Entrance in Hagia Sophia, see: D.F. Belyaev. Byzantina. II, 153; T.F.
Mathews. The Early Churches of Constantinople. Architecture and Liturgy, University Park and
London 1971, 138-147; R.Taft, The Great Entrance. A History of the Transfer of Gifts and other
Pre-anaphoral Rites, Rome 1978, 30,192. In contemporary liturgical practice, the priest kisses the
icons of Christ and the Mother of God to the sides of the Royal Gates of the iconostasis during the
Little Entrance.
86
G.Majeska, The Emperor, 5

21

inv.1898 a,b)87. Inside a wooden case, on either side of the relics of the True Cross,
three pairs of images are represented. In the upper zone there are half-length figures
of Christ blessing and holding the Book and of the Virgin stretching her arms in
prayer to the right of Christ. In the middle register the frontal busts of the archangels
in imperial vestments are depicted, and below two full-length images of Peter and
Paul the Apostles are portrayed. The iconographic program of the Vatican reliquary
is completed by the depictions on the lid: an image of the Crucifixion, with some very
rare details, on the external side and a frontal standing figure of St John Chrysostom
on the internal surface. The holy bishop of Constantinople holds in two hands an open
Gospel, inscribed in Greek: “The Lord said to his disciples: „ I am giving you these
commands so that you may love one another‟” (John 15:17), which could be
perceived as a clear message to the Latins.
Scholars agree that the reliquary was sent as a special gift from Constantinople
to the Roman pope in the tenth century. Robin Cormack suggested that this object
could be offered by Nicholas Mystikos in conjunction with the successful synod of
920, when in the presence of papal legates the tetragamy of Leo the Wise was finally
condemned88. In our mind, however, an equally convincing hypothesis would be, that
the precious reliquary of the Holy Cross was presented by Leo the Wise himself to the
legates of the Roman pope supported the emperor in his controversy with the
patriarch at the Constantinopolitan synod of 907. The iconography of the reliquary
could be connected with the most important program of the Imperial Door of Hagia
Sophia, and appeared possibly, in conjunction with the same church synod of 907. It
is noteworthy that in later church iconography all three pairs of images on the
reliquary (Christ and the Virgin in supplication, the archangels, Sts Peter and Paul)
were clearly associated with the theme of the entrance into the church. In some
instances they were represented all together in the door‟s area. The symbolism of the
Entrance forms one of the most significant messages of the Sancta Sanctorum
reliquary. In the special iconographic context of the flanking images the cross-shaped
cavity for the precious relics of the Redemptive Sacrifice could be perceived as an
iconic space of the passageway – the Gates of Salvation, a traditional metaphor of
Christian theology. So, the maker of the Sancta Sanctorum reliquary intended to
present an image of sacred space reflecting the church iconography.
It seems that the unique Imperial Door‟s program of Leo the Wise, though
never repeated directly, created a kind of archetype to be reproduced in later
iconography. Here, perhaps, the tradition began of placing particular images of Christ
and the Mother of God to the sides of the doors leading both from the narthex to the
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nave, and from the nave to the altar. Such paired iconic images were regularly met in
Byzantine churches from the 10th century onwards89. This concerns a sublime
tradition graphically embodied in the symbolic structure of the Russian iconostasis,
where we see the Saviour enthroned above the royal gates, as above the entrance to
St. Sophia at Constantinople, and to either side of the gates, icons of Christ and the
Mother of God – often miracle-working images, or their copies. In the Orthodox
ceremonials from Byzantine time up to our days, the priest, “deeply moved and full of
repentance”, prays in the very beginning of the liturgy before the royal gates of the
iconostasis, and kisses in veneration the icons of the Saviour and the Mother of God –
naturally, forgetful of the unique program of the Great Penitence, created by a wise
Byzantine emperor for St. Sophia at Constantinople.90
The Archangel as guardian. As for the archangel medallion in the Tympanum
mosaic, the image could have been a reminiscence of the mosaic icon of Archangel
