
3.1 The Virgin and Child mosaic, apse, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul. Dedicated 867. The traditional

view. Photo: Liz James.
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SENSES AND SENSIBILITY IN BYZANTIUM

L I Z J A M E S

The mosaic of the Virgin and Child in the apse of the church of Hagia Sophia in

Istanbul, dedicated on 29 March 867, is positioned 30m above the floor of the

church (plate 3.1). The figure of the Virgin is more than 4m tall, and that of the

Child just less than 2m.1 The artist is unknown and the only names associated

with the mosaic are those of the two emperors in whose reign it was put up and

the patriarch Photios, who celebrated its unveiling with a homily.2 The mosaic

was the first monumental work of figural art to be installed in the most public

church in the capital of the Byzantine empire after the end of the period known

as Iconoclasm.3 It is an image that has been approached in a variety of ways. It has

been discussed in terms of its formal qualities of style and iconography; in terms

of how it fits into the art-historical schema of the decorative programme of the

Byzantine church; in terms of its social, cultural, theological and political history;

and, most recently, in terms of its visuality.4

These are all methodologies practised within art history and they all share

one underlying theme. They discuss the mosaic as a work of art, that is, as a

conscious creation, something set apart and different, noted for certain formal

qualities, and located within an historical and cultural context. Treating the

mosaic as a work of art overlooks, partly through its focus on the purely visual,

how this object functioned when it was not a ‘work of art’, a piece of ‘high cul-

ture’ in today’s terms.5 As such, the objects of Byzantine art have often been

considered in isolation. An icon or a mosaic may be compared in iconographic,

stylistic and functional terms to other icons or mosaics or art objects, but they are

rarely considered in their wider physical settings. Even when the decorative

schema of churches are considered, they are perceived as just that: church

ornamentation, where scenes are seen together as part of a common iconographical

plan, conforming – or not – to certain rules and conditions. There is a widely

accepted convention that medieval art is ‘for’ decoration, narration or education,

and it was in this context that Otto Demus developed a concept of three hier-

archized levels of church decoration: saints at the lower level; the life of Christ in

the middle; and the Virgin, angels and Christ in heaven at the top. Demus’s plan

has continued to dominate ideas about the decorative programmes of Byzantine

churches.6 It is rare for scholars to relate the images in a church to each other

in any other way and for the physical nature of the building as a whole to be
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considered.7 Thus, within studies of the apse mosaic at Hagia Sophia, the Virgin

has remained essentially detached, suspended alone in space, speaking only to

her surroundings in terms of the three levels of church decoration or of Photios’s

homily on the image’s inauguration. She is usually illustrated alone, in colour or

in black and white, as she is here (plate 3.1).

The methodologies covered by the terms ‘art history’ and ‘visual culture’ alike

privilege the visual nature of the things discussed, considering them in purely

visual terms. This paper will side-step the squabble between art history and visual

culture, which seems to be one essentially of terminology, and will take into ac-

count what happens when art, or the visual, is considered in its interactions with

the other senses, and the ways in which art history might wish to exceed the

visual. Rather than treat the apse mosaic as simply a work of art or a piece of visual

culture, explicable only through its formal visual qualities, I will consider it as

part of an installation set into and reacting with its physical location, and as an

installation designed to appeal to all the senses. What was the purpose of the

‘installation’ and how did it move beyond the visual in order to manipulate the

full range of the senses to disrupt the everyday world of ninth-century Byzantium?

