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LǎǘŀƴōǳƭΥ DŀǘŜǿŀȅ ǘƻ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ aŜƳƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ aŀƎƛŎ 

Jim Willis 

 

 

Galata Bridge, ca. 1895 (CC BY-SA 2.0) 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Old_images_of_Istanbul#/media/File:Flickr_-_%E2%80%A6trialsanderrors_-_Kara-Kevi_(Galata)_and_view_of_Pera,_Constantinople,_Turkey,_ca._1895.jpg
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CƻǊ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΣ ƛŦ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƴƧǳǊŜ ǳǇ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƳƛƴŘϥǎ ŜȅŜ LǎǘŀƴōǳƭΣ ŀ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƳŀƎƛŎΣ ƳȅǎǘŜǊȅΣ 
strategic geographical importance, and historic consequence: Standing on the Galata Bridge, 
facing north, one gazes in the direction of the Black Sea, on whose far shores lie Ukraine and the 
Crimea; Bulgaria and Romania a little west of north and Russia to the northeast. To the right one 
points to Asia, home of a storied history that is being reconsidered and deciphered more every 
day as new and exciting archaeological discoveries are being brought to light. This region is 
Anatolia, also called Asia Minor or, in Turkish, Anadolu. 

To the left lies Europe, old Trakya 1900 (Public Domain) and to the right lies Asia, old Anatolia (Public Domain) 

 

To the left lies Europe, with its own rich and varied story. Here lies the portion of Turkey called 
Thrace, or, in Turkish, Trakya. It consists of only three per cent of the Turkish land mass but is 
home to 10 per cent of its population. To the south, the Sea of Marmara connects with the Black 
Sea at the Bosporus Strait, the famous Golden Horn, and flows into the Aegean through the 
Dardanelles Strait and thence to the Mediterranean. 

Effects of the Deluge: The Contours of the City 

If a theory called the Black Sea Deluge Hypothesis, proposed in 1997 by William Ryan and Walter 
Pitman, proves to be correct, then modern-day Turkey was quite different and much more 
tumultuous some 7,200 years ago. Sea levels around the world were rising due to the breakup of 
the Laurentide Ice Sheets in Canada and North America, and the Mediterranean was no different. 
All that separated it from the Black Sea was a rocky sill at what is now called the Bosporus. One 
day the barrier was inundated. A flow of water 200 times greater than that of North America's 
Niagara Falls poured through in a flood that lasted a full year. The Black Sea experienced a sudden 
and catastrophic flood that quickly drowned unsuspecting human habitations and may have 
inspired tales of what would later come to be described as a world-wide flood in the Epic of 
Gilgamesh and the early chapters of the Bible. 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Old_images_of_Istanbul#/media/File:View_from_the_bridge,_Constantinople,_Turkey.jpg
https://pixabay.com/illustrations/galata-istanbul-tower-turkey-4024096/
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A mural in the Istanbul 
Archaeology Museums 
depicting the seaward 
walls of the Byzantine 

capital, the Golden Horn 
with its chains and the 

Genoese Colony of Galata 
in the 14th-15th centuries. 
(Argos'Dad /  CC BY-SA 3.0) 

 

 

 

 

Not everyone accepts this theory, of course. The Late Pleistocene Great Flood Theory, advanced 
in 2003, argues that more than 14,000 years ago the Black Sea was a brackish lake, rapidly 
drowned by glacial melt water from the Caspian Sea by way of the Manych-Kerch Spillway. This, 
claims the authors of the theory, was the basis for the great flood legends. 

 

There are more theories, of course, but it 
is a fact of both geography and religious 
mythology that the Tigris and Euphrates, 
the two rivers that embraced 
Mesopotamia, both rise in Anatolia, 
south-east of the Black Sea. And Noah's 
Ark is said to be nestled somewhere on 
Mount Ararat, located in Eastern Anatolia 
near the borders of Iran and Armenia. The 
legend and the local flood are thus 
intertwined. Is this, then, the genesis of 
the flood epics? 

 

 

 

 

 

Neptune Sending a Deluge to Troy from Ovid's 'Metamorphoses' (1606) 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User:Argos%27Dad
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Constantinople_mural,_Istanbul_Archaeological_Museums.jpg
https://picryl.com/media/plate-103-neptune-sending-a-deluge-to-troy-neptunus-ob-violatum-a-laomendonte-8e25c0
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DNA Blue Eyes 

Another curious fact of history concerning this area was put forth by Professor Hans Eiberg, a 
scientist working at the University of Copenhagen. Using DNA studies drawn from all over the 
world he has proposed that every blue-eyed individual now alive is related to a single person 
who lived in the area around the Black Sea and experienced a genetic mutation between 6,000 
and 10,000 years ago. From there the trait rapidly spread west into Europe, because blue-eyed 
mates in a brown-eyed world were considered an exotic catch. 

The Trade Route Junction 

Unlimited riches flowed through 
Istanbul down through the ages. 
For more than 1,500 years the most 
enduring trade route in history 
served as a conduit for Chinese 
textiles as they made their way 
from Asia to Europe. In 139 BC 
China was unified under the Han 
Dynasty and the Silk Road, from 
Xian in the East to Antioch and 
Constantinople in the west, was 
officially opened, but it had been 
explored and utilized for a 
thousand years before that. More 
important than trade goods, 
however, was the fact that along 

with the caravans, flowed ideas and 
cultural exchanges. In Istanbul, where 

east met west, religions, mythologies, and customs collided in riotous abandon. 

The Hagia Sophia, now a museum (Image: Courtesy Micki Pistorius) 
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Treasures of Istanbul 

 

Indeed, they still do. The old city showcases 
living artifacts that reflect the transition 
from Byzantium to Constantinople to Istanbul. 
There is no better example than Hagia 
Sophia, probably one of the most prominent 
landmarks in Turkey. For 916 years it was the 
largest cathedral in the world. Then, for 482 
years it was an imperial mosque of the Ottoman 
empire. Now it is a museum. 

