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After the recapture of Constantinople (1261) artistic production in Byzantium
experienced a recovery. In the capital of Byzantium itself this period is marked by the
mosaic panel of the Deesis in the Hagia Sophia. This work constitutes a ‘one-off’ in
Byzantine art. This fact poses a series of questions concerning the dating, the creator
and the patron of the mosaic, as well as the reasons for its creation, given that no
source makes any reference to these matters. The present study attempts to re-examine
these issues.
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After the recapture of Constantinople in 1261 artistic production in Byzantium
experienced a recovery. This recovery was expressed in the remarkable production of a
large number of monumental and non-monumental works created during the
turbulent reign of Michael VIII Palaiologos (1259-82) and particularly the reign of his
son Andronikos (1282-1328)." In the capital of Byzantium itself the beginning of this
splendid period is marked — according to the prevailing view — by the mosaic panel of
the Deesis in the Hagia Sophia (Fig. 1).

The depiction of the Deesis (Trimorphos) survives in a fragmentary state in the
gallery of the church and in the south section of the gallery, a space reserved for the
emperor and his family, courtiers, servants and guards. It is an over-life-sized depiction
(width: 6.03 m) that covers all of the available surface, from the floor to the springing
of the vaults. The figure of Christ Pantokrator has been placed, as was the usual
practice, in the middle of the composition. It is rendered frontally, with a cross-halo.

I am so grateful to the two reviewers for their valuable suggestions. I am also thankful to Dr. N. Vryzidis
for his helpful remarks.
1 The literature on Late Byzantine painting is vast. See e.g. K. M. Vapheiades, Yorepn folavuivii (oypagucy.
Xadpog kar popei oty téyvn e Koveravrvovrélews, 1150-1450 (Athens 2015) with bibliography.
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Fig. 1. The Deesis panel, Hagia Sophia, Constantinople. Ekkehard Ritter, Byzantine Institute
and Dumbarton Oaks fieldwork records and papers, Dumbarton Trustees for Harvard
University, Washington, D.C.

Christ raises his right hand in a gesture of blessing, while in his left he holds a bejewelled
Gospel book. Remains of tesserae beneath and to the right of Christ indicate that he was
originally seated on a throne. Christ is flanked by the figures of the Virgin Mary and St
John the Baptist, with their hands raised in supplication. The gold ground of the depiction
is formed by successive rows of trefoil motifs.

Due to its unique style of execution and the lack of epigraphic data, the Deesis mosaic
has given rise to a variety of different datings. For example, Thomas Whittemore (1871-
1950) — the scholar who succeeded in convincing the Turkish government in 1931 to
remove, under his supervision, the plaster covering the Byzantine mosaics in the Hagia
Sophia — was the first to draw a stylistic connection between the suppliant figure of the
Virgin and the figure of the Virgin in the Vladimir icon, dating the mosaic to the last
years of the eleventh or to the first half of the twelfth century.” André Grabar believes
that the work was created in the late twelfth century,® while Otto Demus, in his study
on the art of the Kariye Djami (1975), dates the work to the end of the reign of

2 T. Whittemore, The Mosaics of Haghia Sophia at Istanbul. Fourth preliminary report work done in
1934-1938. The Deesis Panel of the South Gallery (Oxford 1952) 26-8. Cf. ]J. Polzer, ‘Dating the Hagia
Sophia Deesis’, Arte Medievale IV serie - anno IX (2019) 113-32. The author connects the Deesis panel
with the Italian monumental mosaics of the twelfth century.

3 A. Grabar, La peinture byzantine: étude historique et critique (Geneva 1938) 104-5 [= revised edition,
The Art of the Byzantine Empire (New York 1967) 150].
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Michael VIII Palaiologos.” Recently, the present author has dated the mosaic as late as the
first decade of the fourteenth century.’

Notwithstanding these divergences, most researchers now accept that the mosaic
was constructed in 1261, between 25 July and December of that year at the latest, as
part of the general renovation of the church that was carried out in view of the
anticipated coronation of the emperor Michael VIII Palaiologos. As is well known, the
coronation probably took place at the end of August or in September 1261 and, in any
event, before Christmas that year.® It is also well known that Michael Palaiologos
entered Constantinople on 15 August 1261, three weeks after its recapture. The
feast-day of the Dormition was chosen as the day for Michael to make his ceremonial
entry into the city so that he could show his reverence for its guardian, the Virgin.
Deno John Geanakoplos and Ruth Macrides follow Akropolites in holding that ‘the
entire day’s programme was intended as a thanksgiving to God rather than a
celebration of an imperial triumph’.”

The view that the Deesis mosaic was created in 1261 was established by Robin
Cormack, who also contended that the mosaic was accompanied by a suppliant figure
of the emperor Michael VIII which no longer survives and that, stylistically, the work
probably draws on Italian art of the period,® a view which concurs with that of
Demus. However, other researchers, such as Alice-Mary Talbot” and, with
reservations, Cecily Hilsdale,'® have shown that there is insufficient evidence to
support the construction of the Deesis mosaic at this particular date. Let us examine
the historical and artistic facts.

4 O. Demus, ‘The style of the Kariye Djami and its place in the development of Palaeologan art’, in
P. Underwood (ed.), The Kariye Djami, vol. IV (London 1975) 144-5. Cf. Idem, ‘Die Entstehung des
Paliologenstils in der Malerei’, Berichte zum XI. Internationalen Byzantinisten-Kongress, vol. TV/2
(Munich 1958) 29-30.

5 Vapheiades, Yotepn polovavii {oypagiri, 211-14, and “To Hpwtdto wg kopfikd pvnueio g votepng
Bulavtvig Loypopikng’, ABwvikd Terpddia 2 (2015) 180-2.

6  G. Pachyméres, Relations historiques, Livre 1, ed. A. Failler and V. Laurent (Paris 1984) 232-3. On this
issue, see for example R. Macrides, “The New Constantine and the New Constantinople — 12612°, Byzantine
and Modern Greek Studies 6 (1980) 13-41; A. Failler, ‘La proclamation impériale de Michel VII et
d’Andronic IP, Revue des Etudes Byzantines 44 (1986) 237-51; A.-M Talbot, ‘The restoration of
Constantinople under Michael VI, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 47 (1993) 243-61; V. Kidonopoulos,
Bauten in Konstantinopel, 1204-1328. Verfall und Zerstérung, Restaurierung, Umbau und Neubau von
Profan- und Sakralbauten (Wiesbaden 1994) 121-5; C. ]. Hilsdale, Byzantine Art and Diplomacy in an
Age of Decline (Cambridge 2014) 95-6.