In thinking about how Byzantine art functioned in ways beyond the purely

visual, contemporary installations offer an odd but effective parallel. Contem-

porary installation art can be defined as constructions or assemblages conceived

for specific interiors, or self-contained and unrelated to the gallery space. Either

way, their interaction is with the space in which they are located, matching it or

dislocating it.8 They often physically dominate the entire space in which they

take place. In addition, installations are rarely only visual. They bring together

disparate objects and sensations, appealing not only to sight but to hearing, smell

and even touch. They invite the viewer to enter the work of art, demanding the

viewer’s active engagement on a variety of levels, upsetting the modernist con-

ception of the self-sufficiency of the art object in favour of a sense of the art

object’s dependence on contingent, external factors such as audience participa-

tion.9 The spectator’s share matters – and the spectator is asked to be more than a

spectator. In Mona Hatoum’s Current Disturbance (1996), for example, the fizz and

crackle of the electric wires formed an intrinsic part of the installation; in Helen

Chadwick’s Cacao (1994), the spectator was overwhelmed with the smell of molten

raw chocolate. Where one might argue that pure visuality and visual culture

undermine the emotions in the reception of art, installations, by badgering all

the senses, invite and even expect the emotional. Installation art offers an aware-

ness of the significance of material objects located in space, potentially unsettling

that space and gaining their effect not simply by what they offer in visual terms

but also in their interaction with the viewer’s senses and the viewer’s experience.

These are all issues relevant to the study of the Byzantine church. A Byzantine

church is a space that dominates the congregation; it is a space that appeals to all

the senses; and it is a space that places the body and the body’s relation to the

spiritual at the centre of its display. In the ways in which religious services and
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their ritual actions were constructed, the viewer, or member of the congregation,

was not able to remain a passive, isolated spectator but was compelled to engage

with what was going on, with the church itself and with other worshippers. In the

Byzantine church, the total sensory programme disturbs the world in an un-

expected fashion, for it seeks to reveal God to man. The art historian is confronted

with a paradox within Byzantine art, that of the use of the material and sensual

to achieve the spiritual, a placing of the body at the centre of religious experi-

ence, whilst attempting to transcend the body through the use of the senses. It is

a paradox embedded within the visual that the visual alone cannot convey.

As Jonathan Rée has suggested, sight does not stand alone, for people relate to

the world through a single sense organ, the body, in which all the senses are

united.10 Sight is only one means of apprehending the world and only one dimen-

sion in which images may operate. It is the traditions of Western philosophical

thinking about the senses, based on Plato and Aristotle, that have placed sight and

then hearing as the most significant and spiritual of the senses, relating them to

the higher functions of the mind, and which have relegated smell, touch and taste

to the lower functions of the body, considering them base and corporeal.11 As a

result, smell, touch and taste are the senses least considered in an historical

context, yet all three are senses that make a difference in relating to the visual.

Inside a Byzantine church, inside Hagia Sophia, around the image of the Virgin

and Child, things smelt and people smelt.12 Apart from damp and bodies, burning

candles and oil lamps provided their own aromas. Incense and perfumes, burnt in

censers and in oil lamps, formed an intrinsic part of any church service; even very

small churches had their own incense burners. Incense was an appropriate gift

to offer at the shrines of saints. When praying for a child, the mother-to-be of

St Symeon Stylites the Younger filled a censer with incense so that the whole

church was filled with its strong perfume.13 The early Christian theologian Cle-

ment of Alexandria stated that some fragrances were good for the health. However,

smell, considered as one of the baser senses, could also be problematic. Clement

was neither the first nor the last to raise the spectre of the effeminate charm and

unmanly softness of perfume, and John Chrysostom, who believed in subduing the

passions through controlling the senses, also denounced smell as dangerous.14

Smells did not simply offer physical sensations. Clement also suggested that

perfumes could have an allegorical meaning, one that conveyed the fragrance

of Christ’s divine nature, and many authors described pleasant scents as creating

an impression of the sweet aroma of Paradise. God could make his presence known

through smell. The eighth-century patriarch Germanos, who, in his work on the

divine liturgy, sought to show how ‘the church is an earthly heaven in which the

super-celestial God dwells and walks about’, said that ‘the censer denotes sweet joy’

and that ‘the sweet-smelling smoke reveals the fragrance of the Holy Spirit.’15

Sight was of no real use in apprehending the Holy Spirit, the invisible member of

the Trinity, so its presence in Byzantine images was signalled by symbols: a dove, a

ray of light, even real light itself; its presence in worship was indicated by the sweet
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smell of incense.16 A recurring imagery of prayers as the incense of the faithful

also underlines the significance of smell within religious worship.