Michael situated in St. Michael's chapel close to the entrance into the narthex at the
southwest vestibule91. This image was related to the miracle, which happened during

89

The main early examples were collected recently by Engelina Smirnova: Izobrazhenia na
zapadnykh graniakh predaltarnykh stolpov v vizantiiskikh khramakh X-XI vekov, in A. Lidov, ed.,
Iconostasis. Origins-Evolution-Symbolism, Moscow 2000, 293-296. One of the first examples is
provided by Kiliclar (Qelegjlar) kilisesi, Goreme N 29, 10th century ( C. Jolivet-Levy, Les églises
byzantines de Cappadoce. Les programme iconographique de l'apside et de ses abords, Paris 1991,
139, pl. 88 fig. 2), another early example in the 11th century mosaics of the Church of Dormition in
Nicaea (Th. Schmit, Die Koimesis - kirche von Nikaia. Das Bauwerk und die Mosaiken, Berlin und
Leipzig 1927, Taf. XXV-XXVII, 44-47).The formed type is represented in the Lagudera murals of
1192 in Cyprus, with Christ frontal, full-length, right of the altar entrance; and the Mother of God
left, in a three-quarter turn to the icon of Christ, the open scroll in Her hands representing Her
dialogue with Christ, as She prays Him for the salvation of sinners. The murals of the Decani
Monastery (Serbia, 14th century) include an analogous composition framing the entrance from the
narthex into the church. See: S. Der Nersessian, Two images of the Virgin in the Dumbarton Oaks
Collection, DOP 14 (1960), 71-86; G. Babić, O zivopisanom ukrasu oltarskih pregrada, Zbornik za
likovne umetnosti 11 (1975), 3-49; M. Boutyrsky, The Virgin Paraclesis before the sanctuary
barrier: origins and liturgical context of the image, in A. Lidov, ed., Iconostasis. Origins-EvolutionSymbolism, Moscow 2000, 207-222, 725 (an English resume). On the possible connection of this
program with the mosaic above the entrance to St. Sophia at Constantinople, see: L. Mirković. O
ikonografiji..., 91-92.
90
An early evidence of the kissing of the icons nearby the „holy doors‟, see in the 12th ceremonial
of the Great Church: R.Taft, The Pontifical Liturgy of the Great Church according to a TwelfthCentury Diataxis in Codex British Museum Add. 34060, Orientalia Christiana Periodica 45 (1979),
284-285. Another testimony in the 13th century Euchologion (Patmos 719). See: A.A.
Dmitrievskii,Opisanie liturgicheskikh rukopisei, II, Kiev 1901, 170. On the contemporary practice:
I. Dmitrevsky, Istoricheskoe, dogmaticheskoe i tainstvennoe izyasnenie Bozhestvennoi liturgii,
Moscow 1993, 153-154
91
On this icon, see: G. Majeska, Russian Travelers…, 202-206, 94-95, 128-129, 130-131.
According to George Majeska, the icon could have been on the east wall of the southwest vestibule
(pronaos) adjoining the narthex. Most probably, it was in the central part of the wall near the doors

23

the Justinian‟s construction of St. Sophia at Constantinople as recorded in the 10 th
century Deegesis on the construction of Hagia Sophia92. According to the tradition,
well known in the reign of Leo the Wise, the Archangel Michael appeared to a certain
youth in the church being built to give it its name and promise that he would guard it
till the youth came back with tidings from the emperor. This, however, sent the youth
to Rome as soon as he heard his story to leave the archangel as guardian of the church
and the city till the Second Coming. The Russian Anonymous (14th century) contains
an abbreviated version of the tradition, most probably going back to a Byzantine
original: “When you have reached St. Sophia you enter the narthex by the south doors.
There is an oratory there, a church of St. Michael, as you enter the narthex. It was in
this oratory that St. Michael appeared to a youth who was watchman over the work.
St. Michael spoke thus to the youth: 'Where are the master builders of this church,
and what is the church's name?' The youth responded, 'The master builders have gone
to the imperial palace to dine, and the church has no name.' St. Michel then said to
the youth, 'Go tell the master builders that they should complete this church quickly in
honor of St. Sophia.' The youth said to the saint, 'My lord, the sight of you is
awesome; the brightness of your robe blinds me. What is your name, my lord?' The
saint said, 'My name is Michael.' The youth then said to the saint, 'Lord Michael, I
cannot leave here until my masters come, lest I ruin their work.' Then Michael said to
the youth, 'What is your name?' And the youth told the saint, 'My name is Michael.' St.
