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Abstract: An investigation of the ceiling rings in the western end of the north aisle in the Hagia
Sophia revealed a rectangular space delineated by curtain rings. The SE corner of the church
was assigned to forty deaconesses. An analysis of the music sources in which the texts are fully

written out suggests that the deaconesses took part in the procession of the Great Entrance

ceremony at the beginning of the Mass of the Faithful as well in rituals in front of the ambo.

Since the turn of the century, a lively discussion has developed about the function and place
of deaconesses in the Greek and Russian Orthodox Churches. In her 2002 dissertation on "The
Liturgical Participation of Women in the Byzantine Church.”! Valerie Karras examined the
ordination rites for deaconesses preserved in eighth-century to eleventh-century euchologia. In
theNovellae Constitutioneadded to his code Justinian stipulated that there were to be forty

deaconesses assigned to the Hagia Sdphia:

Wherefore We order that not more than sixty priests, a hundred deacons, forty
deaconesses, ninety sub-deacons, a hundred and ten readers, or twenty-five choristers,
shall be attached to the Most Holy Principal Church, so that the entire number of most
reverend ecclesiastics belonging thereto shall not exceed four hundred and twenty in all,

without including the hundred other members of the clergy who are called porters.


http://academia.edu/

Although there is such a large number of ecclesiastics attached to the Most Holy

Principal Church of this Most Fortunate City, and the three other churches united with

the same, none of those who are now there shall be excluded, although their number is
much greater than that which has been established by Us, but no others shall be added to
any order of the priesthood whatsoever until the number has been reduced, in compliance

with the present law.

Regarding the forty deacones®&svella 6, 6 § 2 stipulated that “first of all, in age they
should neither be young, nor in their flowering which could easily lead to transgressions, but
from those who have passed their middle age and who are, in harmony with divine rules more
than 50 years old. Only then they merit sacred ordindtidrhe assignment of a role in the
ceremonial of the Hagia Sophia to deaconesses would have doubtlessly won the approval of the
strong-willed Theodora, who observed the Divine Liturgy from her throne above the imperial
doors in thewomen’s gallery. Sixteen columns in the church bore the monograms of both

Justinian and Theodora.

Karras noted however in amticle on “The Liturgical Participation of Women in the
Byzantine Church” from 2005 that the rite for the ordained order of deaconesses had disappeared
in the Byzantine Church by the late twelfth centirghe cites Theodore Balsamon who claimed
that the office had devolved into an honorary title for certain nuns by his timéhe same year,
Kevin J. Madigan and Carolyn Osiek took up this theme in a book with thedrtlained

Women in the Early Church: A Documentary Histbry

In the following year, 2006, Sharon GeréaliblishedThresholds of the Sacred:
Architectural, Art Historical, Liturgical, and Theological Perspectives on Religious Screens,

East and WestlIt contains nine papers on themes ranging from the barriers in the Jerusalem
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temple to discussions “Dividing Interior Space in Early Byzantine Churches: The Barriers
between the Nave and Aisles” by Urs Peschlow and “The Proskynetaria of the Templon and
Narthex: Form, Imagery, Spatial Connections, and Reception” by Sophia Kalopissi-Verti.
Robert Taft’s contribution to the volume is an essay ofiWomen at Church in Byzantium:

Where, Whemnd Why?®

In 1979, | published an article in tdahrbuch der Osterreichischen Byzantinistikitled:
“The musical ‘Gestaltung’ of the Great Entrance Ceremony in the 12th century in accordance
with the rite of Hagia SophiZ. Drawing on the rubrics in music manuscripts generally
unknown to most liturgists, | argued that the Great Entrance ceremony at the beginning of the
Mass began inside the church to the left of the altar. The implements for the procession were
brought from the skeuophylakion into this area. Accompanied by the singing of the Cherubikon
hymn, the procession then proceeded to theecehthe left aisle where it turned into the na%e.

A photograph of one of the ceiling rings was included as an illustration.

Although Robert van Nicé had not prepared a graph indicating the placement of these rings
in his meticulous survey, he said that he was certain that they dated from the period of Justinian
when | spoke to him during my term as a fellow at Dumbarton Oaks in 1978. Their actual
location, however, were not documented until my colleaBuésDwyer and Sebnem Yavuz
were in the Aya Sofya Mizesi in 2012 and again in September 2014. They recorded the

placement of over 300 rings in the four corners of the church.

On the basis of this documentation, | published an article with théNidehmals zum
GrofRen Einzug in die Hagia Sophia: Eine Erwiderung an Robeit ifiaitriens Christianus?
In two graphs the arrangement of the ceiling rings at the eastern end of the church were

representedThe emperor’s mitatorion was hidden behind curtains in the SE corner. It is clearly
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marked by the rings in the ceiling. The curtain rings outlining a rectangle is at variance with the
location of the metatorion proposed by Mainstone, Mathews, Taft and Mango, who squeezed it
into one of the bays on the south afSleSince the metatorion included an oratory, changing

area, triclinos with a dining table and an imperial loge with a throne it would have taken up a
large space. A similar arrangement of ceiling rings is found at the eastern end of the north aisle,
confining thereby my hypothesis in tAi®Barticle that the clergy with the oblation gathered in

the prothesis in the NE corner at the beginning of the Great Entrance.

