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The Patriarchal Palace at Constantinople in the Seventh Century: 
Locating the Thomaites and the Makron
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Abstract: New archaeological evidence suggests that the important patriarchal buildings called the Thomaites and Makron were 
immediately south-west of the sixth-century church of Hagia Sophia, rather than to its north-east as usually supposed. These 
structures were built in the sixth-century, suggesting only limited rebuilding of the Patriarchate by patriarch Thomas in the early 
seventh century.

In this paper, we will try to solve a key topographical problem concerning the seventh-century pat-
riarchal structures (Patriarchate) that stood immediately south of the sixth-century church of Hagia 
Sophia. To do this, we will combine textual evidence with archaeological information from our own 
work at Hagia Sophia. The latter began in 2004 at the south-west corner of the standing building, 
where traces of the Patriarchate have survived best. Since then, we have paid a particular attention 
to this part of the site, as it is a crucial to understanding the whole of the Late Antique complex, the 
subject of our archaeological project. In this way our work at Hagia Sophia contrasts with previous 
studies, which have focused on the sixth-century church as an isolated monument.1
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val in the 1990s of the recent exterior plaster at the south-west corner of the church enabled us to iden-
tify structural evidence that permits the reconstruction of a large, rectangular, brick-built structure, 
(called by us ‘the Large Hall‘) extending from the standing building into the area of the Ottoman ab-
�&�������&����������<�����$���<3 The vaulting of the Large Hall was divided into three bays, of which 
those to the north and south were barrel-vaulted and the middle bay covered either by a shallow dome 
or, more likely, by a cross-vault. Three narrow window openings, of which traces remain, in the east 
wall, lit this central bay, and three large round-headed openings in the north wall originally formed a 
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arcade mentioned above (and communicated with the south-west vestibule of the church) it is more 
likely to have been built as an antechamber to the Large Hall. The walls of this antechamber are 
constructed of pure brick masonry with occasional courses of stone, a constructional style paralleled 
in other sixth-century buildings in Istanbul. Moreover, several ��
��� Byzantine bricks in this room 
bear two-line stamps identical to those recorded by earlier scholars in the original structure of the 
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Byzantine date was built underneath the antechamber after the disuse of this monumental entrance, 
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The Large Hall had internal dimensions of about 10m by 20m, larger than the room above the 
��&���L����*����
&�����<�����&�&���q��$������$����������������!�������������+������!������
&����$&�����
��������������&�����""<4 The plan, scale and position of the Large Hall suggests that it was an important 
reception- or meeting-room and we have suggested elsewhere that it might have been the ���������� 
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The Large Hall was not a free-standing structure, but just part of an extensive block of rooms 
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included smaller rooms of which two stories survive (the third storey has been completely demol-
ished), and a long, east-west, vaulted room above the east end of the atrium colonnade, preceeded on 
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be dated on constructional grounds to the sixth century, the long east-west room and the cross-vault-
ed room are later additions. The south wall of this long room is of double thickness, its outer part 
originally forming the north façade of the sixth-century structure (and so, if we are correct, of the 
Patriarchate), and containing large round-headed openings, later blocked. The inner part of the wall, 
the north wall of the same room and its vaulting, are all probably later, being constructed of small, 
post-sixth-century, brick. Similar bricks are also used in the small cross-vaulted room above the 
exonarthex. The long room still preserves unusual, but probably Byzantine-period, decoration: a 
pavement of small square stone slabs, and ceramic tiles showing wave-like decoration (unfortunately 
not ��
���), which may have been used as wall-revetment.
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dience then moved to the Patriarchate, where the remainder of the poem was recited. The lemma between the two prologues 

��L������<������$�����#�����������������"������`�����+���!���������[#8���������$����������"���"� (the Patriarchate). The 
��������� of the ambo was also recited in the Patriarchate (in the ����������"�, as is clear from the lemma at the beginning 
of the ���������). See also DARK ��KOSTENEC������V�������8����8��Q�!���"����
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chamber, the rooms between this and the atrium, rooms above the south-west vestibule and ramp, and 
probably also a smaller centrally-planned reception room to its east: the octagon-in-square building 
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west and east of these, outside the area in which structural evidence is available without further ex-
cavation.
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the Patriarchate. Although one could argue for a more complicated sequence, all may be accommo-
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Interestingly, while Byzantine texts say very little about the Patriarchate in the sixth century, they 
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especially enigmatic part of the seventh-century Patriarchate is that allegedly built by the patriarch 
���#����������������L������������#�����<�

