


Hagia Sophia from the Sea of Marmora, the Church of St. Irene to the right.

...a spectacle of great beauty, stupendous to those who 
see it and altogether incredible to those who hear of it...
                                                    -- Procopius, De aedificiis

The Great Church, as described by Emperor Justinian’s chronicler Procopius, still astounds the viewer 
who first sees it on the skyline of Istanbul and then is privileged to contemplate its interior. It impressed 
all those who visited Constantinople, the Byzantine capital, left its imprint on the architecture of the 
conquering Ottoman Turks, and even in our own time has again become a focus of attention and contro-
versy.  The selection of photos (all taken by Daniel Waugh) which follows here provides a visual intro-
duction to the history and artistic glories of this building, which is one of the great monuments of world 
culture. In many ways it is much changed over the centuries, but is no less impressive as a result.

The “Blue Mosque” (Sultan Ahmet Camii) and Hagia Sophia



Located on the Bosphorus, the waterway connecting the Black Sea to the Mediterranean, Byzantium/
Constantinople/Istanbul was ideally situated to play a key role in the historic “Silk Road” trade across 
Afro-Eurasia. The heart of the city is on a peninsula along whose northern shore extends one of the great 
natural harbors of the world, the Golden Horn. As shown above, the Bosphorus runs North to South, 
emptying into the Sea of Marmora. Emperor Constantine I made the city the capital of the Roman 
Empire at the beginning of the fourth century CE. Under Emperor Justinian I (527-565), the Byzantine 
Empire extended from Spain to the Euphrates. His gold coins were in a sense the “reserve currency” of 
his realm and even were treasured as exotica as far away as China. Justinian was a lavish patron of archi-
tecture. Hagia Sophia, arguably the greatest of his 
foundations, was erected beginning in 537 to cele-
brate his suppression of a major revolt in the capital.  
Its dedication is to the Divine Wisdom.

(above) Gold solidi of Justinian I, that on the right found in the 
tomb of the important general Tian Hong (d. 575) at Guyuan, 
Ningxia, China. (right) The Golden Horn at sunrise looking 
east. Hagia Sophia is in the far upper right corner.
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Dedication mosaic (late 10th century) above a doorway 
leading from the south narthex to the main narthex that 
runs along the west side of the building. On the left, Jus-
tinian I presents the cathedral and on the right, Constan-
tine I presents his capital city, invoking the protection of 
the Virgin Mary.

The church was erected on the location of an earlier 
cathedral whose remains can be seen displayed ad-
joining the western side of Hagia Sophia. Its facade, 
shown here in a reconstruction drawing, included 
a typical Roman temple portico, from which there 
are remains of the bases of columns and some of the 
carved decoration.
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Justinian obviously wanted something more grandiose and daring in its design, which must explain why 
he turned to two “engineers” rather than to experienced architects. Their design in fact was so daring for 
the proportions of the dome that it collapsed and had to be re-built with a higher arch two decades later. 
As the historian of Byzan-
tine architecture, Richard 
Krautheimer has put it, 
“Defying all laws of stat-
ics, shaken by successive 
earthquakes, collapsing at 
its weak points and being 
repaired, the H. Sophia 
stands by sheer miracle.” 
Procopius’ encomiums in 
his description of the ex-
terior aside, to the modern 
eye the silhouette im-
presses more with its bulk 
than with grace,  a feeling 
reinforced by the massive 
buttresses.

The silhouette of Hagia Sophia, as imagined on the left without the current minarets that were added after the 
conversion of the church into a mosque by the Ottomans.

Hagia Sophia from the south.
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An anonymouis Russian traveler who visited the 
church in ca. 1390 was particularly taken by the var-
ious holy relics on display. While they were removed 
by Sultan Mehmet II after he conquered the city and 
converted the church into a mosque, a curious relic 
of earlier belief remains in the “weeping column” of 
St. Gregory, where tourists line up to make a wish that 
allegedly will come true if their finger emerges damp 
from a hole in its side.   

It  appears that the development of a coherent 
iconographic scheme of mosaic decoration 
occurred only after the end of the iconoclasm 
of the 8th and early 9th centuries. Decorative 
mosaic bands presumably from the earliest 
period still can be seen on arches. But the now 
well-known anthropomorphic representations 
of the holy figures and the rulers invoking their 
intercession all date from various later periods. 
One of the famous “Silk Road” travelers, Ruy 
Gonzalez de Clavijo, the Spanish ambassador 
who traveled to the court of Tamerlane in Cen-
tral Asia at the beginning of the 15th century, 
described in some detail Hagia Sophia, which 
even in that period of Byzantine decline im-
pressed him with its mosaics, colored marble 
columns and cladding, and a canopied ambo 
or pulpit that stood in the center of the nave. 
Most of the mosaics are gone, but the polished 
marble and exquisitely carved capitals remain.

Polished marble paneling in the upper gallery.

The column of St. Gregory.
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The inlaid floor marking the location in the nave where 
the imperial coronation took place.

Columns (among 
them ones of pre-
cious porphyry), 
carved imposts 
and capitals, and a 
carved beam in the 
second-floor gallery. 
Some capitals that 
one sees today are 
modern replicas.
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Visitors enter today from the south under the dedication mosaic depicting Justinian and Constantine. Above the central door 
of the narthex, used for imperial processions, Emperor Leo VI (886-912) kneels before the enthroned Christ.


