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Curtains constituted a standard component of the scenography of imperial ceremonies
during the Middle and Late Byzantine period. This paper explores how curtains
were used to control and ritualise sensory and perceptual access to the sacred person
of the emperor and to manipulate emotive response to ritual performances. It also
enquires into the way in which curtains, both as material objects and as symbols,
were employed by those staging imperial ceremonies in order to articulate and
communicate messages regarding the nature of the emperor’s authority and his special
status vis-à-vis his subjects. Paradoxically, the performative and symbolic potential that
ensured the curtains’ use in imperial ceremonies led to their exclusion from the
representation of the emperor in imperial portraiture, since post-Iconoclastic art did not
admit veiled secrets.
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When the veil is placed about something, it hides what it contains, and
makes it a secret. At the same time, however, the very presence of the veil
(which is a visible object) publicly announces, as it were, that something is
hidden, that here there is a secret. The veil at the same time hides and
reveals, and therefore it is no exaggeration to see it as an embodiment of
ambiguity.1

*Earlier versions of this study were presented at the Fifth Annual Conference of The Israeli Association for
Visual Culture in the Middle Ages (Bar-Ilan University 2012), at the Archaeological Research Unit of the
University of Cyprus (2013) and at the 40th Byzantine Studies Conference (Vancouver 2014). I am grateful
to Ruth Macrides, Michael Featherstone and the anonymous reviewer for their fruitful suggestions and
comments on various aspects of this work.....
1 M. Barasch, The Language of Art. Studies in Interpretation (New York and London 1997) 266.
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Introduction

The functional purpose of curtains was to serve as partitions and screens, albeit — being
made of fabric — movable and permeable ones, billowing in a draft and – depending on
texture and colour — allowing light and sound to filter through. They were hung from
doorways and other openings to protect interior spaces from heat, cold, drafts, dust and
insects and to regulate the lighting of interior spaces. They could also be used to separate
larger rooms into smaller segments, screening off specific areas that were given to speci-
alised functions which required privacy or controlled access. Not least, especially in the
case of the more ornate examples, curtains became part of the decoration of the spaces
in which they were hung.2

Their dual function as material barriers and potential points of access instigated the
individual who came up to them to specific kinds of action, inviting him or her to turn
away, to continue standing before them, to gaze past them or to cross them. What it was
to be in each case was determined by context and social convention, by who was control-
ling the point of access marked by the curtain, as well as by the individual’s motivations
and relation to said controlling authority.3 What stopped someone from crossing a cur-
tain was not the actual physical object itself, but acknowledgement and respect of the
authority – human or divine – that it represented, as well as fear of the unknown and the
consequences that traversing the curtain without permission might entail. If these condi-
tions did not obtain, then the curtain no longer constituted an effective barrier.4

As barriers and screens, then, curtains served as a relatively easy-to-handle means for
controlling vision, for directing physical movement and for shaping perceptions and behav-
iour. In addition, being found in liminal spaces both as physical boundaries and as points
of access, they became imbued with a symbolic potential, which in its turn informed their
use not only in ritual contexts but in art and literature as well. Existing and operating ‘in
between’, they became associated with concepts of the private and the public, inclusion
and exclusion, ignorance and knowledge, the visible and the invisible, light and darkness,
concealment and revelation. Lifting, crossing or gazing through the curtain signalled pas-
sage from one condition to the other, a change in status, a transformation.5

2 For the domestic uses of curtains in medieval Byzantium, see M. Parani, ‘Curtains in the Middle and
Late Byzantine house’, in G. Bühl and E. Dospel Williams (eds), Late Roman, Byzantine, and Early Islamic
Furnishing Textiles [online collection of essays and catalogue of the textile holdings of the Byzantine
Collection at Dumbarton Oaks] (Washington, D.C. forthcoming), available at www.doaks.org/resources/
textiles/parani.
3 Cf. D. Miller, ‘Materiality: an introduction’, in D. Miller (ed.), Materiality (Durham and London 2005)
1-50, esp. 5; W. Keane, ‘Signs are not the garb of meaning: on the social analysis of material things’, in
Miller (ed.),Materiality, 182-205, esp. 193-4.
4 J. R. Branham, ‘Penetrating the sacred: breaches and barriers in the Jerusalem Temple’, in S. E. J.
Gerstel (ed.), Thresholds of the Sacred. Architectural, Art Historical, Liturgical, and Theological
Perspectives on Religious Screens, East and West (Washington, D.C. 2006) 9-24, esp. 20-4.
5 Cf. M. Barasch, ‘How the hidden becomes visible’, in H. G. Kippenberg and G. G. Stroumsa (eds),
Secrecy and Concealment. Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions (Leiden,
New York, Cologne 1995) 381-402.
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Withdrawal of an object, a person or even a specific area behind an opaque textile
screen like a curtain made it automatically appear significant and distinguished. It
imparted to it an aura of mystery, and hinted at a powerful and potentially dangerous
presence that needed to be approached with fear and respect. The very flimsiness of the
textile barrier advertised the power of that which was hidden, needing no solid walls or
doors to safeguard it. One could even argue that the implication was that the curtain was
there, at least in part, to warn and protect the person standing outside it from a direct
and potentially dangerous encounter with what lay behind it. Still, human nature being
what it is, secrecy and concealment created simultaneously the desire to attain what was
hidden and heightened anticipation at the prospect of revelation. Thus, when the curtain
was finally raised or pulled aside it brought release from tension and ensured engagement
by provoking an emotional response compounded by feelings of wonder and privilege at
being vouchsafed visual or physical access to what had originally been withheld.6

From the foregoing, it is easy to appreciate why in different cultures curtains were
consistently exploited in ceremonial performances, whether secular or religious. Indeed,
following Annemarie Weyl Carr, one could claim that as media of both display and
withdrawal, curtains ‘belonged to a realm of spectacle’.7 Byzantium was no exception.
The presence of curtains in the palace of the Byzantine emperors and their use in impe-
rial ceremonial from Late Antiquity to Palaiologan times have been addressed in passing
in a number of studies, above all those dealing with the ceremony of the prokypsis and
its antecedents (see below).8 In these studies, the emphasis is laid on the revelatory func-
tion of the curtains which transformed every appearance of the emperor into an epiph-
any. My own aim is to explore in greater depth how the performative and symbolic
potential of curtains was exploited in order to communicate concepts of hierarchy,
power and control and to express through spectacle the ideology and beliefs that

6 Cf. the classic study by G. Simmel, ‘The sociology of secrecy and of secret societies’, American Journal
of Sociology 11 (1906) 441-98. For more recent approaches, see H. G. Kippenberg and G. G. Stroumsa
(eds), Secrecy and Concealment. Studies in the History of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Religions
(Leiden, New York, Cologne 1995); K. M. Rudy and B. Baert (eds), Weaving, Veiling, and Dressing.
Textiles and their Metaphors in the Late Middle Ages (Turnhout 2007).
7 A. Weyl Carr, ‘Threads of authority: the Virgin Mary’s veil in the Middle Ages’, in S Gordon (ed.),
Robes of Honor. The Medieval World of Investiture (New York 2001) 59-93 at 70.
8 See, selectively, O. Treitinger, Die oströmische Kaiser- und Reichsidee nach ihrer Gestaltung im
höfischen Zeremoniell vom oströmischen Staats- und Reichsgedanken (Jena 1938; repr. Darmstadt 1956)
55-7; A. Grabar, ‘Une fresque visigothique et l’iconographie du silence’, Cahiers Archéologiques 1 (1945)
124-28 at 124-5; E. H. Kantorowicz, ‘Oriens Augusti. Lever du Roi’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 17 (1963)
117-77 at 159-60; M. J. Featherstone, ‘The Chrysotriklinos seen through De Cerimoniis’, in L. M.
Hoffmann (ed.), Zwischen Polis, Provinz und Peripherie. Beiträge zur byzantinischen Geschichte und
Kultur (Wiesbaden 2005) 845-52 at 849; H. Maguire, ‘Art, ceremony, and spiritual authority at the
Byzantine court’, in A. Ödekan, N. Necipoğlu and E. Akyürek (eds), The Byzantine Court: Source of Power
and Culture. Papers from the Second International Sevgi Gönül Byzantine Studies Symposium (Istanbul
2013) 111-21; R. Macrides, J. A. Munitiz and D. Angelov, Pseudo-Kodinos and the Constantinopolitan
Court: Offices and Ceremonies (Farnham and Burlington 2013) 235 n. 687, 401-11, 426-7.
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animated the imperial establishment. The discussion will focus on the use of curtains in
Byzantine imperial ritual contexts from the tenth century onwards as it can be recon-
structed on the basis of written sources. The examination of the discrepancy between
the presence of curtains in actual ceremonies involving the emperor’s appearances in
public and their virtual absence from Middle and Late Byzantine imperial portraiture
will hopefully offer additional insights into the symbolism, the function and, not least,
the limits of the curtain as a medium of projecting and visualising imperial power
through Byzantine ritual and art.

