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Worship and War: Sacred Space in Byzantine Military Religion
Introduction

Immediately, without delay, he ordered that a church be built [in the camp] in honor of

the all-immaculate Lady and Mother of God....When the inhabitants of the city heard the

sound of the church gong...they were filled with concern and commotion, as they
surmised that the island would become part of the Roman domain.'
Michael Attaleiates, Historia.

Michael Attaleiates' account of the 961 Byzantine reconquest of Saracen Crete provides
us with a curious story of a Christian church being built directly in a place of combat in order to
guarantee a military victory. During an assault on the Fort of Chandax (modern Heraklion),
Emperor Nikephoros Phokas "suggested to everyone that their first line of defense, their
invincible courage, and most secure anchor was to seek refuge with the Mother of God, the All-
Pure Lady, and plead with her," and subsequently constructed a church for his soldiers to do their
pleading in. This episode, strange as it is, indicates that there existed a potential in Byzantine
spaces dedicated to warfare for conceiving of, and even architecturally actualizing, qualitatively
distinct places of worship. In this case, a place of military activity exhibited particular links to
the sacred that a church could embody. However, the infrequency of church-building on active
battlefields in contrast to the similarity of liturgical and ritual practices in Byzantine military
religion to those of church practices brings up questions about the exact nature of Byzantine
military religious experiences. As I will demonstrate in this paper, military religious practices
and interactions with the divine in military contexts make clear that this potential for sacred

space centered around the imperial host as a mobile body, manifesting with marked differences

to church space. Furthermore, the actualization of this space was facilitated by emperors, who

! Michael Aualeiates, Historia, trans. Anthony Kaldellis and Dimistis Krallis (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks
Research Library and Collection, 1995), 411-13.



customarily conducted the building programs of sacred architectural spaces such as temples and
tombs, and supported by developing narratives in Byzantine Orthodox Christianity.

The question arises, thén, of how the sacred was constituted in the Byzantine military.
The variations of the sacred in the Christian imaginary are of course too numerous to address in
this paper, but to understand one of medieval Christianity's primary mechanisms of experiencing
the sacred, it is necessary to look at the phenomenon of the cult of saints. Though never referred
to as such by contemporaries, the idea in both the Western and the Eastern kingdoms that holy
figures could be invoked to intercede with God on the behalf of Christian supplicants permeated
every level of the public and private lives of medieval individuals. The cult of saints originally
centered around the burial places of martyrs, or men and women who died as a consequence of
their refusal to denounce their Christian faith under the Roman Empire.” The bodies of these
martyrs and the objects with which they interacted in life were understood themselves to contain
some of the presence of the martyr, and to maintain divine powers in their vicinity. In his
seminal book The Cult of the Saints, Peter Brown describes the model of the medieval universe
that made this the case: a cosmic division was believed to exist between the sphere of the eternal
stars and the earth, and the upward movement of these martyrs into heaven necessitated leaving
behind the physical body.? Describing the tombs of the patriarchs of the Holy Land, Rabbi
Pinhas ben Hama in the time of Julian the Apostate (361-363) noted that "it is when they died
and the rock closed on their tombs here below that they deserved to be called 'saints';"

essentially, their holiness became localised with their internment, and created a point of

congruence between heaven and earth.* At the tomb of Saint Martin of Tours, an inscription

? David Rollason, Saints and Relics in Anglo Saxon England (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989), 9.

3 Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: University of Chicago,
1981), 2.

# Ibid., 3, in reference to a midrash on Psalm 16:2.




likewise reads: "Interred here are the relics of the bishop Martin whose spirit is in the hand of
God, but who is completely present here, manifest with every grace of virtue."’

By the end of the sixth century, the centralisation of tombs as a part of ecclesiastical life
led to such activities as the exhumation, translation, and dismemberment of holy bodies. With
Christianity's new legitimacy in Rome, bishops moved bodies from cemeteries— the cities of the
dead- into cities of the living and paraded them as objects imbued with the presence of holy
figures in processions throughout city streets. Miracles at shrines transformed from private to
public events, and the clergy became part of the link between the invisible patron of the shrine
and the congregation— as well as a shield against idolatry.6 The focus on both the corporeal
remains of holy figures and their possessions became a staple of the Holy Roman Empire.