7  D.]J. Geanakoplos, Emperor Michael Palacologus and the West, 1258-1282: a study in Byzantine-Latin
relations (Cambridge, MA 1959) 121-2; Macrides, ‘The New Constantine’, 17, n. 16.

8  R. Cormack, ‘Interpreting the mosaics of S. Sophia at Istanbul’, Art History 4 (1981) 131-49, especially
145-6 [repr. in The Byzantine Eye: studies in art and patronage (London 1989)], and ‘H Tlovayia ota
yMewdwtd g Aylag Zogiag’, in M. Vasilakis (ed.), Mijtnp Ocod. Aneixoviceis e Hovayiog ot Bfolovrvii téyvn
(Athens 2000) 120-3.

9  Talbot, ‘The Restoration’, 252, n. 63.

10 Hilsdale, Byzantine Art, 98, n. 36.
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1. The facts

Although he emphasizes the piety of Michael VIII Palaiologos, George Akropolites does
not mention any artistic interventions in the church of Hagia Sophia either before or after
the emperor’s entry into Constantinople.'" Neither does Nikephoros Gregoras make any
such mention: he notes the various repairs carried out in Constantinople and the city’s
embellishment immediately after its recapture, he makes no reference to Hagia
Sophia.'? It is true, of course, that George Pachymeres claims that Michael went on to
see to the renovation, under the supervision of the monk Rouchas, those parts of the
church that had been altered by the Latin conquerors, and that he furnished the
sanctuary with sacred vessels and vestments:

Kai 10 pév iepdv Gmov petenoiel mpog v TPoTéPaV KATAGTOOLWV, EKTPAUTEV €l
woloic mapd tdv Trakdv. Kol o1 émotioog tOv povayov Povydv, Gvdpa
dpaotiplov €mi 1oig To100101¢, TO € Bijpa kol dufovag kol cwAifav kol AN Grra
Bacthkaic ££0501¢ dvprodopet. Eita mémhoig kail oxevecty iepoig 10 Oelov téuevoc
kadicto mpdg 1o edmpenéotepov. Eita kol ydpog mpocetifet Tf kkinoia ...

And as for the temple [of Hagia Sophia], he restored it in its entirety to its
previous state, since it had been modified in many ways by the Italians.
Having appointed as responsible the monk Rouchas, very capable in such
matters, [the emperor] renovated at his own expense the Bema, the ambo, the
solea and other parts of the church. He also decorated this divine temple with

veils and holy vessels. After that, he endowed the church with estates ...

However, Pachymeres makes no mention of the Deesis mosaic. I believe that, had the
mosaic been constructed especially for the coronation of Michael VIII, it would have
been difficult for him and his successors not to mention it, unless we accept that the
phrase xai &M dtto Pacihkaic 8£0801¢ dvprodopet also refers to works of a pictorial
character despite the verb dvokodopet.

Furthermore, Michael VIII’s chrysobull on behalf of Hagia Sophia, possibly issued in
1272, states that the emperor pn v pévoig dvadnpacty ckevdv iepdv Kol dyiov énimlov Tov
Kowilopov émonedoal, Kol ™V avavéoow amepydoactat, GAAQ yap On Kol €ml TOig
avtovpyiolg, kai &ml toig KTRpacty, &€ @v ool mpdcodol Toig Tod Ocod Emryivovion
Aertovpyoic'® (carried out the decoration and completed the renovation of the church,

11 Georgii Acropolitae, Opera, ed. A. Heisenberg, vol. I (Leipzig 1903) 186-8. Cf. R. Macrides, George
Akropolites, The History. Introduction, translation and commentary (Oxford 2007) 383—4.

12 Nicephori Gregorae, Byzantina Historia, ed. L. Schopen, vol. I (Bonn 1829) 87-8.

13 Georgios Pachyméres, Relations bistoriques, Livres I-VI, ed. A. Fuiller (Paris 1984-99) vol. 1, 233
(111.2, 8-13). All translations, here and in the following, are by the author.

14 1. Sakkelion, ‘Myani Haraordyov dvékdotov ypuodBovilov mept tdv map® adtod Tf Meydin ‘ExxkAinociq
dwpndéviav kmudtov’, Hovédpa 15/338 (April 1864) 25-32. Cf. F. Dolger, Regesten der Kaiserurkunden
des ostromischen Reiches von 565-1453, 3. Teil: Regesten von 1204-1282 (Munich 1932) n. 1956
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not only with donations of holy vessels and furniture, but [he] also endowed it with land/
estate, from which the ministers of God receive income annually). Yet even here there is
no mention of the construction of a mosaic in Michael’s honour. Nor does Manuel
Holobolos refer to this work of art in his Encomium to the same emperor (1267), even
though he provides information about Michael’s renovation of the Hagia Sophia.'’
Even Gregory II the Cypriot, Patriarch of Constantinople (¢.1241-¢.1290), in his
Encomium to the same emperor (1273?),'® while listing a series of works and
donations made by Michael after the recapture of the City, does not mention the
renovation of Hagia Sophia, let alone the mosaic decoration within it:

Tfic 6¢ cov mepi 10 Bepomedey 10 Belov OepudTNTOC TOAAN HEVTOL KOt GAND TEKUN pLaL-
Oeiov vadv aravioyod ¢ Popaiov dvouodouai, EEvev kataymyai, vosodvimv
gmpéleion ... ody TToV 8¢ &M mov Kal TdV PpovTicTNpiny KAl doknTnpiny, dca Ye
oM Kal Kotd TOAEIS Kol &V EPNUIALG AVIYELPOS ...

The marks of your zeal in the service of God are many and varied: the rebuilding
of holy temples in every corner of the Roman empire, guesthouses, hospitals ...
and, not least, the places of [spiritual] study and hermitages erected by you in

cities and deserts alike ...'”