Michael then said to the youth, 'Michael, go to the emperor and let him order the
master builders to complete this church in honor of St. Sophia quickly, and I will be
watchman over St. Sophia and the work in your place, and the power of Christ the
Lord God is in me, I will not leave here until you return.' The saint dispatched the
youth, and he went and told the emperor of the apparition of St. Michael. The
emperor meditated in his heart and sent the youth to Rome so that he should not
return back [to St. Sophia], and St. Michael would be the guardian of the Temple of
St. Sophia and of Constantinople until the second coming”93.
The image of Archangel Michael was the first to face those who entered the
church on weekday services, when the atrium way was closed. One of the early
references to the icon, from 1182, belongs to Niketas Choniates, who says that the
to the patriarchal chambers in the south galleries. Possibly, there was also the altar of the chapel
(pridel) of St. Michael
92
See: Scriptores originum Constantinopolitanarum…, 84-88; S.G. Vilinsky, Vizantiikoslavyanskie skazaniya o sozdaanii khrama Sv. Sofii tsaregradskoi, Odessa 1900, 84-85, 100-101;
G.Dagron, Constantinople imaginaire.., 201-203, 229-233
93
Archimandrite Leonid, Skazanie o Sv. Sofii tsaregradskoi, Pamyatniki drevnei pimennosti i
iskusstva, 78. Saint-Petersburg 1889, 0-13; G. Majeska, Russian Travelers…, 128-129, 130-131.
There were major differences between the versions of the legend about Archangel Michael's
apparition. Thus, one of them dates the event not to Justinian's reign but to the church repairs in the
reign of Romanos III (1028-1034). A monk from the Monastery of St. Andrew Salus relates his
vision. (Ibid., 130-131, 204).

24

mosaic portrayed “the first and the greatest” of archangels with a bared sword, and
that this very archangel was appointed guardian of the church94. In his time Franz
Dolger has already pointed out a possible connection between the Archangel of the
Tympanum mosaic and the tradition of the miraculous appearance95. It seems to us
quite probable, despite the obvious difference between the pictorial schemes of two
images in the Tympanum and in the southwest vestibule. The iconographic difference
might have been determined by the same approach that we have already interpreted in
the case of the images of the Virgin in the same miraculous framework. This practice
has a lot of analogies in the later miraculous shrines.
An important, though indirect, evidence may be found in the liturgical setting
of St. Sophia at Thessalonica following the traditions of the Great Church. Possibly,
the “holy icon of an archangel”, displayed to the right of the entrance in the narthex
of the Thessalonica Sophia was a kind of substitution of two archangel-guardians
nearby two main entrances in Constantinople. Solemn liturgies, described by Symeon
of Thessalonica, started with incense burning before this icon. Symeon of
Thessalonica described the matins entrance ritual from the ancient ceremonial of the
Great Church, which was preserved in the liturgy of St. Sophia at Thessalonica at the
turn of 15th century. Before the reading of Psalm 50, of penitence, the priest “starts to
wave the censer from the right side of the narthex, where there is a holy icon of an
archangel on the wall, and burns incense all round the narthex, waving the censer at
the pillars and walls. <...> As he comes back to his point of departure, he makes the
sign of the cross with the censer, saying: 'Forgive us, o Wisdom.' Then he takes from
the altar the cross, preserved behind it, and places it on the right side near the great
doors, where it stands till the psalm reading is over. Then three candles are lit in the
altar, and the doors come ajar, and the ceremonial entrance takes place”96. If the rite
reproduced a tradition of the Great Church, it means that in St. Sophia at
Constantinople the altar cross was also placed in the narthex near the icon of the
Mother of God, which had spoken to St. Mary of Egypt and under the Archangel
image in the Tympanum mosaic. If so, could this unique ritual be a part of the
symbolic program of Leo the Wise, and was it meant to recall the Vita episode in
which the repentant Mary was stopped by the angelic power and later admitted to see
the Holy Cross?
It appears that the Archangel icon in the tympanum of Hagia Sophia was
doubtless also a guardian of the church, as many images of the archangels flanking
the doors which became a common theme of the Byzantine church iconography in the
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Komnenan and, especially, in the Palaiologan periods97. The well established topos
occurred in Byzantine epigrams of the same era, directly connected, as Hoerandner
has convincingly shown, with contemporary pictorial practice98. For this tradition as
well as for the entrance images of Christ and the Virgin, the Imperial Door‟s program
of Hagia Sophia could have been an important source of inspiration.
