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Introduction ï San Marco and Hagia Sophia 

Certain buildings, by virtue of their particular geometry, have the power to interact at a 

conscious and unconscious level in the observerôs imaginative processes. The experience 

connected to sound and light transforms the actual space into an elastic medium, thus 

altering the perception of real space. This process of transfiguration, acquires a 

significant strength especially in buildings like San Marco and Hagia Sophia, were light 

and sound are modulated so as to slow down the recognition of real space, prompting a 

sort of transfer in the perceived image. The profiles of the aesthetic experience undergo 

alteration, and the experience itself is transferred into an analogue that progressively 

acquires the strength of a substitute. This ñaesthetic-ecstaticò phenomenon belongs 

precisely in the poetics of Byzantine space, of which architectures like Saint Markôs 

Cathedral in Venice and Hagia Sophia in Istanbul are examples.  
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Figure 1. San Marco, Venice from the Piazza (left). Hagia Sophia, Istanbul (right). 

Acoustic Phenomenology: Soundscape and Echo. 

A listener perceives the surrounding environment through echo and reverberations. If a 

sound reaches the listener, the human ear is able to scan and locate its source, placing 

bodies and volumes in the surrounding space. Anyone who has indeed experienced the 

echo in a dark space such as the interior of a church ñcan attest to the extraordinary 

capacity of the ear to carve an immense volume into the void of darkness. The space 

traced by the ear, as Juhani Pallasmaa maintained, becomes a vast cavity sculpted in the 

very interior of the mind.ò
 1
  The echo reflected by the walls puts us in direct contact with 

a space invisible to the eye; thus, sound becomes the measure and scale of our perception, 

moulding in our imagination an intimate space, ñalways in flux [é] without fixed 

boundaries.ò
 2

 Soundôs substance is molten, and fluid with a multiplicity of forms. Thus 

acoustic space is one of perpetual flux and change where according to Leibniz, "life is 

invested into a physical matter in so far as it is perpetually moving, metamorphosing, or 

emigrating from one condition to another.ò 
3
 

 

Figure 2. Plan of Hagia Sophia, Constantinople (left) and San Marco Basilica, Venice (right) 

Let us imagine walking in Saint Mark's and listening to the echo of our steps propagating 

and fading away in the distance between the basilica's galleries. As we walk forward, we 

get the feeling that we are moving in an endlessly extensive space. A sound's echo dilates 

during the period of its reflections in a space already existing for the observer through 

sight. As a consequence, observers find themselves between two contradictory realms: an 

ñobjectiveò realm connected to the sense of sight and conditioned by perspective and an 

ñimaginaryò realm created by echo and sound reflexions. From the perceptive viewpoint, 

perspective and sound reflection behave in ways as opposite as the spaces they generate 

(note 1 and figure 3). Perspective tends to compress differences at a distance on the line 

of the horizon; on the other hand, sound reflection phenomena prolong geometrical space 

in many directions, extending it beyond the horizon of the visible
4
. The consequent 

situation that comes into being represents a phenomenological paradox. The doubling of 

space, in fact, triggers a process of internal division: it is as if our cognitive apparatus has 

to process contradictory data, albeit sensing their common origin
5
. Thus, the notion of a 

distinct acoustic, visual and physical space emerges. Acoustic space being that which 

Marshall McLuhan described as "...boundless, directionless, horizonless...," and upon 
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which Edmund Carpenter elaborated: "[that] which has no favoured focus. It's a sphere 

without fixed boundaries, space made by the thing itself, not space containing the thing. 

It is not pictorial space, boxed-in, but dynamic, always in flux, creating its own 

dimension moment by moment.ò 
6
 But how can still the same space appear simulta 

neously through two so different phenomena. How can a visual space exist together with 

its acoustic equivalent when the former denies the latter's premises? 

For instance, let us imagine getting closer to the pillar where the nave and aisles meet. 

The field of vision, which it dominates broodingly the volume of the pillar, clashes with 

the acoustic field: here, the echo coming from the dome and transepts suggests a depth 

denied by the pillar's bulk. Distorted by the basilica's architecture, the seen and the heard 

differ to such an extent that the observer is unable to recognize unambiguously the 

phenomenon he perceives. It is as if acoustic space and visual space together create a 

force field so intense that it causes a rupture, a void in the image's unity. 