From the foregoing it is clear that Michael VIII Palaiologos laboured for the
reconstruction and embellishment of his capital, and of course for the alterations that
needed to be carried out in Hagia Sophia. There is no evidence, however, that Michael
played any part in the construction of the Deesis mosaic in the gallery. It may be
reasonably assumed that the lack of evidence in the sources regarding art works in
Hagia Sophia is due to the fact that Michael had other priorities in the spheres of the
economy, defence, diplomacy and demography, amongst others. In any event, the lack

(pp. 52-3); D. J. Geanakoplos, ‘The Byzantine recovery of Constantinople from the Latins in 1261: a
chrysobull of Michael VIII Palaeologus in favor of Hagia Sophia’, in F. F. Church and T. George (eds),
Continuity and Discontinuity in Church History (Leiden 1979) 104-17 [repr. in D. J. Geanakoplos,
Constantinople and the West: essays on the Late Byzantine (Palaeologan) and Italian Renaissances and the
Byzantine and Roman churches (Madison 1989) 173-88].

15 Manuelis Holoboli, Orationes, 1, ed. M. Treu (Potsdam 1906) 30-50; X. A. Sideridis, ‘Mavovii
OloPorov, Eykdpov eg tov avtokpdtopo Myoenmrk H' tov Tladawoddyov’, Ememnpic Eroupeios Bolavtivav
Zmovdcrv 3 (1926) 168-91. Cf. Macrides, ‘The New Constantine’, 19.

16 For Gregory the Cypriot, see A. ]J. Sorko, ‘Gregory of Cyprus: a study of church and culture in late
thirteenth century Byzantium® [PhD] (King’s College London 1979); 1. Pérez Martin, El patriarca Gregorio
de Chipre (ca. 1240-1290) y la transmision de los textos cldsicos en Bizancio (Madrid 1996);
S. Kotzambasi, ‘Tlepi tov xad’ gavtov Piov wg an’ dAkov mpocdnov. Iopompicelg oy avtofloypapio Tov
Mazpiapyn Tpnyopiov B’ tov Kumpiov’, Eldpvikg 58/2 (2008) 279-92. For the Laudatio, see ]. Fr.
Boissonade (ed.), Anecdota Graeca (Paris 1819) vol. I, 313-58 [= Gregorii Cyprii, Archiepiscopi
Constantinopolitani, Oratio laudatoria in Imp. D. Michaelem Palaeologum, Novum Constantinum, PG
142, 346- 86].

17 Boissonade, Anecdota Graeca, 349.
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of information about the mosaic, particularly in texts eulogizing the emperor’s work,
weakens — if it does not eliminate altogether — the case for the dating of the mosaic to
1261. There is, too, other evidence that casts doubt both on this dating and also on
the construction of the mosaic as part of the renovation work on the church in
preparation for the coronation of Michael Palaiologos. More particularly, Cormack’s
view that the mosaic panel of the Deesis was constructed with the financial assistance
of the said emperor as part of the aforementioned renovation work is open to question.

First and foremost, the siting of the Deesis mosaic in the south tribune of Hagia
Sophia and its eastward orientation indicate that this particular work is not connected
with some kind of political or institutional event. This is for the simple reason that the
mosaic cannot be seen either from the nave or from the gallery itself. In order to see it,
one must enter the central part of the south gallery, turn to the south and then to the
west. Consequently, the siting of the mosaic in this inconspicuous position, in an area
reserved for the use of the imperial family and its courtiers and not the general public,
does not suggest a connection with a political or ecclesiastical event of a public nature
like an imperial coronation.

Moreover, Talbot has pointed out that the construction of such a mosaic in the period
between Michael’s entry into Constantinople on 15 August 1261 and his coronation the
following autumn seems unlikely.'® Indeed, even if we accept that immediately after his
entry into Constantinople, not having any other priorities, Michael hastened to
commission the work in question, the mosaic’s large dimensions, together with the use of
tiny tesserae in the faces and the complex structure of the gold ground, indicate that
considerable time would have been required to construct it, not least for the production
of the tesserae, particularly the gold ones. It should be noted that, the quality and the
form of the tesserae in the Deesis mosaic are unique.’” This fact suggests that the artists
working on the mosaic very likely produced the tesserae themselves, having no other option.

Apart from this, the dating to 1261 of a work of such high technical skill and plastic
quality cannot be easily justified if one considers the fact that mosaic art at this time was
in decline. It should be recalled that the last monumental mosaic ensemble to be
constructed before 1261, at least in mainland Greece, belongs to the late eleventh or
early twelfth century: the Daphni Monastery outside Athens. So where and how did
the illustrious artists who executed the Deesis mosaic gain their experience? In Latin
Constantinople or in Laskarid Nicaea, where not a single monumental ensemble,
let alone a mosaic one, survives?

At this point one could claim that, according to the celebrated Ekphrasis of Nikolaos
Mesarites (1198-1203), the Church of the Holy Apostles in Constantinople was
redecorated with mosaics in about the year 1200.2° This view was supported by Ernst

18 Talbot, ‘The Restoration’, 252, n. 63.
19 Whittemore, The Deesis Panel, 21-2.
20 The most recent edition of Mesarites’ Ekpbrasis is to be found in Beatrice Daskas, Nicola Mesarite,
Descrizione della Chiesa dei Santi Apostoli a Costantinopoli. Traduzione, introduzione, commento (Milan
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Kitzinger and Henry Maguire.?! However, it cannot be accepted without question as it is
not substantiated by any other source.?” It should be noted, however, that the absence of
mosaic ensembles in the period between 1100 and 1260 could be due to a variety of
different reasons, such as natural disasters, and the creator of the Deesis mosaic in
Hagia Sophia may indeed have had a model which no longer survives. Nevertheless,
three things should be taken into consideration here: a) in the pioneering royal
commissions of the thirteenth century, the wall-paintings in the katholika of the
Mileseva Monastery (1220-34) and the Sopoc¢ani Monastery (1268-76), the artists
allude to the mosaic art by painting imitations of tesserae on gold ground; b) the first
extant mosaic ensemble we have from the thirteenth century, the Church of the
Paregoritissa at Arta, dates from the end of that century and, more importantly,
displays evidence of difficulty in the treatment of form with tesserae and, by extension,
a lack of experience in mosaic techniques,” and c) the next period after the Middle
Byzantine era that is impressive for its large-scale and high quality mosaic ensembles is
the first quarter of the fourteenth century.

Mosaic art had experienced a long period of decline and the situation gradually
began to change from the late thirteenth century onwards, during the reign of
Andronikos II Palaiologos. Consequently, neither the appearance of the Deesis mosaic
in the mid-thirteenth century, nor its dating to that time, can be justified, at least on
the basis of the data we currently have at our disposal.