Terminology, material attributes, modes of suspension
In contrast to the period of Late Antiquity, which has yielded many fragments of cur-
tains,9 hardly any Middle or Late Byzantine curtains have come down to us. Our infor-
mation on the presence of curtains in the palace, on their appearance and their modes of
suspension and lifting or parting derives mainly from the written sources, which use a
variety of terms to describe them. Whether in addition to function, these various terms
also signified differences in the appearance, length and mode of suspension of the items
in question is not always possible to say.

The most common terms denoting curtains were ‘βῆλον’ (< Lat. velum = cloth, cov-
ering, awning, curtain, veil), ‘παραπέτασμα’ (< Gr. παραπετάννυμαι = to be hung
before), and, less frequently, ‘κο[υ]ρτίνα’ (< Lat. cortina = curtain). As compared to the
‘βῆλον’, ‘κο(υ)ρτίνα’ probably referred to a curtain of a greater length.10 The term
‘καταπέτασμα’ was as a rule not used for ordinary curtains outside an ecclesiastical con-
text, being associated primarily with the veils of the biblical Tabernacle and the Jewish
Temple, above all, the temple veil that was rent when Christ died on the cross (Matt.
27:51). The term ‘βηλόθυρον’ (< βῆλον [curtain] + θύρα [door]), which appears in Byzan-
tine texts only from the eleventh century, usually designated a door curtain, including a
bema-door curtain,11 though in some texts it appears to have referred to a curtain in
general.12 ‘Βηλάρι[ο]ν’ (< Lat. velarium), on the other hand, while denoting a curtain in
some contexts, in others it signalled simply a piece of fabric.13 Finally, more generic

9 On late antique curtains, see, for instance, E. Dauterman Maguire, H. P. Maguire and M. J. Duncan-
Flowers, Art and Holy Powers in the Early Christian House (Urbana and Chicago 1989) 45-7; A. De Moor
and C. Flück (eds), Clothing the House: Furnishing Textiles of the 1st Millenium AD from Egypt and
Neighbouring Countries (Tielt 2009); J. W. Stephenson, ‘Veiling the Late Roman house’, Textile History
45.1 (2014) 3-31.
10 Ph. Koukoules, Βυζαντινῶν Βίος καὶ Πολιτισμός, 6 vols. (Athens 1948-57) 2.2: 87-8; M. Martiniani-
Reber, ‘Tentures et textiles des églises romaines au haut Moyen Âge d’après le Liber pontificalis’, Mélanges
de l’École française de Rome. Moyen-Âge, Temps modernes 111.1 (1999) 289-305 at 291.
11 See, for instance, M. Pichard, Le Roman de Callimaque et de Chrysorrhoé (Paris 1956) lines 336-40
(belothyron of an imaginary bath); P. Lemerle, G. Dagron and S. Ćirković (eds), Actes de Saint-Pantéléèmôn
[Archives de l’Athos XII] (Paris 1982) 74 (belothyron of the bema).
12 Macrides, Munitiz and Angelov, Pseudo-Kodinos, 134, 144, 234.
13 E. Trapp (ed.), Lexikon zur byzantinischen Gräzität besonders des 9.-12. Jahrhunderts (Vienna 1994-
2017) s.v. βηλάριον (hereafter LBG).
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terms like ‘βλαττίον’ (silk fabric), ‘ἔπιπλον’ (textile furnishing) and ‘πέπλος / πέπλον’
(veil) were also occasionally used to designate curtains.14

The sources are not particularly informative regarding the materials, texture,
dimensions, colour and decoration of Byzantine curtains, except for curtains employed
in the imperial palace. Achmet, in his tenth-century Oneirokritikon, implies that there
must have existed curtains of various densities and dimensions.15 The material attrib-
utes of the curtains in each case would have been determined by the context of their
usage. In the late twelfth century, for instance, the protosevastos Alexios Komnenos
used dark-coloured purple curtains in his chambers to shut-off excess sunlight in order
to sleep late.16 Within the context of imperial ceremonial, as we shall see below, purple
curtains were employed for their opacity, as well as for the symbolic connotations of
their colour.17

Beyond general references to their luxurious appearance, curtains used in the palace
and in imperial ceremonies are seldom described in terms of their materials and decora-
tion. When historical texts do go into some detail, the curtains are said to be made of
silk, purple in colour or shot or embroidered with gold.18 The use of gold thread would
have added to the curtains’ density and weight and could have also affected their supple-
ness, contingent on how extensive it was. Not least, depending on the curtains’ location,
it would also have created interesting visual effects with natural or artificial light being
reflected off the golden thread.

For more information one needs to turn to the main textual source on palace cur-
tains in the tenth century, namely the Book of Ceremonies of Constantine VII Porphyro-
gennetos (945-59). This text confirms the impression of the use of dark-coloured,
especially purple curtains conveyed by the other sources. It also alludes to the existence
of curtains adorned with a variety of techniques, including embroidery and decorative
appliqués, as well as in-woven patterning.19 While some of the palace curtains were
brought out and used at various locations within the imperial palace and the Hippo-
drome as the need arose, others were specifically associated with certain imperial halls
or particular festive occasions. During the daily reception on Sunday, for example, a
curtain adorned with a motif of francolins (ταγηνάριον βῆλον) was suspended at the door

14 See, for example, Niketas Choniates, Historia, ed. J.-L. Van Dieten (Berlin 1975) I, 244: ‘πέπλοις
ἁλουργέσι τὸ φῶς ἀντέφραττε’.
15 Achmet,Oneirocriticon, ed. F. Drexl (Leipzig 1925) 260.
16 See above, n. 14.
17 On the use and symbolism of purple cloth at the imperial court, see now A. Muthesius, ‘Cloth, colour,
symbolism and meaning in Byzantium (4th-15th centuries)’, Δελτίον Χριστιανικής Αρχαιολογικής Εταιρείας 37
(2016) 181-98, with earlier bibliography.
18 See, for example, Michael Psellos, Chronographia, ed. D. R. Reinsch [Millennium-Studien 51] (Berlin
2014) 190; John Kantakouzenos, Historiarum libri IV, 3 vols., ed. L. Schopen (Bonn 1828-32) II, 588.
19 Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos, De cerimoniis aulae byzantinae, 2 vols., ed. I. Reiske (Bonn 1829-
30) II, 573, 589 (hereafter De cer., ed. Reiske); trans. A. Moffatt and M. Tall, 2 vols. (Canberra 2012) II,
573, 589.
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of the Ioustinianos, a reception hall in the lower palace (Fig. 1).20 The curtains of the
Chrysotriklinos, the principal throne room and audience hall also in the lower palace,
were reddish purple in colour (τὰ ὀξέα βῆλα τοῦ χρυσοτρικλίνου) and at least some bore
figural decorations of griffins and wild asses (τὰ ὀξέα βῆλα τοῦ χρυσοτρικλίνου, οἱ

γρυπόναγροι).21 In another instance, the curtains of the Chrysotriklinos are described as
woven with gold (καλλωπίζεται ὁ τῆς αὐγούστης κοιτὼν μετὰ τῶν χρυσοϋφάντων βήλων τοῦ

χρυσοτρικλίνου).22 It is possible that these constituted a different set of curtains, distinct
from the red-purple ones, meant for use on special occasions. Indeed, elsewhere in the
text there is explicit reference to ‘the golden curtains of Easter’ (τὰ χρυσᾶ τοῦ Πάσχα

βῆλα), though it is unclear where exactly these were suspended, whether at the church
of the Virgin of the Pharos, where the emperor attended the evening service on Holy Sat-
urday, or at the Chrysotriklinos, as Albert Vogt suggests.23 On that particular evening,
the golden curtains were hung behind another set of curtains held by koubikoularioi,
that is eunuch servants of the Imperial Chamber. The moment the cantor began chant-
ing ‘Rise up, God’ all the koubikoularioi pulled the outer curtains at the same time, leav-
ing only the golden curtains visible, the suddenness of their appearance and their golden
radiance a symbol of the drama, brilliance and joy of Christ’s Resurrection.