Significantly, a development occurred in Eastern Christianity that had very few
equivalents in the West: the eventual association of images, alongside remains and possessions,
with miraculous holy presence. One of the most significant aspects of these miraculous icons and
relics in Eastern Christianity is the role they played in the creation of sacred spaces.7 Early
Byzantine acceptance of icons as mediators came from the principle of the Incarnation: when the
body of the Virgin Mary, or the Theotokos, gave earthly flesh to the divine Logos, it validated the
manifestation of the divine in human form and legitimised the "discovery" and veneration of

images. Early forms of icons were acheiropoietoi, images created from the earthly imprint of a

divine body and "made without human hands" much in the same line as the Sudarium and the

5 Edmond Le Blant, Les inscriptions chrétiennes de la Gaule, (Paris: Imprimerie Impériale, 1856), I: 240. "Hic
conditus est sanctae memoriae Martinus episcopus cuius anima in manu Dei est, sed hic totus est Praesens

manifestus omni gratia virtutum."
8 See Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints, 3: Augustine, in City of God, 22.8, expected the recipient of a cure to
publicise the miracle in public; and in Miracula sancti Stephani 1.14, 2.1: crowds are inundated with stories of

miraculous cures.
7 Alexei Lidov, "Relics as a pivot of Eastern Christian Culture," in Eastern Christian Relics (Bocmouno-

xpucmuanckux penuxeuii), (Moscow: Progress-Traditsiya, 2003), 11-15.



Shroud of Turin. Often they, like relics, became focal poiqts for churches and shrines, and in this
way imbued the space in which they resided with their particular sacral nature.

The traditional understanding of sacred space, on the other hand, is that of an autonomous
entity situated out of normal time and space which accrues sacredness through an association
with the sacred, whether it be relics, graves, icons, or apparitions.® Both natural phenomena such
as caves and rivers and manmade spaces in the form of temples and churches have the potential
to obtain sacral natures, and where they exist, as David Torevell notes, they are initiatory, resting
on and producing tradition.” Sacred spaces generally contain multiple dimensions of sacredness,
both in terms of "natural" or historical sacredness and sacralised objects or buildings.'® In
Eastern Christian church spaces, icons and relics, in conjunction with ritual gestures and sensory
additions such as lighting and incense, often provided the fundament for forming concrete spatial
environments.

In 2001, Alexei Lidov proposed a new sub-field within the study of sacred space called
“hierotopy,” asserting that "the widespread term 'sacred space' did not function well because of
its general character [in that it described] almost the entire realm of the religious." Hierotopy, a
compound term formed from the Greek words hieros (‘'sacred') and topos ('place’, 'space’),
generated a great deal of interest when it came to more widespread attention in 2006; as of yet
the theory has not met with any substantial opposition. It specifically addresses the creation of

sacred spaces as a unique form of creativity, and is dedicated to revealing and analyzing

® Herman de Dijn, "The Scandal of Particularity: Meanings, Incarnation, and Sacred Places," in Loci Sacri, ed. T.

Coomans et al. (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2012), 43.
® David Torevell, Losing the Sacred: Ritual, Modernity, and Liturgical Reform, (London: T & T Clark International,

2001), 177.
10 4e Dijn, "The Scandal of Particularity," 43.




particular examples of this creativity.” As a consequence, it allows for a form of cultural history
that draws heavily from the historical, art historical, and anthropological fields, but encompasses
methodologies and evidence from a much wider range. Hierotopy is found in performance, in
place, in object, in signs, and in the psychological state of the participant; it is an epistemological
structure that is created, maintained, and experienced through interactions that offer an identity
between the sacred and the viewer.'? This approach recognises that essentially all objects of
medieval religious art were conceived as elements of a hierotopical project and as part of a
network of concrete sacred space, and looks to elucidate the immaterial, non-positivist space that
is constructed through an overlap of a narrative of sacred power and a personal narrative.
Documentation for the conception of such constructions of space is unique in medieval
Byzantium, with a special system of notions in place to describe performative paradigms. One
such notion is the chora, reflected for example in Theodore Metochites' iconographic program
for the Chora Monastery in Constantinoplfz.13 The monastery bears over its entrance the
inscription "chora tou achorétou," "container of the uncontainable," or "the space of what exists
beyond the space."'* The chora — the space~ is both a reference to the Incarnation, where the
Virgin Mary circumscribed the divine Word in flesh, and to the spatial being of God. Nicoletta
Isar's treatment of this topic highlights the importance of the chora in the defense of the icon

during Iconoclasm (A.D. 730- 843)."° The icon, as described by the Patriarch Nikephoros, is a

' Alexei Lidov, "Hierotopy: The Creation of Sacral Spaces as a Form of Creativity and a Subject of Cultural
History," in Hierotopy. Creation of Sacred Spaces in Byzantium and Medieval Russia, ed. A. Lidov (Moscow:
Progress-Traditsiya, 2006), 32.

