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Chapter 3 – Section 4
Europe and the Byzantine Empire

Narrator: Istanbul still feels like a city where two worlds meet, the Christian world and the Islamic world. At its heart is my treasure, once a church then a mosque. Hagia Sophia was built by the Emperor Justinian in the sixth century A.D. When completed, it was the greatest church in the world. What an astonishing space, when Justinian walked in here in 537, after nearly six years of construction, he stood probably about here and said, “Oh Solomon I have surpassed thee,” an incredible statement referring, of course, to Solomon’s temple, the great temple that had inspired so many churches around the world, and I must say Justinian had a point, this is, remains one of the greatest sacred creations ever. The name Hagia Sophia means divine wisdom and here divine wisdom is made manifest through elegant scientific construction, a construction that reveals the forces of nature, the power of God’s creation and in particular the manifestation here is revealed through this mighty dome, as it appears to float above the space in which I am standing. This is how it works; it’s supported by a series of half domes and rises on rows of great masonry piers almost concealed within the structure, so the outward thrust of the dome, horizontal lateral thrust is countered by an almost equal thrust from a series of half domes and quarter domes below. I’m on the gallery, immediately below the dome and right down there is the area where emperors were crowned. A long way down indeed its very, very exhilarating being up here, this timber gallery doesn’t feel like it would retain my weight if I toppled against it. This became a prototype, pioneering construction, the first time a church had the great domes, symbol of the heavens, but after this every great church, every great cathedral had to have a dome, the Domo in Florence, St. Peter’s in Rome and of course St. Paul’s in London. With the rise of the Ottoman Empire in the fifteenth century, Hagia Sophia became a mosque. Today it’s a secular space the sacred meaning to both Christians and Muslims.
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