The odour of sanctity, the divine scent that infused right-living Christians,

was not so much a feature of Byzantine writings as it was in the medieval West.

Nevertheless, there are still cases of the righteous smelling good as a sign of their

virtue. St Polycarp was said to have given off a ‘fragrant odour as of the fumes

of frankincense’ when he was burnt at the stake.17 Some saints had it both ways.

St Symeon Stylites the Elder, whose smell was such that no one could bear to share

a cell with him and who described himself as a ‘stinking dog’ (a claim that seems

both literal and metaphorical), nonetheless expired in an odour of sweetness. His

corpse emitted a ‘scented perfume which, from its sweet smell, made one’s heart

merry’.18 Where saints might stink to emphasize their rejection of sensual

earthly luxuries (like baths) and their transcending of worldly values in pursuit of

the divine, others might smell bad as a sign of the depravity of their lives. Several

villains of Christianity, including King Herod, died in the stench of corruption,

their bodies eaten by worms. The eighth-century Byzantine emperor Constantine V

was accused by his enemies of having defecated in the baptism font as a baby, ‘a

terrible and evil-smelling sign’ that foretold the evils of his reign.19 Smells thus

carried a spiritual dimension and could reveal inner truths that were otherwise

hidden: the good saint, the evil emperor.

What role taste played for the Byzantines within the church building is difficult

now to detect; compared to the other four senses, references to sensations of taste

are infrequent. Part of the issue may lie in the links made in Late Antiquity and

afterwards between taste and gluttony, one of the major sins. The fourth-century

church father Gregory of Nyssa, for example, described taste as the ‘mother of all

vice’.20 Nevertheless, within Byzantine writings, there is a recurrent motif of sweet

speech and of words tasting as sweet as honey. Although there is some discussion of

the taste of the Eucharist in Byzantium, there does not appear to be the same

emphasis as there was in the later medieval West.21 In these discussions, however,

the taste of the Eucharist is seen as offering an access to deeper spiritual truths.22

Touch, however, was a key element in the experience of any Byzantine wor-

shipper. Sensations of touch are immediately apparent on entering a Byzantine

church today as the cool air inside strikes the body. Touch was also an active sense

as worshippers engaged on a physical level with objects within a church. Wor-

shippers kissed doors, columns, relics and, above all, icons. They made gestures

with the whole body: bowing, kneeling, prostrating themselves. Touch enabled

the congregation to show love and respect for the holy.23 Icons were ‘cult objects’,

to be handled and venerated.24 Such practices continue within Orthodoxy. At

the exhibition, Treasures of Mount Athos, in Thessaloniki in 1997, several of the

most venerated icons in Orthodoxy were publicly exhibited for the first time.25

Many visitors to the exhibition were observed crossing themselves in front

of the icons, praying in front of them and even kissing the glass of the exhibition

cases. The objects were not regarded as ‘works of art’ displayed to be admired at
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a distance for their formal qualities; they were powerful vehicles of the holy.

Touch was a crucial means of assuring oneself of the reality of spiritual

truths. The New Testament is full of stories of people touching Christ, culmi-

nating in that of doubting Thomas, who needed to put his hand into Christ’s

wounds to be assured that Christ had risen. The eighth-century Byzantine theo-

logian and Iconophile Theodore the Studite noted how the godhead in the in-

carnate Christ was comprehended through both sight and touch. A range of

Byzantine saints performed their miracles through touch. St Artemios, the patron

saint of genital injuries, would appear in visions to the afflicted and heal them

through painfully squeezing their diseased testicles or cutting his way through

flesh and muscle.26 John Chrysostom held his icon of St Paul whilst reading aloud

Paul’s epistles, as if contact with the saint served as the medium through which

the believer and God could interact. St Daniel the Stylite was physically defrosted

by his followers. Relics were kissed, touched and even gnawed away by the

faithful.27 One of the most significant of all holy images, the Mandylion of Edessa,

was formed not through painting but through touch. It was an acheiropoietas

image, an image not made by human hands, but one that had been created when

Christ washed his face and, in drying it on a cloth, left the imprint of his features

on it. As the cloth touched other objects, so the image replicated itself still

further.28 Touch, like smell and even taste, could be employed to cross the

boundaries between the holy and the human. It was a sense that the Byzantine

worshipper expected to deploy.