As sound and light are simply vibrations, they depend entirely on space as medium 

through which to travel and interact. An acoustic image is, therefore, characterized as the 

completely absorbing experience of a space, because it is capable of giving back to the 

observers the interaction of a sound with all the space that contained it (note 2). With 

every interaction, the architectural space transfers, to the incident wave, part of its 

geometrical features, which the sound moves elsewhere, reflection after reflection, acting 

as a sort of dynamic spatial memory. 

   

Figure 3. Galleries overrunning the apses in San Marco (left); Hagia Sophiaôs  west gallery at 

the first floor,  looking northwards (right).  

By virtue of this relationship, it becomes clear that the complexity of the architectural 

space of San Marco and Hagia Sophia generates very particular acoustical fields. The 

peculiarity of such a space rests in having a broad central body surrounded by an 

interrupted system of overhead vaulted galleries alternated with recesses and niches. 

Sound comes from the choir through the nave, penetrates into the galleries and there ends 

its movement, losing itself in endless reflections,  ñdecantingò and acquiring a deep and 

majestic tinge. What makes the experience of these two architectures really unique, 

however, is the fact that the visual field, as well, seems to articulate itself in connection 

with the acoustical one. In fact, light, when penetrating through the galleries, sculpts a 

deep plastic volume which is enhanced by the echo and reverberation in the acoustical 

domain. Therefore, the two experiences generate a single coherent and organic image of 

the space perceived; but this image involves a very particular acoustic phenomenon, i.e., 

the echo.  
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The echo introduces the theme of the (acoustical) double which the reflection (of the light 

on the mosaics) reaffirms in visual terms. Sigmund Freud was the first one to provide an 

interesting analysis of the mysterious effects that 'reflection' can produce. As Freud 

reasons, the shift from 'familiar' to 'strange' is due to the perception of images/sounds and 

the return of those in mind. This proximity causes a ñprofound modification of the object, 

which from the familiar is transformed into the strange, and as a strange something that 

provokes disquiet because of its absolute proximity.ò The psychoanalyst Mahmoud Sami-

Ali proposes that the space itself is deformed by this experience
7
. If as Freud had hinted, 

ñthe feeling of uncanny implies the return to that particular organisation of space where 

everything is reduced to inside and outside and where the inside is also outside,ò then the 

space of San Marco and Hagia Sophia would precisely meet this condition: a space of 

normal binocular, three dimensional vision, modified by being deprived of depth.  

This would lead to the conflation on the same experience of the seen and the heard, of the 

visual and the aural space. In San Marco and Hagia Sophia the architecture allows us 

neither to stop at the surface nor to penetrate it, arresting the subject in a state of 

permanent suspension, between the real and the unreal, between the human and the 

divine. Here is what the historian Procopius wrote in the Sixth century about Hagia 

Sophia: ñand whenever one enters the church to pray one understand immediately that it 

has not been fashioned by any human power or skill but by the influence of God. And so 

the mind is lifted up to God and exalted, feeling that He cannot be far away but must love 

to dwell in this place which He has chosen, and we know not whether we were in heaven 

or on earthò 
8
. 

    

Figure 4. (left) Representation of reflected standing waves originating an echo; (right) 

Narcissus admiring his image mirrored on the water, Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, 

Narcissus 1608, Roma, Galleria dôArte Antica 

Light Symbolism 

The golden surface of the mosaics, dematerialized by the echo and light reflections, 

imparts a sense of elevation, loss of gravity, and almost ecstatic retardation. Universally, 

a significant isomorphism unites ascent and light, and this is what prompted Bachelard to 

write that ñit is the same operation of the human spirit which carries us toward light and 

height.ò
 9

 St Augustine and St Bernard stated: ñat the highest point in the holy city is a 

prodigious temple [é] no living creature inhabits these towers which are so brilliant that 
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they seem to be made from the golden rays of the sun.ò It is worth noting that this 

quotation highlights the colourless nature of the celestial light, so as many religions 

affirm. The waking dreams are characterised by blurry and bright images and no 

distinction among the colours. Consequently Robert Desoille wrote: ñI then experience a 

strong feeling of purity.ò
10

 Bachelard described such a ópurityô in terms of 

ñphenomenality without phenomenonò and mentioned the blue sky, the  paradigm of 

ñvery pureò air as an example.. The purity is that of the blue sky and the shining star, and 

Bachelard shows that the blue sky, lacking in the iridescent play of colors, is 

ñphenomenality without phenomenonò 
11

, a sort of visual and aural nirvana assimilated 

either to ether or very pure air. 