Most probably, the mosaic images of Christ, the Mother of God and the
Archangel in the Tympanum were not precise copies and thus could hardly be used
for the iconographic reconstruction of particular icons. As we see it, however, they
were meant as reminiscences of the crucial miraculous images, which played a role of
sacred landmarks on the emperor's way from palace to church. As we know, in
Byzantine church iconography the replicas sometimes acquired an independent
meaning and miraculous power. So, if our assumptions are correct, the mosaic
portrays Leo the Wise as penitent, and at the same time worshipping three miraculous
icons related to the theme of church entrance. In this context, each representation
accentuated its own aspect of one symbolic image, which embodied the pivotal idea
of repentance as the way to salvation. As we have seen above, the same concept is at
the basis of the composition of three relics under the Tympanum – the Door of Noah‟s
Ark and miraculous icons of the Christ Confessor and of the Mother of God who
spoke to St Mary of Egypt. As in the relics composition, in the Tympanum mosaic the
major icon of the „Chrysotriklinos Christ‟ is supplemented by two icons in
medallions. An idea of their miraculous origins receives an unexpected support in the
logic of the general symbolic structure the Imperial Door‟ program, combining holy
objects and images, actually inseparable in this project of sacred environment.
The Tympanum composition could be interpreted as a selected group of the
miraculous images – a visual parallel to the collections of written testimonies on
miracle-working icons in the main treatises of icon worshipers, including the
Apologies of St. John of Damascus, The Acts of the Second Niceae Council, or The
Letter of Three Oriental Patriarchs. It might have been an additional reference to the
great role played by the Macedonian dynasty in the restoration of icon-worship.
Moreover, all these texts embodied an idea of particular efficiency of the prayer
addressed to miraculous images. In this context, one may recall the Byzantine practice
of bringing various miraculous icons in the Easter period to the royal palace for a
special veneration of the emperor99. The evidence suggests that Leo the Wise could
order to represent himself on the Tympanum mosaic in the sacred space of miraculous
icons making his prayer most efficacious.
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The Chalke Christ on the west wall. Additional arguments for our
interpretation are provided by other miraculous images in Hagia Sophia, not included
formally in the narthex program. Among them of primary importance is the image of
Christ, which was represented on the west wall in the naos of Hagia Sophia, just
above the Imperial Doors on the level of the Tympanum mosaic. It was a replica of
the Chalke Christ – a famous miraculous icon above the Brazen gates (Chalke) of the
imperial Great Palace 100. According to the tradition, the destruction of the Chalke
icon set the beginning of Iconoclasm101. The icon was restored by the Empress Irina
during the intermission of Iconoclasm but was later subverted again by Leo V, and
eventually, soon after 843, it was restored by hands of the saint icon-painter Lazarus
at the order of the Empress Theodora102. Most probably it was a mosaic image of fulllength Christ, blessing and holding the Gospel book in his left hand103.
Like the Chalke icon of the Great Palace, its mosaic replica on the west wall of
Hagia Sophia did not survive. It was replaced by a green marble plate, surrounded by
a few other panels made in the opus sectile technique. Among them the most
interesting is the panel depicting the triumphal precious cross in ciborium, which was
initially situated right above the icon of Christ104. As the icon plate, this panel was
especially inserted in older marble incrustation of the west wall. It could be a part of
the concept reflecting the Chalke setting of the Great Palace, where, according to
Patriarch Methodius epigram (847), the cross was represented nearby the icon of
Christ105.
The presence of the Chalke miraculous icon in Hagia Sophia is recorded by the
Russian pilgrim Stephan of Novgorod in 1349. He clearly associated this icon with
the image in Chalke and the legend of the beginning of Iconoclasm: “Going a little
farther, and turning toward the west, you will see an icon of the holy Savior standing
high up over the doors there. The story of this icon is recounted in the books which we
can not quote, but, [briefly], a pagan iconoclast put up a ladder, hopping to rip the
golden crown of [the icon]. St. Theodosia overturned the ladder and killed the pagan,
and the saint was killed there with a goat horn”106. The mention of the golden crown
of the icon is significant. This particular detail is a characteristic of the venerated icon
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and Stephan of Novgorod may have taken it from the actual appearance of the Chalke
Christ in Hagia Sophia.