Within the church, besides the rustles of the congregation, there was the

singing and hypnotic chanting of the liturgy, responses and counter-responses

from the congregation, the reading and preaching of the word of God.29 It has

been suggested that parts of homilies were designed almost like miniature

playlets, with dialogues and dramatizations in which the preacher took different

parts, playing off one voice against another.30 Inside a building like Hagia Sophia,

or, indeed, any other church, it is possible to guess at the acoustics of the

building. Domes, semi-domes and vaults probably provided different echoes

which could have been employed during religious services.31 Hearing is not

simply about understanding words that made sense but also taking in words as

musical sounds. In a culture that valued rhetoric, the sound of the speech must

have mattered as well as the significance of the words.

Seeing the images in a church appears to have afforded an intensely plea-

surable experience in which, beyond the iconography of a scene, the colour and

the light effects were regularly emphasized.32 Often Byzantine churches are

thought of as dark and gloomy, yet many were full of light. Church architecture

reveals a use of external light that alters as the time of day or year changes, and

can be potentially different for each service. The very space itself is altered.33

Churches were decorated with light-reflective materials: mosaics and wall-

paintings, gleaming marble, metalwork, textiles and icons; and lit by flickering

candles and oil lamps. Mosaics above all, made of thousands upon thousands of
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glass tesserae, all acting as little mirrors, formed one vast reflective surface which

glinted and sparkled as light played across it. Offsetting the tesserae of a mosaic

changed the spatial relations around the mosaic and encouraged a sense of

movement. It could also change the appearance of an image. In the apse of Hagia

Sophia, the Virgin’s robe alters in colour as the light moves around it. That the

Byzantines themselves valued and enjoyed their art for these qualities of dazzle

and polychromacity is clear in surviving written sources from the fourth century

to the fourteenth. Time and again, writings about being in church reveal a sen-

suous pleasure in light and in the dizzying interplay of reflections of light. ‘The

roof is compacted of gilded tesserae from which a stream of golden rays pours

abundantly and strikes men’s eyes with irresistible force. It is as if one were

gazing at the midday sun in spring when it gilds each mountain top’ is how one

sixth-century author described Hagia Sophia.34

As with the other senses, so too with sight there was a dimension beyond the

physical. Correct sight allowed one to see with spiritual vision. St Theodore of

Sykeon, unlike those around him, was able to see that the silver of the vessel

bought for communion was in reality blackened and tarnished, thanks to the

metal having previously been used as a prostitute’s chamber pot.35 Saints, the

Virgin and even Christ might be seen through visions.36 Light itself carried a

spiritual dimension. The eyes were regarded as the lamps of the body; churches

were said to shine with radiant spiritual light; dead saints not only smelt good

but also glowed with light; light was often a precursor of divinity and of miracles.

This is reiterated in verbal imagery. At the Transfiguration, Christ was revealed as

‘an earthly body shining forth divine radiance, a mortal body the source of the

glory of the Godhead’.37 Thus the actual visible play of light within a church

carried meaning on a spiritual level.

The senses did not act in isolation. They interacted in creating a sensory effect.

Hearing and taste, for example, might be linked. Theodore of Sykeon tasted sweet-

ness in hearing the Scriptures.38 Sight was understood not as a disembodied sense

but as a tactile one: vision was believed to work through intromission or extra-

mission, but both involved contact between the eye and the thing seen. Once sight

is conceived of as tangible, then one’s view of the world changes.39 One touches the

world, grasps it, carries it back to the mind. Touching an icon becomes a form of

seeing and vice versa. Sight and hearing were frequently conjoined: ‘Just as words

speak to the ear, so the image speaks to the sight; it brings us understanding.’40

The effect of combining the experiences of all the senses could be overwhelming.