Equally limited is concrete information on the manner of suspension and lifting of
Byzantine curtains. In artistic representations curtains are provided with a row of loops
or metal rings through which they are attached to horizontal bars (Fig. 2).24 Curtains
could have also been suspended from rows of fixed hooks, similar to the late antique
examples seen, for instance, above the lintel of the central door leading from the narthex
into the nave of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople.25 Either or both methods could have
been used in the palace. As to how the curtains were drawn during imperial ceremonies,
the variety of phrases used in the Book of Ceremonies indicates the use of different
modes at different locations and on different occasions. As Ruth Macrides astutely
observed, such differences were significant and deliberate as they determined the

20 De cer., ed. Reiske II, 523.
21 De cer., ed. Reiske II, 573, 589. Among the staff of the imperial palace, the so-called deuteros was
responsible for the curtains of the Chrysotriklinos, see Philotheos, Kletorologion, ed. N. Oikonomides, Les
listes de préséance byzantines du IXe et du Xe siècle (Paris 1972) 131. On the Chrysotriklinos, see
Featherstone, ‘The Chrysotriklinos’; Featherstone, ‘Emperor and court’, in E. Jeffreys, J. Haldon and
R. Cormack (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Byzantine Studies (Oxford 2008) 505-17; N. Westbrook,
‘Syncretic symbolism and ritual movement in the Chrysotriklinos of the Byzantine emperors’, Architectura
43 (2013) 129-46 at 140-2 for the curtains. See also, below.
22 De cer., ed. Reiske II, 618.
23 De cer., ed. Reiske II, 587; Constantin Porphyrogénète, Le Livre de Cérémonies, 2 vols., ed. A. Vogt.
(Paris 1935-40) 1: 171-72, commentary 1: 173 (hereafter De cer., ed. Vogt).
24 M. G. Parani, Reconstructing the Reality of Images. Byzantine Material Culture and Religious
Iconography (11th – 15th Centuries) (Leiden and Boston 2003), 181; Parani, ‘Curtains’.
25 Stephenson, ‘Veiling’, 12, fig. 11.
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Fig. 1. The Chrysotriklinos with surrounding buildings. Redrawn, with some modifications,
by Thomas Costi after M. J. Featherstone, ‘Space and ceremony in the Great Palace of Con-
stantinople under the Macedonian emperors’, in Le corti nell’alto medioevo, Spoleto, 24–
29 aprile 2014 [Settimane di studio della Fondazione Centro Italiano di Studi sull’Alto
Medioevo LXII] (Spoleto 2015) 587-608, fig. 3.
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gradual, versus the sudden, and the partial, versus the full revelation of that which was
concealed behind the curtain.26

In the tenth century, on Easter Sunday curtains were suspended between two col-
umns in the triklinos (reception hall) of the Nineteen Couches in the older section of the
palace.27 These curtains were drawn right and left (σύρουσι διχῶς τὰ βῆλα, οἷον δεξιᾷ καὶ

ἀριστερᾷ), to admit various officials into the emperor’s presence.28 The so-called ‘divided
curtain’ (σχιστὸν βῆλον), which was suspended at the portico of the Nineteen Couches on
the occasion of the coronation of an empress, would have also had its panels drawn
apart to either side in order to admit passage.29 The use of the verb ‘ἀνοίγω’, to open, in
another instance could likewise be referring to a curtain being pulled to the side.30

A ‘drawn curtain’ (συρτὸν βῆλον) was suspended in the Chrysotriklinos, directly
opposite the apse to the east, where the imperial throne stood; in one instance it is

Fig. 2. (Colour online) Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional de España, MS Vitr. 26-2 (Madrid
Skylitzes), fol. 46r.b. Theophilos and the soldier’s widow. Middle of 12th century (Photo:
Biblioteca Nacional de España)

26 Macrides, Munitiz and Angelov, Pseudo-Kodinos, 235 n. 687.
27 On the old or upper palace, whose structures lay largely unused in the Middle Byzantine period but for
special occasions, see now M. Featherstone, ‘The everyday palace in the tenth century’, in M. Featherstone,
J.-M. Spieser, G. Tanman and U. Wulf-Rheidt (eds), The Emperor’s House. Palaces from Augustus to the
Age of Absolutism (Berlin 2015) 149-58 at 149-50, fig. 1; Featherstone, ‘Space and ceremony in the Great
Palace of Constantinople under the Macedonian emperors’, in Le corti nell’alto medioevo, Spoleto, 24-29
aprile 2014 [Settimane di studio della Fondazione Centro Italiano di Studi sull’Alto Medioevo LXII]
(Spoleto 2015) 587-608 at 588-92, fig. 2.
28 De cer., ed. Vogt, 1: 17-18, 56-7.
29 De cer., ed. Vogt, 2: 17-18; trans. Moffatt and Tall, 1: 209.
30 De cer., ed. Vogt, 2: 70: at the gate leading into the Onopodion, an open space in the upper palace, on
the occasion of the promotion of a prefect.
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clearly stated that it was drawn aside (τοῦ δὲ συρτοῦ βήλου συρομένου) (Fig. 1).31 Else-
where, however, the curtains of the main western entrance to the great octagonal hall
are said to be raised, rather than drawn, apparently with the help of silver beams (ἱστο-
πόδια), though the precise nature of the whole system is unclear.32 Michael Featherstone,
noting this apparent discrepancy has proposed that opening the western curtains
involved a combination of the two modes ‘by drawing them back from the centre and
raising the lower inside edges on the histopodia to the right and left’.33 However, there
is another alternative and that is that we are dealing with two different sets of curtains
instead of one. The syrton velon, which is never said to be raised, separated the western
vault of the Chrysotriklinos from the central space of the great hall.34 As regards the
curtain that was raised, this is in some cases specified either as the ‘western curtain’ or
as the curtain of the ‘silver gates’, which adorned the western, outer entrance of the
Chrysotriklinos.35 With this in mind, I would suggest that the main western entrance to
the principal reception hall of the Middle Byzantine palace was marked by two succes-
sive curtain barriers, the first, the curtain that was raised using the silver histopodia at
the silver doors and the second, the syrton velon, between the western vault and the central
space. A combination of curtain and door as the one envisioned for the western silver doors

31 De cer., ed. Vogt, 1: 160; ed. Reiske, 2: 520, 521, 526. Syrta vela are also mentioned in association with
the great reception hall of the Magnaura in the upper palace, see De cer., ed. Reiske, II, 567, 568. For the
translation of the term as ‘drawn’, see also LBG, s.v. Note, however, that Ann Moffat and Maxeme Tall
translate ‘συρτὸν βῆλον’ as ‘loose-hanging curtain’, while Michael Featherstone opts for ‘movable’, see J. M.
Featherstone, ‘Δι’ ἔνδειξιν: Display in court ceremonial (De Cerimoniis II,15)’, in A. Cutler and A.
Papaconstantinou (eds), The Material and the Ideal. Essays in Medieval Art and Archaeology in Honour of
Jean-Michel Spieser (Leiden and Boston 2007) 74-112 at 82-3.
32 De cer., ed. Vogt, I, 82 (τὸ δὲ τῶν ἀργυρῶν πυλῶν βῆλον αἴρεται ὑπὸ σιλεντιαρίου); 2: 51 (ἀπὸ τοῦ αἰρομένου

βήλου τοῦ Χρυσοτρικλίνου), 52 (ἵστανται ἔξω τοῦ βήλου τῆς πύλης τοῦ Χρυσοτρικλίνου δύο σιλεντιάριοι,…αἴρεται ὕπ

ερθεν τὸ βῆλον ὑπὸ σιλεντιαρίων); ed. Reiske, II, 587 (τὰ δύο ἀργυρᾶ ἱστοπόδια, ἐν οἷς καὶ τὸ δυτικὸν αἴρεται

βῆλον). Note that there were a number of entrances into the Chrysotriklinos, including at least two pairs of
silver doors, one leading into the imperial bedchamber (Κοιτών) and one at the main western entrance, see J.
M. Featherstone, ‘The Great Palace as reflected in the De Cerimoniis’, in F. A. Bauer (ed.), Visualisierungen
von Herrschaft. Frümittelalterliche Residenzen – Gestalt und Zeremoniell [BYZAS 5] (Istanbul 2006) 47-61
at 53. It is not always clear which set of doors is being referred to in the De Cerimoniis. However, it is
reasonable to assume that when the text speaks of ‘the gate of the Chrysotriklinos’ it refers to the main
western entrance. In other instances, as those cited here, the description of the surrounding spaces and the
position and movement of the ceremony’s participants provide indications as to which entrance and which
set of curtains is being referred to.
33 Featherstone, ‘Chrysotriklinos’, 849. On the other hand, Ch. Angelidi, ‘Designing receptions in the
palace (De Cerimoniis 2.15)’, in A. Beihammer, S. Constantinou and M. Parani (eds), Court Ceremonies
and Rituals of Power in Byzantium and the Medieval Mediterranean (Leiden and Boston 2013) 465-85 at
481 n. 54, suggests that histopodia were vertical fixed poles and that the curtain was raised ‘using a cable
activated by a pulley’.
34 This is implied by the reference to curtains next to the syrton velon, apparently separating the adjacent
vaults of the great hall from the central space, see De cer., ed. Reiske, 1: 520. Cf. Featherstone,
‘Chrysotriklinos’, 852.
35 See n. 32, above.
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of the Chrysotriklinos was also to be seen at the three ivory gates of the Consistorium, the
throne room of the old palace, when this hall was used for the promotion of a magistros
by the emperor on an ordinary Sunday.36 It was equally known in ecclesiastical architec-
ture since Late Antiquity, as demonstrated by the example of Hagia Sophia mentioned
above. As I have discussed elsewhere, the combination of curtain and door marks thresh-
olds leading into the presence of authority, human and divine, with the ‘flimsier’ curtain
communicating not only the presence or imminent manifestation of said authority in the
space beyond but also the possibility of admittance even when the solid doors behind it
were closed.37 The existence of successive barriers at the main point of ingress to the
Chrysotriklinos would have served to punctuate and pace the gradual passage from the
outside to the inner most important area of the space where the emperor was enthroned,
while the use of two different systems of lifting the curtain barriers would have enhanced
the sensational value of being granted physical access to the imperial inner circle.

