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No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission from the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews, articles, or critical essays.
CITY TEN is a travel series concept created by Bestravelvideo Travel Guides.
All place names, websites, opening times, and prices are subject to change; readers should verify details before travel.
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Welcome to CITY TEN: Istanbul, ten unforgettable stops, one city at a time. Istanbul is where continents face each other across the Bosphorus, and every neighborhood feels like a different chapter of history. In this journey you’ll step inside world-changing monuments, walk streets that never really sleep, and learn the practical moves that make the city easy: the right transport hubs, the smartest timing, and the small details most visitors miss. Let’s begin in Istanbul.

​

​

Here’s What’s Inside

Istanbul sits on a seam of the world: Europe on one shore, Asia on the other, and centuries of empires layered between. Across these ten stops, you’ll trace the city from Byzantine power to Ottoman grandeur and into the modern streets of Beyoğlu. You’ll stand beneath the vast dome of Hagia Sophia, feel the symmetry and calm of the Blue Mosque, and follow the palace logic of Topkapı and Dolmabahçe—two very different visions of empire. You’ll bargain and browse through the Grand Bazaar, then reset your senses below ground in the Basilica Cistern’s columned glow. Between chapters, the city opens up: a Bosphorus ride that turns the skyline into a panorama, Süleymaniye’s hilltop quiet, Galata’s vertical viewpoint, and the late-night pulse of Taksim and İstiklal—plus practical transport anchors and visit logistics so you can move confidently. Along the way, you’ll also get smart queue strategy—what pre-booking saves and what it never skips—and the best moments of day to see each place at its best. Finish with a bonus chapter of essential bites and sweet-shop classics.

​
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The moment you step into Hagia Sophia, the scale hits first: the air feels taller, the sound feels slower, and the building seems to rise above you in layers of stone, light, gold, and calligraphy. This is not just one monument from one era. It is a building where Byzantine imperial ceremony, Ottoman mosque architecture, and modern visitor routing all meet in the same space — and if you know what to look for, you can read that history directly from the walls.

The Hagia Sophia standing today is the third major church built on this site. Construction of the current structure began in 532 under Emperor Justinian and it opened in 537. It later became an imperial mosque after the Ottoman conquest in 1453, then a museum in the Republican era, and today functions again as a mosque while remaining open to visitors through a separate tourist route. That layered history is exactly why the interior feels so unusual: Christian mosaics, Ottoman additions, and Islamic calligraphy are not in separate rooms — they share the same monumental volume.

​Before you even focus on details, look up and take in the engineering. The dome rises about 55.6 meters above floor level and spans roughly 32 meters across, which is why the central space feels so immense. The structure is also broader than many first-time visitors expect: the complex stretches to about 100 meters in length and about 69.5 meters in width. Those numbers matter because Hagia Sophia is not experienced like a normal church or mosque interior; it is experienced as a giant, unified volume where your eye keeps traveling.

​Inside, do not rush. The must-see features are not only the “famous” ones. Start with the giant circular calligraphic roundels — the huge round panels hanging high in the main hall. They are about 7.5 meters in diameter, and they carry the names of Allah, Muhammad, Hasan, Husayn, and the four caliphs Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, and Ali. These are not random decorations; they are among the strongest visual signs of the Ottoman Islamic layer added to a building whose core structure is Byzantine.

​Then pay attention to the Byzantine imagery and where you can see it. The current visitor route is designed to bring tourists to the gallery (upper level), and that matters because some of Hagia Sophia’s most important mosaics are there. On the upper gallery, look for the Deësis mosaic and the Komnenian mosaic. The south gallery area is especially important for imperial portraits and later Byzantine mosaic work. From the gallery route, you also get a strong view down into the main prayer hall, which helps you understand the building’s scale, the mihrab placement, the minbar, and the Ottoman additions in relation to the older Byzantine structure below.

​Another detail many visitors miss: the gallery level is not only about mosaics. It also includes features like the marble door (often called the “heaven-hell” door in guide language) and even a Viking inscription on the marble parapets in the south gallery area. These details reward slower visitors, and they are exactly the kind of things that make Hagia Sophia worth more than a quick photo stop.

Practical Visiting

​For non-praying visitors, Hagia Sophia is now visited through a separate tourist route focused on the gallery level, while worshippers use the prayer entry. Tourist and worship circulation were separated to protect the prayer environment and manage crowds. The current published routing places the visitor ticketing area near the III. Ahmed Fountain, with controlled entry via the southern side/ramp system and gallery circulation before exit from the northeast side ramp. Restoration work can shift the exact gate routing, so follow on-site signage when you arrive.

​For foreign tourists visiting for cultural purposes, entry is paid (currently published at €25), and the standard Museum Pass is not valid for Hagia Sophia. Online purchase / guided-entry products are available, including “skip-the-line” style products, but read the terms carefully: these typically help with ticketing/entry organization, while security screening and access control still apply.

​Dress rules matter here because this is a working mosque. Women should bring a scarf and cover their hair. Shorts, mini-skirts, and sleeveless tops are not accepted under the published visitor dress guidance. For the visitor gallery route, you are entering the tourist circulation section rather than the main prayer floor used by worshippers, so the usual shoe-removal practice applies to the prayer area, not the upper visitor route.

Transport

​The most practical rail option is the T1 tram line to Sultanahmet — that is the closest stop for Hagia Sophia access in the historic core.

​If you are coming from Taksim, the clean public-transport route is:
M2 (to Taksim) → F1 funicular (Taksim–Kabataş) → T1 tram (from Kabataş to Sultanahmet).
The F1 line is integrated at Taksim with M2, and at Kabataş it connects to T1.
​If you are arriving by Marmaray, you can also connect via the tram network (for example through Sirkeci connections on the T1 corridor) and continue to Sultanahmet.

​Pro Tip: Do not plan Hagia Sophia as your only midday stop on Friday — tourist visiting is typically restricted around 12:30–14:30 for Friday prayer. For shorter queues, go weekday early morning or late afternoon. Istanbul Museum Pass is not valid for Hagia Sophia. Tickets can be bought at the booth or online through DEM Museums, but security screening still applies even with online or skip-the-line products. Women should keep a scarf ready before joining the line.
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​Chapter 2: Blue Mosque (Sultan Ahmed Mosque)
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Step into Sultanahmet Square and you immediately feel the Blue Mosque’s power: six minarets, a cascade of domes, and a scale that was built to rival the skyline itself. This is not just a beautiful mosque—it is one of Istanbul’s defining monuments, commissioned by Sultan Ahmed I and built between 1609 and 1616, then completed in 1617. Its architect, Sedefkâr Mehmed Ağa, created a structure that blends classical Ottoman mosque design with a bold imperial statement right beside Hagia Sophia.

The building is enormous, and the size matters when you are standing inside it. The mosque measures roughly 79 by 73 meters, and its central dome rises about 43 meters high, with a diameter of about 23.5 meters. It can hold around 10,000 worshippers. That sense of volume is part of the experience: the main dome is supported by massive piers, while half-domes step outward in layers, making the interior feel both grand and balanced rather than heavy.

​Inside, don’t just look up once and move on. Start with the qibla wall facing Mecca: the marble mihrab marks the prayer direction, and the tall, slender minbar beside it is the pulpit. Also look for the sultan’s platform area and the arcaded galleries that run along the interior walls. Then lift your eyes to the famous decoration: more than 20,000 İznik tiles in blue, turquoise, and green tones, with floral and garden motifs that helped give the mosque its popular nickname. Natural light from hundreds of windows brightens the interior and changes the
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