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The Basilica of San Vitale is one of two 
great monuments of Justinian, ruler of the 
Eastern Roman Empire, who resumed 
control of much of Rome’s former territo-
ries in 539 c.e. when his general Belisarius 
re-captured Ravenna, the capital of the 
last Western Roman Emperor that had 
fallen to Ostrogoth invaders in 476. San 
Vitale — constructed between 526 and 
547 by Bishops Ecclesius and Maximian 
— houses some of the greatest and best 
preserved “early” Byzantine mosaics* cel-
ebrating the rule of Justinian and his Em-
press, Theodora. Justinian’s other monu-
ment is the Haga Sophia that he commis-
sioned as a Christian basilica in his capi-
tal, Constantinople.

San Vitale is octagonal in plan, unlike Roman 
basilicas, with a clerestory-lit dome crowning an 
inner octagon supported by piers with exedrae 
(curved recesses) between them. There is a large 
apse or presbytery on the East side of the octagon 
housing the choir and the main altar under a 
half-dome.

* These mosaics — made with glass, polished 
stone, ceramics and even mother-of-pearl — are 
called “early” because they predate the two 
“iconoclastic” periods in the 8th and 9th cen-
turies when the Byzantine emperors (and 
Church) forbad images representing God, Christ, 
the saints etc. They probably date to after 550 c.e.



In the dome of the richly-decorat-
ed Apse is an image of the Second 
Coming. A youthful Christ, hold-
ing a scroll with seven seals & 
seated on a globe above the four 
rivers of Paradise and below 
rainbow clouds. He is handing a 
martyr’s wreath to Saint Vitale. To 
his left an angel introduces Bishop 
Eusebius who presents a model of 
the Basilica, that he built. The 
cover image shows a closer view 
of part of this mosaic. 

Next page: the ceiling of the Apse, 
depicting the veneration of Lamb 
of God in a field of flowers, birds 
and animals, with peacocks in the 
base of the penditives. Also, a 
decorative band in the arch with 
portraits of Christ and his apos-
tles. 





The Apse seen from across the central octagon (the Nave). The upper gallery of the outer octagon contains a 
matroneum — a sort of balcony from which women or laity would observe the ceremonies in the Nave. 



Next pages: The most pre-
cious mosaics, on either side 

of the Choir, are those de-
picting Justinian and his 

Empress, Theodora.  In the 
first, Justinian, crowned by a 

halo, his officials, his guard 
and the clergy including 

Bishop Maximianus, who 
completed the Basilica, stand 
inside the church, in careful 

order of precedence. The 
clergy — to judge from their 
feet — at the front. But Jus-
tinian’s arm and the golden 

bowl (pattern, for the eu-
charist bread) that he holds 

overlaps the Bishop’s. The 
ambiguity of may suggest a 

joint role of State and 
Church in religious affairs.

The interior of the dome was dec-
orated in the late 18th century 
with baroque frescoes.





Justinian’s beautiful and powerful Queen, Theodora, leads a procession at the entry to the church (?). The embroidered Magi on 
her gown suggest her wisdom. The figures in both mosaics — proxies for the absent Monarchs who never visited Ravenna — are 
regally dressed, elegant, tall, speechless and serene. Somehow out of time. The skill of the artists is evident still in the slightly an-
gled surfaces of the tesserae, which catch the light to give the images an apparently eternal luminance.



On either side of the Apse, below the choir murals celebrate the Eurcharist: here two stories of Abraham. On 
the left he feeds three disguised angels (bread and boiled calf) and they, in return, tell the old man that Sarah, 
his elderly wife, will soon conceive a son. On the right, in obedience to God’s command, Abraham prepares to 
make a human-sacrifice of his son Isaac; but… (‘fooled ya’) the Hand in the cloud admits it was just a test.



On the opposite side of the Choir a mural depicting two other stories that prefigure the Eucharist. On the left is 
the sacrifice of Abel, son of Adam. On the right, Melchisedech, the priest/king of Salem — identified with 
Jerusalem — makes an offering of bread and wine to heaven (in Hebrews 7, however, the King offers the bread 
and wine to Abraham). To the left and right of the arch are vignettes of Moses and Isiah.

All images taken with an Olympus OMD EM-1 MkII camera and an Olympus 12-100mm f/4 lens, hand-held, in September, 2018 

An account of the 1989-1999 restoration of the mosaics by one of the restorers is available on-line.
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