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Stefania Gerevini Hagia Sophia and the Byzantine 
Aesthetic Experience

Review of Nadine Schibille, 

Hagia Sophia and the Byzantine Aesthetic Experience,

Ashgate, 2014, 320 pp., £ 70, ISBN 978-1-4724-3758-7

Based on literary and philosophical sources as well as visual and archaeological 

evidence, light is identi! ed in this volume as a key aesthetic and epistemological 

category in early Byzantium – and as the principle that dictated the architectural 

structure and artistic programme of Hagia Sophia in its sixth-century incarnation.

Chapter One draws on the vast scholarship on Byzantine rhetorical conven-

tions and visuality, investigating aesthetic responses to Hagia Sophia in the sixth 

century through coeval descriptions of the church. Early writers focused their at-

tention on the mesmerizing e" ects of light and color in Hagia Sophia, identifying 

light as a central component of their sensory experience in the church. However, 

Schibille argues that these texts also conceptualized light as the material manife-

station of divine presence in the building, suggesting a close association between 

aesthetic experience and apprehension of the divine in Hagia Sophia.

Chapters 2 and 3 turn to the practical aspects of illumination, examining the 

architecture, decorative programme and lighting systems of Hagia Sophia in the 

sixth century. Some of the hypotheses advanced in these sections rely on contro-

versial archaeological and literary evidence, and would require separate discus-

sion. However, the overarching argument is convincing: light played a key role in 

the architectural and decorative design of Hagia Sophia. The careful orchestration 

of natural and arti! cial lighting and the interplay between atmospheric light and 

the color of mosaics in the church created a resplendent, luminous space, which 

elicited amazement and spiritual reverence. 

Having compared Hagia Sophia with other early Byzantine buildings in Chap-

ter 4, and after a brief (and perhaps dispensable) detour into neurobiology, Schi-
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This book takes an inside look at the sense of wonder and otherworldliness that has overwhelmed visitors 
to the church of Hagia Sophia since early Byzantine times, and examines the sixth-century building from 
the perspective of aesthetics, and in relation to early Byzantine theories of color, luminosity and divine en-
lightenment.
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bille devotes the two ! nal chapters to the theological underpinnings of the use 

of light in Hagia Sophia. This is an accomplished section, at once poetic and ri-

gorous. Early Christian theologians widely employed the language of light and 

darkness to express notions of divine presence, spiritual illumination and human 

access to God. Such associations between physical luminosity and divine revela-

tion, in turn, provide a conceptual framework to interpret the signi! cance of light 

and color in Hagia Sophia. For sixth-century viewers – Schibille argues – seeing 

the material splendor of Hagia Sophia implied seeing divine light in accessible 

form. This enlightenment, at once bodily and spiritual, overcame the inability of 

the human intellect to grasp the idea of God, also con! rming the value of aesthe-

tic experience as a conduit to knowledge of the world.

This volume brings together literary, visual and philosophical evidence to su-

stain its argument about the interconnections between aesthetic theories, social 

and cultural perceptual habits, and artistic production. In this context, it is regret-

table that the book, which rightly advocates the signi! cance of luminosity and 

color for a fuller understanding of Byzantine art, should be illustrated with photo-

graphs that are insu"  cient in number, too small and of uneven quality.
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