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Preface


This is intended to be a well-illustrated introduction to the history of the imperial city that has been known successively as Byzantium, Constantinople and Istanbul, capital in turn of the Byzantine and Ottoman empires. The book is not a formal history of these two world empires, but rather a biography of the city itself and an account of the social life of its people from the earliest settlements up to the present day. It is also a guide to Istanbul's monuments, which are described in the context of the city's living history, particularly with regard to the role that they have played in its political, religious, intellectual, artistic and social life. The book will thus, I hope, be of practical use to all those who intend to visit Istanbul. Modern visitors can compare their impressions with those of earlier travellers quoted in the book, whose comments cover a span of more than 2,000 years, and all of whom, even when they complain of the difficulties and frustrations of living here, eventually reveal that they have fallen under the spell of this most ancient of the world's great cities.

I am grateful to those who have helped me in many ways during my research and writing of this book, particularly Ender Altuğ, librarian of Boğaziçi Universitesi (University of the Bosphorus); Richard Dewey, librarian of Robert College; Dr Anthony Greenwood, director of the American Research Institute in Turkey; Çelik Gülersoy, director of the Turkish Touring and Automobile Club; Dr Alpay Pasinli, director of the Istanbul Archaeological Museum; and the staff of the library at the German Archaeological Society in Istanbul; also Professor Behin Aksoy, Professor Ahmet Çakmak, Godfrey Goodwin, Professor Robert Osterhout, and Professor Lee Striker. I am grateful to Anthony E. Baker for his photographs, to Arlene Brill for her drawings of the city's monuments, to Türe Özer for providing the Thomas Allom engravings, and to Eleo Gordon for invaluable advice in editing my manuscript.

I am also indebted to the late Professor Hilary Sumner-Boyd, my senior co-author in writing Strolling through Istanbul (Istanbul, 1972), which forms the basis for the section on Monuments and Museums in the present book. He found his last resting-place here and is now part of the city that he loved, his life forming part of its civic memory, so that as long as it endures he will not be forgotten.

Istanbul, 1996


Turkish Spelling and Pronunciation


Throughout this book, modern Turkish spelling has been used for Turkish proper names and for things that are specifically Turkish, with a few exceptions for Turkish words that have made their way into English. Modern Turkish is rigorously logical and phonetic, and the few letters that are pronounced differently from in English are indicated below. All letters have but a single sound, and none is totally silent. Turkish is very slightly accented, most often on the last syllable, but all syllables should be clearly and almost evenly accented.

Vowels are accentuated as in French or German; i.e. a as in father (the rarely used â sounds rather like ay), e as in met, i as in machine, o as in oh, u as in mute. In addition there are three other vowels that do not occur in English; these are ı (undotted), pronounced as the u in but, ö as in German or as the oy in annoy, ü as in German or as the ui in suit.

Consonants are pronounced as in English, except the following:

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

ç as ch in chat; e.g. çorba (soup) = chorba

g as in get; never as in gem

ğ is almost silent and tends to lengthen the preceding vowel

ş as in sugar; e.g. çeşme (fountain) = cheshme
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Chapter 1


The Strait and the City


up to c. 658 BC


We should ideally approach Istanbul from the sea, as most travellers did for the first twenty-six centuries of its existence, coming to visit the city known in antiquity as Byzantium and later as Constantinople. The ship first passes from the Aegean through the Dardanelles, the Greek Hellespont, and then crosses the Sea of Marmara, the ancient Propontis. As we approach the eastern end of the Marmara we suddenly see the imperial city dramatically taking form between the pale blues of sea and sky, its domes and minarets rising from the hills on either side of the entrance to the Bosphorus, the incomparably beautiful strait that separates Europe and Asia between the Marmara and the Black Sea, the Pontus Euxinus of antiquity. This is indeed the imperial city, the capital in turn of two world empires over a period of nearly sixteen centuries. Monuments and ruins of the Byzantine and Ottoman empires crown the hills on either side of the strait as the ship makes its way into the port, crossing the mouth of the Golden Horn to its pier at the lower end of the Bosphorus on the European shore. We have come at last to the ancient metropolis that the Greeks refer to when they say ‘stin polis’, meaning ‘in the city’ or ‘to the city’, needing no other name to identify it, for this is truly The City beyond compare.

Istanbul is the only city in the world that stands astride two continents. The main part of the city, which forms the south-easternmost extremity of Europe, is separated from its suburbs in Asia by the Bosphorus, which flows through a deep cleft that separates the two continents in the north-western corner of Turkey. The European part of the city is further divided by the Golden Horn, a scimitar-shaped estuary fed at its upper end by two streams known as the Sweet Waters of Europe, the Greek Cydaros and Barbyzes. The Horn, known to the Greeks as Chrysokeras, is some eight kilometres in length from the Sweet Waters to the point where it enters the Bosphorus, its width averaging about 500 metres. Over the last five kilometres of its course the Horn divides the European side of the city into two parts, with the medieval port quarter of Galata on the north and on the south the ancient imperial capital itself, the old city that some prefer to call Stamboul, though for Greeks it will always be Constantinopolis, or in English Constantinople.

The city was originally known as Byzantium, which was a thousand years old when Constantine the Great made it the capital of the Roman Empire in the year AD 330, whereupon it was called Constantinople, the City of Constantine. Then in 1453 Constantinople was captured by the Turks under Sultan Mehmet II, becoming the capital of the Ottoman Empire under its present name. The Ottoman Empire came to an end in 1923 with the founding of the modern Republic of Turkey, whose capital was then established in Ankara. Thus for the first time since late antiquity Istanbul was no longer the capital of a world empire, though in the years since then it has continued to be the most important city in Turkey, with a population that now exceeds 12 million, its European and Asian suburbs spreading on either side of the Bosphorus to within sight of the Black Sea.

Ancient Constantinople forms a roughly triangular peninsula, bounded on the north by the Golden Horn, on the south by the Marmara, and on the west by the Theodosian Walls built by Theodosius II in the first half of the fifth century AD, stretching for more than seven kilometres across the downs of Thrace. The area enclosed by the Theodosian Walls includes seven hills, six of them rising from the ridge that parallels the Golden Horn and the seventh with two peaks in the south-western corner of the old city. A river known as the Lycus, now canalized beneath the streets of Istanbul, enters the city and flows in the valley that separates the Seventh Hill from the Fifth and Sixth Hills, finally emptying into the Marmara in the Bay of Eleutheriou. The French scholar Petrus Gyllius, writing in the mid sixteenth century, used these seven hills as landmarks in his pioneering study of the topography of the ancient city. He numbered the First Hill as the eminence at the tip of the Constantinopolitan peninsula, the present Saray Burnu, or Palace Point, known in antiquity as the Promentorium Bosphorium.