Likewise, the Sultan Ahmed Mosque, usually 
called the Blue Mosque because of the tiles that 
adorn its interior walls, has been famous ever 
since the start of its construction in 1609.  

 

Interior of the Blue Mosque with mosaics. (Image: Courtesy 
Micki Pistorius) 

 

 

https://www.ancient-origins.net/history-important-events/byzantine-system-defense-0011723
https://www.ancient-origins.net/ancient-places-asia/hagia-sophia-istanbul-secrets-god-003133
https://www.ancient-origins.net/ancient-places-asia/hagia-sophia-istanbul-secrets-god-003133
https://www.ancient-origins.net/history-important-events/fall-constantinople-0011069
https://www.ancient-origins.net/history-important-events/fall-constantinople-0011069
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The Grand Bazaar is visited by untold 
thousands of people each year who come to 
gaze at the wonders for sale, barter and dine 
on the unique cuisine of Turkish delights. 

 

Alley in the Grand Bazaar with mosaic tile work on the 
arched domes. (Image: Courtesy Micki Pistorius) 

But buried deep beneath the tourist spots 
and popular attractions lies an ancient 
human history that is rapidly coming to light. 
Lǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ƳŀƴΩǎ 
civilization began further south, in 
aŜǎƻǇƻǘŀƳƛŀΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƭŀƴŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊǎΣΩ 
and in Egypt. But relatively new archeological 
discoveries are turning that premise upside 
down. More and more it seems that it began 
right here, in ancient Anatolia and 
Cappadocia, with, perhaps, a boost from an 
even more ancient culture.   

 

 

Ancient Anatolia 

Most history books devote a lot of 
pages to describe the 
first Hittite settlements, built at the 
same time as the famous city of Troy on 
the western coast of Anatolia. A lot of 
ink has been used to convey the epic 
saga, first told by Homer, of the Trojan 
War that took place at about 1250 BC, 
when the Trojans repelled numerous 
attacks of Greek invaders, until they 
were duped by the strategy of the 
famous Trojan Horse. After the final 
collapse of the Hittite dynasty came the 
Phrygian culture, founded by none 
other than King Midas of the golden 
touch. Their capitol city of 
Gordion, near Ankara, is still under 
excavation. 

The Procession of the Trojan Horse in Troy by Giovanni Domenico Tiepolo 
(1760) National Gallery (Public Domain) 

 

https://www.ancient-origins.net/news-evolution-human-origins/archaeologists-find-proof-early-hittites-entered-europe-00986
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Procession_of_the_Trojan_Horse_in_Troy_by_Giovanni_Domenico_Tiepolo_(cropped).jpg
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Following them came the Lycians, Lydians, and Carians, who, each in turn, believed their nations 
would last forever. They were followed by the Persians, and then the Romans. It was during the 
Roman occupation that Anatolia began to be called Asia Minor. From 30 BC until 395 AD, a period 
now called the Roman Age, new building techniques employing mortared bricks and marble 
masterpieces are still viewed with wonder. Central heating, created by circulating hot air under 
floors and through walls, along with large baths, stone bridges, and aqueducts were the marvel 
of the age. 

 

Temple at Laodicea built in the Antonine period, second century AD (Image: Courtesy Micki Pistorius) 

Legend has it that St. Paul himself established churches in Pergamum, Thyatira, Smyrna, Sardis, 
Philadelphia, Laodicea, and Ephesus - the Seven Churches of Asia Minor who received the 
prophetic letters that form the second and third chapters of the Book of Revelation. The church 
of Antioch was said to be the place St. Peter gathered his small congregation to worship in a cave. 
In 1963 this cave was designated by the Pope in Rome as the world's first church.  

From Byzantium to Constantinople 

When Constantine moved his capitol to Byzantium in 330 AD, he first called the city New Rome, 
and later Constantinople. It became the capitol of the Eastern Roman Empire for almost a 
thousand years after the fall of Rome in 476 AD. This period lasted until the successful conquest 
of the city in 1453 by the Turks. Constantinople then became Istanbul. 

https://www.ancient-origins.net/history-famous-people/was-emperor-constantine-true-christian-or-was-he-secret-pagan-005603
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The Fall of Constantinople, late 
15th early 16th century (Public 

Domain) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-History: Catalhöyük and Göbekli Tepe 

This is what has been advocated regarding the history of Turkey, Istanbul, Anatolia, and the 
heartland of Cappadocia. It is a rich and varied story to be sure, filled with crusaders, conquests, 
competing religions, transfer of wealth, and political intrigue. But undergirding it all is an even 
richer and much older story that is now being uncovered.  Çatalhöyük, now thought to be 
perhaps the world's oldest settlement, dating back to 6500 BC, demonstrates artwork in the form 
of murals, relief carvings, and paintings that indicate a sophistication far beyond that which was 
thought possible for people of that time.  

In 1995 a researcher 
named Klaus Schmidt, 
then with the German 
Archaeological Institute, 
began to dig at a place in 
southeast Turkey called 
by the locals, Potbelly 
Hill, or Göbekli Tepe. 
What Schmidt found 
there caused him to 
report: άLƴ мл ƻǊ мр ȅŜŀǊǎΣ 
Göbekli Tepe will be more 
famous than Stonehenge. 
!ƴŘ ŦƻǊ ƎƻƻŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΗέ 

 
Reconstruction of a Catalhöyük Room (Elelicht/ CC BY-SA 3.0) 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:THE_FALL_OF_CONSTANTINOPLE,_ITALY,_PROBABLY_VENICE,_LATE_15THEARLY_16TH_CENTURY._Private_coll..jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:THE_FALL_OF_CONSTANTINOPLE,_ITALY,_PROBABLY_VENICE,_LATE_15THEARLY_16TH_CENTURY._Private_coll..jpg
https://www.ancient-origins.net/news-history-archaeology/catalhoyuk-0012154
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Elelicht
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Catal_H%C3%BCy%C3%BCk_EL.JPG
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He had uncovered a complex of immense stone pillars arranged in sets of rings. The tallest are 
18 feet high (5.5 meters) and weigh 16 tons. Carved into their surfaces were bas-relief totemic 
animals of preyτa whole menagerie. The surrounding hillside was littered with flint tools from 
Neolithic timesτknives, projectile points, choppers, scrapers, and files. The T-shaped pillars 
appeared to form a very complex structure. 

