
Greece 5,000 Drachma Hagia Sophia Banknote 

The story of the Greece 5,000 Drachma note produced in 1923 is actually three stories!  

Notice I didn’t say the note was released. That’s the first story. The notes were never intended to be 

issued. All surviving "issued" notes were stolen from the printing facility by an American Bank Note 

Company employee, who added serial numbers and spent the notes. The intact notes were attributed in 

the “Pick” catalog (Standard Catalog of World Paper Money, General Issues) as P77a. 1,000,000 or 

950,000 of these were produced, depending on the source with serial number ranges of ΔΜ100 - ΔΕ071, 

ΕΚ070 - ΕΜ041, and ΗΛ100 - ΗΟ051. The Bank Note Book assigns B477a for this uncut version. Very few 

notes exist in an uncut form and are not assigned a value in either catalog. The stolen signed notes were 

not assigned a Pick number while The Bank Note Book assigns P477ax. When these were found in 

circulation, they were hole punched, but not all destroyed. Specimens exist with two red SPECIMEN 

diagonal overprints that have all zero serial numbers. These were assigned P77ct in Pick (color trial) 

while The Bank Note Book assigned B477as. 

The remaining notes provide the second story. They were indeed issued three years later, after being 

bisected in half, in 1926. These were assigned P82 in Pick. The Bank Note Book assigns B486a1 for the 

left side and B486a2 for the right side. 

The third story is why Greece chose to highlight a site in now Turkey that was no longer part of Greece. 

This site shown on the reverse is the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul. Hagia Sophia (literally “Holy Wisdom”) 

was the spiritual center of Eastern Orthodoxy from 360-1204 AD and 1261-1453 AD. 

Here’s a canceled note for reference: 

 



 

The church of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople (now Istanbul) was first dedicated in 360 by Emperor 

Constantius, son of the city’s founder, Emperor Constantine. Hagia Sophia served as the cathedra, or 

bishop’s seat, of the city. Originally called Megale Ekklesia (Great Church), the name Hagia Sophia came 

into use around 430. The first church structure was destroyed during riots in 404; the second church, 

built and dedicated in 415 by Emperor Theodosius II, burned down during the Nika revolt of 532. After 

the riots, Emperor Justinian I (r. 527–65) ordered the church rebuilt. The new building was inaugurated 

on December 27, 537. The vast, airy naos, or central basilica, with its technically complex system of 

vaults and semi-domes, features a high central dome with a diameter of over 101 feet and a height of 

160 feet. This central dome was often interpreted by commentators of the day as the dome of heaven 

itself. Its weight is carried by four great arches, which rest on a series of tympana and semi-domes, 

which in turn rest on smaller semi-domes and arcades. Tympana are vertical recessed triangular space 

forming the center of a decorated pediment. 

Nearly a millennium later, Emperor Constantine XI was defeated and killed in 1453 by the Ottoman 

Sultan Mehmet II’s forces. Hagia Sophia was converted to a mosque (Ayasofya Camii), which it remained 

until the fall of the Ottoman Empire marked by the abolition of the Ottoman sultanate in 1922. In 1935 

it became a museum, before being designated again as a mosque in 2020, generally called Hagia Sophia 

Grand Mosque. 

The banknote was printed after the area of Hagia Sophia was no longer part of the Byzantine Empire 

which included Greece, but now Turkey.  The significance of this main site of Eastern Orthodoxy is it 

remains important to Greek citizenry - 90% to 98% of Greek residents identifying as Eastern Orthodox. 