The nature of the experience of entering through a curtained threshold or seeing
through it, however, depended not only on the manner of raising the curtain, but also
on who did the lifting and whether he was visible or not. In the case of the curtains of
the Chrysotriklinos, their opening though undertaken by specific court officials was dic-
tated by the will of the emperor, thus conveying to the entrant the impression of being
granted an honour and a privilege, while at the same time maintaining the distance,
physical and hierarchical, that separated him from the ruler. On other ceremonial occa-
sions, as in the case of the prokypsis in the Late Byzantine period, having the curtains
hiding the emperor open suddenly by unseen hands would have added to the wondrous-
ness of the imperial vision.38

Curtains in imperial ceremonial
By the time of the compilation of the Book of Ceremonies, the use of curtains in Byzan-
tine imperial ceremonial had a centuries-long tradition behind it. Four centuries earlier,
Corippus, when describing the decorations for the inauguration of Justin II as consul in
566, explained: ‘They stretched out curtains as befitted each place. They covered them
over so that they might marvel the more. That which is common is worthless: what is
hidden stands out in honour. And the more a thing is hidden, the more valuable it is
considered’.39 The compiler of the Book of Ceremonies did not provide comparable
commentary in his work, leaving us to extrapolate function and meaning from context,
but such ideas apparently persisted throughout the period under consideration. As late

36 De cer., ed. Vogt, 2: 42: ‘ἀσφαλίζονται οἱ τρεῖς πυλῶνες οἱ ἐλεφάντινοι τοῦ Κονσιστωρίου, … καὶ

κρεμῶσιν βῆλα εἰς τοὺς τρεῖς πυλῶνας’.
37 Parani, ‘Curtains’.
38 Cf. H. Maguire, ‘The disembodied hand, the prokypsis, and the templon screen’, in J. D. Alchermes
with H. C. Evans and Th. K. Thomas (eds), ΑΝΑΘΗΜΑΤΑ ΕΟΡΤΙΚΑ, Studies in Honor of Thomas F.
Mathews (Mainz 2009) 230-5 at 233-5.
39 Flavius Cresconius Corippus, In laudem Iustini Augusti minoris, Libri IV, ed. and trans. A. Cameron
(London 1976) 112.
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as the fourteenth century, Nikephoros Gregoras, speaking of the cryptic nature of the
Holy Scriptures, claims that their secret meaning is hidden behind ambivalent words
and names ‘just like the chambers of the emperors and all those things that are sacred
and precious to men are covered by various kinds of curtains (ὑπὸ παραπετάσμασιν), so
that they do not become cheapened by being exposed to profane people and despised by
being perceived easily and without trouble’.40

Curtains feature in ceremonies taking place within the confines of the palace and
when the emperor attended the liturgy at one of his capital’s sanctuaries, foremost
among which was the cathedral of Hagia Sophia. Even a superficial survey of the rele-
vant references makes immediately apparent that the curtains’ main functions were to
help control and ritualise access to the sacred person of the Byzantine emperor and to
help safeguard his prestige and, most importantly, that of his office. The case of Michael
IV (1034-41), who suffered from epilepsy, is illustrative in this respect: the moment the
first signs of an oncoming seizure became apparent during a public function, the emper-
or’s attendants would have the curtains drawn, hiding his infirmity from curious and
pitying eyes.41 Curtains were particularly associated with moments of transformation,
screening the emperor when protocol demanded that he change attire during a cere-
mony and ensuring that he was seen in majestic grandeur when he was ready to be
seen.42 Their judicial use at these moments not only preserved imperial dignity, but
transmuted practical necessity into a wondrous event, a revelation of the transformed
emperor to those fortunate enough to witness it. This dramatic revelatory function of
the curtain was equally pronounced on other ceremonial occasions, which did not
involve a change of attire. Constantine X Doukas, for instance, would have given the
impression of a providential ruler, distant yet benevolent, when he was revealed through
curtains to give his inaugural speech to his court upon his accession in 1059, speaking of
truth, justice and philanthropy.43

With this in mind, one wonders whether Psellos’ comment on how Theodora dis-
dained curtains in her interaction with her court during her sole reign (1055/6) was in
fact meant to illustrate the forceful, highly visible and unmediated nature of her rule,
even when compared to that of her male counterparts, rather than simply alluding, as
Diether Roderich Reinsch suggests, to her abandonment of the modesty and withdrawal
from the public eye that one would have expected from an imperial female.44 Following
her coronation, any empress would indeed be presented to the male members of the
court through a curtain.45 However, given that a similar public presentation through a

40 Nicephorus Gregoras, Historia Byzantina, vols. I-II, ed. L. Schopen (Bonn 1829-30); vol. III, ed. I.
Bekker (Bonn 1855) I, 510 (trans. author).
41 Psellos, Chronographia, 190.
42 E.g.De cer., ed. Vogt, I, 20, 2: 51.
43 Psellos, Chronographia, 711-12; Michael Attaleiates, Historia, ed. I. Pérez Martín (Madrid 2002) 54.
44 Psellos, Chronographia, 550, 836 n. 247: ‘Ἔνθεν τοι καὶ ἀπερικαλύπτως ἡ βασιλὶς αὕτη τοῖς ὅλοις

ἐνεξουσίαζεν, ἑαυτὴν παρρησιαστικώτερον ἀρρενώσασα καὶ μὴ δεηθεῖσα παραπετάσματος’.
45 De cer., ed. Vogt, II, 17-19.
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curtain also obtained for the newly appointed prefect of the city,46 I am hesitant about
interpreting the use of curtains in relation to ceremonies involving the empress as specif-
ically gender-related. As in the case of the prefect, and often the emperor, so in the case
of the empress what the curtains helped to convey was above all a transformation and a
passage from one condition to another, in this instance from the private to the public
and from the sheltered world of upper-class women to the mixed, challenging world of
the imperial court. This is not to claim that there was no segregation of the sexes at
court; indeed, recent research has confirmed that a separate ‘court of women’ existed
throughout the Middle and the Late Byzantine periods, though imperial women may
not have been as confined to their ‘women’s quarters’ as we tend to think.47 However,
in the light of the evidence presented here, what I am suggesting is that the ceremonial
use of curtains in association with the person of the empress should not be adduced as
evidence of her supposed seclusion because of her gender. Rather, I would argue, it was
granted her as one more attribute of imperial status that she shared with the emperor:
as we shall see below, curtains were likewise used to withdraw the emperor from the
public gaze even though he was a man and to ensure the hieratic seclusion and mystery
appropriate to the dignity and sanctity of the imperial office.

The focus of the ritual life of the Middle Byzantine court was the Chrysotriklinos,
and reference has already been made to the curtains at its main, western entrance. The
central domed space of this octagonal building was surrounded by side vaults, which,
like the western vault with its syrton velon, were separated from the central area by
means of curtains (Fig. 1).48 During receptions and audiences, Byzantine officials would
be arrayed behind the curtains in the vaulted spaces, awaiting to be admitted into the
central area divided into groups according to rank, which were evocatively designated
as ‘βῆλα’, that is ‘curtains’.49 The red-purple curtains of the Chrystotriklinos must have
had an impressive and stately appearance, serving as yet another manifestation of the
resources of the Byzantine imperial establishment. Beyond that, their colour and opacity
must have been deemed conducive to the creation of a mystical atmosphere, greatly
desirable in the staging of imperial appearances. These dark-coloured curtains effec-
tively prevented those on the outside from observing what lay beyond and obliged them
to wait in a comparatively less well-lit space, since they must have screened-off most of
the light coming in from the sixteen windows of the central dome of the throne room.
At the same time, though, they must have allowed muffled sounds to filter through. By
such means, the aura of mystery, accompanied by a sense of anticipation if not trepidation,

46 De cer. ed. Vogt, II, 69-70.
47 R. Macrides, ‘Women in the Late Byzantine court’, in E. Kountoura Galanaki and E. Mitsiou (eds),
Female Monasticism in the Late Byzantine Period (1204-1453) (Athens forthcoming 2018). I thank Dr.
Macrides for generously sharing her article with me prior to publication.
48 For an alternative reconstruction of the configuration of the curtains in the Chrysotriklinos, see
Westbrook, ‘Syncretic symbolism’, 140, fig. 13.
49 E.g. De cer., ed. Vogt, I, 56. See, also, Treitinger, Die oströmische Kaiser, 55-56; A. Kazhdan (ed.), The
Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, 3 vols. (New York and Oxford 1991) 3: 2157 (s.v. velum).
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must have been intensified in those awaiting admittance. When the reddish purple curtains
were finally drawn, those on the outside, be they members of the court or other visitors,
would enter into the brilliantly illuminated central space of the throne room to discover it
dominated by the commanding figure of the enthroned emperor, who was thus revealed as
a source of both power and light, detached on his throne in the apse yet very much
present.50

