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MIDDLE BYZANTINE ARCHITECTURE 
 
Introduction 

 It is difficult to succinctly characterize Middle Byzantine architecture 
because the Byzantine Empire was so expansive during this period that regional 
building traditions exerted just as strong an influence over building styles as did 
contemporary trends.1 Therefore, rather than studying ñMiddle Byzantine 
architecture,ò it is more useful to study ñMiddle Byzantine architecture in the 
West,ò ñMiddle Byzantine architecture in Greece,ò etc.  By way of introduction to 
architecture in this period, this reading assignment will provide you with 
examples of major architectural monuments from three different regions in the 
Byzantine Empire: Greece, Constantinople (modern-day Istanbul), and the West. 
  Although it is difficult to ascribe particular styles to Middle Byzantine 
architecture, there are a few general features that are associated with 
architecture of this period.  To begin with, societal changes that had taken hold 
by the early days of the Middle Byzantine Period changed the purpose, function, 
and patronage of Byzantine churches.  The population had declined and there 
was greater instability in the culture, owing in part to the chaos and unrest of the 
earlier iconoclastic period.  Christian services became smaller and more intimate, 
and with the growth of monasticism, patronage shifted away from church 
authorities towards monasteries.  Ultimately, this shift resulted in the emergence 
of smaller, more intimate churches and the development of a condensed, 
centralized church plan.  Worship also became a quieter, more individual 
experience involving private prayer, in contrast to the large-scale, public services 
of the Early Byzantine period.  This new type of worship necessitated a new 
church style with more than just a large hall for Christian ceremony.  The newer 
churches, which tended to be smaller than the earlier counterparts, included a 
number of secondary spaces for private worship and contemplation.2  Other 
features common to Middle Byzantine churches include brick construction, a 
cross-in-square plan, and extensive interior mosaic decoration. 
 
Myrelaion Church, Istanbul, 10th Century  (Please view the following 
relevant images of this building: Exterior.) 

                                                        
1 Richard Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine Architecture, Third 

Edition., The Pelican History of Art (Harmondsworth, Eng and New York: Penguin 
Books, 1979), 376. 
 

2 Robert Ousterhout, Master Builders of Byzantium, illustrated edition. 
(Princeton University Press, 1999), 9. 
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Terms of Use: The image above is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 
3.0 Unported license.  It is attributed to Wikimedia user Darwinek.  The original image can be 
found here. 

 
 This small, domed church follows the cross-in-square plan, a hallmark of 
Byzantine architecture.  It was an important church in the Byzantine capital and is 
representative of other early Middle Byzantine churches in Constantinople.   

The church is a complex combination of domes, niches, and vaults.  
Domes spill out, almost organically, into vaulted semi-domes in what amounts to 
a pyramidal construction suggestive of an active interest in three-dimensional 
space.  Not only are the plan and elevation considered, but so is the relationship 
between these two design elements.  The result is a space that is inhabited with 
lively architectural volumes, rather than simple curves and lines.3  Even the wall 
surfaces are enlivened with recesses and textured brickwork.  Notice in the view 
of the exterior the way that the niches and hemispherical pilasters along the wall 
surface create an almost sculptural quality in the buildingôs walls.  Combined with 
the rough wall-surface created by the creative use of bricks, this is a truly tactile 
building exterior. 

Although very little remains of the interior decoration (the walls were once 
covered in elaborate mosaics and stone revetment), visitors continue to 

                                                        
3 Ibid., 16. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/en:Creative_Commons
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Darwinek
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:%C4%B0stanbul_5013.jpg
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experience a sense of billowing spaciousness as the semi-domes open up 
further into the large central dome.4  This sense of openness is taken even 
further in the buildingôs Greek counterpart: The Monastery of Hosios Loukas.  
 
Hosios Loukas Monastery, Distomo, Greece, 10th Century (Please view the 
following relevant images of this building: Exterior, Plan & Section View.) 

 
Terms of Use: The image above is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 
3.0 Unported license.  It is attributed to Hans A. Rosbach.  The original image can be found here. 

 

                                                        
4 Ibid., 206. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/en:Creative_Commons
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Haros
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hosios_Loukas_exterior_20091116-09.JPG
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Terms of Use: The image above is in the public domain. 

 
 Middle Byzantine architecture in Greece is distinct from the Middle 
Byzantine architecture of the Byzantine capital in a number of ways.  For one 
thing, the exterior of Middle Byzantine churches in Greece emphasize the flat 
wall surface more than they do the sculptural possibilities of the wall.  Greek 
Middle Byzantine church exteriors lack the deep niches and rounded, sculptural 
pilasters of buildings like the Myrelaion in Constantinople, and instead use two-
dimensional patterning to enliven the wall surface.  Whereas churches in 
Constantinople articulate their wall surfaces with an interplay of  recessions and 
projections to create effects of light and shade, a Greek Middle Byzantine church 
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(as at Hosios Loukas) articulates its walls with patterning made of different 
colored stones and a textural handling of the stone and brick building materials.5   

This is evident in a comparison between the Hosios Loukas Monastery in 
Greece and the Myrelaion on Istanbul.  (Please take a look at the exterior views 
of both buildings to make the comparison.)  At Hosios Loukas, the exterior walls 
are decorated with interweaving horizontal and vertical decoration: intermittent 
horizontal brick accents and bands of horizontal friezes interact with the vertically 
oriented windows and mullions, creating a visually interesting wall surface.6  This 
wall surface is as lively as the walls on the Myrelaion in Istanbul, but in an 
entirely different way.  The emphasis on flat patterning versus sculptural depth is 
a key regional difference in Middle Byzantine architecture, but both are equally 
characteristic of Middle Byzantine architecture.   
 
San Marco, Venice, 11th Century (Please view the following relevant images of 
this building: Façade, Corner View, Interior, Aerial View, Plan.) 

 
Terms of Use: This image is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic License.  
It is attributed to Eustaquio Santimano.  The original image can be found here. 

 

                                                        
5 Krautheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine Architecture, 402. 

 
6 Ibid., 407-08. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
http://www.flickr.com/people/eustaquio/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/eustaquio/3203095829/
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