2. The art of the Deesis mosaic in the context of Late Byzantine painting

The mature and sophisticated artistic idiom of the Deesis mosaic appears to be an isolated
case in the context of painting trends in the period around 1260, since no monumental
ensemble of similar quality survives from the same era. At this point it should be
mentioned that Byzantine art during the Latin (1204-61) and the early Palaiologan
period is marked by a coexistence of various artistic tendencies and a certain
reluctance to develop and consolidate a new style of painting, distinctively different

2013) 124-62. On this issue, see for example B. Daskas, ‘Nikolaos Mesarites, Description of the Church of
the Holy Apostles at Constantinople: new critical perspectives’, ITopexfoiai 6 (2016) 79-102. See also the
studies in M. Mullett and R. G. Ousterhout (eds), The Holy Apostles: a lost monument, a forgotten
project, and the presentness of the past (Washington D.C. 2020).

21 E. Kitzinger, ‘Byzantine and Medieval mosaics after Justinian’, Encyclopedia of World Art 10 (1965)
344; H. Maguire, ‘Truth and convention in Byzantine description of works of art’, Dumbarton Oaks
Paper 28 (1974) 121-7.

22 Wharton Epstein, ‘The rebuilding’, 85-9.

23 See A. Orlandos, H Hapnyopiticoo tye Aptne (Athens 1963) 108-27; D. Nicol, “Thomas Despot of Epiros
and the foundation date of the Paregoritissa at Arta’, Bulavrivé, 13 (1985) 748-58; N. K. Moutsopoulos, O1
Polavavés exrinaies e Aprog (Thessaloniki 2002) 91-130; L. Fundi¢, ‘H pvnueiakt téxvn 100 AgomoTdTon g
Hreipov v mepiodo g duvacteioag twv Kopvnvav Ayyéhov (1204-1318) [PhD] (Aristotle University of
Thessaloniki 2013) 24, 72-3.
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from the Komnenian.** At the same time, this insistence on the Komnenian pictorial
tradition is fully manifested in the artistic production of the Latin East.”® It is for these
reasons that no crusader painting or mosaic can be considered as a precursor or
contemporary of the Deesis mosaic. For if one assumes that the dating to 1261 is
correct, the monuments that could be compared with the Hagia Sophia mosaic are
located outside the Byzantine dominions and consist in the following: the
wall-paintings in the katholikon of the Mileseva Monastery (1220-34) and those in
the Church of SS Nicholas and Panteleimon in Bojana in Bulgaria (1259).¢

Maria Panayotidi notes that ‘the Bojana frescoes present a great similarity with the
Deisis mosaic panel at Ayia Sophia in Constantinople, of 1261. It was most probably
the work of mosaicists from Nicaea, where the imperial court was transferred, during
the period of exile, and where qualified masters and mosaic workshops must have
flourished’.?” However, the wall-paintings in the katholikon of the Church of Saints
Nicholas and Panteleimon at Bojana have deteriorated considerably at many points.
Therefore, the similarity between the Bojana wall-paintings and the mosaic in
Constantinople is probably coincidental. Furthermore, the art at Bojana clearly draws
on the great tradition of Komnenian art which was strong in the thirteenth century, a
fact that can be clearly seen in the draftsmanship and the anatomical details —
something which does not apply in the case of the Deesis mosaic.

Maria Panayotidi’s attribution of the Deesis mosaic to a Nicaean workshop is worth
brief comment here, not least because similar views have been expressed by almost all
Greek researchers. Indeed, recently Konstantia Kefala, in her study on thirteenth-
century wall-paintings in the churches of Rhodes, links a number of that island’s
monuments with Nicaea.”® It is certain that the political, ecclesiastical and cultural

24 See M. Chatzidakis, ‘Aspects de la peinture murale du XIlle s. en Gréce’, in V. J. Djuri¢ (ed.), L’art
byzantine du Xllle si¢cle. Symposium de Sopocani (Belgrade 1967) 59-75; V. J. Djuri¢, ‘La peinture
murale byzantine: XIle et XIlle siécles’, Actes du X Ve Congrés International d’Etudes Byzantines, Athénes,
5-11 septembre 1976, III, Art et Archéologie, Byzance de 1071 a 1261 (Athens 1976) 40-90;
S. Kalopissi-Verti, ‘Tendenze stilistiche della pittura monumentale in Grecia durante il XIII secolo’, Corso
di Cultura sull’Arte Ravennate e Bizantina 7 (1984) 221-53; Vapheiades, Yotepn Bolavuvi {wypapixii, 92—
159.

25 The literature about the Crusader art is extensive. See for example H. Buchthal and F. Wormald,
Miniature Painting in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem (Oxford 1957); ]J. Folda, Crusader Manuscript
Hlumination of Saint Jean D’ Acre, 1275-1291 (Princeton 1976); G. Kiithnel, The Wall Paintings in Latin
Kingdom of Jerusalem (Berlin 1988); J. Folda, Crusader Art: the art of the crusaders in the Holy Land,
1098-1187 (Cambridge 1995), and Crusader Art: the art of the crusaders in the Holy Land, 1199-1291
(Aldershot 2008); J. Wollesen, Acre or Cyprus? A new approach to the Crusader painting around 1300
(Berlin 2013).

26 See for example B. Penkova (ed.), The Bojana Church Between the East and the West and the Art of
Christian Europe (Sofia 2011).

27 M. Panayotidi, ‘Some observations on thirteenth-century Sinai icons and Bojana frescoes (1259)’, in
Penkova (ed.), op.cit. 216-20.

28 K. Kefala, O: toryoypagies tov 13°° ardva g exrinoieg g Pédov (Athens 2015) 35-107.
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influence of the Nicaean state extended far beyond its physical boundaries. It is also
certain that Nicaea soon claimed to be the exiled seat of the legitimate Byzantine
government as it became the base of the Patriarch and home of most of the Byzantine
aristocracy. The Orthodox residents of the Latin Empire of Constantinople (Imperium
Constantinopolitanum) and the monks of Mount Athos regarded Theodore I Laskaris,
the ‘New Zorobabel’ and ‘New Moses’, as the true and legitimate claimant to the
Byzantine throne.”” Nevertheless, the arguments put forward by the researchers, such
as the above mentioned and also Vojislav Djuri¢, Panagiotis Vokotopoulos and
Manolis Borboudakis,*® conflict with the following facts: firstly, the lack of any
reference to an art work in the sources; secondly, the lack of monuments in Nicaea
itself; and finally, the fact that the artistic ensembles that researchers associate with the
Laskarid state are conservative in character and display a variety of different idioms.