In addition to the Chrysotriklinos, curtains were suspended in other halls of the pal-
ace where receptions or promotions would take place. Mention has already been made
of the curtains that were suspended at the triklinos of the Nineteen Couches for the recep-
tion of the court on Easter Sunday and, here we may also add, on the feast of the Pente-
cost. It is behind another set of curtains, suspended between two silver columns in the
same hall, that, after the reception, the emperor would change into the loros-costume in
order to make his stately way to Hagia Sophia.51 Curtains regulating the ushering of dig-
nitaries into the imperial presence according to rank were also suspended at the Triconch,
a grand hall built by emperor Theophilos (829-42),52 and at the dining hall where the
emperor received various officials prior to ascending to his kathisma (imperial box) at the
Hippodrome to attend the races.53 As for the curtains that were hung outside the locked
ivory doors of the Consistorium on the eve of the promotion of a magistros to be ready
for use during the reception on the following day, their presence served equally as a
means of announcing the imminence of the imperial advent and as a warning to the mem-
bers of the court not to enter the hall since it was forbidden to gaze upon the empty
throne that was placed there in anticipation of the emperor’s presence the next day.54

Curtains were also used to mark certain stations during imperial processions within
the confines of the imperial palace. Rituals involving curtains marked the gradual transi-
tion of the emperor from the more ‘private’, inner sphere of his chamber and its servants
to the more ‘public’, outer circle of the court, comprising the patrikioi, the strategoi, the
members of the Senate and the various other tiers of dignitaries and office-holders. For
instance, prior to the reception in the dining hall on the day of the races, the emperor
was escorted by the members of the Imperial Chamber (ἄρχοντες τοῦ κουβουκλείου) to a
nearby narrow hall or porch (στενόν), where he awaited the salutation of the patrikioi
and the strategoi, who entered through a curtained doorway. It is through that same
curtained doorway, one assumes, that the emperor would then proceed to the dining
hall for the second, more public reception mentioned above.55 A comparable gradual
emergence of the emperor is observed during imperial processions through the upper
palace to Hagia Sophia on great feast-days, such as Christmas Day and Monday after
Easter. After being dressed at the Augusteus, the emperor moved to the porch (στενόν)

50 Cf. the description of the promotion protocol in the Chrystotriklinos by Philotheos, Kletorologion, 85,
87. See, also, Westbrook, ‘Syncretic symbolism’, 142.
51 De cer., ed. Vogt, I, 17-18, 20, 56-57.
52 De cer., ed. Vogt, II, 107.
53 De cer., ed. Vogt, II, 114, 144-5, 161.
54 De cer., ed. Vogt, II, 42.
55 De cer., ed. Vogt, II, 113-14, 144-5, 161.
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known as the Golden Hand, where he received the proskynesis of the patrikioi and
the strategoi, before proceeding first to the open courtyard of the Onopodion and
then, to the following, more ‘public’ stages of the procession.56 It is through this
same curtained threshold between the Golden Hand and the Onopodion that the
newly crowned empress, escorted by members of the women’s court and the Imperial
Chamber, would be presented to the patrikioi standing in the open courtyard, before
proceeding through another curtained barrier raised by silentiarioi to a space called
the Dikionion, where she received the obeisance of the patrikioi and the members of
the Senate.57 The impression that the curtained passage between the Golden Hand
and the Onopodion formed a kind of interface between the more private and the
more public sections of palace and court, at least during processions through the
upper palace, is strengthened by the protocol for the promotion of a prefect: it is
once again through this same curtained gate that the newly appointed prefect would
be delivered by a praipositos, a eunuch dignitary, to the representatives of the city
(πολίτευμα) gathered in the Onopodion.58

At a practical level, the presence of the curtains in contexts such as the ones just
described facilitated the orchestration of each ceremony by articulating and adorning
the spaces in question, by allowing participants first, to take their allotted places unob-
served and, then, by pacing their movements, and by providing cover to the emperor for
prescribed changes in dress. In the case of the largely disused buildings of the upper pal-
ace, the curtains must have also provided an easy and quick way of revamping the dilap-
idated structures for ceremonial usage.59 With their ornate appearance and rich tones,
the curtains added to the pageantry of the proceedings, while their mere presence
warned of the impending encounter with the emperor and transformed a given location
into a special space appropriate to accommodate his sacred person.

The progressive emergence of the emperor from the ‘privacy’ of his chamber into the
public eye on important feast days culminated with his crossing the threshold of the Chalke
Gate, the old monumental entrance to the Great Palace.60 A set of curtains – consistently
called ‘κορτίναι’ probably due to their great size – were hung there, marking a permeable

56 De cer., ed. Vogt, I, 66, 120. Cf. the protocol for the promotion of a magistros, when it takes place
during a procession to the Great Church. Here, it is stated clearly that the curtain was suspended from a
marble dais (τὸ βῆλον τοῦ μαρμαρινοῦ πουλπίτου τοῦ ἐξερχομένου εἰς τὸ Ὀνοπόδιον) and that it was decorated
with a pattern of francolins (τοῦ βήλου τοῦ ταγηναρίου), De cer., ed. Vogt, II, 40. On these rooms in the upper
palace, see Featherstone, ‘Space and ceremony’, 591-2, with further references.
57 De cer., ed. Vogt, II, 18.
58 De cer., ed. Vogt, II, 70-1.
59 Cf. Featherstone, ‘Space and ceremony’, 606.
60 On the Chalke Gate, see C. Mango, The Brazen House (Copenhagen 1959); Ç. Girgin, ‘La porte
monumentale trouvée dans les fouilles près de l’ancienne prison de Sultanahmet’, Anatolia Antiqua 16
(2008) 259-90; N. Westbrook, ‘The Chalkê: the Bronze Gate of the Byzantine Great Palace’, in J. Gatley
(ed.), Cultural Crossroads: Proceedings of the 26th Annual Conference of the Society of Architectural
Historians of Australia and New Zealand (SAHANZ), University of Auckland (Auckland 2009) 61
(abstract) and CD (full text); Featherstone, ‘Space and ceremony’, 588-9.
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boundary between the palace and the city.61 These curtains both signalled the hieratic
seclusion of the sacred palace and, at the same time, announced the imminence of the impe-
rial manifestation, which became a reality when the emperor crossed the veiled threshold to
reveal himself to the public gaze.62

From the Chalke Gate, on important feast days, the emperor would proceed to
Hagia Sophia to attend the liturgy. He would arrive at the south vestibule of the narthex
and there he would enter an area screened off by curtains called the ‘μητατώριον’, where
a praipositos would remove the imperial crown from his head.63 The curtains in this
instance shielded the emperor at a very delicate and vulnerable moment, when he was
being divested of the symbol of his worldly authority. When he emerged from behind
the curtain, the emperor appeared transformed from an earthly autokrator into a ser-
vant of God. As such, he proceeded into the narthex and from there, most probably
crossing a curtained threshold, he would enter, now himself a pious supplicant, into the
hall of the Sovereign of All.

Within the church itself a special area at the eastern end of the south nave, also
called the ‘μητατώριον’, was designated for the exclusive use of the emperor, where
he could change robes and retire to attend the service when protocol did not
demand his actual participation in the liturgical solemnities.64 Whether this area
was screened off by curtains, which would have been penetrated by the sounds of
the liturgy, rather than by some other means, such as a marble screen, is not made
explicit in the Book of Ceremonies, though in the sixth century Paul the Silentiary

61 De cer., ed. Vogt, 1: 75, 92-3, 156; 2: 46, 57, 71, 76, 78. On the alternative interpretation of the
‘κορτίναι’ at the Chalke as an open space rather than actual curtains, see J. Kostenec, ‘The heart of the
empire: the Great Palace of the Byzantine emperors reconsidered’, in K. Dark (ed.), Secular Buildings and
the Archaeology of Everyday Life in the Byzantine Empire (Oxford 2004) 4-36 at 22.
62 This arrangement with the curtains suspended from the main entrance into the palace evoking imperial
presence even when the emperor was not physically framed by them while crossing the threshold, brings to
mind the sixth-century mosaic of Theoderic’s palace at Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna: in the mosaic’s
original state at the time of the Ostrogoth king, it was a set of curtains rather than Theoderic’s own portrait
that was depicted in the central arch, even though the remaining arches had been inhabited by the members
of his court, see D. Mauskopf Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity (Cambridge 2010) 164, fig. 55, col. pl.
IVa.
63 De cer., ed. Vogt, 1: 10. For the name ‘metatorion’, see Vogt, 1: 58. Cf. G. Dagron, Empereur et prêtre.
Étude sur le ‘césaropapisme’ byzantin (Paris 1996) 109, 119. On the possible identification of this
metatorion with a cupboard-like recess in the south vestibule of Hagia Sophia, see Ph. Niewöhner and N.
Teteriatnikov, ‘Architecture and ornamental mosaics in the south vestibule of St. Sophia at Istanbul: the
secret door of the Patriarchate and the imperial entrance to the Great Church’ Dumbarton Oaks Papers 68
(2014) 117-56 at 121, 154, 155 and fig. 5.
64 On the location of this space and its function, see Mango, The Brazen House, 64-5; Ch. Strube, Die
westliche Eingangsseite der Kirchen von Konstantinopel in justinianischer Zeit. Architektonische und
quellenkritische Untersuchungen (Wiesbaden 1973) 72-5; Dagron, Empereur, 109-11, 362 n. 15. On the
emperor at Hagia Sophia, see G. P. Majeska, ‘The emperor in his church: imperial ritual in the church of
St. Sophia’, in H. Maguire (ed.), Byzantine Court Culture from 829 to 1204 (Washington D.C.
1997) 1-11.
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spoke of a wall separating the space reserved for the emperor in the church’s south
aisle.65 On the other hand, Ruth Dwyer and Şebnem Yavuz in their 2012 survey of
Hagia Sophia have identified rings embedded in the fabric of this part of the struc-
ture which they believe were used to hang curtains.66 Curtains are certainly men-
tioned in association with comparable spaces for the use of the emperor in other
Constantinopolitan churches.67 Within the public context of the capital’s sanctuar-
ies, curtains were thus employed to maintain the mystery and isolation of imperial
dignity, while at the same time proclaiming the imperial presence, at once attendant
and removed.