The Byzantine historian Procopius described Constantinople as being ‘surrounded by a garland of waters’. The city still owes much of its beauty to its unique setting, standing astride the strait at the confluence of the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn, whose waters meet off the Promentorium Bosphorium to flow together into the Marmara.

Gyllius called the Bosphorus the ‘strait that surpasses all straits, because with one key it opens and closes two worlds, two seas’. The two seas to which Gyllius refers are the Aegean and the Euxine, and the two worlds are Europe and Asia, for the Bosphorus and the Hellespont have throughout history been the principal crossing-places between the two continents. And just as Troy controlled the straits in the prehistoric era through its position on the Hellespont, so did the imperial city on the Bosphorus hold the key to the two worlds and two seas from just before the dawn of history up until modern times.

Any description of the Bosphorus involves the names Rumeli and Anadolu, with reference, respectively, to places on the European and Asian shores of the strait. The first of these toponyms derives from that of the old Ottoman province of Rumeli, or Eastern Thrace, where ‘Rum’ refers to the eastern Roman dominions that later came to be called the Byzantine Empire. ‘Anadolu’ is the Turkish for Anatolia, the Asian part of Turkey, where 93 per cent of the country’s land mass is located, a subcontinent also known as Asia Minor. ‘Anatolia’ is the Greek word for ‘east’, more literally the ‘land of sunrise’. The name ‘Asia’ may originally have had the same meaning as this in both the Indo-European and Semitic families of languages, while ‘Europe’ may have meant ‘sunset’, or the ‘land of darkness’. The distinction between these two names would have been dramatically evident to ancient navigators making their way up the Bosphorus from the Propontis to the Euxine, with the sun rising above one shore of the strait and then setting below the other, the deep waters of the channel clearly dividing the ‘land of sunrise’ from the ‘land of darkness’.

The Bosphorus is about 35 kilometres long, measured along a line running down the centre of its channel, which changes direction nine times between the Black Sea and the Marmara, flowing generally north to south. The depth of the strait at the middle of its channel ranges from 50 to 75 metres for the most part, but at one point about halfway along its course it suddenly deepens to 110 metres. Its maximum width is some 3,500 metres, measured between Rumeli Feneri and Anadolu Feneri, the Lighthouses (in Turkish, ‘fener’) of Europe and Asia, which mark the entrance to the strait from the Black Sea. The narrowest stretch of the Bosphorus begins about 20 kilometres from the Black Sea, where for about 3 kilometres the opposing continental shores are only about 700 metres apart. At the middle of this stretch the Bosphorus passes between Rumeli Hisarı and Anadolu Hisarı, the Castles (in Turkish, ‘hisar’) of Europe and Asia, two fortresses built by the Turks before their capture of Constantinople. The fortress of Anadolu Hisarı stands at the mouth of one of the two streams called the Sweet Waters of Asia, the ancient Arete and Azarion, known in Turkish as Göksu and Küçüksu.

Both shores of the Bosphorus are indented with numerous bays and harbours, and in general it will be found that an indentation in one shore corresponds to a promontory on the other side of the strait. Most of the harbours shelter villages, almost all of them dating back to antiquity, with those on the upper Bosphorus inhabited up until recent years mostly by fishermen and their families. Despite the rapidly increasing urbanization of the Bosphorus shores, which has amalgamated all of the seaside villages on the lower strait into the urban mass of Istanbul, the hills and valleys along the waterway are still well-wooded, especially with cypresses, umbrella-pines, plane-trees, horse-chestnuts, terebinths and Judas-trees. The magenta to pink blossoms of the Judas-trees in spring, mingled with the mauve flowers of the ubiquitous wisteria and the red and white candles of the chestnuts, make the Bosphorus surpassingly beautiful at that season – painfully so in late April and early May, when nightingales serenade one another nocturnally in bowers along the strait, their songs echoing in our dreams.

The casual visitor to Istanbul, particularly if one comes in winter, might find it difficult to believe that the Bosphorus can be a perverse and dangerous body of water. Seen from the hills above its shores as it curves and successively narrows and widens, it often looks like a long lake or a series of lakes, while its rapid flow from the Black Sea to the Marmara gives it the appearance of a river. Yet anyone who has ever observed its erratic currents and counter-currents, its various winds that encourage or hinder navigation in the heavy traffic of this international waterway, the impenetrable fogs that envelop it, even occasionally the icebergs that choke it, will realize that it is part of the ungovernable sea. Here Justinian’s general Belisarius fought the invincible whale Porphyry, that Moby Dick who wrecked all shipping in the Bosphorus for months; and here Gyllius observed the largest shark he had ever seen. And on halcyon days in mid-winter schools of dolphins can be seen frolicking in its waves as they make their way through the strait, reminding us that the dolphin was represented on some of the earliest coins of Byzantium. Apollo sometimes took the form of a dolphin in Greek mythology, leading Hellenic navigators towards the sites of new colonies overseas, and it was supposedly his oracle at Delphi that first directed settlers here.
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View of the Bosphorus looking north from the Asian shore above the summer palace at Beylerbey.



The earliest Greek myths about the Bosphorus probably date from the end of the Bronze Age, the latter part of the second millennium BC, when the Hellenes first came in contact with the world beyond the Hellespontine end of the Aegean. One of these stories tells the myth of Zeus and his mistress Io, daughter of the river-god Inachus, whom he changed into a heifer to conceal her from his jealous wife Hera. But Hera was not deceived and drove Io away, pursuing her with a relentless gadfly that forced her to swim this strait between Europe and Asia. Thenceforth the strait bore the name Bosphorus, or ‘Cow’s Ford’, commemorating Io, the ‘Inachean daughter, beloved of Zeus’.

The legend of Jason’s search for the Golden Fleece is perhaps a folk-memory of the first Greek voyages through the strait, which expanded far to the north-east the bounds of the Hellenic oecumene, or inhabited world. Homer placed Jason’s voyage a generation before the Trojan War, which both ancient and modern scholars have dated to c. 1200 BC. When Jason decided to embark on his expedition he commissioned a ship called Argo, in whose bow Athena inserted a piece of wood from the oracular oak at Dodona, giving it the power of speech. After the launching of Argo, whose name means ‘swift’, heroes from all over the Greek world volunteered to fill the fifty seats on its rowing-benches, including Orpheus and Heracles. These were the Argonauts, the crew of the vessel that Spenser in the Faerie Queene called ‘The wondred Argo, which, in venturous peece/First through the Euxine seas bore all the flowr of Greece’. The only account of the voyage of Argo that has survived is the Argonautica of Apollonius of Rhodes, written in the mid third century BC. But Jason and the Argonauts are mentioned by sources as early as Homer, who in the Odyssey has Odysseus speak of ‘Argo, who is in all men’s minds’. Pindar refers to the Argonauts in one of his Pythian Odes, where he writes of how ‘Hera kindled sweet desire in the sons of God for the ship Argo. So that none should be left behind to nurse a life without danger at his mother’s side, but rather he should find even against death the fairest antidote in his courage along with the others of his age.’

