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The late Hilary Sumner-Boyd was professor of humanities at Robert College, Bosphorus University.

John Freely (1926–2017) was one of the most widely respected writers of travel books, histories and guides about Greece and Turkey. He is the author of The Grand Turk, Storm on Horseback, Children of Achilles, The Cyclades, The Ionian Islands, The Western Shores of Turkey, Strolling through Athens and Strolling through Venice.






 



Praise for John Freely

Strolling through Athens

‘A magnificent walking guide to the city ... His knowledge is encyclopaedic ... he brings the millenniums of history alive. If you want a cultural guide to the ancient city, this is the one for you.’ Anthony Sattin, ‘Books of the Week’, Sunday Times

The Western Shores of Turkey

‘. . . Enchanting guide ... a work of genuine scholarship, lightly worn and charmingly conveyed. I fell in love with the book and stayed enamoured until the final page.’

Paul Bailey, Sunday Times

Inside the Seraglio

‘Freely provides a fascinating, easy-to-follow overview, beautifully researched and riveting in its detail.’

Christopher Fowler, Independent on Sunday


The Colophon of Tauris Parke is a representation of the ancient Egyptian ibis, sacred to the god Thoth, who was himself often depicted in the form of this most elegant of birds. Thoth was credited in antiquity as the scribe of the ancient Egyptian gods and as the inventor of writing and was associated with many aspects of wisdom and learning.
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Note on Turkish Words and Spellings

One feature of this book may at first puzzle and irritate the reader: we have consistently used the modern Turkish spelling of Turkish proper names and we have employed many Turkish words for specifically Turkish things. Turkish spelling, however, is rigorously logical and phonetic and the traveller here for any length of time will have to accustom himself to it; the few letters which differ in pronunciation from English are indicated below. As for Turkish terms, chiefly for buildings of various sorts, these are useful words for the traveller to know, their meaning is frequently indicated in the course of the text, and is explained in detail in the appendix on Ottoman Architectural Forms.

TURKISH SPELLING

All letters have one and only one sound. No letters are silent.

Vowels have their short Continental value as in French, German, or Italian, i.e.: a as in father, e as in get, i as in sit, o as in doll, u as in bull. (In modern Turkish pronunciation there is little distinction between long and short vowels.) Note: ı (undotted) is between i and u, as the final a in Anna; ö as in German or the u in further; ü as in German or French u in tu.

Consonants as in English, except:

c as j in jam: e.g. cami (mosque) = jahmy

ç as ch in church, e.g. çeşme (fountain) = cheshme

g is always hard as in give, never soft as in gem

ğ is almost silent; it tends to lengthen the preceding vowel

s is always unvoiced as in sit, never like z

ş as s in sugar; e.g. çeşme = cheshme

Turkish is very lightly accented, most often on the last syllable, but all syllables should be clearly and almost evenly articulated.
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Preface to the Revised Edition

This is the first thoroughly revised and updated edition of Strolling Through Istanbul since the book was first published in 1972. The senior author, Hilary Sumner-Boyd, passed away in the interim, and so I have taken the responsibility of revising our book and bringing it up to date, trying to live up to his standards of scholarship.

Istanbul has changed greatly since this book was first written. The population was then somewhat over 2 million and now, according to some estimates, it is more than 12 million, spread out over an area four times as great as it had been in 1972, with the addition of 25 new municipalities to the city to absorb the influx from the provinces of Turkey. New highways have been constructed in and around the city and two intercontinental bridges now span the Bosphorus, linking the European and Asian suburbs which have spread out along the coast of the Sea of Marmara and up both shores of the strait to within sight of the Black Sea, with sky-scraping office buildings creating a new skyline on the Thracian hills and satellite towns springing up in what were once virtually uninhabited woodlands and pastures.

But this explosive growth has in many respects spared the historic heart of the city, that is to say the seven-hilled peninsula bounded on the north by the Golden Horn, on the south by the Marmara, and on its landward side by the ancient Theodosian Walls, though in the areas frequented by most tourists its streets are now clogged with traffic and its sidewalks thronged with pedestrians, as I learned when I began revising this guide. But as I began strolling through the old city again I found that even in the busiest areas it was still the same enchanting place that I first came to know in the autumn of 1960. As I left the crowded avenues and stepped into the quiet courtyard of an old mosque or medrese, I found there the Istanbul of my first memories. Thus I have not changed the original itineraries, though I have updated the descriptions of the monuments and museums to reflect the changes that have taken place since the original edition was published. Along the way I have noted what has been lost forever, such as the little village that once flourished in the great Roman reservoir on the Fifth Hill, where the tree tops and chimneys and the minaret of the mosque came up only to the level of the surrounding streets, and where an old man raised peacocks for sale, perhaps to princes. Now I pass that scene on to those who might stroll that way with this guide in hand, along with other remembrances of things past that still linger on in the civic memory of Istanbul.