In addition to the ceiling rings at the east end of the church, there are also rings in the NW and
SW corners. Most intriguing were the rings in the NW corner. It is well established that the
empress and her ladies assembled in the upper gallery in the NW corner. A special floor mosaic
marked the position of Theodora’s throne from which she observed the liturgy.}* Paul the

Silentiary*® described the upper gallery as (line 389f):

Upon the porphyry columns stand others from Thessaly, splendid flowers of verdant stone.
Here are the fair galleries for the women, and they have the same form that may be seen

below, except that they are adorned not with two columns, but with six Thessalian ones.

Procopius refer several times to women being on the second floor of Hagia Sophia as well as

to the position of the women on the ground flbor:

And there are two stoa-like colonnades (stoai), one on each side, not separated in any
way from the structure of the church itself, but actually making the effect of its width
greater, and reaching along its whole length, to the very end, while in height they are less
than the interior of the building. And they too have vaulted ceilings (orophé tholos) and

decorations of gold. One of these two colonnaded stoas has been assigned to men



worshippers, while the other is reserved for women engaged in the same exercise. But
they have nothing to distinguish them, nor do they differ from one another in any way, but
their very equality serves to beautify the church, and their similarity to adorn it. But who
could fittingly describe the galleries (hyperda) of the women's side (gynaikonitis), or
enumerate the many colonnades and the colonnaded aisles (peristyloi aulai) by means of

which the church is surrounded?

In theBook of Ceremonieg$ere is a reference to this area on the ground level as the place of

the deaconess:

On Holy Saturday the Emperors are said to enter Hagia Sophia by the southeast entrance
(the entrance by the Holy Well) and go into the sanctuary, where they change the altar-
cloth and leave their offering of gold. “They then go out by the left side of the sanctuary

and go into the skeuophylakion, where the sovereign incenses the holy vessels; they sit on
their golden thrones while the patriarch is seated on the throne placed there for him”. ...
Returning to the sanctuary they pass through the nartfigx @omen’s place

(yovouxnng) where the deaconesses stay.
George Majeska elaborated on this textd article on “The Emperor in his Church”:°

After the nard has been distributed, the patriarch and the emperor leave the building and
go throughthe north part of the church, through the women’s narthex, where the

deaconesses of the Great Church have their station &nd through the corridor behind

the apse (the “passage [dafatika]of St. Nicholas) (18) until they come of the Holy Well

Shrine (3).



However, in their edition ofhe Book of Ceremoniés Moffat and M. Tall assume there is a
lacuna in the text at this point. They note that: “The narthex here may be the eastern end of the
south aisle. Otherwise this route from the Sacristry through to the passageway of St. Nicholas is

difficult to follow’.2°



lll. 1: Floor plan of the H.S. showing arrangement of the ceiling rings in the NW corner
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I11. 2: NW corner looking up (credit: Ruth Dwyer and Sebnem Yavuz)
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lll. 3: NW corner showing ring&redit: Ruth Dwyer and Sebnem Yavuz).




The northwestern-most free-standing column in the north aisle was known as the column of
St. Gregory Thaumaturgus. According to a report dating from 1200 A.D., Anthony of Novgorod
venerated this column after leaving the prothesis and passing through the area where the
myrrhbearers sand. “Myrrhbearer was another designation for a deaconess.?? Taft translated
the pertinent passage from Anthony of Novogorod as “And not far from this prothesis the
Myrrhbearers sing and there stands before them a great icon of the most pure Theotokos holding

Christ”.23

In my first illustration the ceiling rings in the NW corner are indicated. The rings outline a
rectangle similar to the spaces in the other three corners as well as a pathway to the center of the
north aisle.Ruth Dwyer and Sebnem Yavuz noticed disturbances in the pavement in the area
between the two northernmost columns, which could have marked the location of the tomb of the
spiritual child of St. Athenogenos and the icon of the Theotokos mentioned by Anthony of
Novgorod. In contrast to the other three corners of the church, no ceiling rings could be detected
on the upper left side of the rectangle, which might have hidden the northern wall. After
venerating the icon and tomb, the bishop ended up before the column of St. Gregory
Thaumaturgus. There a gap in the ceiling in the NW corner similar to that on the opposite side,
which may have been a conduit to the upper level. The account of Anthony of Novgorod and the
actual curtain rings in the NW corner indicate that the deaconesses had their place at the west
end of the north aisle. The term “nartheX’ can refer both to a forecourt as well as to a place of

congregation.