Gyllius imaginatively identified a number of sites along the Bosphorus associated with the legend of Jason and the Argonauts. These places can still be identified today, the most notable being the Symplegades,1 also known as the Cyanean islets or Clashing Rocks, at Rumeli Feneri, where Argo barely made its way through into the Euxine before the narrow passage closed behind it. The shores of the upper Bosphorus approaching Rumeli Feneri and Anadolu Feneri preserve their natural beauty more than anywhere else along the strait, for they are situated in a military zone beyond the city limits of Istanbul. The only evidences of modern civilization along the upper Bosphorus are the argosies of oil-tankers and freighters that pass through the strait on their way to and from the Black Sea, successors of a commerce that began with the establishment of the first Greek colonies on the shores of the Euxine.
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Pompey’s Column on the Clashing Rocks; early-seventeenth-century drawing.



The first of these colonies was Sinope (Sinop), founded in the mid eighth century BC by the Ionian city of Miletus. During the following century Miletus founded some thirty colonies around the shores of the Euxine and the Propontis, while other Greek cities added a few more foundations there and also along the Hellespont and the Bosphorus. The first Greek colony on the Bosphorus was Chalcedon, founded by Megara c. 675 BC on the Asian side of the strait where it flows into the Propontis. This colony continues in existence as Kadiköy, an Asian suburb of Istanbul, long ago eclipsed by the imperial city across the strait. This latter began its existence as the Greek colony of Byzantium. According to Herodotus, Byzantium was founded seventeen years after the establishment of Chalcedon. Because of the later fame of the imperial city, many other states claimed credit for playing some role in the foundation of Byzantium, but scholars both ancient and modern generally agree that Megara was the principal founder.

The original site of Byzantium was on the First Hill, the acropolis above the Promentorium Bosphorium. The principal monuments on the First Hill are Haghia Sophia, the great church erected by Justinian; Topkapı Sarayı, the imperial residence of the Ottoman sultans for four centuries after the Turkish Conquest; and the Blue Mosque, built by Sultan Ahmet I in the early seventeenth century – three edifices spanning more than a thousand years in the history of the imperial city. Archaeological excavations on the First Hill have unearthed pottery and other artefacts dating as far back as the late sixth millennium BC, probably coming from settlements by the early Thracian tribes, including the Phrygians. But the acropolis on the First Hill has never been studied systematically by archaeologists, for much of the plateau is taken up with the courtyards and pavilions of Topkapı Sarayı. The saray is built over part of the site of the Great Palace of the Byzantine emperors, and that in turn was erected on the ruins of the ancient Greek city of Byzantium, making the First Hill a veritable palimpsest of history.

According to tradition, Byzantium was founded by Byzas the Megarian, who in one version of the myth is identified as the son of Poseidon and the nymph Keroessa, daughter of Zeus and Io. The foundation myth also says that before Byzas set out on his voyage he consulted the oracle of Apollo at Delphi, who advised him to settle ‘opposite the land of the blind’. The meaning of this, according to Herodotus, quoting the Persian general Megabazus, was that ‘the men of Chalcedon must have been blind at that time, for if they had any eyes, they would not have chosen an inferior site when a much finer one lay ready to hand‘.
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Byzas the Megarian, the eponymous founder of Byzantium; from a coin of Byzantium, c. 230–220 BC.


One of the advantages offered by the site of Byzantium compared to that of Chalcedon was its greater defensibility, for the steep acropolis hill at the confluence of the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn was protected by the sea on all sides except to the west, where a defence wall could be erected. Another advantage was that the Golden Horn provided a superb natural harbour, shielded from storms by the heights that enclose it on all sides except where it opens into the Bosphorus, and there the promontory below the First Hill curves around to the north to shield the inner port. This promontory also acts as a barrier to divert the shoals of tunny that swim down the Bosphorus from the Black Sea, forcing them into the port and creating an abundant fishery that became one of the principal sources of income for the people of Byzantium. Other important sources of income were the tolls and harbour fees paid by the ships that passed through the strait, for Byzantium controlled the Bosphorus from the beginning of its history, and this was the principal reason for its subsequent rise to greatness. As Gyllius pointed out, ‘The Bosphorus is the first creator of Byzantium, greater and more important than Byzas, the first founder of Byzantium.’

Such were the beginnings of the Greek colony of Byzantium, which in time became ‘the city of all cities’, still imperial in its splendour though the empires of which it was once the capital have now vanished.





Chapter 2


The Greek City-State of Byzantium


c. 658 BC–AD 196


Byzantium and Chalcedon were among a dozen Greek colonies along the shores of the Propontis. Closest to Byzantium on the European shore was Selymbria, and beyond that Perinthus, while Chalcedon's principal neighbours on the Asian coast of the Marmara were Dascylium and Cyzicus. Among the Greek colonies around the Black Sea the closest to the Bosphorus were Mesembria, on the European coast, and on the Asian shore Heraclea Pontica. The hinterland of the European colonies in this group was part of Thrace, while the Asian side was in Bithynia. The lands outside the cities on both sides of the straits were at that time inhabited by the barbarous Thracian tribes described by Herodotus in Book V of his Histories, where he writes that among them ‘The most reputable sources of income are war and plunder.’

Thus Byzantium and the other Greek colonies on the coasts of Thrace and Bithynia were little islands of Hellenic civilization surrounded by barbarians, from whom they protected themselves by walling in their cities. The original walls1 of Byzantium enclosed the acropolis hill on all sides, including the precipitous slopes leading down to the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn. The defence walls were restored on several occasions to make use of advances in military engineering. Many of these advances were made by Philon of Byzantium, who in the third century bc wrote the first treatise on military engineering. The walls of Byzantium were so strong that on several occasions the city withstood invaders who captured Chalcedon and other towns in the region.

The first settlers of Byzantium were principally Dorian Greeks from Megara, and so the political institutions of the city were Spartan rather than Athenian. One of the Spartan traditions adopted in Byzantium was the enslavement of the local Thracian population and their reduction to helot-like serfs whom the Byzantines called prounikoi, or bearers of burdens. The cultural traditions of Byzantium in its early years were inherited from Megara, including its calendar, alphabet and religious cults, as evidenced by inscriptions and reliefs on archaic tombstones.