J.F.

Bosphorus University
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Preface to the First Edition

This book is meant to be a useful and informative guide to the city of Istanbul. The first chapter gives a brief topographical description of Istanbul as seen from the Galata Bridge, followed by a short history of the city, largely with reference to the conspicuous monuments of the past which are visible from the bridge. Each of the subsequent chapters focuses on a particular part of the city and follows an itinerary which takes one to most of the ancient monuments in that area. Major monuments are described in some detail, principally in terms of their history, architecture and art; minor monuments are more briefly mentioned in passing. Although the main emphasis of the book is on the antiquities of Istanbul, the city is not treated as if it were merely an in habited museum. Instead, the ancient monuments are described in the context of the living, modern town of which they are an integral part, that intimate juxtaposition of old and new which makes Istanbul such a fascinating city. The itineraries are designed so that each takes one to a different part of Istanbul, for the town itself is as interesting and picturesque as the antiquities it preserves. Each of the itineraries can easily be completed in a day or less, some in only a few hours.

On the other hand, tourists with restricted time should also find the book easy to use, for each of the principal monuments – the “musts” on anyone’s list – has been given a chapter to itself: Haghia Sophia (Aya Sofya), the Topkapı Palace, the Süleymaniye Mosque, the Church of St. Saviour in Chora (Kariye Camii). Moreover, each chapter is provided with a map of the district covered so that the reader may find his way easily either on foot or by car to those monuments which seem most interesting while ignoring those of minor importance.

This book came into being as a result of many years of study of various aspects of the city and its history by both of the authors, each of whom had prepared a long and detailed work on the subject from a very different point of view. Both works proved too lengthy and elaborate for convenient publication, so it was decided to conflate the material from each that was suitable for a guide book, leaving for later independent publication matters likely to appeal to a different audience. Such, for example, are discussions of date and attribution of buildings, the details of architectural form and artistic style, the wealth of folklore, local custom, and dissenting sects with which the city abounds, or an account of the hundreds of foreign visitors to the city who have left us such fascinating descriptions of it in former times. Two of these, indeed, we have not been able to resist quoting fairly frequently: the Frenchman Pierre Gilles (Petrus Gyllius), resident here from 1544 to 1550, whose two books on The Topography of Constantinople and The Thracian Bosphorus give an unrivalled account of what the city was like toward the middle of the reign of Süleyman the Magnificent; and Evliya Çelebi, an Istanbullu by birth, who prefaces his Seyahatname, or Book of Travels, with a vivid and detailed description of his native city as it was in the mid-seventeenth century; these have been our constant companions.

Two works of a very different nature are frequently referred to: the so-called Tezkeret-ül Ebniye or List of Buildings by the great architect Sinan, drawn up soon after his death in 1588 by his friend the poet Mustafa Sa’i; and the Hadikat-ül Cevami or Gardens of the Mosques by Hafız Hüseyin Ayvansarayı, which is an account of all the mosques extant in Istanbul in his time (about 1780). Of modern guidebooks only two are of value: Ernest Mamboury, Istanbul Touristique (2nd ed. 1950), a pioneer work by a scholar of distinction; and Semavi Eyice, Petit Guide a travers les Monuments Byzantines et Turcs (1953), an invaluable little book by the leading Turkish authority on the city, prepared for the Third Congress of Byzantine Studies and never on public sale. But our work is based on a wide acquaintance with the authorities ancient and modern, Turkish and foreign; unfortunately a guidebook is not the place for detailed references and acknowledgements.

To our editors at the Redhouse Press, William Edmonds, C. Robert Avery and Robert Arndt, we owe more than an author’s usual debt to his publisher. If this book is reasonably free from the tiresome errors of the press which often abound in English works published in foreign countries, the credit is almost wholly due to their skill and patience. We wish particularly to thank William Edmonds, for without his constant help and unremitting zeal it would not have been possible to pro duce this guide.