�������#������L����88������q������������&!�&����!�#8������������������&�����$�������������!����$�
����?���������$���*������#���������#�<�����+������!������
���q�L�����!���$������*�&���$��8�!��
�-
neath the Thomaites, and the building had an important role in Late Byzantine imperial coronation 
ceremonies, when the new emperor was proclaimed by elevation on a shield at the Thomaites in front 
of local inhabitants and the army, who assembled in the Augustaion, indicating that the Thomaites 
was to the south of the sixth-century church. This ceremony took place in the upper part of the Mak-
ron, the balustrade or railing of which was temporarily removed in order to make the emperor more 
visible to those gathered in the Augustaion. Textual sources also imply that the Thomaites commu-
nicated with the church at least on the level of the galleries. Perhaps because of its use for synods, 
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Cerimoniis, describing the promotion of the 8"��
�������.10 This says that the 8"��
������� went 
from the east part of the church (near the sanctuary) to the ���"��"� of the Thomaites, situated on 
the gallery level of the church. She then continued through elevated passages to the hall of the Mag-
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is supposed that she ascended the access ramp at the southeast corner of the church and, after having 
spent some time in the ���"��"� of the Thomaites, left the gallery of the church via the wooden 
spiral staircase situated on the east façade of the church. The lower end of the latter opened into the 
upper storey of the two-storied portico leading southeast from the church to the imperial palace.11 
As both the access ramp and the wooden staircase were apparently on the south-east corner of the 
church, it might be supposed that the ���"��"���������8������!������8����������������&���������q���
was also in this location. If so, the Thomaites was connected to the church near its south-east corner 
and extended southwards along the east side of the Augustaion.12 However, such an interpretation of 
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It is not stated in the text which way the 8"��
������� went to the gallery of the church. Although 
she may have ascended by the south-east ramp, it is equally likely that she used the south-west ramp, 
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period as one of the access ways to the Patriarchate and might be the most likely of these.13 Its upper 
storey not only opened to the gallery of the church but also provided direct access to the rooms on 
the top of the ramp and the adjacent church vestibule, which, as already mentioned, were part of the 
Patriarchate. This could be where the Patriarchal ���"��"� was situated.14 Even if the 8"��
������� 
went to the gallery via the south-east ramp, it is not clear from any surviving text whether the Patri-
archal ���"��"� was nearer to the east or west end of the south gallery. It was unnecessary to pass 
through this ���"��"���������L�q����#��������&�$�Í�����������!�&�!�����������&���������q�����&���
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triarch ascended this ramp in order to reach the gallery, the patriarchal ���"��"�
is not mentioned.��

Any physical evidence of a possible connection of the south-east corner of the gallery and the 
���#�����;?����������$���88����$<�At the south-east corner of the church there is a bulky buttress, 
projecting south from the south façade. This buttress, and also another similar structure to its west, 
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Hypothetically, the south-east buttress could have replaced part of the Thomaites, but as today the 
relevant walls are veneered with marble and plastered no traces exist of a door.
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the ‘pyramidal’ buttress in front of the south-east buttresspier of the church is located. But even if the 
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Hawkins the ‘Alcove’, see CORMACK���HAWKINS, The mosaics of Saint Sophia at Istanbul: the rooms above the southwest 
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‘Alcove’ is a good candidate for the patriarchal ���"��"� because it was accessible from the gallery of the church via the 
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church and the exterior.
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(probably Late Byzantine) buttress occupies the site of an earlier structure, it could not communicate 
$���!��q�L��������!�&�!���������������q���*��<������q	������������L��8����������!��������$�������&���-
nianic buttress pier is still intact but there is no evidence of a door on the south side of the buttress 
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south-east buttress pier of the church.

All of these attempts to identify the location of the Thomaites are based on reconstructions the 
Augustaion as aligned with the east wall of the church. Nevertheless, Stichel has recently plausibly 
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pius tells us was on the east side of the forum.�� This places the east side of the forum between the 
approximate centre of the south side of the baptistery and the west side of the mausoleum of Selim 
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Patriarchate in the early seventh century and it was this structure that was subsequently known as 
the Thomaites.�� Stichel’s reconstruction implies that the porch of the Senate was rebuilt after the 
building became part of the Patriarchate. The columns of the porch would have supported the upper 
storey of the Makron, which connected to the gallery of the church.

Stichel uses this evidence to set out two alternative reconstructions of the size of the Augustaion. 
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is described as a long, north-south, structure, the north end of which adjoined the south gallery of 
the church while the southernmost part overlooked the Augustaion. If the Makron had been aligned 
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attached to the church in the centre of its south façade, where the middle buttress is located today.