Byzantium, along with all other Greek colonies, was a polis, or city-state, its government usually democratic, though at times it was controlled by oligarchies and sometimes by tyrants. The Byzantines had the usual Council and People's Assembly of the Greek polis, with officials called polemarchs, or generals. They worshipped the Olympian gods of Greece, and ancient sources mention temples in Byzantium dedicated to more than a dozen of these deities, as well as shrines of the Anatolian goddess Cybele and the Egyptian god Serapis. At some of their religious festivals the most notable event was a torch-race, in which naked youths ran from the Promentorium Bosphorium up to the acropolis to light a sacrificial fire there.

The ancient sources seldom write of daily life in the city of Byzantium, but when they do they usually mention its ancient traditions of democracy and commerce, as well as the sybaritic ways of the Byzantines and Chalcedonians, who established a close alliance in the classical period. The historian Theopompus of Chios writes thus of their ways in the latter half of the fourth century BC:



The Byzantines had by this time long had a democratic government; also their city was situated at a trading-place, and the entire population spent their time in the market-place and by the water side; hence they had accustomed themselves to amours and drinking in the taverns. As for the Chalcedonians, before they all came to have a share with the Byzantines in the government, they devoted themselves unceasingly to the better pursuits of life; but after they had once tasted of the democratic liberties of the Byzantines they sank utterly into corrupt luxury, and in their daily lives, from having been the most sober and restrained, they became wine-bibbers and spendthrifts.



The merchants of Byzantium had a reputation for being sots, as the Athenian playwright Menander has one of his characters remark in a surviving fragment of one of his lost comedies, The Flute Girl: ‘Byzantium makes all of her merchants drunkards. The whole night through for your sake we were drinking, and methinks, ’twas very strong wine too. At any rate I got up with a head for four.’ Athenaeus of Naucratis quotes a Byzantine poet in referring to the proverbial drunkenness of the merchants of Byzantium in his Deipnosophists, or The Learned Banquet: ‘For a man who guzzles wine as a horse does water, speaks gibberish and cannot recognize a single letter, speechless he lies immersed in his sleep like one who drinks the poppy drug.’ Athenaeus elsewhere quotes the playwright Diphilus of Sinope, who has one of his characters describe a drunken merchant of Byzantium:



But another man has sailed into the port of Byzantium; only a two-day voyage, without a scratch; he has made money, and is overjoyed that he has made a profit of 12 per cent. He is full of talk about his fares, he belches forth his loans, celebrating a debauch with the help of rough panders. Up to him I sidle purring, the moment he disembarks: I put my hand in his, I remind him of Zeus the Saviour, I am all engrossed in the act of serving him. That's my way.




Athenaeus, in still another reference to Byzantine alcoholism and general decadence, refers to the historian Phylarchus of Athens:



Phylarchus, in the sixth book, says that the Byzantines are all besotted with wine and live in the wine-shop; they let out their own marriage-chambers, along with their wives, to strangers, and cannot bear to hear the sound of a war-trumpet even in their dreams. Hence on one occasion, when war was made on them, their general Leonides ordered tents for the wine-dealers to be set up on the walls and they at last reluctantly stopped leaving the ranks: this is recorded by Damon in his book on Byzantium.




The dissolute ways of the Byzantines are often mentioned by the city's poets, most notably Antiphilus of Byzantium, who flourished in the first century AD. Antiphilus satirizes the immorality of his fellow Byzantines in a poem entitled ‘On a Ship built from the Profits of a Bordello’, in which the whore-launched vessel speaks for itself:



I was formerly, too, my master's partner in his lucrative trade, when the crew he collected consisted of public votaries [prostitutes] from Cyprus. From these profits he built my keel that Cyprus might see me, a product of this land, tossing in the sea. My rig befits a lady of pleasure; I wear dainty white linen, and my timbers are tinted with a delicate dye. Come sailors, confidently mount on my stern. I can take any number of rowers.




Other poems by Antiphilus are addressed to the various women to whom he was paying court, such as this epigram apparently written in his latter days:



I am a quince of last year kept fresh in my young skin, unspoiled, unwrinkled, as downy as newly-born ones, still attached to my leafy stalk, a rare gift in the winter season; but for such as thou, my queen, even the cold and snow bear fruit.




Byzantium produced one of the few women poets of ancient Greece other than the immortal Sappho. She was the epic poetess Moero of Byzantium, who flourished c. 300 BC her best-known work being a volume entitled Arai, or Curses. One of Moero's few surviving verses is a poem in honour of Dionysus and Aphrodite, the deities of wine and love, whose cults were evidently very popular in Byzantium:



Cluster, full of the juice of Dionysus, thou restest under the roof of Aphrodite's golden chamber; no longer shall the vine, thy mother, cast her lovely branch around thee, and put forth above thy head her sweet leaves.




Such are the last surviving echoes of the poetry of the ancient Greek city of Byzantium, whose remains are buried under the monuments and ruins of Byzantine Constantinople and Ottoman Istanbul.

Byzantium and the Greek cities of Asia Minor came under Persian domination soon after 546 BC, when Cyrus the Great captured Sardis. Cyrus and his successors, the first three being Cambyses II, Darius and Xerxes, organized the Persian kingdom into twenty provinces called satrapies, each ruled by a royal governor known as a satrap. The Greek cities in Asia Minor had governors from among their own citizens appointed by the satraps, who under the aegis of Persia dispensed with democratic assemblies and ruled as dictators, whom the Greeks in their own language called tyrants. Byzantium was part of the satrapy governed from Dascylium, and its earliest known tyrant is identified by Herodotus as Ariston, who was in control of the city when Darius set out on his great expedition against the Scythians in 513 BC.

The following year Darius reached the Bosphorus, where he had Mandrocles of Samos build a bridge of boats across the strait. Herodotus describes this incident in Book IV of the Histories, in which Byzantium makes its first appearance in recorded history. His description indicates that the bridge was constructed between Anadolu Hisarı and Rumeli Hisarı, the narrowest point of the strait. He writes that Darius ‘had two marble columns erected on one of which is an inscription in Assyrian characters showing the various nations which were serving in the campaign; the other had a similar inscription in Greek’. After enumerating the Persian forces, he goes on to say that ‘Years afterwards the people of Byzantium removed these columns and used them in their own city to build the altar of Artemis the Protector; a single plinth was left lying near the temple of Dionysus in Byzantium.’

During the remaining years of the sixth century BC Byzantium and the other Greek cities in the east remained under the rule of tyrants appointed by Darius. Then in 499 BC the Ionian cities of western Asia Minor revolted against Persian rule, led by Aristagoras, the tyrant of Miletus. After some initial successes, including the liberation of Byzantium and Chalcedon, the revolt was crushed in 494 BC. The Persians then utterly destroyed Miletus and enslaved its surviving inhabitants, after which they subdued all of the other Ionian cities. When that campaign was complete the Persians sent their Phoenician fleet to attack the remaining Greek cities along the straits. According to Herodotus, ‘The people of Byzantium, and their opposite neighbours in Chalcedon, instead of awaiting the attack of the Phoenicians by sea, abandoned their homes and fled to the Black Sea coast, where they established themselves at Mesembria.’ Herodotus goes on to say that the Phoenicians ‘destroyed by fire’ all of the Greek cities along the straits, presumably including Byzantium and Chalcedon.
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View of the Bosphorus looking south from the Asian shore above the fortress of Anadolu Hisarı, the Castle of Asia.