Coming back to Hagia Sophia, according to the protocol for the major feasts, once
the service was over, the emperor would depart to return to his palace through a room
in the southeast corner of the Great Church. At the Holy Well, as it was called, behind
yet another curtain, the emperor would reclaim his crown, this time by the hand of the
patriarch in a symbolic gesture, I would suggest, meant to convey God’s blessing and
his continued endorsement of the emperor’s divine right to rule.68 And it is as a divinely
appointed ruler that the emperor emerged crowned, once again transformed from
behind a veil, to receive the acclamation of the members of the Factions waiting
outside.69

No text comparable to the Book of Ceremonies has come down to us from the
period ranging from the eleventh century to the mid-fourteenth, when the treatise of
pseudo-Kodinos on the offices and ceremonies of the Late Byzantine court was com-
posed. For developments on the use of curtains in imperial ceremonial during these cen-
turies one is by necessity limited to incidental references in historical and poetic works
dating to that time. One such account is encountered in the work of George Pachymeres,
speaking of the reception of Tatar ambassadors in Asia Minor by Theodore II Laskaris
(1254-8). According to the Byzantine historian, the reception and everything leading up
to it was managed in such a way as to instil fear in the foreign delegates and to convince
them of the empire’s power in order to dissuade them from thoughts of attack. Having
been guided from the border through rough terrain to convince them, one supposes,
that the lands of the empire could not be easily traversed by an invading force, the weary
delegation was lead to the imperial presence along streets lined with heavily armed

65 Paul the Silentiary, Descriptio Sanctae Sophiae, ed. O. Veh, Prokop. Werke, vol. 5 (Munich 1977) line
582; trans. C. Mango, The Art of the Byzantine Empire, 312-1453 (Toronto 1986) 85. On scars in the
fabric of this part of the building that could indicate the attachment of a screen, see R. J. Mainstone, Hagia
Sophia: Architecture, Structure and Liturgy of Justinian’s Great Church (London 1988) 223-6.
66 The results of this survey still await scientific study and publication. For the moment, see N. Moran,
‘Nochmals zum Großen Einzug in die Hagia Sophia. Eine Erwiderung an Robert Taft’, Oriens Christianus
98 (2015) 174-83 at 79, fig. 4.
67 De Cer., ed. Vogt, I, 70, 94; ed. Reiske, 2: 535.
68 De Cer., ed. Vogt, I, 14. Cf. Dagron, Empereur, 110-11; Majeska, ‘Emperor’, 9. On the Holy Well, see
Mango, Brazen House, 60-72; Niewöhner and Teteriatnikov, ‘Architecture’, 155 n. 150.
69 De Cer., ed. Vogt, I, 14, 32.
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soldiers and richly arrayed courtiers, who would secretly relocate themselves along the
route to give the impression of large numbers. The culmination of the reception was the
revelation of the emperor from behind opulent curtains (βήλοις τε πολυτελέσι), seated on
an elevated throne and holding a sword. Pachymeres underlines that the curtains parted
suddenly by unseen means (ἐξαίφνης δ’ἐξ ἀδήλου τῶν παραπετασμάτων διανοιχθέντων),
thus making the vision of the austere emperor appear even more awe inspiring to the
eyes of the already worried ambassadors.70

Such static, staged appearances involving the sudden revelation of the emperor
from behind curtains were not addressed only to foreign visitors, but also to the emper-
or’s own people. These appearances were often imbued with light symbolism and were
meant to promote the image of the emperor as a second sun. They are already attested,
in one variation or another, in the tenth century – one has in mind especially the recep-
tion of the emperor by the Factions at the Mystic Fountain of the Triconch on the eve of
the races and his appearance in the imperial box at the Hippodrome – but it seems that
as time passed the light symbolism became even more pronounced.71 In a poem by the
twelfth-century poet Manganeios Prodromos, for instance, the emperor Manuel I Kom-
nenos (1143-80) is likened to the sun who gladdens the faces of his subjects by entering
their hearts with his rays, ‘which send out bright glows on the surface of the curtains’.72

The reference is probably to a ceremony that involved the use of lights and curtains, the
latter perhaps shot with gold thread to better reflect the light. As Michael Jeffreys has
suggested, the playful lights on the curtains are emblematic of the joy and warmth that
the emperor inspires in his subjects.73 Within such ritual contexts the curtain, apart
from the medium of wondrous revelation, became the cloud that for a moment occluded
the sun-like emperor, but was parted by his powerful rays so that his beneficial light
could illuminate his subjects.74

In the Late Byzantine period there was one special ceremony in which curtains and
lights were used concurrently for the purpose of projecting in a quasi-theatrical manner
the image of the emperor as another sun. This is the ceremony of the prokypsis, which
involved the appearance of the emperor, sometimes accompanied by members of his
family, on a specially constructed raised platform, which took place on Christmas Eve
and Epiphany. References to the ceremony imply that it was enacted in the late after-
noon and that the imperial platform was illuminated by artificial means. The emperor

70 George Pachymeres, Relations historiques, 5 vols., ed. A. Failler, trans. V. Laurent (Paris 1984-2000) I,
187-9. Cf. Macrides, Munitiz and Angelov, Pseudo-Kodinos, 408-9.
71 On these issues, see M. Parani, ‘“Rise like the sun, the God inspired kingship”: light symbolism and the
uses of light in Middle and Late Byzantine imperial ceremonials’, in A. Lidov (ed.), Hierotopy of Light and
Fire in the Culture of the Byzantine World (Moscow 2013) 159-84, with detailed references.
72 M. Jeffreys, ‘The Comnenian prokypsis’, Parergon 5 (1987) 38-53 at 49.
73 Jeffreys, ‘The Comnenian prokypsis’.
74 On the screening veil as cloud, see, for instance, A. Heisenberg, ‘Aus der Geschichte und Literatur der
Palaiologenzeit’, Sitzungsberichte der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philosophisch-
philologische und historische Klasse (Munich 1920) 1-144 at 104 (poem by Nicholas Eirenikos, thirteenth
century).
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would ascend the stage-like dais behind closed curtains, which are said to be golden.
Once everyone was in position, the signal would be given and the curtains would sud-
denly be drawn apart – opened, not raised – to reveal the emperor to his subjects gath-
ered below the platform, transformed this time from a man into God’s radiant, sun-like
chosen representative on Earth. The ruler would be visible from the knees upwards,
enhancing the impression that he was rising like the sun.75

Many years ago Ernst Kantorowicz had suggested that the use of the curtains in the
prokypsis should be ascribed to the influence of church ceremonial, where curtains at the
chancel screen doors were being used, at least in some of the monastic churches of the
imperial capital, already by the late eleventh century.76 Indeed, according to the Protheo-
ria, a liturgical commentary of the last quarter of the eleventh century, the sanctuary cur-
tain closed after the Great Entrance to evoke the night on which Christ was betrayed and
opened again at the end of the anaphora signalling the dawn when He was lead to Pon-
tius Pilate.77 Though the light symbolism and the revelatory function of the bema door
curtains is indeed paralleled by the role of the curtains in the prokypsis, the long-estab-
lished tradition of the use of curtains in imperial ceremonial that we have been tracing
here suggests that if there was any connection between the two, it was imperial ritual
that probably influenced ecclesiastical practice rather than the other way round.78

On the other hand, Henry Maguire’s bold suggestion that the prokypsis ceremony
was inspired by imperial portraiture, itself informed by portrayals of Christ deprived of
all material trappings and infused with golden light, leaves unexplained the time dis-
crepancy between the appearance of such imperial portrayals, which are attested
already in the ninth century, and the creation of the prokypsis in the twelfth or the thir-
teenth century.79 Nor does it take into account the long tradition of comparable ceremo-
nies – of which the prokypsis appears to be the culmination – involving the revelation of
the emperor to his court and people from a high platform and imbued with light sym-
bolism.80 Equally, the proposition put forward by Warren Woodfin that the appearance
of the emperor on the prokypsis from the knees upward was meant to evoke images of
Christ in bust overlooks the fact that the emperor would be seen appearing like that as
early as the fourth century at his kathisma, as shown in the reliefs of the base of the Obe-
lisk of Theodosius at the Hippodrome.81 This is not to say that the prokypsis did not

