
THE MIDDLE BYZANTINE SANCTUARY BARRIER: 
TEMPCON OR TCONOSTASIS? 

AT THE PRESENT TIME the interior of the Orthodox church is dominated by the richly 
painted iconostnsis which separates visually as well as physically the layman in the nave 
from the priest in the sanctuary. But thc opaque barrier was not always part of the 
liturgical furnishings of East Christian churches. Indeed, the evolution of the wooden 
iconostasis from the open marble screen of low parapet slabs with, on occasion, 
colonnetzes supporting an architrave or epistyle typical of the Early Christian period has 
recently received considerable attention.' T h c  period at which the marble screen, often 
referred to as a tcrnplon in the sources, began to assume a more opaque character through 
the addition OF pcrrnanently attached panel paintings remains open to debazc.? Such 
scholars as Chatzidakis and Weitzrnann propose a tenth- or eleventh-century date for thc 
devel~prntnt.~ Others, including Ouspensky, Lazarev and CValter, conclude that it is  a 
late Byzantine or even post-Byzantine phenomenon.' 

As the open form orsanctuary barrier has been convincingly demonstrated Tor the early 
churches ofconstantinople until the age ofJustinian, in my opinion, the critical phase for 
the understanding of the barrier is the period from the end of the ninth century until the 
re-establishment oFOsthodoxy in Constantinople in the aftermath ofthe Latin occupation 
( I  zoq-GI) .> Within t h i s  chronological framework, it is  important to look first at thc 
evidcncc for the form of the sanctuary barrier remainins in the capital of the Byzantine 
Empire, Constantinoplc. Since during the Middle Byzantine pcriod the capital was 
culturally dominant, providing the main source of artistic innovation in the Empire, it is  
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follow pre-iconoclastic models, the common occurrence of the low screen in manuscripts 
must have meant that this form of sanctuary barrier was sti l l  recognisable in the Middle 
Byzant i~~e  period and by no means heretical.'12 Indeed, it seems likely that thc 
pre-iconoclastic foundations in Constantinople, like St Sophia, retained their original 
open sanctuary barriers.'13 

Two final sources, both mystical interpretations of the church, may hc quoted as 
evidence for the relative openness of the Ryzantinc tcmplon. At the end oS thc eleventh 
century, Nicholaos of Andida wrote: 

The  shutting of the doors and thc closing oft he curtain over them, as they are accusrumcd to do iu 
monasteries, and the covering over the gifts with the so-called a& signifirs. I believe, the night on 
which took placc the betrayal of the disciple, the bringing [of Christ] l>ciorc Caiaphas, thc 
arraignment bcfore Annas, thc false testimonies, the mockery, the blows atid thc rcsl . . B u t  when 
the a h  is taken away and the curtain drawn back, and thc doors opened, this signifies the dawn on 
which they led him away and handed him over to Pantius Pilatc, thc governor."' 

Certainly the tempion was closed, but by curtains rather than by perrnancntly attached 
intercolumnar icons. In addition the reference to closure i s  circumscribed. 1 t occurs only 
for a short time during the liturgy and, as Mathews has already noted, the practice is 
described as specifically r n ~ n a s t i c . " ~  

I t  is possible that opaque sanctuary barriers were only introduced univcrsally into the 
Orthodox church in the post-Byzan tine period. Certainly rhe absence of any men tion of 
either intercolumnar icons or curtains in a detailed, mefaphysicat description oT the 
sanctuary by Symcon of Thessalonike (d. tqzg) is significant. 

The closure manifests the division bctween the scnscs and the  intclligtncc, cvcn as a firmament 
separates thc spiritual from thc material. The columns herore the altar, Christ, arc those of his 
Church, which exhort and support us. Thcn above the closurcs is the joining en tablat urc, declaring 
the bond of lovcand unity in Christ of thc blcsscd on earth. Thcn above the entablarurc is Christ, in 
the middlc of thc holy irnagcs, and Banking him, His Mothcr and the Raplist, angels, aposrles and 
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others of the saints. Thus Christ is in heaven with his saints, is with US now, and will comc for 
judgcmcnt, And the closure makes the bcma cmincntly reprcscnt thc remembrance of Christ. So 
the tomb is the attar, as thc bcma is manifestly the remembrance [orthc arca?] around the tomb. 
Thus, thc ambo stands hiore the door of thc tomb, evincing the stone rollcd from thc door or thc 
tomb. . Ib8  

Not only does Syrneon not mention intcscolumnar icons, but spcci FicalIy rner~tior~s the 
imases or the Great Deesis above the epistyle. 

The archaeological, pictorial and docurncntary evidence, or lack of evidence, 
associated with Constantinople indicates chat in the capital of  the Empire, through the 
Middle Byzantine period and into rhe burteenth century, [he templon screen remains 
relatively open, the emphasis of its figural programme still on the cpistyle, not on the 
columnar area of the screen. Ir  is  also clear that outsidc the capital, in the provinces of the 
Empire, Constantinopolitan practices were normatly followed. Only within the peculiar 
circumstances or unpretentious, non-metropolitan buildings were permanent visual 
barriers in traduced. These provincial esarnplcs cannor be seen as isola tcd reflectors of 
Middle Byzantine Canstantinopolitan practice, nor should they be r q a d t d  as thc 
original source for the later Orthadox ic~noscasis. They were local adaptations ofcommon 
liturgical arrangements to the rcs~ricted space of provincial buildings. To locate the 
sources ofthe iconastasis, the opaque: sanctuary closurc, and to identify the time at which 
i t  became the koinc of the Orthodox church, i t  may be necessary to consider the juncture 
in rhe fourteentll century or Hesychast rnysticisn~ and the wood-buildins genius of rllc 
Russian north. 
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rroctb<>oi rh b r b ~ h .  Koiiirqov p ~ v  ~ i v t n  ~ r l v  i ~ p a v  ~@nr\av, w< ~rw;pa h f  rb P ~ ~ L U ,  rd Z E Q ~  ~ b v  ri~$ov h)Labi.  At6 
xai b h d w v  nph ~i; Bljpos mu p0rjpuro< 'icnasuc, rbv xu?.ro0ivrn LiOm hnh t G 5  O i j p g  rnir ~vqpc iov  bt ixvir;  
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