Byzantium and the other cities along the straits were apparently soon rebuilt, for when Xerxes invaded Greece in 481 BC they contributed a hundred ships to the Persian fleet, according to Herodotus. After the Persians were defeated at Plataea in 479 BC by the Greeks under Pausanias, the survivors made their way home under the command of Artabazus, who had them ferried across the Bosphorus at Byzantium.

Two years later the Greek League sent off a fleet under Pausanias, who forced the Persian garrison in Byzantium to surrender. While he was in Byzantium, Pausanias began to intrigue with Xerxes with the aim of setting himself up as ruler of all Greece. When rumours of his plot reached Sparta, Pausanias was recalled home and put on trial, but he was acquitted and soon returned on his own to Byzantium. There he immediately resumed his intrigues, leading to his expulsion from the city in c. 475 BC. During his years as tyrant of Byzantium, Pausanias built a stadium in the city, as evidenced by an inscription bearing his name set into the outer defence-walls of Topkapı Sarayı.

Byzantium soon afterwards became a member of the Athenian League. Athens completely dominated the League, imposing annual tributes on the member states, who were assessed according to their resources. The number of states was about 300, and the total annual tribute ranged from 400 to 600 talents, of which the initial contribution of Byzantium was 15 talents, one of the highest quotas in the League, a measure of the city's wealth at that time.
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Pausanias (c. 510–c. 468 BC).


Byzantium and Samos revolted against Athenian domination in the summer of 440 BC. The Athenians immediately sent a fleet under the command of Pericles to besiege Samos, which surrendered in May of the following year, with Byzantium capitulating shortly afterwards.

When the Peloponnesian War began in 431 BC Byzantium was forced to join the Athenian League against Sparta, an alliance that lasted for two decades. But then in 413 BC, after the failure of the Athenian expedition against Syracuse, Byzantium and many other allies of Athens defected to the Spartans.

The Athenians mounted a naval expedition against Byzantium and Chalcedon in 409 BC. When they reached the Bosphorus they built a fortified settlement on the Asian shore opposite Byzantium, naming it Chrysopolis, the City of Gold, now known in Turkish as Üsküdar. Using Chrysopolis as their base, the Athenians, led by Alcibiades, besieged Byzantium. At the height of the siege the anti-Spartan party admitted the Athenian troops into the city by letting down ladders from the walls. The Athenians then captured Byzantium, returning the city to its citizens on condition that they entered into an alliance with Athens.

The Peloponnesian War came to an end in 404 BC, when the Spartans decisively defeated the Athenians at Aegospotami on the Hellespont. The following year the Byzantines, racked both by internal strife and by a war with the Thracian tribes, petitioned the Spartans to reassume control of the city. The Spartans sent them the general Clearchus, who recruited a force of mercenaries and established himself as the tyrant of Byzantium, executing a number of the wealthiest citizens. The cruelty of Clearchus finally led Sparta to remove him from power in 403 BC.

Clearchus was eventually replaced by the Spartan general Anaxibius, who was tyrant of Byzantium when the Greek mercenaries known as the Ten Thousand arrived at the Bosphorus in 400 BC, at the end of their epic journey back from service in Persia, immortalized by Xenophon in his Anabasis, or the March Up Country. Anaxibius reluctantly provided ships to ferry the mercenaries across the Bosphorus to Byzantium, and then soon afterwards tricked them through false promises into marching off into Thrace, barring the gates of the city behind them. When the Ten Thousand realized that they had been cruelly duped they turned back and began to attack the city, but Xenophon persuaded them to desist, telling them that they would be disgraced for ever if they sacked a Greek city.

The Spartans continued to hold Byzantium until 390 BC, when the democratic faction took control and allowed the city to be taken by an Athenian fleet commanded by Thrasybulus. Then in March 377 BC Athens announced the formation of the Second Athenian Alliance, of which Byzantium was a charter member. The democratic faction seized power again in 363 BC with the aid of the Theban leader Epaminondas, and Byzantium severed its alliance with Athens. An anti-Athenian coalition was formed in 357 BC by King Mausolus of Caria, who allied himself with Byzantium and the islands of Rhodes, Chios and Cos. The Athenians sent a fleet to attack Chios, beginning a conflict known as the Social War. The war dragged on until the summer of 355 BC, when Athens made peace with the allies and recognized the independence of Byzantium and the three island states.

Meanwhile Macedon had risen as a new power under Philip II, who came to the throne in 359 BC. The Byzantines at first were allies of Philip, but when he invaded Thrace in 341 BC, leaving his son Alexander to serve as regent in Pella, they and their neighbours allied themselves with Athens and prepared their defences against the Macedonians. Philip attacked Byzantium in 340 BC, beginning a memorable siege in which the Byzantines were assisted by the Athenians. Philip finally broke off the siege in the spring of 339 BC, whereupon the citizens of Byzantium erected a monument in honour of Athens for having come to their aid.


[image: image]

Philip II of Macedon (reigned 359–336 BC); head as reconstructed by Richard Neave of the Department of Medical Illustration, University of Manchester.



Byzantium retained its independence throughout the Hellenistic period, which began with the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC. The city withstood an invasion by the Gauls beginning in 279 BC, a siege by the Seleucid king Antiochus II in 246 BC, and another siege by the Rhodians and the Bithynian king Prusias I in 220 BC. The Hellenistic period effectively ended in western Asia Minor in 129 BC, when the Romans organized their province of Asia. Byzantium had by then entered into a formal alliance with Rome, in which it enjoyed the protection of the Romans and, though paying tribute, retained its status as a free city. The Romans linked the new province to Italy through the Via Egnatia, a high-road leading from the Adriatic coast to Thrace, with its eastern terminus at Byzantium.

Byzantium continued to maintain good relations with Rome, and in 53 BC the Senate remitted the annual tribute that had been imposed on the Byzantines. Early in the reign of Augustus (27 BC–AD 14) Byzantium was stripped of its possessions in Bithynia, though it retained its lands in Thrace, where it had long since absorbed the territory of its neighbour Selymbria. Byzantium was formally incorporated into the Roman Empire in AD 73 by Vespasian, and during the reign of Trajan (98–117) it was made part of the province of Bithynia. Nevertheless Byzantium still retained the status of a free city under the aegis of Rome. The Romans built an aqueduct to bring water into the city during the reign of Hadrian (117–38), who may have visited Byzantium in 123.