Photios wrote that entering the church of the Virgin of the Pharos was

as if one had entered heaven itself . . . and was illuminated by the beauty in all forms shining

around like so many stars, so is one utterly amazed. Thenceforth it seems that everything is in

ecstatic motion and the church itself is circling around. For the spectator, through his whirling

about in all directions and being constantly astir, which he is forced to experience by the var-

iegated spectacle on all sides, imagines that his personal condition is transferred to the object.41
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It is apparent that pleasurable sensory experiences related to all five senses were

allowed and even encouraged within a Byzantine religious context and that

experiencing the church was portrayed as a sensory, corporeal experience, un-

derlining the bodily dimension to seeing.42

The eighth- to ninth-century period known as Iconoclasm in Byzantine history

marks a point when the East Christian world was affected by a dispute over the

role and function of images in religious worship. This clash was perhaps the most

wide-ranging and disruptive quarrel ever about pictures, lasting for over a cen-

tury and affecting the entire Byzantine Empire. The results of its final resolution

in 843 are still present in Orthodoxy today, in the presence and use of images in

religious devotion. This dispute about the place of images in religious worship

came down, in many ways, to a debate over the primacy of sight or hearing in

apprehending the divine: whether seeing the image or hearing the Bible was the

better or more valid route to God. The major Iconophile theologian John of

Damascus, writing in the eighth century, was clear about this: ‘We use all our

senses to produce worthy images of [God] and we sanctify the noblest of the senses

which is sight.’43 Hearing was more dubious. The late eighth-century Iconophile

patriarch Nikephoros summed it up when he said that ‘Often what the mind has

not grasped while listening to speech, sight seizes without risk of error, and has

interpreted more clearly.’44 Speech could lie and be deceitful; chatter could be

vain and foolish; vision, it seems, was less easy to deceive. Although the Seventh

Ecumenical Council of 787, which affirmed the Iconophile triumph, appeared to

equate the two when it declared that ‘that which the narrative declares in writing

is the same as that which the icon (or image) does’, in reality, it was sight that

came out on top.45 Patriarch Nikephoros summed up this victory: ‘[words] enter

hearing, for first the sounds of the things spoken encounter those listening, then,

second, the listener achieves understanding of the given facts through analogy’

but ‘[painting] directly and immediately leads the minds of the viewers to the

facts themselves, as if they were present already, and from the first sight and

encounter, a clear and perfect knowledge of these is gained.’46 Words mattered

but understanding through sound came second and through analogy; with vi-

sion, the facts were clearly visible and needed no mediation. Nevertheless, both

sight and hearing interacted in the overall comprehension of the image; the

visual did not act alone.

This composite picture of the senses serves to locate the apse mosaic of the

Virgin and Child at Hagia Sophia as a part of a wider sensory experience, one

involving all five senses. The mosaic is set in a church, above the altar, and is

thereby a focal point of religious services (plate 3.2). The church itself is a vast

space, with a great central nave crowned by an immense dome, the largest dome

in Christendom until St Peter’s. It is a space that is sensory. Sounds echo and

reverberate, are caught and lost in the maze of domes and semi-domes, vaults and

high walls; light flickers and changes; it is cool; it smells. The mosaic of the Virgin

and Child is installed within a vast surround of gold mosaic that, in the Byzantine
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period, seems to have stretched unbroken, apart from a handful of figural scenes,

throughout the church at the level of the springing of the galleries. It is accom-

panied on either side by two archangels, each almost 5m tall, evoking the

heavenly court.47 The building was used for religious services, for processions

involving emperor, court and patriarch, services celebrating all the great Chris-

tian and imperial festivals, full of lights, candles, incense, gold and silver ware,

jewelled and embroidered textiles and icons. Although the mosaic of the Virgin

and Child appears unchanging, it is not. Its appearance changes as the light

3.2 Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, interior looking east towards the apse and

the mosaic of the Virgin and Child. Photo: Liz James.
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changes in the church – daily and throughout the year. Beyond the visual aspect,

the significance and impact of the image on its audience also altered with the

perceptions and memories of that audience.48 The senses provided access to a

double reality, one both physical and spiritual. The mosaic did not exist only to be

looked at; rather, the interplay of the five senses around the object opened its

audience to a fuller perception of its meaning and purpose.