In my view, these facts do not support the existence of a large artistic centre in
Laskarid Nicaea. The complete absence of surviving architectural and artistic works in
the Nicaean state may be due to fortuitous reasons. Yet again, this is strange if we
consider the fact that the two other regional Byzantine states — that of Trebizond
under the Great Komnenoi (to a lesser extent) and that of Epirus under the Komnenos
Doukas dynasty (to a greater extent) — boast a notable and uninterrupted artistic

31

output.”” Whatever the case, the connection between the Deesis mosaic and a

supposed ‘art of Nicaea’ is an arbitrary one not only because we have no information
to support this and the mosaic has no ‘artistic parallel’ in western Anatolia, but also
because the artistic idiom of the mosaic bears no relation to the generally conservative
wall-paintings and miniatures that researchers associate with Nicaea.

In my opinion, the only monumental work that can, with relative confidence, be

connected with the Deesis mosaic, if the latter is assumed to have been constructed

in 1261, is the pioneering wall-paintings in the MileSeva Monastery (1220-34).%2

However, the artistic idiom of the artist who created the Deesis mosaic certainly does
seem to draw heavily on that of the painter of the Mileseva Monastery. The large eyes
of the figures in the Serbian decoration and the crude rendering of the muscles of the

29 For these issues see for example 1. Giarenis, H ovykpdtnon ko edpaiwon g avtokparopiog ¢ Nikoiag. O
avtorpdropas Océdwpog A Kouvnvog Adorapng (Athens 2008).

30 Dijuri¢, ‘La peinture byzantine’, 52-3; P. L. Vokotopoulos, ‘Ilapatnprceis 610 vaod tov Zotipog Kovit 6To
Taha&etdr, Aedtiov e Xpiotiavikiic Apyaroloyixiic Eroupeiog 17 (1993-94) 199-210; M. Borboudakis, ‘O vadg
tov Ayiov Nikordov ota Kvplakoséia Amokopavov’, Iermpayuéve tov 1" Aiebvoig Kpnrotoyikod Zovedpiov, Xovid,
1-8 Oxrwppiov 2006, vol. B.2 (Chania 2011) 273-316.

31 See D. G. Giannoulis, O1 toryoypapics twv Bolavivay uvnueiov e Aptog katd v mepiodo tov Aeomotdrov
¢ Hreipov (Ioannina 2010); P. Vokotopoulos, ‘La peinture dans le Despotat d’Epire’, in J-P. Caillet and
F. Joubert (eds), Orient et Occident méditerranéens au Xllle siécle: les programmes picturaux (Paris
2012); Fundi¢, H uvqueraxii téyvn.

32 See e.g. V. J. Djuri¢ (ed.), Mileseva dans Ihistoire du peuple serbe (Belgrade 1987); B. Cvetkovi¢,
‘Vizantijski car I freske u priprati MileSeve’, Balcanica 32-33 (2003) 297-311; B. Todi¢, “Novo tumacnje
programa I rasporeda fresaka u MileSevi’, in C. Grozdanov (ed.), Sur les pas de Vojislav J. Djuric (Belgrade
2011) 55-68; P. Vlahovic¢ (ed.), Mecunarobni naucni skui osam bekova manastira Mileseva (MileSeva 2013).
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Fig. 2a. The Deesis panel, Hagia Sophia, Constantinople. Detail after K. M. Vapheiades,
Late Byzantine Painting: Form and pictorial space in the art of Constantinople,
1150-1450, Athens 2015, fig. 162a.

(b)

Fig. 2b. Christ enthroned, Protaton Church, Mount Athos. Detail after Manouil Panselinos,
Ex tov 18p0d vaod tov Ipwrdrov, Thessaloniki 2003, no. 94.

faces and the drapery folds are not to be found in the Deesis mosaic. The refinement and
academicism in the treatment of form and the lack of overt references to Komnenian art
suggest a later dating for the Deesis mosaic. In my estimation, the work clearly expresses
another artistic milieu: that of the early fourteenth century.

In particular, if the figure of Christ in the Deesis mosaic is compared with the
corresponding figure on the south-east pier of the Protaton at Karyes on Mount Athos
(Figs 2a-b) or the figure of the Virgin with that on the north-east pier of the same
church (Figs 3a-b), it is clear that the artistic idiom of the Deesis panel is closely

https://doi.org/10.1017/byz.2021.13 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/byz.2021.13

176 Konstantinos M. Vapheiades

(a)

Fig. 3a. The Deesis panel, Hagia Sophia, Constantinople. Detail after K. M. Vapheiades,
Late Byzantine Painting: Form and pictorial space in the art of Constantinople,
1150-1450, Athens 20135, fig. 161.

(b)

Fig. 3b. The Virgin enthroned and Child, Protaton Church, Mount Athos. Detail after
Manouil Panselinos, Ex tov 1gpod vaod tov Ipwtarov, Thessaloniki 2003, no. 93.
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connected with that of the painter of the Athonite church. The draftsmanship, with the
specific typology of anatomical volumes and a certain underlying clumsiness in their
articulation, the low tonality in the garments, and the refinement in the treatment of
the drapery folds attest to some connection between the mosaic and the Protaton
wall-paintings, recently been dated to the years 1309 and 1311, just before the
decoration of the katholikon of the Vatopediou monastery (1311), on the basis of
historical, epigraphic and stylistic evidence.>®> The modelling of the face of Christ in
the Hagia Sophia mosaic is refined and elegant, with slight tonal differences between
the base colour and the shading and between the flesh and its illuminated sections, and
its particular arrangement of the linear lights, just as in the face of the Christ in the
Protaton.