Byzantium remained a free city up until the last years of the second century. But then the city's privileged status was compromised when it became embroiled in a war of succession following the assassination of the emperor Pertinax in 193. The two contenders for the throne were Septimius Severus and Pescennius Niger. The Byzantines surrendered voluntarily to the forces of Niger, as a result of which Severus sent an army to attack the city. After suffering a defeat in Bithynia, Niger's forces withdrew from Byzantium and retreated across Asia Minor, leaving the city to face the army of Severus, which put the city under siege. The siege dragged on for nearly three years, during which time Severus defeated and killed Niger, establishing himself as sole emperor. The people of Byzantium were now in a desperate condition, with all of their supplies exhausted and no hope of relief; nevertheless they continued to resist the Romans. The historian Dio Cassius, in his graphic account of the siege, writes that the Byzantines hurled down stones from their theatre upon the heads of the besieging Romans, along with bronze statues, and that they built ships from the boards of their demolished houses and braided ropes from the hair of their women. Then many of them made a desperate attempt to escape by ship, while those who remained behind resorted to cannibalism to survive. The Romans easily caught up with the heavily overloaded ships of the refugees during a storm and sank them, while those who had remained in the city looked on in horror from the walls – a scene described by Dio Cassius:



The people in Byzantium, as they watched this scene, for a time kept calling on the gods for help … But when they saw their friends perishing all together, the united throng sent up a chorus of groans and lamentations, and after that they mourned for the rest of the day and the whole night. The total number of the wrecks proved so great that some drifted on the islands and the Asiatic coast, and the defeat became known by these relics before it had been heard of. The next day the horror was increased still more for the townspeople, for when the water had subsided, the whole sea in the vicinity of Byzantium was covered with corpses and wrecks and blood, and many of the remains were cast up on shore.




The survivors had no choice but to surrender to the Romans. Severus then took his revenge, putting to death all of the surviving soldiers and magistrates of Byzantium and depriving the city of its independence, making it tributary to Perinthus. He also demolished the walls of Byzantium, which had withstood his army for three years, thinking thus to destroy the city by leaving it defenceless. Dio Cassius visited the site not long afterwards, and he was so shocked by the desolation that he could only describe the walls of the city as they had been before its fall, when the towers of Byzantium were still standing to echo his voice when he hailed them, as he writes in a haunting passage:




I myself saw the walls after they had fallen, looking as if they had been captured by some other people rather than by the Romans. I had also seen them standing and had even heard them ‘talk’. I should explain that there were seven towers extending from the Thracian Gates to the sea, and if a person approached any of these but the first, it was silent, but if he shouted anything at that one or threw a stone against it, it not only echoed and ‘spoke’ itself, but also caused the second to do the same; and thus the sound continued from one to the other through the whole seven, and they did not interrupt one another, but all in their proper turn, as each received the sound from the one before it, took up the echo and the voice and sent it on.

Such were the walls of Byzantium.
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Septimius Severus (193–211); from a coin of his reign.


And such was the ancient Byzantium itself, its history as an autonomous Greek city coming to an end when it fell to Septimius Severus in AD 196, though it was to rise from its ashes and begin life anew as a Roman town.






Chapter 3

Roman Byzantium


196–330


Byzantium remained in ruins for several years after it was sacked by Septimius Severus. But then the emperor was persuaded to pardon the Byzantines by his son Caracalla, who pointed out that the strategic importance of the city was too great for it to be abandoned. And so, early in the second century, Severus rebuilt Byzantium on a larger scale, surrounding it with a new circuit of defence walls.

The original walls of Byzantium had enclosed only the First Hill, extending around the acropolis from the Golden Horn to the Sea of Marmara. The new walls of Septimius Severus began about 500 metres further up the Golden Horn than the original fortifications, their northern end being just downstream from the present Galata Bridge. The walls extended uphill from there to the summit of the Second Hill, from where they stretched down around the Hippodrome before curving back eastward along the lower slopes of the First Hill above the Marmara. The area thus enclosed was more than twice as great as that of the archaic city of Byzantium. The new circuit also included two ports on the Golden Horn, both of them filled in during the late nineteenth century. Going westward from Saray Burnu, the first of these was known as the Prosphorion and the second as the Neorion. The Prosphorion, the larger of the two ports, occupied the area of the original harbour of archaic Byzantium.

The Hippodrome was one of the new edifices erected by Septimius Severus, its site now occupied by the At Meydanı, or Square of Horses, the park in front of the Blue Mosque. At the same time he built large thermae, or public baths, beside the north-eastern corner of the Hippodrome. These were known as the Baths of Zeuxippus, designed to serve the crowds that thronged the Hippodrome to see the chariot races and other entertainments. Petrus Gyllius quotes the Byzantine chronicler Cedrinus concerning the many statues with which the baths were adorned:


Cedrinus relates that in this bath there was a pleasant variety of views of surprising art, both in marble and stonework, in statues of brass and figures of persons of antiquity who seemed to want nothing but a soul to animate and enliven them … This place was also beautified with the bronze statues of all those renowned personages who have been famous for wisdom, oratory or courage throughout the world.



Seve rus also erected a colonnaded way along the ridge between the summits of the First and Second Hills. Known as the Portico of Severus, this splendid avenue followed the route of the present Divan Yolu, which begins in Aya Sofya Meydanı, the great square outside Haghia Sophia. The square itself was a forum known as the Tetrastoon, which from its name (‘four stoas’) would have had porticoes on all four sides. This seems to have been one of the archaic city's agoras, or market-squares, with the surrounding porticoes added later. The Portico of Severus formed the main avenue of Byzantium, known as the Mese, or Middle Way, extending from the Tetrastoon to the summit of the Second Hill, subsequently to be extended as the city's limits were increased. The beginning of the Mese in the Tetrastoon marked the site of the Thracian Gate, the original main entryway to Byzantium on its landward side. At the point where the Mese left the Tetrastoon there was a monumental gateway called the Miliarium Aureum, or Golden Milestone, known more simply as the Milion.1 The Milion marked the reference point from which distances from Byzantium were measured along the Via Egnatia. A marble stela that formed part of the Milion was excavated in 1952 and now stands on the northern side of Divan Yolu at the beginning of the avenue.

The Mese is mentioned in a building code enacted towards the end of the fifth century, in which reference is made to a portico identifiable as that of Septimius Severus: ‘We ordain that none shall be allowed to obstruct with buildings the numerous rows of columns which are erected in the public porticoes, such as those leading from the Milion to the Capitol’; all shops and booths set in between the columns ‘must be ornamented on the outside at least with marble, that they may beautify the city and give pleasure to the passers-by’.