   

Figure 5. Gold mosaics in Hagia Sophia, covering the main nave and the galleries (left) and 

San Marco (right) 

Quoting Durand: ñThe colour gold must be added to the azure tonality of the Uranian 

light, as synonymous with white
12

. This synonymy is even clearer in the Apocalypse, in 

which the apostle John links together ñhair as white as snow and wool, the Son of Manôs 

flaming eyes and shining feet, his face ñshining like the sunò and his golden crown, 

sword and diadems.ò 
13

 The sun, particularly the rising sun, is thus the main hypostasis of 

divine powers through the many overdeterminations of elevation such as light and gold. 

In the mediaeval tradition, Christ is constantly compared to the sun, he is called sol 

salutis, sol invictus, or in a clear allusion to Joshua, sol occasum nesciensò
14

. Influenced 

by the solar archetype, the term ñOrientò is charged with positive meanings. Egyptians, 

Persian and Christians turns towards the East to pray, because, St Augustine says, ñthe 

spirit turns toward excellence.ò It is indeed in the East that the Garden of Eden is situated 

and it is there that the Psalmist situates the Ascension of Christ, and  St Matthew the 

return of Christ. From the Christian mystical point of view, the East has the meaning of 

origin and illumination. For this reason the Christian temple is oriented to the East 

direction. 
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Ascension and Gravity 

Just as the schema of ascent in its symbolic development is opposed, point by point, to 

the schema of the fall, so the symbols of darkness and earthly gravity are opposed to 

those of solar and heavenly light. On the golden mosaics, the iridescence of the 

reflections evokes archetypes of light and ascension, enhanced by the echo inside the 

church, which arrests the subject in a state of permanent suspension. Ecstatic rupture, 

sense of elevation and feeling of suspension, they all are symbols featuring an ascetical 

nuance, a sort of sublimation of the flesh and meditation on purity. The imagery 

connected to elevation, according to Durand, can also manifest itself as the conquest of a 

dimension existing beyond time
15

, a metaphysical space represented symbolically by the 

uprightness of the ladder and of the sacred mountains. This remark introduces the last 

theme we will mention in this research, i.e., time. A famous passage from John Ruskin 

illustrates its meaning: ñ[in San Marco,  w]e are in a low vaulted room, with small 

cupolas starred with gold and chequered with gloomy figures. [é] A single ray of light 

glances across the narrow room, dying as it falls from a window high in the wall, and the 

first thing that it strikes, is [Duke Andrea Dandoloôs] tomb. [é] [The] walls are of 

alabaster, but worn and shattered, and darkly stained with age, almost a ruin, in places the 

slabs of marble have fallen away altogether, and the rugged brickwork is seen through the 

rents, but all beautiful. The ravaging fissures fretting their way among the islands and 

channeled zones of the alabaster, and the time-stains on its translucent masses darkened 

into fields of rich golden brown, like the colour of seaweed when the sun strikes on it 

trough the deep sea.ò 16 

In this passage, time elapsing does not suggest duration, but rather evokes the idea of 

retardation, almost like an estrangement from the speed of the becoming which is 

masterfully represented by the echo of ñthe  march-notes  still murmuring [from the 

square] through the grated windows of the church.ò 17 San Marco and Hagia Sophia recall 

the sensation of a thick and penetrating form of time, ñblackò time, as Henri Bosco would 

have defined it, thrusting in a parallelism with the idea of black water, ñdeep and asleep 

[é] with no spring nor origin.ò 
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Figure 6. John Singer Sargent, San Marcoôs Pavement, 1898, Collection of Mr. and Mrs. 

Steven J. Ross  

ñAnd here and there a ray or two from some far away casement wanders into the darkness, 

and casts a narrow phosphoric stream upon the waves of marble that heave and fall in a 

thousand colours along the floorò
18

. 

What is challenged here is the actual idea of a form of time which ñpenetrates deep into 

matter and space, and enables man to cast a simultaneous look on the opposite sides of 

the globe.ò 19 On the contrary, time, as described by Ruskin, is a substance which 

precipitates and settles on objects like dust. Here, time becomes the shadow of the past 

and its measure is represented by the degree of impenetrability it opposes to sight, to the 

possibility of recognizing the phenomenon  immediately. Today, the visible experiences 

of space and time, have instead become ñfused into each other by the digital speed and as 

a consequence we are witnessing a distinct reversal of the two dimensions ï a 

temporalisation of space and a spatialisation of time, causing us to live increasingly in a 

perpetual present, flattened by speed and ubiquity.ò 20.  


