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During his 38-year reign, from 

527 to 565, the emperor 

Justinian labored to bring 

harmony to the disputatious 

factions of the Eastern Orthodox 

Church; organized Roman law 

into a code that would influence 

European legal systems down to 

the present; and set his armies 

on the march, enlarging the 

empire until it reached from the 

Black Sea to Spain.  

 

He also erected hundreds of new 

churches, libraries and public 

edifices throughout the empire. 

Hagia Sophia, completed in 537, 

was his crowning architectural 

achievement.  



Anthemius of Tralles and Isidorus of Miletus.  

Hagia Sophia (Istanbul), 532-537 





Justinian chose physicist Isidorus 

of Miletus and mathematician 

Anthemius of Tralles as architects; 

Anthemius, however, died within 

the first year of the endeavor.  

 

The emperor had material brought 

from all over the empire - such as 

Hellenistic columns from the 

Temple of Artemis at Ephesus, 

large stones from quarries in 

porphyry from Egypt, green 

marble from Thessaly, black stone 

from the Bosporus region, and 

yellow stone from Syria.  







On January 13, 532 a tense and 

angry populace arrived at the 

Hippodrome for the races. The 

Hippodrome was next to the palace 

complex and thus Justinian could 

watch from the safety of his box in 

the palace and preside over the 

races. From the start the crowd had 

been hurling insults at Justinian. 

By the end of the day, at race 22, 

the partisan chants had changed 

from "Blue" or "Green" to a unified 

Nίκα ("Nika", meaning "Win!" or 

"Conquer!"), and the crowds broke 

out and began to assault the palace. 

For the next five days the palace 

was under virtual siege. The fires 

that started during the tumult 

resulted in the destruction of much 

of the city, including the city's 

foremost church, the Hagia Sophia.  



Left: Obelisks in the Hippodrome in 

Constantinople 

Below: Mosaics from the imperial 

apartments leading to the 

Hippodrome 



Base of the obelisk of 

Theodosius (Theodosius 

receiving homage from his 

kathisma from 

barbarians),  

c. 390-393 CE, marble 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inanna


A fire started during the tumult of the Nika Revolt and burned 

the second Hagia Sophia to the ground on 13–14 January 532. 

 

Several marble blocks from the second church survive to the 

present; among them are reliefs depicting 12 lambs representing 

the 12 apostles 

 



The empress Theodora, a brilliant, 

politically shrewd woman, is said 

to have spurred Justinian to resist 

the rioters saying, “Purple makes a 

fine shroud”- meaning that she 

would rather die an empress 

(purple was the royal color) than 

flee for her life.  Taking up her 

words as a battle cry, imperial 

forces under Belisarius crushed 

the rebels.   

 

As soon as order was restored, 

Justinian and Theodora embarked 

on a building campaign that 

overshadowed any in the city since 

the reign of Constantine two 

centuries earlier.  



The temple itself was so richly and artistically decorated that Justinian 

proclaimed, “Solomon, I have outdone thee!"  The name “Hagia Sophia” 

means “Holy Wisdom” so the association with Solomon was crucial to 

Justinian’s aims in regard to his new church. 



Hagia Sophia’s dome has a band of 

forty windows around its base.  This 

daring concept challenged 

architectural logic by weakening the 

integrity of the masonry but created 

the all-important circle of light that 

makes the dome appear to float.  In 

fact, when the first dome fell in 558, it 

did so because a pier and pendentive 

shifted and the dome was too shallow, 

not because of the windows.  Confident 

of their revised technical methods and 

undeterred, the architects designed a 

steeper dome that put the summit 20 

feet higher above the floor.  

 

This space played a crucial role in the 

empire’s political life as the location 

where the patriarch crowned each new 

emperor. All of this contributed to 

impressing foreign ambassadors with 

imperial processions.  





The Imperial Gate was the 

main entrance between the 

exo- and esonarthex. It was 

reserved only for the emperor. 

The Byzantine mosaic above 

the portal depicts Christ and 

Emperor Leo VI the Wise.  