Our more personal debts are many. The elder collaborator remembers with delight and gratitude his first introduction to the antiquities of the city by two former colleagues on the staff of Robert College, the late Sven Larsen and Mr. Arthur Stratton, who has recently poured his enthusiasm for the city into his book about Sinan. The late Paul Underwood and his colleague Mr. Ernest Hawkins allowed him to follow their wonderful work of restoration at Kariye Camii as it progressed. Mr. Robert Van Nice not only allowed him the same privilege throughout his long years of investigations at Haghia Sophia but was a constant source of help and encouragement, as was also Mr. Cyril Mango who introduced him to many an important traveller of former days. To Dr. Aptullah Kuran, his former student at Robert College, later his colleague there, and the first rector at the University of the Bosphorus, most penetrating of Turkish historians of Ottoman architecture, his debts are too continuous and multifarious to be easily acknowledged or adequately repaid. And the same is true of Mr. Godfrey Goodwin, until recently professor of art history at Robert College, whose monumental History of Ottoman Architecture has revealed to the world for the first time in a western language the wealth and variety of its subject.

The younger author also owes a debt of gratitude to Godfrey Goodwin, who tried to teach him something of Byzantine and Ottoman architecture and who was his first companion-guide to the antiquities of Istanbul. The author fondly recalls the many friends who shared with him and his wife Dolores the pleasures of strolling through Istanbul on Saturday afternoons, picnicking on a Bosphorus ferry or on a tower of the Theodosian walls and later singing and dancing together at one of the now-vanished tavernas of old Pera. To list their names would be too poignant, since so many have left Istanbul and some he will never see again; he can only hope that this book will evoke for his dear friends some memories of the mad and happy days we spent together in this wonderful old town.

In the memorial dedication we have expressed our sense of gratitude to three of our dearest and most lamented colleagues. Lee Fonger, for many years Librarian of Robert College, not only made the College’s unrivalled collection of books on the Near East easily available to us but did his best to supply us with whatever material was needed. Keith Greenwood, whose history of the founding and early years of Robert College still awaits publication, was a source of encyclopedic information and enthusiastic support. Their untimely deaths, and that of our very good friend David Garwood, deprived the College community of three of its most vital and creative men; for some of us Istanbul will never be the same without them. Our dedication of this book extends also to their wives, Carol Fonger, Joanne Greenwood and Mini Garwood, and to Dolores Freely, for they have been our companions on so many strolls through Istanbul across the years.

H.S.-B.

J.F.

Bosphorus University

June 1972
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The View

from the Bridge

A poet writing 14 centuries ago described this city as being surrounded by a garland of waters. Much has changed since then, but modern Istanbul still owes much of its spirit and beauty to the waters which bound and divide it. There is perhaps nowhere else in town where one can appreciate this more than from the Galata Bridge, where all tours of the city should begin. There are other places in Istanbul with more panoramic views, but none where one can better sense the intimacy which this city has with the sea, nor better understand how its maritime situation has influenced its character and its history. So the visitor is advised to stroll to the Galata Bridge for his first view of the city. But you should do your sight-seeing there as do the Stamboullus, seated at a teahouse or café on the lower level of the Bridge, enjoying your keyif over a cup of tea or a glass of rakı, looking out along the Golden Horn to where it meets the Bosphorus and the Sea of Marmara.

Istanbul is the only city in the world which stands upon two continents. The main part of the city, which is located at the south-eastern tip of Europe, is separated from its suburbs in Asia by the incomparable Bosphorus. The Golden Horn then divides the European city into two parts, the old imperial town of Stamboul on the right bank and the port quarter of Galata on the left, with the more modern residential districts on the hills above Galata and along the European shore of the lower Bosphorus. Stamboul itself forms a more or less triangular promontory bounded on the north by the Golden Horn and on the south by the Sea of Marmara, the ancient Propontus. At Saray Point, the apex of this promontory, the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn flow together into the Marmara, forming a site of great beauty. So it must have appeared to Jason and the Argonauts when they sailed across the Propontus 3,000 years ago in search of the Golden Fleece, and so it still appears today to the tourist approaching the city on a modern oceanliner.