Photios’s homily on the inauguration of the apse mosaic embodies this concept of

its installation. This homily was delivered in Hagia Sophia from a pulpit close to

the mosaic. It celebrates the triumph of

the Iconophiles over the Iconoclasts

and the restoration of both Orthodoxy

and imagery in Hagia Sophia.49 Its

purpose was to engage its audience

with the image of the Virgin and to

convey to them the theological truths

that this image revealed. To achieve

this, Photios needed to persuade his

audience to see the image not with

physical vision but with spiritual, or

even conceptual, vision.50 His homily

drew his audience to look at the apse

mosaic not in terms of what they could

see but in terms of what their sight

might lead them to apprehend. The

image in itself was not mysterious. Any

Byzantine viewer who could see it

would have immediately identified it as

the Virgin and Child (plate 3.3). What it

meant, however, was a different mat-

ter. Photios did not describe the mo-

saic. Instead, he told his audience that

what was there in the apse was:

A virgin mother carrying in her pure arms, for the common salvation of our kind, the common

Creator reclining as an infant – that great and ineffable mystery . . . A virgin mother with both

a virgin’s and a mother’s gaze, dividing in indivisible form her temperament between both

capacities yet belittling neither by its incompleteness. With such exactitude has the art of

painting, which is a reflection of inspiration from above, set up a lifelike imitation. For she

fondly turns her eyes upon her begotten child in the affection of her heart . . . You might think

her not incapable of speaking . . . To such an extent have the lips been made flesh by the colours

that they appear merely to be pressed together and stilled as in the mysteries, yet their silence is

not at all inert neither is the fairness of her form derivatory but rather it is the real archetype.51

3.3 The Virgin and Child mosaic, apse, Hagia

Sophia, Istanbul. Dedicated 867.

Photo: Liz James.
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Photios talks of the Virgin mother carrying her child, but from the perspec-

tive not of aesthetics but of salvation. He reports the lifelikeness of the image,

that ‘you might think her not incapable of speaking’; thus viewers might expect

both to see her and to hear her. Her lips have been made flesh; the fairness of her

form is not derivatory but the real original. It is as if she were alive. Such a view

has caused consternation among art historians for, to eyes accustomed to classical

and Renaissance ‘lifelikeness’, there is little alive about this mosaic.52 This misses

Photios’s point. For him, ‘lifelikeness’ is not an aesthetic judgement; it is a con-

ceptual necessity. As the first monumental figural representation placed in the

most important church in Byzantium after the end of Iconoclasm, the mosaic

needed to reflect the triumph of the Iconophiles.53 Installed as she is in Hagia

Sophia at this point in Byzantine history, and at this moment in the Byzantines’

definition of the nature of images, the Virgin must appear lifelike. Photios’s

speech echoes Nikephoros and John of Damascus about the crucial role of re-

ligious images in revealing religious truths, the fundamental paradox of By-

zantine religious art that man could depict God truthfully and accurately

through base materials. For an image to be a true image, it had to resemble the

archetype, or model; it had to be lifelike. That the Virgin existed here in Hagia

Sophia in this lifelike form with the Christ Child on her lap was proof positive of

the Incarnation of Christ and hence of the truth of the Christian message.54 To

enable his audience to see this, Photios had to make it possible for them to use

their earthly senses to see further than the visual surface of the mosaic. He had to

explain to them the facts (the reality of the Incarnation and the existence of the

image) through analogy (the image and the lifelikeness of the image), so that they

could ‘look at things with the eyes of sense and understand them with the eyes of

the spirit’.55 Important, though, was the concept that it was the eyes of the body

that led to the eyes of the spirit. In the context of the homily, Photios’s audience

was invited to use its senses to go beyond the sensual. The overall environment of

the church facilitated this engagement.