 

Below: Emperor Leo VI at 

Christ’s Feet (Hagia Sophia), 

10th century, mosaic 



"Hagia Sophia summed up everything that was the Orthodox religion," says Roger 

Crowley, author of 1453: The Holy War for Constantinople and the Clash of Islam and 

the West. "For Greeks, it symbolized the center of their world. Its very structure was a 

microcosm of heaven, a metaphor for the divine mysteries of Orthodox Christianity."  

 

Pilgrims came from across the Eastern Christian world to view its icons, believed to 

work miracles, and an unmatched collection of sacred relics. Within the cathedral's 

holdings were artifacts alleged to include pieces of the True Cross; the lance that 

pierced Christ's side; the ram's horns with which Joshua blew down the walls of Jericho; 

the olive branch carried by the dove to Noah's ark after the Flood; Christ's tunic; the 

crown of thorns; and Christ's own blood. "Hagia Sophia," says Crowley, "was the mother 

church—it symbolized the everlastingness of Constantinople and the Empire.” 



Left: Plan of Hagia Sophia 

Right: A six-row iconostasis at Uglich Cathedral. 

 

The centralized and basilica structures were sometimes combined as in the 

church of Hagia Sophia. The basilican east end then allowed for the 

erection of an iconostasis, a screen on which icons are hung and which 

conceals the altar from the worshippers except at those points in the liturgy 

when its doors are opened. 



In Eastern Christianity a “bema” 

remains the name of the platform which 

composes the sanctuary; it consists of 

both the area behind the iconostasis and 

the platform in front of it from which 

the deacon leads the ektenias (litanies) 

together with the ambo from which the 

priest delivers the sermon and 

distributes Holy Communion. It may be 

approached by one or several steps.  

 

The bema is composed of the altar (the 

area behind the iconostasion), the soleas 

(the pathway in front of the 

iconostasion), and the ambo (the area in 

front of the Holy Doors which projects 

westward into the nave). Orthodox laity 

do not normally step up onto the bema 

except to receive Holy Communion. 



A major difference of traditional 

Orthodox churches from Western 

churches is the absence of any pews 

in the nave. In some ethnic 

traditions of Orthodoxy, it was 

deemed disrespectful to sit during 

sermons. The faithful, however, 

were very active in their worship, 

making frequent bows and 

prostrations, and feeling free to 

move about the building during the 

services. 

 

All Eastern Orthodox altars have a 

saint's relics embedded inside them, 

usually that of a martyr, placed at 

the time they are consecrated. The 

altar would be placed in a 

sanctuary off limits to all but the 

emperor and the clergy. 



The Loge of the Empress is located in the center of the upper enclosure, or 

gallery, of the Hagia Sophia. From there the empress and the court-ladies 

would watch the proceedings down below. A round, green stone marks the 

spot where the throne of the empress stood. 



The Marble Door inside the Hagia Sophia is located in the southern upper 

enclosure, or gallery. It was used by the participants in  synods (church 

councils), they entered and left the meeting chamber through this door. 



When the architects and builders invited 

Justinian to inspect the structure which 

they had almost finished, Justinian had 

being feeling ill. Tiring quickly, Justinian 

leaned against one of the marble pillars. 

When he straightened up and walked 

away, he felt much better, remarking 

that he thought he had been healed.  

 

Workers spread the story. Townspeople 

flocked to the pillar to pray for healing, 

and the column grew as a pilgrimage 

place for locals and visitors. Since more 

people were lining up at the pillar than 

going to Mass, the priests encased the 

pillar with a metal covering.  

 

Persistent pilgrims, however, placed 

their hands on the covering and, over the 

centuries, rubbed a hole into it. Most who 

visit Hagia Sophia today still honor the 

story by placing their hands on the spot. 



In 726 the emperor Leo the 

Isaurian issued a series of 

edicts against the veneration of 

images, ordering the army to 

destroy all icons - ushering in 

the period of Byzantine 

iconoclasm. At that time, all 

religious pictures and statues 

were removed from the Hagia 

Sophia. 

 

Right: A simple cross: example 

of iconoclast art in the Hagia 

Irene Church in Istanbul.  