There was a military training-ground known as the Strategion just inside the walls above the two ports, laid out on the level ground at the foot of the First and Second Hills. The site of the Strategion would have been the area around the present Sirkeci Station; in its vicinity were the state prison, a shrine of Achilles and Ajax, and the Baths of Achilles. The Strategion had been in existence since the earliest days of Byzantium, when it was outside the walls; the new fortifications of Septimius Severus enclosed it within the bounds of the enlarged city. North of the Strategion there was a city gate known in later times as the Arch of Urbicus, or more simply as the Urbicon.

The edifices erected and restored by Severus are recorded in an early Byzantine source known as the Chronicon Paschale, which also refers to earlier monuments in the city. After mentioning the Baths of Zeuxippus the Chronicon records other works of Severus:


Opposite to it in the acropolis he built the temple of Apollo, which also faced the two other temples, one to Artemis with the olive and the other to Phedalian Aphrodite. Opposite the temple of Artemis he built the Kynegion, a large menagerie for wild animals, and a theatre opposite the temple of Aphrodite.



The temple of Aphrodite mentioned in the Chronicon was one of the oldest in Byzantium, and it did not entirely disappear until the reign of Theodosius I (379–95), who converted it into a carriage-house. The Kynegion, an amphitheatre for gladiatorial combats and wild-animal shows, was apparently on the Marmara shore of the First Hill, while the theatre seems to have been set into the northern slope of the acropolis.

A number of the buildings of the pre-Constantinian city are mentioned by the early Byzantine source known as Dionysius Byzantius. As he writes, after noting that the citadel of Byzantium was on the acropolis above the Promentorium Bosphorium:


At a little distance over the height is the altar of Athena Ecbasia – of the landing – where the colonists [Byzas and his company] fought as for their own land. There is too a temple of Poseidon, an ancient one and hence quite plain, which stands over the sea … Below the temple of Poseidon, but within the walls, are stadia and gymnasia, and courses for the young.



Dionysius goes on to write of a temple of Gé Onesidora – the Fruitful Earth – which consisted of ‘an unroofed space surrounded by a wall of polished stone’. Nearby were ‘temples of Demeter and the Maiden [Persephone], with many pictures in them, relics of their former wealth’. Dionysius was also shown the sites of temples dedicated to Hera and to Pluto, ‘the former having been destroyed by Darius and the latter by Philip of Macedon‘.

The territory outside the walls of Septimius Severus was not entirely unoccupied. Statements by Dionysius Byzantius, as well as references by later Byzantine sources, make it evident that there were a number of hamlets and public buildings along the shores of the Golden Horn, the Marmara and the Bosphorus, as well as others among the hills and valleys beyond the city limits. The town of Sycae, named for its figs, had already developed across the Golden Horn on the present site of Galata; the quarter known as Blachernae was situated on the northern slope of the Sixth Hill; on the west bank of the Golden Horn there was a locality that later came to be called Cosmidion and later still, in Turkish times, Eyüp; on the southern peak of the Seventh Hill, known as Xerolophos, or the Dry Hill, there was a temple of Zeus within a sacred enclosure; and on the Marmara shore below the Seventh Hill there was a village called Psamathion, the Turkish Samatya, a name that is still used for that venerable quarter of the old city. There were also settlements along the Asian coast of the Marmara beyond Chalcedon as well as on the little offshore archipelago known as the Princes' Isles.

After its rebuilding by Septimius Severus, Byzantium lived at peace for over half a century. But then around 257, during the joint reign of Valerian and his son Gallienus, the barbarian Goths moved down along the west coast of the Black Sea and invaded Thrace and Bithynia. Chalcedon fell to the invaders, but Byzantium was once again protected by its strong defence walls. The Goths invaded Thrace again in 268, soon after Gallienus had been assassinated and succeeded by Claudius II. The barbarians set out in a huge fleet across the Black Sea and sailed down the Bosphorus, making a futile attempt to take Byzantium before they went on through the straits to attack Greece. The Goths were finally defeated by Claudius, leaving 50,000 dead upon the field before they gave up their invasion and returned to their homeland. The emperor then assumed the title of Claudius Gothicus, striking coins in commemoration of his victory, but shortly afterwards he contracted the plague and died in January 270.

During the next fourteen years seven emperors succeeded to the throne, all but one of them being assassinated; the exception was Carinus, defeated and killed in battle by his successor, Diocletian, who thus began his long and illustrious reign in 284. Nine years later Diocletian instituted his famous Tetrarchy, the ‘Rule of Four’, for he felt that the Roman Empire was too vast for one man to rule efficiently by himself. Diocletian ruled as Augustus of the East, taking Galerius as his Caesar, while he made Maximian Augustus of the West, assigning him Constantius Chlorus as Caesar, with the four of them forming a collegium, or board of rulers. In each case the Augustus was the senior emperor, while the Caesar associated with him was junior emperor. Porphyry statues of the tetrarchs were then set up in all of the major cities of the empire, including Byzantium, where the monument stood at the crossroads that would later be called the Philadelphaeum; this was at the western end of the Mese, which by then had been extended as far as the summit of the Third Hill.

Age and poor health caused Diocletian to abdicate in 303, whereupon he forced Maximian to take a solemn oath that he too would resign in the spring of 305. Constantius then succeeded as Augustus in the West, with Severus as his Caesar, while Galerius became Augustus in the East, with Maximinus Daia as his Caesar. During the next six years a struggle for power took place between these four tetrarchs and those who succeeded them. By the spring of 311 the Roman world was split between four emperors: Maximinus, Licinius, Maxentius and Constantine, son of Constantius Chlorus – a tetrarchy that soon would be reduced to three, two and then one.

Constantine defeated Maxentius on 28 October 312 north of Rome at the Ponte Milvio, and on the following day he entered Rome in triumph, his rival's severed head carried aloft on a lance before him. Afterwards it was said that at the battle of the Milvian Bridge Constantine had seen a sign in the sky by which he knew that he would be victorious. Constantine thus described the sign to his biographer Eusebius of Caesarea: ‘He said that about midday, when the sun was beginning to decline, he saw with his own eyes the trophy of a cross of light in the heavens, above the sun, and bearing the inscription Conquer by This (hoc Vince). At this sight he himself was struck with amazement, and his whole army also.’

The day after his victory the Senate formally conferred upon Constantine the title of senior Augustus. By that time Constantine was in some sense converted to Christianity, though tradition holds that he was not baptized until he was on his deathbed. During the winter of 312–13 he wrote three letters in which he makes clear his new attitude towards Christianity, no longer just tolerating the Church but actively favouring it with subsidies and other measures.