What made the discovery so fantastic was this: Göbekli Tepe was built 11,600 years ago, older 
by far than the traditional dates suggested for the Great Pyramid of Giza and thousands of years 
before Stonehenge. And, so far at least, there is no evidence whatsoever of existing agriculture 
in the surrounding area. The temple seems to have been built, impossibly, by hunter-gatherers 
with no communal support structure except for hunting teams that would fan out, kill what game 
they could, and bring it back to the workers. 

Göbekli Tepe scorpion pillar (Image: ©Alistair Coombs. Scorpius constellation (Arote/AdobeStock;Deriv.) 

How did a hunter-gatherer culture supply the manpower to carve and move 16-ton rocks? It must 
have taken hundreds of laborers. What motivated them? wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ǘŜƳǇƭŜǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
come into play until generations after the Agricultural Revolution, but here was a huge temple 
complex found springing up from the landscape thousands of years before religion was thought 
to have been organized enough to even attempt such a thing! And if anything, the work seemed 
ǘƻ ΨŘŜ-ǾƻƭǾŜΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨŜ-ǾƻƭǾŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎƻǇƘƛǎǘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ŦƛǊǎǘΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ 
of the dig. It appears that later generations built on top of it. Their work exhibits less and less skill 
with each succeeding layer. It thus seems as though Göbekli Tepe illustrates the unraveling of an 
even older tradition as well as the emergence of a new one.  Eventually, it was completely and 
deliberately buried like a time capsule, preserving it intact so that it could be dug up and studied 
in 1995.  

 

https://www.ancient-origins.net/ancient-places-europe/monumental-cover-why-did-gobekli-tepe-end-dirt-008355
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Puzzle-map of archaeological 
sites in Turkey. Istanbul 
Archaeological Museum 
(Image: Courtesy Micki 

Pistorius) 

 

Andrew Collins has 
written a scholarly but 
very engaging and 
accessible book on this 
subject. Göbekli Tepe: 
Genesis of the 
Gods goes into minute 
detail about the origins 
of civilization. In it, he 
details his long search 
for, and discovery of, 

ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƘŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ 9ŘŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊǘƘǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴ ŀ 
ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƴƻǘ ŦŀǊ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ DǀōŜƪƭƛ ¢ŜǇŜΦ Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊŘǎΥ άAdam and Eve, as our first parents, 
are merely metaphors for humanity as it existed before we woke up to our "nakedness." Before 
this time we had lived in a state of innocence and grace that was taken away from us, and ever 
since that time we have been made to suffer and toil, not only in body, but also in spirit. The 
eternal golden age of hunting and foraging, when people were free to experience life on their own 
terms, would appear to have been halted by a cataclysm, arguably the proposed comet impact of 
10,900 BC, and this changed everything. From these ashes arose people who wanted to tell us 
that thinking for ourselves and making decisions based on our own vision of life were essentially 
wrong, immoral even, and 
that whenever we have such 
thoughts we should feel guilt 
and shame, exactly what 
happened to Adam and Eve 
in the Garden of Eden ... the 
future would now be shaped 
in the wake of the Neolithic 
(Agricultural) revolutionέΦ 

 

 

Yeni Valide Mosque in Üsküdar (circa 
1895) (CC BY- SA 2.0) 

 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Old_images_of_Istanbul#/media/File:Flickr_-_%E2%80%A6trialsanderrors_-_Mosque_and_street,_Scutari,_Constantinople,_Turkey,_ca._1895.jpg
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Uncover the Mystery 

Loss of innocence, indeed. And loss of a way of life not seen since. Can humans ever regain what 
this lost civilization once experienced? Or is mankind destined to "toil by the sweat of his brow" 
for the rest of his days, knowing that, in the end, he will never again return to Eden? 

As interesting as the discovery of Göbekli Tepe was, there seem to be even more discoveries to 
be made. The ancient trail of humans into this area may take unexpected twists. Scholars are 
beginning to look to the north and east, down from the Urals and over from the Caucasus 
mountains, into places such as Siberia, to discover even more ancient and remote tracks laid 
down by our human ancestors and cousins. More mystery awaits. 

 

References used in this article are available on Ancient Origins Premium 

 

 

 

¢ƻǇƪŀǇƛ tŀƭŀŎŜΣ 
{ƘƻǿŎŀǎƛƴƎ 

hǘǘƻƳŀƴ {ǇƭŜƴŘƻǊ 
!ƴŘ hǇǳƭŜƴŎŜ   

 

Dr. Micki Pistorius 

 

 
Night view of Topkapi Palace from across the Bosphorus (Lefteris Papaulakis  / Adobe Stock) 

Centuries before Versailles, Buckingham Palace and the Kremlin Palace, on the shore where the 
Western world meets the East, cupped by the Sea of Marmara, the Bosphorus Strait and the 
Golden Horn, there rose a palace of such splendor, called Topkapi, where Ottoman sultans lived 
in lavish luxury, entertained kings, princes and foreign dignitaries, hoarded and displayed their 
ǊƛŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƪŜǇǘ ŀ ƘŀǊŜƳ ƻŦ мΣллл ŎƻƴŎǳōƛƴŜǎΦ ¢ƻǇƪŀǇƛΩǎ ƎǊŀƴŘŜǳǊ ƛǎ ǘŀƴƎƛōƭŜ 
evidence of the Islamic Ottoman victory when Constantinople, the last bastion of the Roman-
Byzantine Empire, finally fell. 