Both theBook of Ceremonieand the Russian account refer to the deaconesses of the Hagia
Sophiaas pvpoeopot. The same term appears in the typikon for the Church of the Holy

Sepulcher in Jerusaleth.In her article on "The Liturgical Functions of Consecrated Women in
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the Byzantine Church" V. Karas not&‘For Easter matins, the clergy, which apparently
included the myrophoroi, gathered early in the morning at the patriarchate, in the secreton,
where they changed into white vestments before presumably returning to the Church of the Holy

Sepulcher.The text of the typikon reads:

The doors of the church are immediately opened and the patriarch together with the
clergy enter the church, chanting the 'Christ is risen'. And the patriarch and the
archdeacon immediately enter into the Holy Sepulcher, those two alone, with the
myrophorot standing before the Holy Sepulcher. Then the patriarch shall come out to
them and say to them [the myrophoroi]: "Rejoice! [ or "Greetings!"] Christ is risen." The
myrophoroi then fall down at his feet, and, after rising up, they cense the patriarch and
sing the polychronion to him. They [then] withdraw to the place where they customarily

stand.

Following the deacon's chanting of the epakousta, there was a procession to the bema
with two of each clerical order: deacons, subdeacons, deaconesses, and myrophoroi. The
deacons held censers, the subdeacons and deaconesses held manoualia, and the
myrophoroi each carried a triskelion. The two myrophoroi took up position one on each
side of the Holy Sepulcher, censing throughout the second deacon's reading of the
Gospel. At the end of the reading, the myrrhbearers entered the Holy Sepulcher and

censed and anointed it.

The curtain rings in the NW corner outline a large rectangular space connected by a
passageway of paired curtain rings to the middle of the north aisle. Since the curtain rings in the
other three corners are arranged in a similar manner, there can be no doubt that the deaconesses

lined up before the ambo with the imperial party and the clergy during the Great Entrance
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Ceremony. When one reads Patriach Germanos’ comment that the ambo of the Hagia Sophia
represented the Holy Sepulcher, it is not hard to imagine a ceremony similaritottiea€hurch

of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem was played out in the Hagia Sophia. Germanos (Patriarch
715 to 730) wroteé® “the ambo signifies the weight of the stone of the Holy Grave upon which
the angel sat after he had pushed it aside and proclaimed loudly near the entrance the

resurrection of the Lord to the women bearing the ointinent

This becomes especially apparent when the music is taken into consideration. During the
Great Entrance Ceremony, the imperial procession proceeding from the metatorion met the
clergy bearing the oblation in front of the ambo. At that point in the music codex Messina gr.

161 four psalm verses are interpolated into the text of the Cheruliikon:

'Apate TOAOG O1 APYOVTES DUMV* Kol ETAPONTE TOANL ALADVIOL KO EIGEAEVGETOL O PAGIAENS TNG

d6&ne. (Ps 23:9)

Tic éotv 00106 0 Pactiene e 66éng (Ps 23:10)

Kvpiog tdv duvdpemv adtog oty 0 Pfaciieng Tiig 60&ng (Ps 23:10)
and

Evloynuévoc 0 €pydpevog év ovopatt Kvpiov (Ps 117:24)

Although based on the same melody the four psalm verses are of differing lengths, suggesting
that the music could be adjusted in accordance with the time required to arrange the participants.
The De ceremoniis aulae ByzantinaEKonstantin VII describes this part of the Great Entrance

Ceremony in detaf®
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When the holy gifts are about to be brought in for the holy altar, the praipositoi go in and
advise the rulers and put their chlamyses on them and the rulers go out in their
chlamyses, without their crowns. They go through the right-hand side of the said church
with the koukoukleion and senate, escorted by the sceptres and the rest of the insignia,

and they go away behind the ambo.

The interlude began with the soloist singing the exhortation “Lift up ye gate€sas the
praipositoicoordinated the movemestf the imperial procession and the assembled clergy,
praipositoi, chamberlains, senators, scepter-bearers and ministers before the ambo. The signal
for the opening ofhe “stout doot on the ambo mentioned by Paul the Silentiary was the

recitation of thedxt: EvAoynuévog 6 epyduevog. The emperor or emperors then passed

through the ambo area and the solea. These same psalm verses are used in the dramatic
dialogue describing Christ’s harrowing in Hell. In the drama the verse from psalm 117 is

sung as the gates of Hell are burst by a triumphant Chrislithough ignored in previous

studies the placement of the ceiling rings in the Hagia Sophia has revealed significant

information about the liturgy of the Great Churéh.

13



entrance
(dopeTpa)

entrance
(3'!39&‘4‘90()

stout door (80pm)
slightly curved

[llustrations:

lll. 1: Floor plan of the H.S. showing arrangement of the ceiling rings in the NW corner.
lll. 2: NW corner looking up (credit: Ruth Dwyer and Sebnem Yavuz).
lll. 3: NW corner showing rings (credit: Ruth Dwyer and Sebnem Yavuz).

lll. 4: Reconstruction of the ambo of the Hagia Sophia.
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