According to tradition, the original settlement from which the city grew was established on the acropolis above Saray Point in the seventh century B.C., although there is evidence that the site was inhabited much earlier than that. The legendary founder of the town of Byzantium was Byzas the Megarian, who established a colony on the acropolis in the year 667 B.C. We are told that Byzas had consulted the Delphic oracle, who advised him to settle “opposite the land of the blind”. The oracle was referring to the residents of Chalcedon, a Greek colony which had been established some years before across the strait. The implication is that the Chalcedonians must have been blind not to have appreciated the much greater advantages of the site chosen by Byzas. Situated at the mouth of the Bosphorus, it was in a position to control all shipping from the Black Sea, the ancient Pontus, through to the Propontus and the Aegean, while its position on the boundary of Europe and Asia eventually attracted to it the great land routes of both continents. Moreover, surrounded as it is on three sides by water, its short landward exposure defended by strong walls, it could be made impregnable to attack. As the French writer Gyllius concluded four centuries ago: “It seems to me that while other cities may be mortal, this one will remain as long as there are men on earth.”

From the very beginning of its history Byzantium was an important centre for trade and commerce, and was noted for its wine and fisheries. Not all of the wine was exported, apparently, for in antiquity the citizens of Byzantium had the reputation of being confirmed tipplers. Menander, in his comedy, The Flute Girl, tells us that Byzantium makes all of her merchants sots. Says one of the Byzantine characters in his play: “I booze it all the night, and upon my waking after my dose I feel that I have no less than three heads upon my shoulders.” The character of a city is formed quite early in its career.

During its first millennium Byzantium had much the same history as the other Greek cities in and on the edge of Asia Minor. The city was taken by Darius in the year 512 B.C., and remained under Persian control until 479 B.C., when it was recaptured by the Spartan general Pausanias. Byzantium later became part of the Athenian Empire; although it revolted in 440 B.C. and again in 411 B.C., it was conquered on each occasion by the Athenians, the last time by Alcibiades. After the defeat of Athens in 403 B.C. Byzantium was captured by Lysander and was still under a Spartan governor when Xenophon’s Ten Thousand arrived shortly afterwards. Xenophon and his men were so inhospitably treated that in retaliation they occupied the town, leaving only after they exacted a large bribe from its citizens. During the first half of the fourth century B.C. Byzantium was held in enforced alliance with Athens, but in the year 356 B.C. the city rebelled and won its independence. Despite this the Athenians, through the urgings of Demosthenes, sent aid to Byzantium when it was besieged by Philip of Macedon in 340 B.C. A contemporary Athenian writer informs us that the Byzantine commanders were forced to build taverns within the very defence walls in order to keep their tipsy soldiers at their posts. But the Byzantines fought well, for they successfully held off the Macedonians in a memorable siege.

Despite their spirited fight against King Philip, the Byzantines had enough good sense not to resist his son, Alexander the Great. Soon after Alexander’s victory at the battle of the Granicus in 334 B.C. Byzantium capitulated and opened its gates to the Macedonians. Later, after Alexander’s death in 323 B.C., Byzantium was involved in the collapse and dismemberment of his empire and the subsequent eastward expansion of Rome. In the year 179 B.C. the city was captured by the combined forces of Rhodes, Pergamum and Bithynia. A century later Byzantium was a pawn in the struggle between Rome and Mithridates, King of Pontus. After the final victory of Rome, Byzantium became its client state, and thereafter enjoyed nearly three centuries of quiet prosperity under the mantle of the Pax Romana. But eventually, in the closing years of the second century A.D., Byzantium was swept up once again in the tides of history. At that time Byzantium found itself on the losing side in a civil war and was besieged by the Emperor Septimius Severus. After finally taking Byzantium in the year 196 A.D., the Emperor tore down the city walls, massacred the soldiers and officials who had opposed him, and left the town a smouldering ruin. A few years afterwards, however, Septimius realized the imprudence of leaving so strategic a site undefended and then rebuilt the city and its walls. The walls of Septimius Severus are thought to have begun at the Golden Horn a short distance downstream from the present site of the Galata Bridge, and to have ended at the Marmara somewhere near where the lighthouse now stands. The area thus enclosed was more than double that of the ancient town of Byzantium, which had comprised little more than the acropolis itself.

At the beginning of the fourth century A.D. Byzantium was profoundly affected by the climactic events then taking place in the Roman Empire. After the retirement of the Emperor Diocletian in the year 305, his successors in the Tetrarchy, the two co-emperors and their Caesars, fought bitterly with one another for the control of the Empire. This struggle was eventually won by Constantine, Emperor of the West, who in the year 324 finally defeated Licinius, Emperor of the East. The last battle took place in the hills above Chrysopolis, just across the Bosphorus from Byzantium. On the following day, 18 September in the year A.D. 324, Byzantium surrendered and opened its gates to Constantine, now sole ruler of the Roman Empire.