https://members.ancient-origins.net/
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/202741454/lefteris-papaulakis?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aaudio%5D=0&filters%5Binclude_stock_enterprise%5D=0&filters%5Bis_editorial%5D=0&filters%5Bfree_collection%5D=0&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&k=Topkapi&order=relevance&safe_search=1&search_page=2&get_facets=0&search_type=pagination&asset_id=48279349
https://www.ancient-origins.net/history-important-events/fall-constantinople-0011069
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View of the Fourth Courtyard of 
Topkapi Palace secluded behind the 

Walls of Constantinople 
(EvrenKalinbacak/Adobe Stock) 

 

On May 29, 1453, 21-year 
old Sultan Mehmet II the 
Conqueror of the Ottoman 
Dynasty, finally brought 
the Byzantine Empire to its 
knees by conquering 
Constantinople. Not only did the Fall of Constantinople herald the end of the Middle Ages, it also 
changed military history as the Theodosian Walls were not approached by siege towers, but 
relentlessly bombarded with gunpowder, until the city surrendered. The city was sacked, looted 
and the men, women and children mercilessly raped, even on the altar of the Hagia Sophia,  but 
when the dust settled and the survivors and conquerors regained their senses, Sultan Mehmet II 
began to transform the city into one of the most beautiful and exotic the world has ever seen, 
crowned by a majestic palace complex, today called Topkapi Palace, a place of ostentatious 
splendour, showcasing the Ottoman supremacy. 

Designing The New Palace 

Sultan Mehmet II did not immediately settle down in Constantinople - informally called Istanbul.  
For six years he launched military campaigns against Serbia, Morea and Trebizond, before he 
returned and triumphantly rode his horse through the Adrianople Gate of Constantinople. His 
Greek historian and biographer, Michael Critobulus recorded that the sultan, living in his Old 

Palace (Eski Saray) in the Beyazit district, built a so-
called pleasure pergola called the Tiled Kiosk, or Cinili 
Kiosk, overlooking the Golden Horn, and he was so 
inspired by this location that he decided to build 
himself a New Palace (Yeni Saray or Saray-Ƥ /ŜŘƞŘ-i 
Âmire) on the ruins of the Byzantine acropolis. 
Situated on the Sarayburnu (Seraglio Point), it had 
spectacular panoramic views of the Sea of Marmara, 
the Bosphorus Straight and the Golden Horn, as well 
as the historical peninsula (now Fatih District of 
Istanbul). The land side was protected by the 
Theodosian Walls and the side facing the sea was 
protected by the Byzantine Walls of Constantinople. 
The location for the New Palace was perfect. 

The entry of Sultan Mehmed II into Constantinople through 
Adrianople Gate, by Fausto Zonaro (1854ς1929) (Public Domain) 

https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/200402318/evrenkalinbacak?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://www.ancient-origins.net/ancient-places-asia/constantinoples-great-chain-0014317
https://www.ancient-origins.net/ancient-places-asia/constantinoples-great-chain-0014317
https://www.ancient-origins.net/history/hagia-sophia-0014088
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mehmed_II#/media/File:Zonaro_GatesofConst.jpg
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!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ /Ǌƛǘƻōǳƭǳǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ {ǳƭǘŀƴ aŜƘƳŜǘ LL άtook care to summon the very best 
workmen from everywhere ς masons and stonecutters and carpenters ... For he was constructing 
great edifices which were to be worth seeing and should in every respect vie with the greatest 
and best of the pastΦέ {ǳƭǘŀƴ aŜƘƳŜǘ LL ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ bŜǿ tŀƭŀŎŜΣ 
positioning his personal quarters at the highest point of the promontory.  Sultan Mehmet II 
valued silence and privacy, thus the palace was unique in its design, with centred courtyards and 
gardens, flanked by administrative, housekeeping and private buildings. Grilled windows and 
hidden passages ensured the discretion for the royal family and the sultan would often use these 
to eavesdrop on conversations. Strategic water fountains muted private conversations, eunuchs 
maintained a strict regime in the harem and the Janissaries, elite imperial bodyguards, guarded 
the sultan and his household.  The principle of imperial seclusion is a concept embedded by Sultan 
Mehmed II in his 1477- and 1481-Kanunname Code. 

Over centuries, Topkapi Palace was extended by subsequent sultans, eventually covering about 
700 000 square meters.  The New Palace was named Topkapi in the 18th century during the reign 
of Mahmud I. Topkapi Palace was home to all the Ottoman sultans for a period of nearly four 
centuries, until the reign of Abdulmecid I (1839-1860), when they moved to the ostentatious 
European-style palaces such as the Dolmabache Palace built on the shores of the Bosphorus. The 
Dolmabache Palace was the residence of Ottoman sultans from 1853 until 1889, and from 1909 
until 1922, when the Ottoman reign was abolished and Turkey gained independence. 

 

Aerial view of Topkapi.  Twin 
towers of the Gate of 

Salutation separates the public 
First from the enclosed Second 
Courtyard. The Tower of Justice 
peaks with the harem complex 
flowing to its right.  The kitchen 

chimneys of the Second 
Courtyard in the left front. The 

Third Courtyard with the 
Audience Hall and the Library of 

Ahmed in the middle. In the 
right corner in front are the 

buildings of the Fourth 
Courtyard. (mehmet / Adobe 

Stock) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/203632552/mehmet?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=8&search_type=pagination&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=312693320
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=8&search_type=pagination&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=312693320
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The First Outer Courtyard 

Enclosed by the imposing wall and an entrance through the 
Imperial Gate, the First Courtyard was once a service area, 
where a hospital, college and bakery were situated. The 
public had access to the First Courtyard, to submit their 
petitions and they gathered here to witness public 
beheadings and the executioner washing his hands and 
sword in the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ 9ȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ CƻǳƴǘŀƛƴΦ  

9ȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ Cƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ όLƳŀƎŜΥ /ƻǳǊǘŜǎȅ aƛŎƪƛ tƛǎǘƻǊƛǳǎύ 

The mustering point for the Janissaries was situated here and 
the sixth-

century 
Byzantine Hagia Irene (just behind the larger 
famous Hagia Sophia) was strangely not 
converted into a mosque, but rather into an 
arsenal and later a military museum. Behind the 
Hagia Irene, palace craft workshops were later 
converted into the Royal Mint where the imperial 
coins were pressed since 1727.   