It should also be noted that the mannerism and sophistication of form that is
abundantly clear in the Hagia Sophia mosaic also suggests early fourteenth-century
works, such as the mosaics in the church of the Holy Apostles in Thessaloniki and
those in the Chora Monastery.** After comparing the figure of Christ in the Hagia
Sophia mosaic (Fig. 2a) with that on the south-east pier of the Protaton (Fig. 2b) and
that in the church of the Chora Monastery, which bears the epithet 1 Xopa t@dv
Zoviwv (Fig. 4), I have come to the following conclusions: the figure in the Hagia
Sophia mosaic has more harmonious proportions than that in the Protaton (ratio of
head height to shoulder width). However, to a certain extent, it lacks the movement
suggested in the Chora figure, with its lowered right shoulder and the off-centre
position of the pit of the neck. The head of the Christ in the Protaton is almost circular
in outline, while that in the Hagia Sophia mosaic is almost oval. In the figure in the
Hagia Sophia mosaic the low tonality in the garments and the fluid plasticity of the
drapery folds, although they are characteristic of the art of mid- and late
thirteenth-century icons and miniatures, are rare in the monumental painting of the
same period. The linear rendering of the anatomical features which marks many of the
Protaton painter’s figures is less pronounced in the Hagia Sophia mosaic, though this
is even more true of Metochites’ church. The modelling of Christ’s face in the Hagia
Sophia mosaic, like that of the face of the Virgin, is organic and refined. The absence
of fragmentation of form is clear to see, as are the slight tonal differences between the
base colour and the shading and between the flesh and its illuminated sections, a
feature that lends naturalness to the faces. This is an effect achieved by the craftsman
who decorated the Chora Monastery and (to a lesser extent) by the Protaton painter.

33 See K. M. Vapheiades, ‘The wall-paintings of the Protaton Church revisited’, Zograf. A Journal of
Medieval Art 43 (2019) 113-28. For the wall-paintings of the Protaton Church see the bibliography in
Vapheiades, loc. cit. For the stylistic relationship between the wall-paintings of the Protaton Church and
the mosaic of Hagia Sophia see Vapheiades, Protaton, 181-2.

34 The bibliography on the mosaics of the Chora Monastery is extensive. See e.g. C. Mango and A. Ertug,
Chora, The Scroll of Heaven (Istanbul 2000) 17-25; R. G. Ousterhout, The Art of the Kariye Camii (London
2002); H. A. Klein, R. G. Ousterhout and B. Pitarakis (eds), Kariye Camii Yeniden / The Kariye Camii
Reconsidered (Istanbul 2011).
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Fig. 4. Christ Chalkités, Monastery of the Chora, Constantinople. Detail. Carroll Wales,
Byzantine Institute and Dumbarton Oaks fieldwork records and papers, Dumbarton
Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.

However, the most important thing is that the shading on the head of Christ in the Hagia
Sophia mosaic appears to acquire substance since the shading on the neck and in the areas
beneath the eyes takes the form of cast shadows, a feature which also occurs in the head of
Christ in the Chora Monastery but not in that at the Protaton.

I believe that the foregoing analysis is sufficient to show that the mosaic panel in the
south gallery of Hagia Sophia should be dated as late as the beginning of the second
decade of the fourteenth century, the same date as the mosaics of the funerary chapel
in the Pammakaristos Monastery (after 1303/4, 1310-15), which are quite similar
from a stylistic point of view to that of the Deesis panel. It is also worth noting that
the mosaics of the eastern arch of the Hagia Sophia (also a Deesis) are dated to the
middle of the fourteenth century,®® such as those of the eastern apse, according to
George Galavaris and Massimo Bernabo.*® This fact indicates that more than one
artistic work came into being in the Hagia Sophia during the first half of the

35 N. B. Teteriatnikov, “The mosaics of the eastern arch of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople: program and
liturgy’, Gesta 52/1 (2013) 61-84.

36 G. Galavaris, ‘Observations on the date of the apse mosaic of the church of Hagia Sophia in
Constantinople’, Actes du Xlle Congres International d’Etudes Byzantines, Ochride, 10-16 septembre
1961, tom. 111, Art et Archéologie, Byzance de 1071 a 1261 (Belgrade 1964) 107-10; M. Bernabo, ‘L’arte
bizantina dopo I'lconoclastia e la datazione dei mosaic nell’abside di Santa Sofia a Costantinopoli’, in A-R.
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fourteenth century. Consequently the Deesis mosaic should be perceived in the context of
the fourteenth-century Palaiologan decorations in the mentioned church. However if the
dating of the mosaic in the second decade of the fourteenth century is correct, who
commissioned the work and for what reason?

3. The patron and the reasons for the creation of the Deesis mosaic

There is not a single mention of the Deesis mosaic in the sources. In spite of this, it is
possible to place under critical scrutiny a number of hypotheses based on the facts we
currently have at our disposal.

The Deesis mosaic is situated in the south gallery of Hagia Sophia, which was
reserved for the emperor and his entourage. The mosaic was constructed in an area of
the church devoted to private rather than public worship, despite its large size and the
fact that ecclesiastical synods and meetings were once held here.®” If we accept the date
proposed, it is clear that the mosaic must have been commissioned either by the
emperor Andronikos II Palaiologos or a member of his close circle. It should be
recalled that Nikephoros Gregoras emphasises Andronikos’ concern for the churches
of Constantinople and Hagia Sophia, as well as his unselfish intentions:

‘0O 8¢ Paciredg Avpdvikog obTog mOAAG PBéATIOV Kpivog ToDg mpobmapEavTog
Bektiody 1€ Kol ovviotdv Koth TO €lkO¢ Kol Todg €mdviac €k Tod ypdvov
KIvd0voug peTa Thig mpoonkovong Pondeiag 1€ kKol omovdilg dmokpovestat, 1 Tovg
pev aeiévor mintew, euhotyeicbor & €k Babpov Eysipev Etépovg, &v TOVT® TNV
ooy EKEivov 6TOVONV Kol QAoTioy ... Kol tva T0 év Acig kol Evpomn
moliyvio, Tapadpopdy ... 1@V ék Kovotoviivoundlelr pynoddpey Epyov ... Kol
televToiov 6 Péy1oTog 00Tog Kai mepPonToc Thg 0 Ocod Togiag vede: &v o kal
&t méov mepumomoacOon f10eke pév, avékoye 6’ owTOD TO TOWDTO CKEUUOTO O
koBdmep Aaihoy aipvidiog éneAbmv Tiig facileiog pueplopdg e Kol cOYXLOoIG.