During the first two years after his victory Constantine conceived the grand scheme which would affect world history for the next millennium: the re-establishment of the Roman Empire with Byzantium as its capital. After he made his decision Constantine set out to rebuild and enlarge and adorn the old town to suit its imperial role. Work began on 4 November in the year 326, when the Emperor personally traced out the limits of the new city. The defence walls with which Constantine enclosed the city on the landward side began at a point on the Golden Horn somewhat upstream from the present Atatiirk Bridge, and extended to the Sea of Marmara in a great circular arc, ending in the bay of Samatya. Constantine’s city was thus more than five times as large as the town of Septimius Severus, and it was to be infinitely more grand.

The imperial building programme proceeded rapidly, and in less than four years the new capital was completed. On 11 May in the year A.D. 330, in a ceremony in the Hippodrome, Constantine dedicated the city of New Rome, soon after to be called Constantinople. Three years thence the old town of Byzantine would have been 1,000 years old.

During the century following the reign of Constantine the city grew rapidly and soon expanded beyond the limits set by its founder. In the first half of the fifth century, during the reign of Theodosius II, a new and much stronger line of defence-walls was built nearly a mile farther out into Thrace, replacing the older walls of Constantine. These walls have delimited the size of the old city up to the present day, so that subsequent expansion was restricted to the suburban districts along the Marmara, the Golden Horn and the Bosphorus. The area thus enclosed included seven hills, the same number as in Old Rome, a matter of some mystical significance in Byzantium. Although the contours of these hills have been obscured by modern roads and buildings, they can still be discerned and form convenient reference-points for studying the old city. Six of the seven hills can be seen from the Galata Bridge, marching in stately line down the Golden Horn, each of them crowned with a Byzantine church or an Ottoman mosque, giving an imperial quality to the skyline of Stamboul.

Great changes took place in the Roman Empire in the two centuries following the reign of Constantine the Great. After the death of Theodosius I in 395, the Empire was divided between his two sons, with Honorius ruling the West from Rome and Arcadius the East, with his capital at Constantinople. The western part of the Empire was overrun by barbarians during the following century, and in the year 476 the last Emperor of the West was deposed, leaving the Emperor in Constantinople sole ruler of what was left of the Empire. This soon brought about a profound change in the character of the Empire, for it was now centred in lands populated largely by Greek-speaking Christians. And so, although Latin remained the official language of the court up until the beginning of the sixth century, the Empire was becoming more and more Greek and Christian in character, and began to sever its connections with the classical traditions of Athens and Rome. As the great churchman Gennadius was to write in later times: “Though I am a Hellene by speech yet I would never say that I was a Hellene, for I do not believe as Hellenes believed. I should like to take my name from my faith, and if anyone asks me what I am, I answer, ‘A Christian’. Though my father dwelt in Thessaly I do not call myself a Thessalian, but a Byzantine, for I am of Byzantium.”

A new epoch in the city’s history began during the reign of Justinian the Great, who succeeded to the throne in the year 527. Five years after his accession Justinian was very nearly overthrown by an insurrection of the factions in the Hippodrome, the famous Nika Revolt, which was finally crushed only after widespread destruction and terrible loss of life. Immediately after the suppression of the revolt Justinian set out to rebuild the city on an even grander scale than before. When he had finished his reconstruction apparently within just a few years, the city of Constantinople was the greatest and most magnificent metropolis on earth, an imperial capital beginning the first of its golden ages. The crowning glory of Justinian’s new city was the resurrected church of Haghia Sophia, whose venerable form can still be seen on the acropolis, a symbol of the ancient city of which it was so long the heart.