75 The protocol for the prokypsis is described by pseudo-Kodinos, see Macrides, Munitiz and Angelov,
Pseudo-Kodinos, 126-47. For an analysis of the ceremony, its antecedents and its meaning, as well as a
critical discussion of earlier scholarly literature, see Macrides, Munitiz, Angelov, Pseudo-Kodinos, 401-11.
76 Kantorowicz, ‘Oriens Augusti’, 159-60.
77 R. F. Taft, ‘The decline of communion in Byzantium and the distancing of the congregation from the
liturgical action: cause, effect, or neither?’, in Gerstel (ed.), Thresholds of the Sacred, 27-50 at 46-7.
78 Cf. Maguire, ‘The disembodied hand’, 234-5; Maguire, ‘Art’, 119-20.
79 Maguire, ‘Art’, 119-120.
80 On these, see Parani, ‘Rise like the sun’.
81 W. Woodfin, ‘Celestial hierarchies and earthly hierarchies in the art of the Byzantine Church’, in P.
Stephenson (ed.), The Byzantine World (London and New York 2010) 303-19 at 307. For a reproduction of
the relevant face of the obelisk base, see Maguire, ‘Art’, fig. 1.
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promote the concept of the earthly hierarchy as a mirror of the heavenly one, nor that
familiarity with religious and imperial art did not facilitate and nuance the spectators’
understanding of the message propounded by the tableau vivant of the ceremony. What
leaves me sceptical is the idea that those orchestrating it would look for inspiration in
art when they had the imperial ceremonial lore of centuries to draw upon. Still, even if
the question of the origin of the ceremony remains open, one fact is undeniable: in the
prokypsis, the transformative and revelatory function of curtains as the medium of
imperial epiphany in Byzantine ceremonial truly came into its own.

Curtains in imperial portraiture
Despite the ubiquitous presence of curtains in imperial ceremonies, they hardly ever
appear in imperial portraiture from the ninth century onward. This omission constitutes a
departure from late antique practices, though even then the motif does not appear to have
been widespread. In these early representations, a pair of curtains was depicted drawn
back to either side to reveal a standing or enthroned central figure, who could be either
male or female. Here the curtain has been ascribed a general honorific and revelatory
meaning, appropriate to the portrayal of imperial personages in majesty regardless of gen-
der.82 The introduction of curtains specifically into certain early portraits of empresses
has also been interpreted as a means of negotiating the empress’s special status in Byzan-
tine hierarchy and the tension between her official role, which brought her into the public
gaze, and the social norms appropriate to her gender that demanded she be secluded.83

In the light of the discussion above regarding the use of curtains in ceremonies involving
the empress in the Middle Byzantine period, alternative interpretations of these early
works appear possible, but exploring them goes beyond the scope of the present paper.
The fact remains that in Middle and Late Byzantine imperial portraiture, whether of the
emperor or the empress, curtains virtually disappear, a disappearance that becomes even
more puzzling when compared with Carolingian and Ottonian royal and imperial portrai-
ture, where curtains continue to be represented, probably in imitation of late antique mod-
els and despite the fact that curtains hardly featured in the rituals of these western
medieval courts.84 The juxtaposition of the ivory panel of Romanos II and Eudokia being
crowned by Christ (945-9) with that of the emperor Otto II and Theophano also crowned

82 J. K. Eberlein, Apparitio regis – revelation veritatis. Studien zur Darstellung des Vorhangs in der
bildenden Kunst von der Spätantike bis zum Ende des Mittelalters (Wiesbaden 1982) 15-17, 30-1.
83 Ch. Barber, ‘The imperial panels at San Vitale: a reconsideration’, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies
14 (1990) 19-42, esp. 38, 40; L. James, Empresses and Power in Early Byzantium (London 2001) 133-47.
84 K. Weitzmann, ‘Book illustration of the fourth century: tradition and innovation’, in K. Weitzmann,
Studies in Classical and Byzantine Manuscript Illumination, ed. H. L. Kessler (Chicago and London 1971)
96-125 at 109-20; Eberlein, Apparitio regis, 108-22.
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by Christ, this time within a curtained niche (982-3) illustrates graphically the divergence
between medieval Byzantine and western practices.85

The only instance of a curtain introduced into an imperial portrayal I know of –
which is more akin to a narrative scene rather than an iconic image – is the portrait of
Nikephoros III Botaneiates receiving religious instruction by the monk Sabbas in Coislin
79, fol. 1(2bis)r (1071-81) (Fig. 3). A bright red curtain is suspended from a baldachin
behind the enthroned emperor, framing his haloed head and making him stand out as
the most important figure amongst his rather crowded surroundings. This mode of
representation is more reminiscent of certain late antique representations of the
enthroned Christ and the Virgin and Child, rather than the known late antique por-
trayals of the enthroned emperor or empress featuring curtains mentioned above.86

Compared to late antique imperial images, this eleventh-century portrait bespeaks impe-
rial majesty on display rather than being revealed. It is interesting to contemplate
whether in this scene of religious instruction, the curtain behind the emperor had the
added function of alluding to his being ‘in the know’, i.e. to his knowledge and under-
standing of secret teachings that for most remain hidden behind the veil of incompre-
hension. It could certainly help explain why the curtain was introduced here and not in
other narrative or quasi-narrative representations of imperial majesty.87

To my knowledge, the only extant medieval Byzantine portrayal of a historical
figure of secular authority framed by open curtains is not an imperial one. The reference
is to the portrait of the megas doux Alexios Apokaukos in a manuscript containing the
works of Hippocrates (Par. gr. 2144, fol. 11r, dated 1341–5) (Fig. 4a-b). Whether the
manuscript was commissioned by Apokaukos himself or whether it was presented as a
gift to him is unknown. The megas doux is revealed to the viewer by a pair of open red
curtains striking an elegant pose on an impressive wooden throne while gesturing
towards a lectern on which a codex lies. The book is held open by an unidentified young
male figure, who stands half-hidden behind Apokaukos’ throne. The famous doctor
himself is portrayed on the opposite folio, enthroned beneath a different type of hanging
made of supple blue fabric, which is suspended horizontally above his head by what
look like ropes at the two corners. This type of horizontal drapery, which resembles a
raised theatre curtain, is called aulaeum by Eberlein.88 The difference in the type and
the colour of the drapes associated with the two figures was possibly meant to highlight

85 Illustrated in H. C. Evans and W. D. Wixom (eds), The Glory of Byzantium. Art and Culture of the
Middle Byzantine Era (A.D. 843-1261) (New York 1997) 500.
86 See, for instance, K. Weitzmann (ed.), Age of Spirituality. Late Antique and Early Christian Art, Third
to Seventh Century (New York 1979) 529.
87 One has in mind especially the virtual absence of curtains from the Byzantinizing group of miniatures of
the twelfth-century illustrated chronicle known as theMadrid Skylitzes. The only exception is the illustration
of the episode of Theophilos and the soldier’s widow (Fig. 2), the narrative of which did in fact feature a
curtain, see A. Grabar and M. Manoussacas, L’illustration du manuscrit de Skylitzès de la Bibliothèque
nationale de Madrid (Venice 1979) 41.
88 Eberlein, Apparitio regis, 43, 118-20.
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the difference in their status, one being an ancient sage, the other a living Byzantine
notable.89

While the drapery above Hippocrates finds parallels in certain contemporary evan-
gelists’ portraits, themselves reproducing earlier eleventh-century models when this type
of horizontal hanging appears to have enjoyed a short period of popularity,90 the cur-
tain motif in Apokaukos’ portrait finds no parallels in Middle or Late Byzantine portrai-
ture. It is equally exceptional in Byzantine religious iconography, where it was

Fig. 3. (Colour online) Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Coislin 79 (Homilies of St.
John Chrysostom), fol. 1(2bis)r. Nikephoros III Botaneiates receiving religious instruction
by the monk Sabbas. 1071–81. (Photo: Bibliothèque nationale de France)

89 On the Apokaukos’ portrait, see I. Spatharakis, The Portrait in Byzantine Illuminated Manuscripts
(Leiden 1976) 148-51; J. A. Munitiz, ‘Dedicating a volume: Apokaukos and Hippokrates (Paris. Gr. 2144)’,
in C. N. Constantinides et al. (eds), Φιλλέλλην. Studies in Honour of Robert Browning (Venice 1996) 267-
80; E. Antonopoulos, ‘Γρυπῶν Γρίφοι: Καιρός, Βίος και Τέχνη στην προσωπογραφία του Αλέξιου Απόκαυκου

(Paris. gr. 2144, f. 11α)’, Δελτίον Χριστιανικής Αρχαιολογικής Εταιρείας 19 (1996-97) 63-80; H. C. Evans (ed.),
Byzantium. Faith and Power (1261-1557) (New York 2004) 26-7.
90 I. Spatharakis, ‘An unusual iconographic type of the seated evangelist’, Δελτίον Χριστιανικής