 

Gate of Salutation with the Twin Towers (SERHAT AKAVCI / 
Adobe Stock) 

The Second Courtyard 

Sultan Mehmet II built the Gate of Salutation, leading to the large Second Courtyard, with the 
stables on the left and the kitchen-complex on the right. Only the sultan and his mother the 
Valide Sultan, were allowed to pass through this gate on horseback, as all others including the 

grand vizier, had to dismount. 
The impressive twin towers of 
the gate were constructed by 
Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent 
(1520 ς 1566), who 
commissioned several 
improvements to the palace. The 
stables now house the Museum 
of The History of Science and 
Technology in Islam. 

Doors to the Domed Chamber of the 
Imperial Council (Steve Lovegrove / Adobe 

Stock) 

https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/208087699/serhat-akavci?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=11&search_type=pagination&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=349798482
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/3758/steve-lovegrove?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=1&search_type=autosuggest&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=67514995
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=1&search_type=autosuggest&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=67514995
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The Second Courtyard was known as the Council Square where dignitaries were received during 
pompous state ceremonies. On the left is the Tower of Justice, built by Sultan Mehmet II, topping 
the Domed Chamber or Divan, constructed later by Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent, where the 
imperial council held their meetings.  Members of the imperial council were well aware of being 
covertly observed by the sultan from behind a grill, as he could access the Tower of Justice unseen 
from the harem.  

Behind the Domed Chamber stretches the External Treasury, also added by Sultan Suleiman the 
Magnificent, where the taxes and tributes from all over the empire were stored in large jars. 
Currently this building serves as a weapons museum, 
including ornate embellished swords, chainmail and 
even bows made by the sultans themselves. 

 

 

 

The former Imperial Treasury houses the armory collection today 
(Cobija/ CC BY-SA 4.0) 

 

 

Adjacent to the stables on the left are the quarters of 
the Tressed Halbediers, one of the oldest buildings of 
the palace.  These men were woodcutters, 
responsible for supplying firewood to the harem, but 
also during military campaigns, they were to fell 
woods impeding the advancing army. The term 
άǘǊŜǎǎŜǎέ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜƭƻŎƪǎ ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŜŜƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǊŜ ƘƛƎƘ ŎƻƭƭŀǊǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ 
them from looking around inside the harem. The barracks are tiled with Iznik tiles and displays 
beautiful woodwork, given the trade of its occupants. The tack room of the stables held the 
ǎǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ƎƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƭǾŜǊ ǎŀŘŘƭŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ōǊƛŘƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀŎƪΣ ŀƭƭ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƧŜǿŜƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀōƭŜ 
attendants and the Halbediers had their own mosque and bathhouse.  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?title=User:Cobija&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Topkap%C4%B1_Palace#/media/File:III._Mustafa'n%C4%B1n_z%C4%B1rh%C4%B1.jpg
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The palace kitchens with the 
chimneys ( Birol / Adobe Stock) 

 

Opposite the stables in 
the Second Courtyard, 
ten chimneys indicate the 
kitchen complex - built by 
Sultan Mehmet II - which 
was a hive bustling with 
activity. Chefs and staff 
had to serve the royal 
family, the harem and all 
ǘƘŜ ǇŀƭŀŎŜ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴǘǎΩ 

daily meals, as many as 12,000 people, and cater for state functions. Understandably the kitchens 
were expanded by Suleiman the Magnificent, as the palace populace had increased by then. In 
1574 the kitchens were destroyed by a fire, but restored by the architect SinanΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ŦƻƻŘ 
was prepared in the Imperial kitchen - tested by a royal taster and the cooks themselves as a 
precaution against poisoning - and then there were pantries and a separate confectionary house.  
Six master chefs and a hundred apprentices concocted a host of confectionaries including macun, 
prepared by roses, musk, poppies galangal root, Indonesian peppers and spices.  

Sultan Mehmet II was a stickler for protocol. Not only did he compose the administrative, fiscal, 
penal and military regulations for governing the empire, he also composed rules for table 
manners. Sultan Mehmet II abolished the practice of sultans eating their meals with others and 
the ceremonial sharing of a meal with the troops. The rule was finally broken by Sultan Abdulaziz 
(1861 ς 1876) who dined with Crown Prince Edward VII of England. Sultan Mehmet II had a 
preference for caviar, roe, shrimp and oysters. Ambassadors would be treated to lamb and 
chicken kebabs, roasted pigeons, pilaf, vegetables and pastries. At the end of their meals, they 
were served sherbet, a sugar sweetened ice with rose petals, and jasmine. The snow used for the 
sherbet was brought in from the Mudanya and Bursa mountains. 

Currently the kitchens house displays of ceramics, glassware and silver, as well as Chinese and 
Japanese porcelain, brought to Turkey along the Silk Route. 

https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/206933136/birol?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=25&search_type=pagination&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=205232850
https://www.ancient-origins.net/history-famous-people/mimar-sinan-genius-architect-ottoman-empire-006052
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¢ƘŜ ǇŀƭŀŎŜΩǎ Ŧƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀōƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜŘ ōȅ пл ŎƛǎǘŜǊƴǎ ōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ 
{ŀǊŀȅōǳǊƴǳ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΦ ! .ȅȊŀƴǘƛƴŜ ŎƛǎǘŜǊƴ ƭƛŜǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ {ǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
Gate of Salutation to the Gate of Felicity, the entrance to the Third Courtyard and the private 
residence of the sultans.  