During the course of Justinian’s reign his generals succeeded in reconquering many of the lost dominions of the Roman Empire, and by the time he died in 565 the borders of Byzantium stretched from the Euphrates to the Pillars of Hercules. But the golden age did not last long, for within a half-century after the death of Justinian his empire had fallen apart, assaulted from without by the Lombards, Slavs, Avars and Persians, ravaged from within by anarchy, plague and social unrest. The Empire was saved from total destruction by the Emperor Heraclius, who ruled from 610 till 641. In a series of brilliant campaigns, Heraclius defeated the Persians, the Avars and the Slavs, and succeeded in regaining much of the territory which had been lost in the previous half-century. Shortly after the death of Heraclius, however, much of the eastern part of the Byzantine Empire was overrun by the Arabs, who on several occasions in the seventh and eighth centuries besieged Constantinople itself. But Byzantium held off the Arab advance and prevented them from gaining a foothold in eastern Europe, just as they were finally stopped at about the same time in the West by Charles Martel. In the ninth and tenth centuries the Byzantine Empire was invaded by the Bulgars, who gained control of large areas of the Balkans and twice laid siege to Constantinople. But on both occasions they were defeated by the great Theodosian land-walls, which continued to shelter Byzantium from its enemies across the centuries.

Despite these numerous wars Byzantium was still strong and basically sound as late as the middle of the eleventh century, controlling an empire which stretched from western Persia through Asia Minor and the Balkans to southern Italy. But then in the year 1071 the Byzantine army, led by Romanus IV, suffered a catastrophic defeat by the Selçuk Turks at the battle of Manzikert and much of eastern Asia Minor was permanently lost to the Empire. In the same year the Normans captured Bari, thus bringing to an end Byzantine rule in Italy. The forces were now gathering which would eventually destroy the Empire.

A decade after these defeats Alexius Comnenus ascended the throne of Byzantium. For the next century he and his successors, the illustrious dynasty of the Comneni, successfully defended the Empire against the attacks of its numerous enemies. During that period the Empire was being subjected to increasing pressure by the Latins of western Europe, whose armies first passed through Asia Minor in the year 1097 during the First Crusade. As time went on it became increasingly apparent that the Latins were less interested in freeing the Holy Land from the Saracens than they were in seizing land and wealth for themselves. And the prize which attracted them most was the rich and magnificent city of Constantinople. By the time the Comneni dynasty came to an end in the year 1185, the Normans had already captured Thessalonica and were advancing towards the capital. Two decades later, in the year 1203, the Latin armies of the Fourth Crusade made their first assault upon Constantinople. Although they were not able to take the city at that time they did so in a second attack the following year. On 13 April 1204 the Crusaders breached the sea-walls along the Golden Horn and took the city by storm. They then proceeded to ruin and sack Constantinople, stripping it of its wealth, its art treasures and its sacred relics, most of which were shipped off to western Europe. As wrote the French knight Villehardouin, describing the sack of Constantinople by the Crusaders: “Of holy relics I need only say that it contained more than all Christendom combined; there is no estimating the quantity of gold silver, rich stuffs and other valuable things – the production of all the climates of the world. It is the belief of me, Geoffrey de Villehardouin, marechal of Champagne, that the plunder of this city exceeded all that had been witnessed since the creation of the world.” And as the Byzantine historian Nicetas Choniates wrote in his lament: “Oh city, city, eye of all cities, subject of narratives all over the world, supporter of churches, leader of faith and guider of orthodoxy, protector of education, abode of all good. Thou hast drunk to the dregs the cup of the anger of the Lord, and hast been visited with fire fiercer than that which in days of yore descended upon the Pentapolis.”

The Latin Kings ruled in Constantinople from 1204 till 1261, at which time Michael Palaeologus succeeded in recapturing the city and restoring the Byzantine Empire. But the Empire was now only a fragment of what it had been in former days, comprising parts of Thrace, Macedonia and the Peloponnesus, with most of its former possessions in Asia Minor occupied by the Ottoman Turks, and much of its land in Europe lost to the rapacious Latins. Within the next century even these dominions were lost, as the Turks crossed over into Europe and advanced far into the Balkans. By the beginning of the fifteenth century the Byzantine Empire consisted of little more than Constantinople and its immediate suburbs, with the old city decaying within the great walls which had protected it for so long. Nevertheless, the indomitable Byzantines hung on for another half-century, fighting off several attempts by the Turks to take the capital. But by the middle of the fifteenth century it became increasingly obvious that the city could not hold out much longer, for it was by then completely surrounded by the Ottoman Empire.