12 yacquelyn Tuerk, "Hierotopy, Narrative, and Magical Amulets," in Hierotopy. Comparative studies of sacred
spaces, ed. A. Lidov (Moscow: Indrik, 2008), 79.

13 Built in the early fourth century, and decorated by Metochites in the 13th.

1 Xddpa Tov aywprrov.” See Nicoletta Isar, "Chorography (Chora, Choros)- A performative paradigm of creation
of sacred space in Byzantium" in Hierotopy. Creation of Sacred Spaces in Byzantium and Medieval Russia, ed. A.
Lidov 56-90, (Moscow: Progress-Traditsiya, 2006).

15 Jconoclasm was a period in the eighth and ninth centuries where the use of icons in the Christian religion came
under violent dispute; a common reference on the part of the iconoclasts, or those who opposed icon use, was



trace in the visible of the chora space, which reveals a dynamic relationship between the
container and content.'® Theodore Metochites' hierotopical approach to this church, which
included images of Christ and the Virgin and inscriptions denoting the "chora ton zonton" or
“space of the living” in the naos and narthex, represented an interest in the symbolic presentation
of spiritual phenomena not uncommon among many other medieval thinkers.'” For icon
worshippers during Iconoclasm, the concept of this spatial being in imagery became the basic
argument separating the icon from the idol- the icon, like Christ, was eternally spatial or
heavenly but also corporeal and concrete. In light of this, proposals for the deliberate
construction of divine space by Byzantine aristocrats find a basis in contemporary theology.

As a very young field, much of the work done with hierotopy from the mid-2000s to the
present day has been a continual development of its scope, revealing and examining instances of
such activity both in the Middle Ages and beyond. Lidov has published both a framework for
this sort of cultural history and a great deal of groundwork for the field, demonstrating the wide
applicability of hierotopy in terms of geographic and topical scale: from pervasive image-
paradigms, such as the "New Jerusalem," that span the imaginaries of several empires, to the use
of single icons such as the Flying Hodegetria in local rituals.'® A number of additional scholars
in the art historical field have also contributed to the theory. Among them Bissera Pentcheva, in

her book Icons and Power: The Mother of God in Byzantium, as well as in her work on the

Exodus 20:4, "You shall not make for yourself an image in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth
beneath or in the waters below." There were two iconoclastic controversies, the first beginning in 730 with
Emperor Leo III and ending in 787 under Empress Irene with the Seventh Ecumenical Council, and the second
beginning in 814 upon the ascension of Leo V and ending in 843 under the widow of Emperor Theophilus.

' Isar, "Chorography," 64.

""" Xdopa twv {dovrwv." Alexei Lidov takes note in "The Creation of Sacral Spaces" of the term ‘hieroplastia’ in the
texts of Pseudo-Dionisius Arepagite, which refers ostensibly to the visual presentation of spiritual phenomena; in
his view hieroplastia could very well be the creation of spatial imagery. In G. W. H. Lampe, A Patristic Greek
Lexikon, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961), 670.

'® Alexei Lidov, Hierotopy: Spatial Icons and Image-Paradigms in Byzantine Culture, (Moscow: Theoria, 2009);
and "New Jerusalems: Transferring of the Holy Land as a Generative Matrix of Christian Culture," in New
Jerusalems, ed. A. Lidov, (Moscow: Indrik, 2009), 8-10.
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performative icon, engages with the textual and material history of Marian imagery and firmly
establishes the importance of the Virgin Mary to the rise in prominence of icon-worship and the
use of icons in battle in Byzantium.'? Jacquelyn Tuerk's "Hierotopy, Narrative, and Magical
Amulets" further fleshes out the basic framework of hierotopy by establishing the importance of
the congress between divine narratives and personal narratives in the creation of sacred space.

It is as part of these efforts that I propose to examine Byzantine performance of religion
in military affairs and to elucidate manifestations and creations of sacred space in Byzantine
military preparations and engagements before the year 1204. I have chosen to address military
religion in general rather than one or two sources in isolation because of the patchwork nature of
military narratives in extant Byzantine sources and the time-dependent developments of religious
narratives in the military. For the same reason I have elected largely to narrow the chronological
scope of my analysis to the Middle Byzantine military and its relevant preceding contexts.
Groundwork has been laid by Lidov, Tuerk, Anna Lazarova, Elka Bakalova, Nicoletta Isar, Peter
Brown, and Irina Sterligova on the application of hierotopy outside of the architectural- in
cultural icons such as holy men and heavily symbolic objects such as grave coverings, for
instance— but the topic of the battlefield is as of yet untouched.”® It seems straightforward to
discuss religious experience and belief in intercession in the military by means of contemporary
literary explanations of divine power attributed to the emperor and imperial military endeavours,
but this cannot itself explain why a majority of the infantry was ostensibly prepared to accept the

battlefield as a milieu of the miraculous.