Each of the five senses had a role to play in achieving this transformation of

the material ‘installation’ of the church into heaven upon earth. It was the evo-

cation called up by all the senses that broke the world apart in a way that looking

alone could not. In part, this was achieved through a conditioned awareness of

the bridge that the senses provided between the physical and the spiritual: ev-

eryone ‘knew’ that the smell of incense indicated holiness, that touching an icon

was touching a saint, that the image of Christ meant that Christ was there.56 This

is an area where cultural memories, which can work in the context of all five

senses, were triggered.57 Art as a part of the whole sensory continuum allowed

the believer to pass beyond the physical realm to the spiritual: the role of the

human senses was to reveal spiritual truths that might otherwise be hidden.

In this context of the senses, there was another paradox: the use of the

material and sensual to achieve the spiritual, a placing of the body at the centre

of religious experience, whilst attempting to transcend the body through the use
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of the senses. This seems to contradict Western philosophical thinking about the

body’s subservience to the spirit. Instead, the senses breached the boundaries of

both ‘culture’ and materiality. One of the fundamental issues in the Iconoclastic

dispute was whether base materials could convey divinity: was the work of art as a

material object able to portray the holy and non-material? For the Iconoclasts,

this was impossible but after the triumph of the Iconophiles, who believed that

the material could convey the divine, material objects that now would be defined

as ‘art’ – mosaics, for example – became ‘not art’ so that they could function as

gateways to the divine. That the image of the Virgin is ‘life-like’, can ‘speak’, is the

‘real archetype’, actually moves her one step further away from the material

world. That the image might be real would make the Virgin flesh and blood and

divine, all at once, like the child she holds, and this is the crux of the paradox of

Byzantine art.58 For the Byzantine believer, the existence of the mosaic of the

Virgin disturbed the religious space by promising to make the divine real.

In this way, the appeal to and the response of the senses formed a crucial part

of the Byzantines’ engagement with their images.59 By using all the senses, the

worshipper – who was viewer, listener, smeller, toucher, taster, all at once – was

transported into a visionary world beyond objects, to the point where the onto-

logical differences between the artist’s imitations and their objects was erased:

there was no boundary between the object and the living body, between the

physical realm and the spiritual. To put this another way, we might follow Edward

Casey, who, drawing on Merleau-Ponty, suggests that to be in a place is to know, to

be aware of one’s consciousness and sensuous presence in the world. For Casey,

place is a fusion of self, space and time, which might be one means of articulating

the Byzantine worshipper’s ideal state.60 In 988 the envoys of Vladimir of Kiev

reported on the Hagia Sophia experience. As angels seemed to descend from the

mosaics to join in the celebration of the liturgy, ‘we knew not whether we were in

heaven or on earth. For on earth there is no such splendour or such beauty and we

are at a loss how to describe it. We only know that God dwells there among

men.’61 If, as Rée proposes, art exists to challenge and disturb our shared en-

gagement with reality, then Byzantine art intended to do this as spectacularly as

possible for its audience. It was the senses that allowed the worshipper to make

contact with God, crossing the gap between the sensible and the in-sensible. John

of Damascus explained it thus: ‘If we sometimes understand forms by using our

minds, but other times from what we see, then it is through these two ways that

we are brought to understanding. It is the same with the other senses; after we

have smelled or tasted or touched, we combine our experience with reason and

thus come to knowledge.’62 Art’s installation in the sensory and spatial allows the

viewer to cross between this world and the next. Visuality was only one part of

this experience, visual culture only a part of the story, and the mosaic only partly

to be categorized as something called ‘art’ and thus belonging to art’s history. To

the Byzantine viewer, the incorporeal God himself could be known through all

the senses. As John of Damascus wrote, ‘When we speak of the holy and eternal
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Trinity, we use the images of the sun, light, and burning rays [sight]; or a running

fountain or an overflowing river [sound]; or the mind, speech and spirit within us

[hearing]; or a rose tree, a flower and a sweet fragrance [smell].’63
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