The other half of the tetrarchy was reduced to one in 313, when Licinius eliminated Maximinus and made his triumphal entry into Nicomedia, the ancient capital of Bithynia. Licinius then made Nicomedia his own capital, ruling from there as emperor of the East, while Constantine reigned in Rome as emperor of the West, setting the stage for the ultimate struggle between the two Augusti for sole control of the Roman Empire.

The last act of this struggle began on 3 July 324 at Adrianople, where Constantine routed Licinius and forced him to retreat to Byzantium. The final battle was fought in the hills above Chrysopolis on 18 September 324, when Constantine once again defeated Licinius. Byzantium and Chalcedon immediately opened their gates to Constantine, while Licinius fled to his capital at Nicomedia, where shortly afterwards he accepted the surrender terms offered to him by Constantine. Licinius was then sent off into exile in Thessalonica, where he was subsequently executed, leaving Constantine the Great, as he is known to history, sole ruler of the Roman Empire.

Within a few months of his victory Constantine decided to rebuild Byzantium on a much larger scale, for he had decided that it was a better site for his capital than Rome, which had long since ceased to be the administrative centre of the empire. Also Rome, with its pagan traditions, was not a suitable capital for the Christian empire that he seems to have had in mind since his vision of the Cross at the battle of the Milvian Bridge. But Constantine left no record of his motives in founding the new capital, other than a remark in one of his edicts concerning the reconstruction of Byzantium, where he declares that he acted ‘on the command of God’.

While the reconstruction of Byzantium was under way Constantine lived in Nicomedia, where Diocletian had erected a palace, and where Galerius and Licinius in turn had resided when reigning as emperor of the East. There one of his first acts was to issue a constitution to his new subjects, in which he promised to make restitution to all of the Christians who had suffered in earlier persecutions. He then took steps to bring harmony to the Christian Church, which had become involved in a widespread controversy concerning the rival theological doctrines of Alexander, bishop of Alexandria, and Arius, one of his priests, who maintained that Christ was not the immortal son of God, nor of the same substance – a doctrine that came to be known as Arianism. Constantine sought to settle the dispute by convening the First Ecumenical Council of the Church, which met in the Bithynian city of Nicaea between 20 May and 19 June 325. The council, chaired by Constantine himself, condemned Arianism as well as settling other matters, including an agreement on the date of Easter.

The reconstruction of Byzantium was completed early in 330, when Constantine took up residence in the city in preparation for its dedication. The imperial edict of foundation was engraved on a stela and publicly set up in the Strategion, recording that thenceforth Byzantium was to be named NOVA ROMA CONSTANTINOPOLITANA, ‘New Rome, the City of Constantine’.

What remains of the ancient city of Byzantium is for the most part buried under the ruins and monuments of Byzantine Constantinople, which is in turn overlaid with the edifices of Ottoman and modern Istanbul. Archaeological excavations on the First Hill have unearthed architectural and sculptural fragments from Byzantium that are now exhibited in the Archaeological Museum,2 which stands on the south-western side of the acropolis, overlooking Gülhane Parkı. Among the other exhibits in the museum the most evocative are funerary monuments found in the ancient necropolis outside the archaic walls of Byzantium, the oldest of them dating back to the fourth century BC. The reliefs on the funerary stelae are particularly interesting because they represent the deceased surrounded by the objects that they used in their daily life. The stela of the sailor Heris represents his weapons and the prow of a trireme; the scholar son of Hecatadorus is shown with his book, pen and inkpot; the physician Musa with her surgical instruments and her medical text; the astronomer Theodotus with his globe and sundial. One particularly poignant relief represents a nude youth carrying a bird in his right hand as he looks down sadly at the pet dog lying at his feet. Another shows the lady Lollia Salbia lying on a couch attended by her maids, who are holding her mirror, her perfumes and her cosmetics, for she must look her best even in the Underworld. The stela of the comic actor Kefalo shows him in what were probably two of his most popular roles: on one face of the tombstone he is wearing a wolf's head and on the other that of a bear; his head is cocked comically to one side and he is standing in the loose-jointed posture of a slapstick vaudeville performer in a burlesque show, his pendent testicles dangling between his bow legs.
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left: Constantine the Great (sole emperor 324–37); colossal marble head.

right: Tombstone from the ancient city of Byzantium.
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The Goth's Column.



Gülhane Parkı occupies part of the site of ancient Byzantium, whose original line of fortifications followed much the same course as the outer defence walls of Topkapı Sarayı, built c. 1465. The walls are studded with twenty-seven massive towers, the same number as the original walls of ancient Byzantium, and one wonders if they ever ‘talk’ to one another as Dio Cassius described them doing some eighteen centuries ago. Above the inner side of the park are the high walls that retain the inner courtyards of Topkapı Sarayı, which occupies the site of the acropolis of ancient Byzantium. Near the northern end of the park a path leads uphill to a little-known monument called the Goth's Column,3 almost hidden away among a grove of trees. The column is believed to have been erected in honour of Claudius II Gothicus, commemorating his great victory over the Goths in AD 269. If so, this is the only surviving monument of the pre-Constantinian city other than the stela of the Milion and those parts of the Hippodrome that date back to its original construction by Septimius Severus. According to the Byzantine historian Nicephorus Gregoras, writing in the first half of the fourteenth century, the Goth's Column was once surmounted by a statue of Byzas the Megarian, the eponymous founder of Byzantium. This monument would have had a most appropriate site, standing above the promontory at the confluence of the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn, where the Greek city of Byzantium was founded nearly a thousand years before Constantinople became the capital of the Roman Empire.
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Chapter 4

The City of Constantine

330–337


Although the newly rebuilt city was officially called Nova Roma, in popular speech it was from the beginning known in Greek as Constantinopolis, the city of Constantine, or in English Constantinople. Nevertheless, the native-born people of the city continued to call themselves Byzantini, for ‘they were of Byzantium’.

The dedication ceremonies began on 2 April 330 and lasted for forty days, celebrated with a combination of pagan and Christian ceremonies, including a high mass in Haghia Eirene, the church of the Divine Peace, which had been the cathedral of Byzantium. The final day of the ceremonies, 11 May, began with the entire populace of the city congregating in the Hippodrome, which had been rebuilt and enlarged by Constantine. After the completion of inaugural rites there, they all walked in procession to the new forum that Constantine had built on the summit of the Second Hill, where there had been erected an enormous porphyry column surmounted by a colossal statue of the emperor in the guise of Apollo. There Constantine himself presided over the dedication of his new city, which thenceforth was the capital of the Roman Empire, supplanting Old Rome.

The line of defence walls with which Constantine enclosed the city probably began on the Golden Horn somewhat above the present Atatürk Bridge, extending from there to the summit of the Fifth Hill, then across the valley of the Lycus river to the Seventh Hill, from where it descended to the shore of the Marmara. The city of Constantine was about four
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