19 Bissera Pentcheva, Icons and Power: The Mother of God in Byzantium (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 2006), and "The Performative Icon," in The Art Bulletin 88, no.4 (2006): 631-655.

2 Gee Anna Lazarova and Elka Bakalova, "Communicative Aspects of Sacred Space: Messages to the Saint," in
Spatial Icons: Performativity in Byzantium and Medieval Russia 52-74, ed. A. Lidov (Moscow: Indrik, 2011);
Peter Brown, "Chrotope: Theodore of Sykeon and His Sacred Landscape," in Hierotopy: The Creation of Sacred
Spaces in Byzantium and Medieval Russia, ed. A. Lidov, 117-125 (Moscow: Indrik, 2011).
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Hierotopical creativity made use of a system of interaction between what Lidov calls the
'static place-matrix' and 'flying space' (respectively, the original physical or geographic
monument, and moving or transitory space), both of which were ultimately translatable and
greatly performative. The beholder, or the worshipper, was an integral part in the construction of
the spatial image. In conjunction with lights, gestures, sounds, and smells, and with his or her
individual and collective memory and spiritual knowledge, the beholder spontaneously created
the spatial icon.”! Further, just as the materials and elements that constructed a sacred space
could be moved, so could the sacred space itself. As Lidov demonstrates in his 2004 essay on the
Flying Hodegetria icon in Constantinople, miraculous icons themselves were capable of bearing
sacred space with them as they were translated to different locales.?* Byzantine religious liturgy,
marches, and relic and icon use in military situations as part of both an imperial program of
Byzantine military ideology and an Orthodox piety are unique in their constant mobility. These
included personal icons brought by emperors on campaign to reliquaries of the True Cross
carried in military processions, to mass prayer and the recitations of liturgy on the eve of battles
reminiscent of Roman customs. The military as a subject thus presents difficulties in its
collective but non-static nature, which precluded both hierotopic techniques that relied on the
fixed, three-dimensional enclosing structures found in the building programs of churches, tombs,
and pilgrimage sites, as well as techniques that aimed to encourage the formation of sacred space

around a central object or figure.

' Alexei Lidov, "Hierotopy: The Creation of Sacral Spaces as a Form of Creativity and a Subject of Cultural
History," in Hierotopy. Creation of Sacred Spaces in Byzantium and Medieval Russia, ed. A. Lidov (Moscow:
Progress-Traditsiya, 2006), 33-58.

*2 Alexei Lidov, "The Flying Hodegetria; The Miraculous Icon as a Bearer of Sacred Space," in The Miraculous
Image in the Late Middle Ages and Renaissance, Analecta Romana Instituti Danici, Supplementa 35, ed. E
Thunoe and G. Wolf (Rome: L'Erma di Bretschnieder, 2004).



11

An examination of records of religious practice and phenomena on and off the battlefield
up until the beginning of thirteenth century demonstrates that, through rituals, icons, miracles,
and other forms of religious engagement, Byzantine emperors gradually as well as spontaneously
created a mobile form of sacred space in war that recalled church spaces but did not include a
fixed architectural milieu. In the process of this examination, it is important to ascertain: What
particular forms of the sacred contributed to hierotopy on the battlefield? How were these spaces
developed in the history of Byzantine warfare? What narratives of the sacred became associated

with traditional narratives of war?

Background

The middle Byzantine era (A.D. 843-1204) was characterised by protracted warfare,
succeeding a period within which the pagan Roman approach to religion and the military shifted
towards an all-encompassing Christian rhetoric. An increasingly religious model of military
ritual found in military and historical writings throughout the rise of the Christian Roman Empire
accompanied an evolution in the drive for warfare. Religious war, or war for the sake of religion,
was not a familiar concept to the Romans; the Empire's pagan predecessors did not go to war for
their faiths, viewing gods as third-party moral authorities who contributed to a sense of group
identity.” In the first century A.D., for instance, Livy was able to accuse the king Numa
Pompilius of inventing religion in order to keep the plebes in line outside of wartime. This
criticism reflected the reality that, much of the time, religious rituals performed to coax gods to

the aid of the armies were for a great part done in the interests of discipline.**

2 John Helgeland, "Roman Army Religion," in Aufstieg und Niedergang der rémischen Welt 11. 16 no. 2 (1988):
1472,

™ Sara Elise Phang, Roman Military Service: Ideologies of Discipline in the Late Republic and Early Principate,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 89; and Helgeland, "Roman Army Religion," 1471. See also
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