 

Gate of Felicity leading to the Third 
Courtyard (nejdetduzen / Adobe Stock) 

 

The Third Courtyard  

The Gate of Felicity was built by 
Sultan Mehmet II and Sultan 
Mahmud (1808 ς 1839) added his 
calligraphic seal into the 
keystone. When the gates are 
shut, the outside world is completely locked-out. Immediately to the right upon entering the Gate 
of Felicity is the Audience Room, built by Sultan Mehmet II and restored by Sultan Suleiman the 
Magnificent, where the sultan received the grand vizier, religious scholars and ambassadors. The 
ŦŀœŀŘŜ ƛǎ ǊƛŎƘƭȅ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ǘƘǊƻƴŜ ς dating to Sultan Mehmet III (1595 ς 1603) ς 
has four wreathed columns, supporting a decorated dome inlaid with precious stones. Fountains 
splatter water both inside and outside the Audience Hall, not just as an adornment, but also to 
mute the conversations. The sultans usuaƭƭȅ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀƳōŀǎǎŀŘƻǊǎ ΨŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘƭȅΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 

Řŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ WŀƴƛǎǎŀǊƛŜǎΩ ς their 
bodyguards ς received their pay, as a 
display of military might.  

 

Main entrance to the Audience Chamber, with the 
small fountain of Suleiman I to the right, and the 

large gifts window to the left  (JoJan / CC BY-SA 3.0) 

 

Here the grand vizier would formally 
present the sultan with the decrees 
decided upon by the imperial council. 
Between the Door of Petitions and the 
Door of Offering is a large window 
where visiting ambassadors would 

display their gifts. The Door of the Sovereign led to his private garden and the inner palace 
courtyard. Ambassadors brought into the presence of the sultan had to fold their hands in front 
of them, lower their heads and keep their eyes downcast and would speak through interpreters.  
Visiting kings, khans and foreign princes and dignitaries were all received in the Audience Hall. 

https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/203591963/nejdetduzen?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=15&search_type=pagination&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=443639281
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:JoJan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Topkap%C4%B1_Palace#/media/File:Istanbul.Topkapi037.jpg
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Library of Sultan Ahmed III with 
the fountain (miklyxa / Adobe 

Stock) 

 

Directly opposite the 
Audience Room is the 
Library of Sultan Ahmed 
III, with a beautiful 
ornate fountain at its 
entrance. It is considered 
a masterpiece of the 
Tulip Period (1718 ς 
1730). Sultan Ahmed III 
was a calligrapher and a 

bibliophile, extending the use of the library to the occupants of the Third Courtyard.  The doors 
and windows are adorned with mother-of-pearl and ivory inlay and 32 windows provide enough 
light to read the books. The Ottoman Dynasty were great statesmen who placed a high premium 
on education. Bright young teenagers were conscripted and educated in the palace grounds, of 
ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ vǳǊΩŀƴΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴ !ǊŀōƛŎΣ tŜǊǎƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ƭŀǿΣ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ƎŜƻƳŜǘǊȅΣ 
poetry, music and calligraphy. Great emphasis was placed on protocol and etiquette. In the sports 
field they were trained in wrestling, archery, and of course in military practices. Some crafts such 
as saddle-making, leatherworks, and wrapping turbans were also available. The skills were taught 
in the lesser and greater chambers lining the Third Courtyard gardens. 

Other utility chambers, on the right of the courtyard were the Dormitory of the Campaign Pages 
ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǇŀƭŀŎŜ ŜƭƛǘŜΩǎ ǿŀǊŘǊƻōŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǳǊōŀƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŀǳƴŘŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƪŜǇǘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ 
the prayer mats. These rooms are currently exhibiting the imperial costumes, such as an exquisite 
kaftan of Sultan Mehmet II, who of 
course also decreed new dress codes. 
On the death of a sultan his clothes 
were carefully folded and packed 
away. 

 

 

The Topkapi dagger (Prof.dr.arda/ CC BY-SA 4.0) 

 

 

 

https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/202436637/miklyxa?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=7&search_type=pagination&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=106994926
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=7&search_type=pagination&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=106994926
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?title=User:Prof.dr.arda&action=edit&redlink=1
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Topkapi_han%C3%A7eri.jpg
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The Pavilion of the Conqueror in the corner, was built in 1463 by Sultan Mehmet II on a cliff and 
has a commanding view of the Golden Horn. Plunder from various conquests were exhibited 
here. Sultan Selim the Grim (1512 to 1520) ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜŘΥ άLet the treasury which I have filled with 
gold bear the seal of whichever of my successors can thus fill it with loot, otherwise let it continue 
to bear my own seal.έ 5ŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άƎƭƛǘǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŜŎƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƳƛ-precious 
ǎǘƻƴŜǎέ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƧŜǿŜƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǾŜǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
deaths ς but the women were allowed to be private owners of their jewellery. Outstanding pieces 
are the diamond encrusted suit of chainmail of Sultan Mustafa III (1757 ς 1774) and the famous 
Topkapi dagger (1741), he commissioned as a gift for the Shah of Persia, but the Shah passed 
away before it could reach him. The 86-ŎŀǊŀǘ {ǇƻƻƴƳŀƪŜǊΩǎ ŘƛŀƳƻƴŘΣ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǊǳōōƛǎƘ 
heap in Istanbul in the 17th century and bought for three 
spoons, is also exhibited here. Curious items are the 
ōŜƧŜǿŜƭƭŜŘ ǇƭǳƳŜǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴǎΩ ǘǳǊōŀƴǎΦ 
¢ƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴǎΩ ǇƻŎƪŜǘ ƳƻƴŜȅ - used for constructing 
madrasas, mosques and fountains ς was funded by the 
taxes of Egypt. 

Portrait of an aged Sultan Mehmet II in a bejewelled turban by Paolo 
Veronese (Public Domain) 

 

The dormitories of the palace staff line the back of the 
¢ƘƛǊŘ /ƻǳǊǘȅŀǊŘΦ ¢ƘŜ .ǳǘƭŜǊΩǎ 5ƻǊƳƛǘƻǊȅ ƘƻǳǎŜŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ 
immediate daily needs, as well as tending to candles in the candelabrums. All attendants to the 
sultans had to be scrupulously clean.  The Dormitory of the Treasury was built by Sultan Mehmet 
II and housed those responsible for the treasury and the jewels and the Treasury of the 
/ƘŀƳōŜǊƭŀƛƴ ǿŀǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ǿŜŀǇƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻŎƪŜǘ money were kept. 