The south part of this buttress appears to be Ottoman and only the north part, the interior of which 
has three levels, is earlier. The exterior of the buttress is faced with stone and partly plastered, but 
where the masonry is exposed in the interior of the buttress it is possible to recognise that its walls 
and sloping barrel-vault are the result of a Late Byzantine or Early Ottoman rebuilding. They are 
comprised of a single course of stone alternating with one or two courses of brick, but a narrow arch 
immediately in front of the façade of the sixth-century church is built of pure brick, and may be ear-
lier. Although this buttress communicates with the gallery level through a marble door, it is impos-
sible to determine how far south the earliest phase of the structure reached and, therefore, whether 
the buttress could, even hypothetically, have been associated with the Makron.
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tistery rather than on the south side of the church, which can be ruled-out as it contradicts the textual 
evidence. The only remaining possibility that allows a connection between the gallery and porch of 
the Senate (if it was located where Stichel places it) is if the porch and Makron were aligned with the 
south-west buttress and the east side of the baptistery. Nevertheless, this is also unlikely, because the 
outer buttress can be shown never to have continued further to the south than at present.
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tes, was aligned with the west side of the mausoleum of Selim II seems most likely. This might 
allow a connection between the west façade of the Thomaites, overlooking the Augustaion, and the 
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where there is a door on the gallery level in the south wall of the church. This door leads today to the 
south middle buttress, but that was added later.
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and Buondelmonti (1420), describe the colossal columns at the Augustaion as free-standing, without 
the ruins of a building associated with them.19�������#8����������
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was demolished to such an extent that it had either passed from view or its ruins were considered too 
slight to mention. If this building was the Thomaites, one would expect more to survive, as according 
to Pseudo-Codinus it was used in imperial coronations as late as the mid- or late-fourteenth century.20

Clavijo says that he was informed by the local people that the huge columns by the Augustaion 
supported a palace in which the patriarchs and clergy held meetings, but it is apparent from his ac-
count that no remains of such a building were preserved at that time.

The popular association of the columns with the Patriarchate can be explained by the fact that the 
Augustaion in the Late Byzantine period was no longer regarded as an separate forum but as a cour-
tyard of Hagia Sophia.21 Consequently, although the association of the monumental columns with 
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so, this re-opens the question of what happened to the Senate House after the sixth century, when it 
disappears from textual sources. It also allows the Thomaites and Makron to be sought elsewhere on 
the south side of Hagia Sophia.

A careful reading of two passages from Choniates’ chronicle reveals that the Thomaites is more 
likely to have stood near the south-west corner of the sixth-century church than on the east side of the 
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stones and arrows from the upper part of the hall (����"�"�) called the Makron, that part of the 
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to the south-west vestibule, from ‘a raised bench’ located at the Makron.23 This implies that the Mak-
ron stood at the south-west corner of the sixth-century church, near the south-west vestibule.
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 23 Choniates tells us that the partisans of the ���������� Maria were pushed out of the Augustaion by the imperial troops and 
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of the church, which in the course of the Byzantine period became the main entrance to the church, or (perhaps more likely) 
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and the Makron of the Thomaites and spread southwards to the Sea of Marmara, partly damaging the 
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west of the Augustaion, which seems to have avoided any damage (for the location of the Milion, 
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Re-locating the Thomaites at the south-west corner of the church has important implications not 
only for the topography of the Patriarchate as a whole but also for its structural history. As discussed 
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rooms above the south-west vestibule of the church), three stories of smaller rooms adjacent to it, and 
further rooms on the top of the south-west vestibule and ramp connecting these structures with the 
south gallery of the church.�� These features are consistent with the picture of the Thomaites gained 
from textual sources. The only location where the Makron could be situated to account for all the de-
tails mentioned in Choniates’ description is exactly where the Large Hall once stood. However, if the 
Large Hall is the Makron, patriarch Thomas did not build a completely new part of the Patriarchate, 
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words, there was no major seventh-century phase in the construction of the Patriarchate.

At least some of the structural alterations to the Large Hall might tentatively be dated to this 
seventh-century programme of refurbishment. These include the separation of the hall from its an-
techamber by the removal of the supports of the triple arcade and the blocking of the openings be-
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cross-vaulted room above the atrium and the exonarthex respectively. The construction of the vaul-
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that the long room above the south wing of the atrium and the cross-vaulted room above the exon-
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riously damaged. This seems to be supported by the fact that the Makron was used in the coronation ceremonies in the Late 
Byzantine period (see above).
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opened into further spaces to its west, which formed the third storey of the part of the building between the Large Hall and 
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Makron of the Thomaites, given the descriptions of Late Byzantine coronation ceremonies during which the new emperor 
was elevated on shield in front of the people gathered in the Augustaion (see above and n. 19).
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substructure beneath the antechamber of the Large Hall (and probably beneath the hall itself also) can be associated with the 
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west of the sixth-century church are those known in the seventh century and later as the Thomaites 
and Makron. The re-building of the Patriarchate by patriarch Thomas was, therefore, a more limited 
programme of construction than often assumed.