The Emperor Andronikos, considering that much better to improve and rebuild
existing churches as appropriate, and to repel the dangers that the passage of
time brings with proper aid and care, than to let some collapse, and to seek
honour by building others from the foundations, showed all his care and zeal
in this ... Leaving aside the smaller cities of Europe and Asia ... let us
mention all the projects that took place in Constantinople ... and lastly the
greatest and most illustrious Church of the Holy Wisdom of God; this he
wished to secure and care for even more, but he was hindered in such

Calderoni-Masetti, C. Bozzo-Durour and G. Wolf (eds), Intorno as Sacro Volto. Genova, Bisanzio e il
Mediterraneo (secoli XI-XIV) (Venice 2007) 31-50.

37 Cf. C. Jolivet-Lévy, ‘Présence et figures du souverain a Sainte-Sophie de Constantinople et a Péglise de la
Sainte-Croix d’Aghtamar’, in H. Maguire (ed.) Byzantine Court Culture from 829 to 1204 (Washington, D.C.
2004) 231-7.
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enterprises by the division and the turmoil of the empire that erupted like a

sudden storm.>®

Given Andronikos’ interest and concern for the Hagia Sophia (as exemplified by his
reinforcement of the church with buttresses in 1317), as well as his upgraded
institutional role in the Church and piety, which can be clearly seen in a series of
contemporary texts and events of his reign, we are obliged to accept that the most
likely patron of the Deesis mosaic was Andronikos II Palaiologos. This proposal is
reinforced by two further facts.

The representation of the Deesis, as an iconographical epitome of the Second
Coming, clearly has an eschatological character. This iconographical theme has a long
history in the art of Byzantium, conveying the role of the Virgin (and John the Baptist)
as an intercessor on behalf of the salvation of mankind at the Last Judgement.>* The
eschatological and soteriological character of the theme is emphasized by the very
scale of the sacred figures, much larger than life size. And this cannot be accidental. In
my opinion, this is a reflection of the faith of the mosaic’s patron, of his sense of
insignificance before the Righteous Judge and God of Mercy. It also indicates the
intensity of the desire for Christ’s intercession marked by this votive offering. It is
obvious that in commissioning such a large eschatological representation in his own
sacred space, the patron did so in order to seek and invoke God’s mercy and help. But
for what reason? What exactly does this imperial donation refer to? To what need
does it attest?

If we look at the events that took place in the period around and after the year 1300,
during which the Deesis mosaic appears to have been created, it is clear that Byzantium
was in the throes of a political, economic and religious crisis. Indeed, the period would be
crowned by the end of the Catalan raids,” the termination of the Arsenite schism
(1310)*" and the end of pillaging by Turkish mercenaries, with the aid of the pious

38 Nicephori Gregorae, Byzantina Historia, VI, 274-5.

39 The literature on the iconographic theme of the Deesis is extensive. See e..g. N. Ghioles, ‘Eschatological
representations of Christ’, in Ch. A. Maltezou and G. Galavaris (eds.), Christo nell’ Arte Bizantina e
Postbizantina, Atti del convegno, Organizzato nell’ ambito delle celebrazioni promosse dal Patriarcato di
Venezia in occasione del Bimillenario della Nascita di Gesu Cristo, Venezia, 22-23 Settembre 2000
(Venice 2002) 48-50, with bibliography.

40 D. Jacoby, ‘The Catalan Company in the East: the evolution of an itinerant army (1303-1311)’, in
G. L Halfond (ed.), The Medieval Way of War: studies in Medieval military history in honor of Bernard
S. Bachrach (Farnham 2015) 153-82.

41 SeeV.Laurent, ‘Les grandes crises religieuses a Byzance: la fin du schisme arsénite’, Académie Roumaine,
Bulletin de la Section Historique, 26 (1945) 225-313, and ‘Les crises religieuses a Byzance: le schism
antiarsénite du métropolite de Philadelphie Théolepte (+ ca. 1324)’, Revue des Etudes Byzantines 18
(1960) 45-54. For the Arsenite see also V. Laurent, ‘Les grandes crises religieuses a Byzance: la fin du
schisme Arsenite’, Bulletin de la Section Historique 26/2 (1945) 225-313; 1. E. Troitskij, Arsenij i Arsenity
(London 1973); A. Kontogianopoulou, ‘To oyiopa tov Apoeviatdv (1265-1310). Zvpuforf otn perétn g
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protostrator Philes Palaiologos (1314).** It is likely, then, that the representation of the
Deesis in the section of Hagia Sophia’s south gallery reserved for the imperial family
expresses Andronikos Palaiologos’ entreaties to Christ the Saviour, as well as his faith
in the intercession of the Virgin Mary, the guardian of Constantinople, for the
salvation of the Empire from its internal and external foes, and particularly the Turks.
The ‘private’ character of the mosaic in question is supported by the fact that the
representation of the Deesis is located in the south part of the Bema of the Byzantine
churches (single-door ‘diakonikons’): this space is reserved to eminent ktetors or
wealthy patrons, usually members of the imperial family.*® This indeed reinforces the
hypothesis that the Deesis mosaic decorated a private oratory for the emperor and his
family. But what were exactly the purpose and the meaning invested in this oratory?
The eschatological symbolisms conveyed by the mentioned iconographic theme fits
the rituals performed in the narthex and the side chapels, where arcosolia and tombs are
usually to be found. The Deesis was a favoured subject for funerary sites and monuments,
such as the tomb area beneath the chapel of St John the Baptist in the Iveron Monastery
on Athos (980-1005),** the Ossuary in Baskovo Monastery (twelfth century),™ the
church of St Nicholas in Varo§ near Skopje (1298),* the chapel of the Monastery of
Pammakaristos, Constantinople (1310-15),*” the north-west chapel of the katholikon
of the Virgin Hodegetria at Mistra, Laconia (1322/3),*® and the narthex of the
katholikon of the Monastery of Christ Pantokrator, Mount Athos (1363), whose
original form and purpose was funerary, with the Deesis over the grave of the ktetors.*’
Given its subject’s funerary associations, it is worth asking if the Deesis mosaic in the
tribune of the Hagia Sophia had a similar function. This link could be discussed in light of

nopeiag kar g @vong tov KwhAnatog’, Bolavriaxd 18 (1998) 177-235; 1.-A.Tudorie, ‘Le schisme Arsénite
(1265-1310): entre Akribeia et Oikonomia’, Zbornik Radova Bizantoloskog Instituta 48 (2011) 133-74.
42 D. M. Nicol, The Last Centuries of Byzantium, 1261-1453 (Cambridge 1972) [= second edition 1993,
repr. 1999), 122-40.