On the right of the Third Courtyard is the Privy Chamber, 
built by Mehmet II as his private apartments. One enters 
into the Fountain Hall, with a bench where the sultan would 
often sit and contemplate, on the right is the Petition room, 
a fine example of decoration with Iznik and Kutahya tiles, 
ƛƴǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ vǳǊΩŀƴΣ ŎǳƭƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
centre of the dome. In winter Sultans Mehmet II, Suleiman, 
Bayezid II and Selim I would spend days here studying and 
reading. On the left stands a gilded silver throne of Sultan 
Murat IV (1623 ς 1640), where princes would sit before they 
approached the enthronement ceremony in front of the 
Gate of Felicity. 

The chest containing the Holy Mantle of the Prophet Mohammed and the 
swords (CC BY-SA 2.0) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mehmed_II#/media/File:Paolo_Veronese_(Nachfolger)_-_Sultan_Mohammed_II._(1451_-_1481)_-_2247_-_Bavarian_State_Painting_Collections.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Turkey-3089_%282217259580%29_%282%29.jpg
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{ƻƳŜ ƻŦ LǎƭŀƳΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ Ƙƻƭȅ ǊŜƭƛŎǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊƻƻƳǎΦ CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ {ŜƭƛƳ LΩǎ ŎƻƴǉǳŜǎǘ ƻŦ 
Egypt in 1517, the Holy Mantle of the Prophet Mohammed or the Mantle of Felicity has been 
kept in this room, locked in a chest, but visitors can only peek at it from the doorway, as no-one 
ƛǎ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΦ ¢ǿƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tǊƻǇƘŜǘ aƻƘŀƳƳŜŘΩǎ ǎǿƻǊŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ 
the chest holding his mantle. A glass cabinet in the anteroom holds hairs of his beard, a tooth 
and a letter written by him, as well as an impression of his footprint. The aghas were the brightest 
young boys, chosen to be in attendance of the sultan and to take care of the relics and they lived 
in an adjacent dormitory, currently used to display portraits of the sultans. The aghas also had 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƳƻǎǉǳŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƭŀŎŜΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ ƳƻǎǉǳŜΣ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǇƪŀǇƛ 
Palace library, displaying invaluable manuscripts. 

In front of the Privy Room is a sundial built by Mehmet II and aside is a marble incense mortar, 
designed to catch the dust from cleaning the Holy Mantle, to save it from being trampled on.  

The Harem 

Lƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ {ǳƭǘŀƴ aŜƘƳŜǘ LLΩǎ ǿƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎǳōƛƴŜǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ hƭŘ tŀƭŀŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƘŀǊŜƳΣ 
consisting of a labyrinth of more than 400 rooms, nine bathhouses, two mosques, a hospital, 
laundry and of course the living quarters of the sultan (the Privy), his mother, wives, concubines, 
children, eunuchs and attendees, 
developed over centuries in four 
phases, starting mostly with Sultan 
Suleiman the Magnificent. 

 

The Courtyard of the Black Eunuchs 
(mehdi33300 /Adobe Stock ) 

 

Initially the harem was entered 
from the Third Courtyard through 
a smaller Aviary courtyard, which 
is now the exit to the harem. Currently a newer entrance is used next to the Imperial Council in 
the Second Courtyard, through the Gate of Carriages, built by Sultan Murad III in 1587, leading 
to a domed anteroom, where the chief eunuch kept documents. Then follows the Fountain Hall 
of the Black Eunuchs, from where the sultan gained access to the Tower of Justice, and then the 
paved Courtyard of the Eunuchs, wƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŦǘΦ ¢ƘŜ /ƘƛŜŦ 9ǳƴǳŎƘΩǎ 
apartment had several rooms as well as a bath. Most of this courtyard was restored in 1665 after 
ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ǊƛǎŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǎǘƻǊŜȅǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎŜǎΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǇǇŜǊ ǎǘƻǊŜȅΦ ¢ƘŜ 
sulǘŀƴǎΩ ƎŜƴǘƭŜƳŜƴ ƛƴ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊǎ ƘŜǊŜΦ 

At the end of this courtyard is the Main Gate to the harem itself, opening onto a guardhouse, a 
domed vestibule or antechamber. To the left a door leads to the Gallery of the Concubines, and 
the paved courtyard of the concubines and the wives; the centre door leads to the paved 
courtyard of the Valide Sultan, the Queen Mother - and the door to the right leads to the Golden 
wƻŀŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ŎƘŀƳōŜǊǎ ς the Privy Rooms. 

https://www.ancient-origins.net/history-ancient-traditions/famous-and-powerful-eunuchs-ancient-world-006268
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/207041775/mehdi33300?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=1&search_type=autosuggest&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=396796057
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Courtyard of the Concubines (Ilhan 
Balta/ Adobe Stock) 

 

Turning left through the 
passage to the courtyard of 
the concubines and wives, 
one notices this is the smallest 
and most unimposing of the 
harem courtyards. There were 
three separate two-storey 

apartment blocks for the women. Only the women who had borne the sultan a child lived in the 
top storey apartments for the wives. They had their own rooms facing the Golden Horn.  

The concubines and servants shared communal rooms in their apartment block. The hospital, 
bathhouse and laundry were also situated here. There was a special chamber for the final 
ablution of the dead and a Gate 
of the Dead. This section of the 
harem is reached by the stone 
stairs called the 40 Steps.  