It is important to observe the connection between the image of the Chalke
Christ and the symbolic program of the Imperial Door analysed above. The mosaic
images with Christ enthroned and the Chalke Christ were situated approximately at
the same level above the Imperial Door, but on two different sides of the west wall in
the narthex and in the nave. Together they could be perceived as a kind of
monumental double-side icon. Both icons had the most important prototypes in the
Great Palace – the Chrysotriklinos and the Chalke – and at the same time both were
venerated as miracle-working icons. It is noteworthy that the well-informed Orthodox
pilgrim Stephan of Novgorod does not make any difference between the „copy‟ in
Hagia Sophia and the famous icon of Christ in Chalke itself, which was highly
venerated in the same century107. We can assume that they were perceived as one
image in two representations. The miraculous icons united two significant spaces of
the Great Palace and of the Great Church into a single sacred environment which
obtained its most sublime meaning during the solemn services in which the Emperor
took part.
In this context our knowledge about the role played by the miraculous icons in
the patriarchal service in Hagia Sophia gains new significance. According to the
description of Symeon of Thessalonica, at the beginning of the evening services on
Saturday, Sunday and the main feasts, the Patriarch stopped in the narthex before the
Imperial Door and venerated the icon of the Virgin that spoke to Mary of Egypt. Then
on entering the church he turned to the west wall and bent thrice to “the holy image of
the Saviour above the beautiful doors” (the Chalke Christ), saying “We bent before
your over-pure image”108. Characteristically, the relic-icon brought from Jerusalem
and the monumental mosaic replica appear as equal miraculous images of the Saviour
and the Mother of God situated at the entrance. From the liturgical point of view they
form the inseparable parts of a single sacred unity where the material relic freely
flows into depiction and the latter is filled with the energy of the miracle-working
object. This helps us to understand the principle of interrelation between the relicicons of the Imperial Door and the mosaic images above them.
The exact date of the Hagia Sophia replica of the Chalke Saviour is unknown,
but the significance of its location allows us to assume that the image above the
entrance on the west wall appeared as part of a large project of restoration of iconic
representations in the space of Hagia Sophia undertaken by the emperors of the
Macedonian dynasty in the 9th and 10th centuries. The close symbolic connection of
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the Chalke Christ with the Imperial Door‟s program of Leo the Wise makes the order
of this emperor a probable hypothesis.
It is noteworthy that the tradition of the Chalke icon had powerful imperial
connotations. The oldest and most famous legend concerning the Chalke image, first
given in the Chronicle of Theophanes, reports that this image spoke to the Emperor
Maurice (582-602) in a dream109. The Chalke Christ as the High Judge said to the
sinful emperor: “Where dost thou wish me to give thee thy due, here or in the world to
come?” The penitence of Maurice is also connected with another story tells about
forgiveness of another sinful emperor – the iconoclast Theophilos –
after the supplication of his wife Theodora, again in front of the Chalke image110. In
her vision Theodora had received a response of Christ: “O woman, great is thy faith.
Know therefore, that because of the tears and thy faith, and also the prayers and
imploration of priests, I forgive thy husband Theophilos”111. This miracle-story of the
Empress‟ vision was sometimes read in Byzantine churches on the Sunday of
Orthodoxy112, connecting the restoration of icon-worship with the main themes of
repentance and forgiveness. One may notice that such a symbolic context of the
Chalke Christ correlates it to the Imperial Door‟s program of Leo the Wise,
combining the imperial and penitential aspects. One more similarity could be found in
the topos of images miraculously responding to sinners (the icons of Christ Confessor
and of the Virgin who spoke to St. Mary of Egypt)113. They have created a kind of
sounding environment at the sacred entrance, recalling the living interaction between
miraculous images and believers in this mystical space, enriched by a number of
imperial „historical‟ associations.