On 13 February 1451 the young Sultan Mehmet II ascended to the Ottoman throne and almost immediately began preparations for what would be the final siege of the city. During the summer of the following year, 1452, he constructed the fortress of Rumeli Hisarı on the Bosphorus, just across the narrow straits from the Turkish fortress of Anadolu Hisarı, which had been built around 1395 by Sultan Beyazit I. The two fortresses thus completely cut off Constantinople from the Black Sea, the first step in the blockade of the capital. In March of 1453 the Ottoman navy sailed into the Sea of Marmara, cutting off Byzantium from the West and completing the blockade. Then, in the first week of April in that year, Sultan Mehmet massed his armies in Thrace and marched them into position before the land walls of the city, thus beginning a siege which was to last for seven weeks. The Byzantines and their Italian allies, who were outnumbered more than ten to one, defended the city valiantly, until their strength and resources were nearly gone. Finally, on 29 May 1453, the Turks forced their way through a breach in the shattered land walls and poured into the city. Constantine XI Dragases, the last Byzantine Emperor, fought on bravely with his men until he was killed on the walls of his fallen city, thus bringing to an heroic end the long and illustrious history of Byzantium.

According to the custom of the age, Sultan Mehmet, now called Fatih, or the Conqueror, gave over the city to his soldiers to pillage for three days after it was captured. Immediately afterwards the Sultan began to restore the city, repairing the damage it had sustained during the siege and in the decades of decay before the Conquest. A year or so later, Sultan Mehmet constructed a palace on the Third Hill, on the site of which the Beyazit Fire Tower now stands. Some years afterwards he built a more extensive palace, Topkapı Sarayı, whose domes and spires still adorn the First Hill, the ancient acropolis of the city. By 1470 he had completed the great mosque which bears his name; Fatih Camii, the Mosque of the Conqueror. This mosque, which was comparable in size to Haghia Sophia, was the centre of a complex of pious foundations, religious and philanthropic institutions of one sort or another. Many of Fatih’s vezirs followed his example, building mosques and pious foundations of their own, each of which soon became the centre of its local neighbourhood, together developing into the new Muslim town of Istanbul. Fatih also repeopled the city, which had lost much of its population in the decades preceding the Conquest, bringing in Turks, Greeks and Armenians from Asia Minor and Thrace and settling them in Stamboul and Galata. Later in that century large numbers of Jewish refugees from Spain were welcomed to the Ottoman Empire by Fatih’s son and successor, Beyazit II, and many of them settled in Istanbul. By the beginning of the sixteenth century, then, Istanbul was a thriving and populous city, once again the capital of a vast empire.

During the first century after the Conquest, Turkish armies swept victoriously through the Balkans and the Near East, while buccaneering Ottoman fleets dominated the Mediterranean. By the middle of the sixteenth century the Ottoman Empire stretched from Baghdad in the east to Algiers in the west, and from lower Egypt to the southern borders of Russia, rivalling in extent the Byzantine Empire in the days of Justinian. The Empire reached the peak of its power during the reign of Süleyman the Magnificent, who ruled from 1520 till 1566. Süleyman personally led his armies in a dozen victorious campaigns, failing only in his attempts to take Vienna and Malta, which thereafter set the limit to Turkish expansion to the north and west in Europe. The loot from these campaigns and the tribute and taxes from the conquered territories enormously enriched the Empire, and much of this wealth was used by Süleyman and his vezirs to adorn Istanbul with mosques, palaces and pious foundations. The grandest and most beautiful of these structures was the Süleymaniye, the mosque which was completed for Süleyman in the year 1557 by his Chief Architect, the great Sinan. This magnificent edifice stands on the crest of the ridge above the Golden Horn to the west of the Stamboul end of the Galata Bridge, dominating the whole skyline of the city. The Süleymaniye is the symbol of the golden age of the Ottoman Empire, just as Haghia Sophia represents the triumph of Byzantium in the days of Justinian. These two great buildings, separated in foundation by more than 1,000 years of history, stand only a mile apart in Stamboul. Looking at them both at once from the Galata Bridge, we are reminded that this old town was twice the capital of a world empire.

This second golden age lasted longer than did the first, for the Ottoman Empire was still vigorous and expanding as late as the middle of the seventeenth century, 100 years after the death of Süleyman. But by that time signs of decadence were already apparent in the Empire. During the century after Süleyman the Ottoman armies and navies suffered several defeats, and territory was lost in Transylvania, Hungary and Persia. There were also symptoms of decay within the Empire, whose subjects, both Muslims and Christians, were suffering from the maladministration and corruption which had spread to all levels of the government. One of the principal causes of this decay was to be found in the Sultanate itself, for the successors of Süleyman ceased to lead their
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