Reflective Report –
Hagia Sophia and Religious/Mosaic Art

My expectations of the Hagia Sophia were predominantly based upon my own knowledge of old churches and religious art, which is arguably rather limited. In preparation for the trip I had researched certain sites beforehand in an attempt to broaden my perspectives, however, this was not enough to prepare me for when I went to the sites in person. I also believe that my own ideas of what to expect were heavily influenced bye of what I had already seen of religious art in both ancient and medieval periods, meaning that my premeditated expectations were slightly biased. My expectation was that the churches would be beautiful but rather dilapidated due to the passing of time and instances of destruction, however I was surprised to find that a lot more had survived than I initially thought. When I came to see the religious art and mosaics themselves, I was also struck with the reality of how beautiful the artwork was and how well certain artworks had been preserved over time. The difference between expectation and reality meant that I became more aware of the fact that the mosaics and religious art were of huge importance to the history of the church itself and to the people who worshiped there. that I had more to observe and appreciate than I initially predicted concerning the history of the mosaics and the church itself.
The site was built upon the foundations of a third century church and is an imitation of the Hagia Sophia found in Constantinople (modern day Turkey)[footnoteRef:1] and it is one of the oldest churches that stands in the city of Thessaloniki. The Hagia Sophia was also turned into a cathedral during the capture of the city in the Fourth Crusade[footnoteRef:2] in, 1205, but was then once more changed to become a mosque after the Ottoman occupation[footnoteRef:3] and remained so until 1912 whenre it was reconverted into a church after Thessaloniki’s liberation. Despite having learned a little about this church in preparation, it was very different to go and see it in person as it made its history feel more tangible due to the fact that it is one thing to read about the past and another thing entirely to actually see it physically and see how important the church remains to the people who still live in the area. The function and purpose of the site had not changed since the time it was built, a reality that was somewhat overwhelming when my own preconception did not prepare me fully for what I was going to see. [1:  Thessaloniki 2018]  [2:  Thessaloniki 2018]  [3:  Thessaloniki 2018] 

Structurally the Hagia Sophia is typical of the Byzantine middle period, the building depicting a domed Greek cross basilica which remains to this day. During the Iconoclastic era, plain gold mosaics were brought in to decorate the apse of the church and the dome was decorated with an impressive depiction of the ‘Ascension’ with the Twelve Apostles surrounding Mary and two angels[footnoteRef:4]. This display is a stunning view and all art that is found within the church is considered masterpieces of religious art, clearly demonstrating the Byzantine style of mosaics, architecture and sculptural decoration[footnoteRef:5]. Opinions differ concerning the style of mosaics typically found in a Byzantine church in comparison to that of Roman mosaics, as some scholars and artists suggest that the quality of art during the Dark Ages declined[footnoteRef:6], such as Giorgio Vasari. This was something I had not previously considered as I had assumed that the religious artwork itself would remain fundamentally the same however I was proved greatly wrong as there were aspects of the art that was not what I perceived as usual historic art. This taught me that within Byzantine culture, great pride is taken concerning their religious art and there is a subtle balance between preserving the past and rebuilding it. [4:  Sacred Destinations 2018]  [5:  Thessaloniki 2018]  [6:  Encyclopaedia Britannica 2018] 

One example of a mosaic is the image of Christ being lifted up by angels whilst seated. The colours used are far more vibrant and rich, with the details of the face being elongated in structure which is different in comparison to typical Roman mosaic art. In this specific piece of artwork, the face of Christ has also been made to look older which is typically unusual of religious art, as it is more popular to depict Christ either as a child with his mother Mary or as a young man. In addition to the more vibrant colours used by the Byzantines, the use of gold in their religious art is another detail that stood out as it was used almost to excess within their artwork. Gold is closely related with a divine sphere, both in pre-Christian and in Christian religion[footnoteRef:7]. This is why it was perceived as an appropriate material with which to address the gods and embody divine qualities[footnoteRef:8]. The use of gold is more of a statement than anything else as it is a precious metal that not only displays wealth, but in some senses may be a form of dedication to Christ. The church of Hagia Sophia is in fact dedicated to the ‘true Word and Wisdom of god’[footnoteRef:9], making it a spiritual centrepiece of Thessaloniki. [7:  Charlotte Behr 2018]  [8:  Charlotte Behr 2018]  [9:  Charlotte Behr 2018] 

Concerning the religious artwork of the church, one point that should be made is the fact that the mosaics and other paintings have been restored several times over the years. This points to the fact that some of the original work was lost and because of the history of the city, many factors contribute to the reasons for pieces being lost, destroyed or replaced. For example, the depiction of the Virgin Mary with the Christ was part of the original artwork, however it was removed and replaced with a simple cross during the Iconoclastic period where many churches and religious houses were replaced by simpler art such as birds, fruit and usually depicted the cross as the centrepiece. The image of Mary and the Christ were later reinstated, though damage was also done to the church because of fire.
Overall the visit to this site was largely enjoyable and by learning the long history behind the church and its religious art, predominantly its mosaics, it is understandable how modern scholars such as Mango and Kitzinger take great interest in such displays. I found my expectations concerning the art mosaics and the church itself to fall short in comparison to what I saw in reality, meaning that I became greatly aware of the lacking in my knowledge and understanding of Byzantine and Orthodox religious art.
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