Following the building's conversion into a mosque in 1453, at the time of the Ottoman 

conquest, many of its mosaics were covered with plaster, due to Islam’s ban on 

representational imagery. 



Theodosian walls of Constantinople 



Before entering the church, 

the Ottoman sultan Mehmet 

II bent down to scoop up a 

fistful of earth, pouring it 

over his head to symbolize 

his abasement before God. 

Hagia Sophia was the 

physical embodiment of 

imperial power: now it was 

his. He declared that it was 

to be protected and was 

immediately to become a 

mosque. Calling for an imam 

to recite the call to prayer, he 

strode through the handful of 

terrified Greeks who had not 

already been carted off to 

slavery, offering mercy to 

some. Mehmet then climbed 

onto the altar and bowed 

down to pray. 



The Turks treated Hagia Sophia with honor. In 

contrast to other churches that had been seized 

and converted into mosques, the conquerors 

refrained from changing its name, merely 

adapting it to the Turkish spelling. ("Ayasofya" is 

the way it is written in Turkey today.) Mehmet, 

says Ilber Ortayli, director of the Topkapi Palace 

Museum, the former residence of the Ottoman 

emperors, "was a man of the Renaissance, an 

intellectual. He was not a fanatic. He recognized 

Hagia Sophia's greatness and he saved it." 

 

Remarkably, the sultan allowed several of the 

finest Christian mosaics to remain, including the 

Virgin Mary and images of the seraphs, which he 

considered to be guardian spirits of the city. 

Under subsequent regimes, however, more 

orthodox sultans would be less tolerant. 

Eventually, all of the figurative mosaics were 

plastered over. 





The Muslims turned Hagia Sophia into a mosque by making three major changes: 

 

1) Because Islam forbids images, they covered all of the mosaics and paintings, 

often lettering quotations from the Quran on the material covering them. The 

coverings, however, were of dried hay and plaster which not only let the paintings 

underneath breathe but also kept the mosaics intact. Some say that the Turks 

did this in consideration for the art. Others say that Orthodox Christians got in 

on the job and used this method to preserve the art they loved.  

 

2) Muslims added minarets—towers that accompany a mosque around the outside 

of the building. Some minarets have balconies where a leader calls Muslims to 

prayer five times a day.  

 

3) They added a mihrab on the inside—a space which would resemble a side altar to 

Roman Catholics. Muslims know that, when they bow to a mihrab from any place 

in any mosque, they are bowing toward Mecca. 





In November 2006, a visit by Pope Benedict XVI to Hagia Sophia 

prompted an outpouring of sectarian rage. The pope intended this as 

a gesture of goodwill, having previously antagonized Muslims by a 

speech in which he quoted a Byzantine emperor's characterization of 

Islam as a violent religion.  

 

But tens of thousands of protesters, who believed that he was 

arriving to stake a Christian claim to Hagia Sophia, jammed 

surrounding streets and squares in the days before his arrival, 

beating drums and chanting "Constantinople is forever Islamic" and 

"Let the chains break and Ayasofya open."  

 

Hundreds of women wearing head coverings brandished a petition 

that they claimed contained one million signatures demanding the 

reconversion of Hagia Sophia. Thirty-nine male protesters were 

arrested by police for staging a pray-in inside the museum.  

 

When the pope finally arrived at Hagia Sophia, traveling along 

streets lined with police and riding in an armored car rather than 

his open popemobile, he refrained from even making the sign of the 

cross. In the museum's guest book, he inscribed only the cautiously 

ecumenical phrase, "God should illuminate us and help us find the 

path of love and peace.” 
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STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

Discuss ways in which this 

structure satisfied the 

propagandistic aims of its 

patron, the emperor Justinian, at 

the time it was created.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

Discuss ways in which this 

sacred space accommodated the 

religious beliefs and practices of 

the Eastern Orthodox faith. How 

does it differ in its design and 

ornamentation from early 

Christian basilicas such as Old 

St. Peter’s and Santa Sabina? 



The Hagia Sophia replaces an earlier 

church destroyed during a rebellion. 

How does the Freedom Tower convey a 

sense of resilience similar to that 

embodied by the Hagia Sophia? 