It does not seem strange in this context that in the later church iconography of
memorial portraits the evocation of the Chalke Christ became an established motive
revealing the royal background of the donators. In the narthex fresco of the Boiana
church near Sofia, Bulgaria (1259), the Bulgarian king Constantine Assen Tich and
his wife Irina are represented before the image of Christ „Chalketis‟ to the right of the
main entrance into the naos of the church114. A more profound conceptual analogy to
the Imperial Door‟s program of Hagia Sophia may be found in the famous 14th
century Deesis mosaic at the inner narthex of the Kahriye Çamii in Istanbul, again to
the right of the main entrance115. The full-length images of Christ, inscribed „O
XALKITIS‟, and the Virgin in supplication are accompanied by the portraits of Isaac
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Komnenos and the nun Melania venerating the image of Christ Chalketis. This
donors‟ scene represented together two members of the royal family, who lived in the
12th and 14th centuries respectively116. Without going deep into the complex historical
concept, we may just note that the composition intended to present the veneration of
an „imperial‟ miraculous image as the most reliable way to salvation. In this
iconography we come across the type of Byzantine religious consciousness that seems
to justify the proposed interpretation of the Imperial Door‟s program in Hagia Sophia,
which could be a source of inspiration for the Kahriye Çamii mosaic.
The miraculous framework in Hagia Sophia. The connection between the
symbolical meanings of the Tympanum mosaic and the Chalke Christ suggests that
the whole program of the Imperial Door was not something isolated and selfcontained in Hagia Sophia. Apparently, it was a part of an even more complex system
of images and relics, which created a kind of „miraculous network‟ in the sacred space
of the Great Church. Another possible part of this structure could be the image of the
enthroned Virgin with the Child in the altar apse, well visible from the open Imperial
Door. This worshipped icon of the Virgin in the altar conch117 was copied in the
mosaic composition above the south narthex entrance, with the images of the
Emperors Constantine and Justinian presenting the City of Constantinople and the
Great Church to the image of the Virgin. This principle of symbolic repetitions was a
basic one, and acquired special significance in churches with marble-inlaid walls
decorated by separate iconic images. But it does not seems accidental that during the
liturgical procession from the south-west vestibule to the sanctuary the Tympanum
mosaic stood between two images of the enthroned Virgin. An additional element,
which connected these three images, was the curtains hanging in front of the doors to
the narthex, to the nave and to the sanctuary. The hooks for these curtains, belonging
to the original frames, are still visible above the Imperial Door as well as above the
south-west entrance.
One should remember that these three famous mosaics present only remnant of
the entire sacred space of Hagia Sophia, which was filled by numerous unknown
icons and relics functioning in the shared context. We have to remember that a lot of
inscriptions near these shrines played a great role118. Sometimes they gave the most
important key for the understanding a particular program. Only a few of them are
known from epigrams. Fortunately, there is an extremely interesting witness to two
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inscriptions of Leo the Wise set up at the doors of Hagia Sophia119. It is a passage
from the De metris Pindaricis by Isaac Tzetzes (d.1138): “Thou hast verses such as
these in the great and famous – the very great, I say, and splendid church of the
Wisdom of God, written by the Emperor Leo the Wise, beautifully covered over the
Holy Door. Thou hast also those that are composed round the Saviour, piously
written by him in the Beautiful Gate”120.
The text is unclear. Nothing is said about the contents of the verse inscriptions
of Leo the Wise. One of them has been covered above the „Holy Doors‟, possibly the
gates of the sanctuary barrier. Another inscription surrounded an image of Christ at
or in the „Beautiful Doors‟. According to flexible Byzantine terminology, it could
have been the doors of the exonarthex or so called Imperial Door from the narthex
into the nave. Which image of Christ is mentioned by Tzetzes? The Tympanum
mosaic has no room for the inscription but it could have been situated nearby. There is
a possibility that the image was represented on the silver revetment of the Door of
Noah‟s Ark. It may concern also the miraculous icon of Christ Confessor to the left of
the central doors, or another unknown image in the exonarthex. Despite all this
uncertainty, the message of Tzetzes‟ verses is of great significance. It presents as fact
Leo the Wise‟s creation of the symbolic programs of the main doors in Hagia Sophia
in conjunction with the important images there.
The evidence confirms an active participation of Leo the Wise in the
redecoration of Hagia Sophia after Iconoclasm – a favourite project of the
Macedonian dynasty. Furthermore, it makes very probable his crucial role in the
creation of the miraculous framework of the Great Church, not merely wall
decoration, but a sophisticated structure of miraculous icons and relics interacting
with various rituals in the actual sacred space. We have tried to reconstruct this spatial
phenomenon, using all the available testimonies, direct and indirect, about Leo the
Wise and the miraculous icons in Hagia Sophia. It is a challenging subject requiring
new methodological approaches and the collaborative efforts of many scholars.
Ultimately, we may build up a new field of research revealing a historical source of
exceptional importance.
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