43 See for example S. Cur&i¢, ‘Dakonikon kao isposnica: pitanje posebnih prostornih namena u monagkoj
crkvenoj arhitekturi Srbije i Vizantije’, in Svuueicra. Collection of Papers Dedicated to the 40 Anniversary of
the Institute for Art History, Faculty of Philosophy,University of Belgrade, ed. 1. Stevovi¢ (Belgrade 2012)
196-200.

44 N. Toutos and G. Fousteris, Evpetipiov tg pviuetoxis {oypagixic tov Ayiov Opovg, 10° — 17°° audvag
(Athens 2010) no. 4.2.

45 Seee.g. E. Bakalova Backovskata Kostnica (Sofia 1977). E. Bakalova, V. Kolarova, P. Popov, V. Todorov
(eds.), The Ossuary of the Bachkovo Monastery (Plovdiv 2003).

46 P.Kostovska, ‘Programata na zibopisot na crkvata sv. Nikola vo Varo§ kaj Prilep i nejzinata finkcija kako
grobna kapela’, Zbornik za Srednovekovna Ymetnost 3 (2001) 50-75.

47 See e.g. H. Belting, C. Mango and D. Mouriki, The mosaics and frescoes of St. Mary Pammakaristos
(Fethiye Camii) at Istanbul (Washington D.C. 1978) 54-8, 69-73, pl. II-1V.

48 See P. Etzeoglou, O vadg e Odnyiipiac tov Bpovioyiov otov Muotpd. Oi toryoypagies tov vépOnka kai
Aerrovpyixii ypiion tov ywpov (Athens 2013) 27-8.

49 See E. N. Tsigaridas, Toroypapics t¢ nepiédov twv Molaioldywv oe voods e Maxedoviag (Thessaloniki
1999) 60-1, fig. 65-7.
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the archaeological evidence indicating burials in the same space.’® However, such
evidence is so thin and datable to the Latin period of Constantinople, which perhaps
points more towards the Western tradition of burying in the aisles. No Byzantine
writer speaks of funerary monuments inside Hagia Sophia during the reign of
Andronikos II. Besides, it is well known that the chapel of St John the Baptist attached
to the katholikon of the Monastery of Constantine Lips was the favourite burial place

1

of the Palaiologan imperial family.’! Nevertheless, such a possibility cannot be

excluded, since the galleries of the Byzantine churches had multiple uses, which remain
unclear.’”

On the other hand, it is very attractive to assume that the space decorated by the
Deesis mosaic was a replacement for the palatine chapel of the Virgin of Pharos totally
destroyed during the Latin period. It is known that the most precious relics of
Christendom, such as those of Christ’s Passion, were housed in this church until the
reign of the Latin emperor Baldwin II. Because of this Nikolaos Mesarites described
the church of Pharos as an image-substitute of the Holy Sepulchre.’® Given the
absence of a hallowed palatine chapel after 1261 and given that the space in front of
the Deesis mosaic reserved for the emperor was sanctified as a substantial part of
Hagia Sophia church, this hypothesis could be valid, no matter how difficult to prove.
So regardless of the above reasonable assumptions, there can be few doubts it
constituted a sacred locus, invoking God’s mercy and eternal life.

The woeful events mentioned above came to a conclusion in the first few years of the
second decade of the fourteenth century, during the patriarchate of Nephon I (1310-14),
the patron of the mosaic decoration in the Church of the Holy Apostles in Thessaloniki.”*
Considering the fact that the mosaic ensemble in the Church of the Holy Apostles was
created by an artist whose style is similar to that of the painters who decorated the
Protaton (1309-11), it is likely that Patriarch Nephon, who was from Beroea, played a
part in the creation of the Deesis mosaic by recommending the artist who had received
a similar artistic training to the painters of Thessaloniki, and particularly those of the
Protaton Church.

50 E. M. Antoniades, Exgpacic g Ayiag Zogiog, vol. II (Athens 1908) 316-17. Cf. Th. E. A. Dale, ‘Sacred
space from Constantinople to Venise’, in P. Stephenson (ed.), The Byzantine World (London 2009) 406-27.
51 See N. Melvani, ‘The tombs of the Palaiologan emperors’, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 42/2
(2018) 237-60.

52 See A. Tantsis, To vrepdo ot Bolavuvij vaodouia (Thessaloniki 2008).

53 For this issue see e.g. A. Lidov, ‘A Byzantine Jerusalem: the imperial Pharos Chapel as the Holy
Sepulchre’, in A. Hoffman and G. Wolf (eds), Jerusalem as Narrative space — Erziblraum Jerusalem
(Leiden 2012) 63-103.

54 For these mosaics, see e.g. Ch. Mavropoulou-Tsioumi, ‘Ayiot Amdotoror’, in E. Kourkoutidou-
Nikolaidou, Ch. Mavropoulou-Tsioumi and Ch. Bakirtzis, ¥neidwtd e Ocooalovikng, 4°°~14°° aidpvog
(Athens 2012) 299-302, 309-53, for the Patriarch Nephon, 300, 301-2.
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Concluding remarks

Medieval monuments are often treated by art historical scholarship as timeless,
unaffected by today’s cultural agenda. However, contemporary perceptions of
heritage, and attention to the layers of a monument’s history can make an essay on a
medieval mosaic quite timely. It has been argued here that the mosaic panel of the
Deesis in the south gallery of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople most likely constitutes a
supplicatory offering by Andronikos II Palaiologos — a pious ruler who cared for the
needs of the cathedral church of his capital — due to the woeful situation his empire
found itself in at the beginning of the fourteenth century. Furthermore, the proposed
dating to between 1310 and 1315 allows for the possibility that Patriarch Nephon I -
an illustrious patron of the time who served as a connecting link between the art of
Thessaloniki and that of Constantinople in the early fourteenth century — played a
part in the creation of the Deesis mosaic.

Dr. Konstantinos M. Vapheiades is Lecturer in Byzantine Art History in the Higher
Ecclesiastical Academy of Athens (Department of Management of Ecclesiastical
Heritage) and Director of the Academy of Theological and Historical Studies of Holy
Meteora. He has taught in many of Greece’s universities and written research papers
and monographs exploring Byzantine and post-Byzantine iconography and painting,
especially on Mount Athos and Meteora.
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