Αρχαιολογικής Εταιρείας 10 (1980-81) 137-46.
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introduced into the portrayal of saintly figures in certain manuscripts associated with
the so-called Macedonian Renaissance, but was apparently abandoned soon after.91 On
the other hand, the juxtaposition of an enthroned figure of secular authority revealed by
a pair of curtains and the figure of an author, saintly or otherwise, beneath the aulaeum
occurs in a group of Carolingian manuscripts.92 Whether the Byzantine example and
the much earlier western ones hark back to a common late antique prototype I cannot
say. What one could claim is that the scheme adopted in the Byzantine manuscript is an
archaizing one, probably intentionally so as a means for displaying Apokaukos’ erudi-
tion and culture despite his humble origins, the latter often criticised by his opponents.
In the verses that are addressed to Apokaukos as if from the mouth of Hippocrates, he
is described as a brilliantly accomplished and successful man and it is thus, I would

Fig. 4a-b. (Colour online) Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Par. gr. 2144 (Works of
Hippocrates), fols. 10v-11r. Hippocrates (left) and the megas doux Alexios Apokaukos
(right). 1341–45. (Photos: Bibliothèque nationale de France)

91 See, for example, Eberlein, Apparitio regis, fig. 65; A. Marava-Chatzinicolaou and Ch. Toufexi-
Paschou, Catalogue of the Illuminated Byzantine Manuscripts of the National Library of Greece. III.
Homilies of the Church Fathers and Menologia, 9th-12th Century (Athens 1997) figs. 45, 46.
92 Eberlein, Apparitio regis, figs. 67-70.
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argue, that he is revealed through the curtains, arrayed in his impressive court dress and
his official headdress, adorned with the figure of an enthroned emperor.

The absence of curtains from Middle and Late Byzantine imperial portraiture,
despite the existence of late antique models and the significant role they played in
imperial ceremonial performances is puzzling. It becomes even more so when one
realises that a comparable absence may be observed in religious iconography as
well: numerous late antique precedents notwithstanding,93 curtains as a framing
device also disappear from iconic representations of Christ and the saints in post-
Iconoclastic Byzantine art, especially after the tenth century. The only iconic reli-
gious pictorial contexts in which curtains or an auleum are sometimes introduced
are seated portraits of evangelists at work. Here, the curtains allude to the revelation
of divine truth through the Gospels made possible in the first place by Christ’s
assumption of flesh, which was equated with the temple’s katapetasma (Hebrews 10:
20).94 Interestingly, though iconic sacred portraits lack curtains, depictions of actual
icons in art are often shown with (raised) icon veils, echoing current devotional prac-
tices.95 The use of such screening veils for icons, especially from the eleventh century
onwards, invites the question whether real veils were likewise used to screen imperial
portraits and whether this may be the reason that no images of curtains were
depicted framing the imperial figures in portraiture.96 However, I am not aware of
any evidence, written or other, for the suspension of screening veils or curtains in
front of imperial portraits in Byzantium.

One probable explanation would be that curtains were omitted from imperial por-
traiture and iconic representations of Christ and the saints alike as part of the trappings
of the material world that had no place in the heavenly setting in which these figures
were represented and which Christ and the Christ-like emperor were thought to share.
In this respect, it is noteworthy that it is not just curtains that are omitted, but all ele-
ments of an architectural background that, had they been included, would have
detracted from the portraits’ spiritual and transcendental aspect with their materiality
and spatial specificity.97 Nevertheless, given that other ceremonial paraphernalia like
thrones and footstools were included in Middle and Late Byzantine portrayals of both

93 On which see Eberlein, Apparitio regis, 13-48.
94 Cf. Eberlein, Apparitio regis, 49-109, 122-33.
95 For icon veils, see V. Nunn, ‘The encheirion as adjunct to the icon in the Middle Byzantine period’,
Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 10 (1986) 73-102.
96 Cf. N. Gaul, ‘Writing “with joyful and leaping soul”: sacralization, scribal hands, and ceremonial in the
Lincoln College Typikon’,Dumbarton Oaks Papers 69 (2015) 243-71 at 262-8.
97 These ideas were developed by Henry Maguire in ‘Art’, 111-8 and ‘The heavenly city in ekphrasis and
in art’, in P. Odorico and Ch. Messis (eds), Villes de toute beauté. L’ekphrasis des cités dans les littératures
byzantine et byzantino-slaves (Paris 2012) 37-48. Following this line of thought, the presence of curtains
and architectural elements in the portrait of Nikephoros III discussed above (Fig. 3) would have been
deemed acceptable, given that this was meant to evoke a scene taking place in the palace and thus firmly
situated in the earthly sphere, cf. Maguire, ‘Art’, 118 n. 31. Likewise, the curtains would have presented no
problem in the case of Apokaukos, who was not an imperial figure.
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Christ and the emperor, I would like to propose an alternative though not necessarily
contradicting hypothesis regarding the omission of curtains.

To my mind the reason for the absence specifically of curtains in Middle and Late
Byzantine imperial portraiture can also be sought in the divergence between art and rit-
ual when it comes to conveying a message and in the nature of that message. An impe-
rial ceremony was a transient process, and its message was performed within a specific
spatiotemporal frame using spectacular and dramatic means meant to ensure the
engagement of its intended audience. Within this context the curtains functioned as the
medium of revelation, alluding to the existence of a secret that was briefly exposed
when they were drawn, to be removed again from view and direct knowledge when
they were closed. Thus, through carefully managed concealment and revelation, they
helped to maintain the mystery of the imperial office embodied in the reigning emperor
and to ensure that both continued to be honoured, respected and feared by remaining
largely distant and not easily approachable.

The purpose of the imperial portrait, however, was different. Yes, its aim, like cere-
monial, was to convey a statement on the nature of the imperial office and on the emper-
or’s relationship to God. In the portrait, however, there were no secrets or shrouded
mystery: through the image, the truth about imperial power – a truth that was presented
as timeless, universal and unchanging – was immediately and directly made accessible to
all who gazed upon the portrait.

Behind this function of the image as the medium of revelation of truth one may
detect the impact of Byzantine icon theory, as crystallized after Iconoclasm. This theory
was predicated on God being revealed in the world by Christ’s Incarnation and
Passion: through His voluntary sacrifice, the temple veil – Christ’s own flesh (cf.
Hebrews 10:20) – was torn to open the way to God for humankind. Apart from making
it possible for all to reach God, being made visible in the world, the incarnate Christ
was also able to be portrayed, and such beliefs lead to the creation of images that
were thought to provide direct and otherwise unmediated access to the sacred persons
represented.98 With this in mind, I would suggest that within the context of post-Icono-
clastic imperial portraiture — as within the context of representations of Christ and the
saints — it was the image itself that was the instrument of revelation. The curtains not
only as revealing agents but also as ‘an embodiment of ambiguity’, hinting at secrets
where the Byzantine image / icon by its very conceptualisation admitted none, were
both redundant and counterproductive in these artistic contexts, and it is for this that I
believe they were omitted.

98 The scholarly bibliography on the topic is endless. See, for instance, H. L. Kessler, ‘Through the Temple
veil: the holy image in Judaism and Christianity’, Kairos 32-3 (1990-1) 53-77; Kessler, ‘“Pictures fertile with
truth”: how Christians managed to make images of God without violating the Second Commandment’, The
Journal of the Walters Art Gallery 49-50 (1991-2) 53-65.

24 Maria G. Parani

https://doi.org/10.1017/byz.2017.33 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/byz.2017.33


Concluding remarks
The fascination of curtains lies not only in their inherent value as artefacts, but also
in their power to endow other artefacts, spaces and persons with value and, not least,
mystique.99 Curtains in Byzantine imperial ceremonial were much more than simple
props that added to the opulence of the spectacle and advertised the resources of the
court. Being carefully manipulated, they helped cultivate, safeguard and project the
importance of the Byzantine emperor and communicate statements regarding the nature
of his authority and rule. By keeping him physically separate from his court and sub-
jects, they maintained the mystery and sacredness of his office. In this spatial segregation
the special status of the emperor as the pinnacle of the Byzantine court hierarchy and as
God’s chosen representative on Earth was performed in the most immediate and dra-
matic way for maximum effect. At the same time, the curtains, simply by being there,
announced the presence of the emperor and his impending manifestation, while their
permeability proclaimed to all that, though aloof and operating at a different level, he
was nonetheless approachable, as befitted a benevolent and magnanimous Christian
ruler.

The curtains’ transformative power turned Byzantine ceremonial performances into
wondrous events where all the participants on either side of the curtain barrier became
fully engaged by experiencing a change: for those inside the curtain, this change
involved a transition from being hidden to being revealed; for those outside it, from
unknowing and unseeing to knowing and bearing witness. Indeed, the curtains trans-
formed the spectators from passive observers into involved, and by extension, respon-
sive partakers in the ritual unfolding before their eyes. Given that without the intended
audience’s response, a ceremony’s message would be lost, it is little wonder that curtains
were ascribed such a central role in Byzantine imperial ceremonial.

99 Cf. Miller, ‘Materiality’, 5.
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