 

Exhibit representing the Queen Mother 
and her attendants in her apartments               

(Public Domain) 

 

In the block designated for the 
Queen Mother, her large, 
paved courtyard was the centre 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊŜƳΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ [ƛƪŜ 
most of the harem these 
apartments were constructed 
by Sultan Murad III (grandson 
ƻŦ {ǳƭǘŀƴ {ǳƭŜƛƳŀƴ ǘƘŜ aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘύΦ ¢ƘŜ vǳŜŜƴ aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎǳōƛƴŜǎ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ 
the lower floor. The Queen mother and her ladies in waiting occupied large opulent rooms, some 
of the most beautifully decorated, and also restored after the fire. ThŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ǊƻƻƳǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 
accessed through the Queen MotƘŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƻƳǎΦ ¢ƘŜ vǳŜŜƴ aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǊƻƻƳ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƻƴ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ 
has a second storey added by Sultan Selim III (1789 ς 1807), characterized by rococo décor, tiled 
ǿŀƭƭǎΣ Ŧƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǊŜǇƭŀŎŜǎΦ {ǳƭǘŀƴ {ŜƭƛƳΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀŘ ŘƻǿƴǎǘŀƛǊǎ ŀǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ 
she was ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ŘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƛǘŀƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ vǳǊΩŀƴΦ  

https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/311093/ilhan-balta?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/311093/ilhan-balta?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Topkap%C4%B1_Palace#/media/File:Apartments_Valide_Sultan_Topkapi_March_2008pano.jpg
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Baths of the Sultan with gilded grill (Public Domain) 

 

hŦ ƴƻǘŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴ aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ōŀǘƘǊƻƻƳΣ ōǳƛƭǘ 
in the 16th century and often restored over the 
centuries. Bathhouses had cold warm and hot 
sections, a caldarium, a tepidarium and a 
frigidarium. Natural sunlight filtered through 
the ceilings. Adjacent to the vǳŜŜƴ aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ 
ōŀǘƘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ƻǿƴ ōŀǘƘ 
complex. Marble baths were separated by 
gilded golden grills, to protect the occupants 
ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜŘΦ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ 
bathroom he could gain access to his Imperial 
Throne Room. 

 

 

Interior of the Imperial Hall 
(RuslanKphoto / Adobe Stock) 

 

The sultan entertained his 
close family members in his 
Imperial Hall or Throne Hall, 
with the largest dome in the 
palace.  It was also restored to 
its current splendour after the 
fire of 1665. Royal weddings 
would take place here with 
dignitaries in attendance. The 
Queen Mother could also 
access this room from her 
apartments. A door led to the small dining chamber (rebuilt by Ahmed III) and another to a series 
ƻŦ ŀƴǘŜŎƘŀƳōŜǊǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Cƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ Iŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŀ ŘƻƻǊ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ōŜŘǊƻƻƳΦ 

The Privy Room of Sultan Murad III is one of the oldest and original rooms in the palace, built in 
1579 and decorated with blue-and-white and coral-ǊŜŘ TȊƴƛƪ ǘƛƭŜǎΦ ! ƭŀǊƎŜ ŦƛǊŜǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƎƛƭŘŜŘ 
hood faces a two-tiered marble fountain - the flow of water was meant to prevent any 
eavesdropping. The two gilded baldachin beds date from the 18th century. A door leads to the 
¢ǿƛƴ Yƛƻǎƪ ŀǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƻǿƴ ǇǊƛƴŎŜΦ !ŘƧŀŎŜƴǘ ǘƻ {ǳƭǘŀƴ aǳǊŀŘ LLLΩǎ ǇǊƛǾȅ ŎƘŀƳōŜǊ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
chambers of sultans Ahmed I and Ahmed III. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Topkap%C4%B1_Palace#/media/File:Hunkar_ve_Valide_Hamamlari_Harem_Topkapi_2007.JPG
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/205231664/ruslankphoto?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=1&search_type=autosuggest&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=134438866
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Interior of the Twin Kiosk of the 
princes (akira1201 / Adobe 

Stock) 

 

 

The Twin Kiosk of the 
Crown Prince dates from 
the reign of Sultan 
Murad III and consist of 
two rooms, with a 
conical ceiling and the 
windows in coloured 
glass offer a view across 
the high terrace and the 
garden of the pool below. The crown prince lived here in seclusion, until his education was 
complete, whereafter he would be sent to govern an Anatolian province, to gain experience in 
administering the state.  

 

Open courtyard of the Favourites (Image: Courtesy Micki 
Pistorius) 

 

The Courtyard of the Favourites or the 
/ƘŀƳōŜǊƭŀƛƴΩǎ ŎƻǳǊǘȅŀǊŘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ 
ŎƻǳǊǘȅŀǊŘ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊŜƳΩǎ ǇƻƻƭΦ 
This building later became the residence of 
Sultan Abdulhamid I and his family. 

All along the length of the harem, 
separating the complex from the Inner 
palace courtyard runs the Golden Road, a 
narrow passage extending from the 
Courtyard of the Harem Eunuchs.  The 
sultan used this passage to pass to the 
harem, the Privy Chamber and the Imperial 
terrace. The Courtyard of the Queen 
Mother, the Courtyard of the Chief Consort 
of the Sultan, the apartments of the 
princes, and the private apartments of the 
sultan, all open to this passage. 

https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/206390282/akira1201?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=8&search_type=pagination&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=144921155
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=8&search_type=pagination&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=144921155
https://www.ancient-origins.net/history-ancient-traditions/sultan-0013392
https://www.ancient-origins.net/history-ancient-traditions/sultan-0013392
https://www.ancient-origins.net/history/hurrem-sultana-0016419
https://www.ancient-origins.net/history/hurrem-sultana-0016419
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The Baghdad Pavilion ( RuslanKphoto  / 
Adobe Stock) 

 

The Fourth Courtyard 

The Fourth Courtyard, situated 
right at the end of the palace 
complex, facing the Sea of 
Marmara and overlooking the 
Golden Horn, was an innermost 
private sanctuary for the sultan 
and his family, and consists of a 

number of pavilions, kiosks gardens and terraces.  

Circumcision is viewed as a rite of purity in the Islamic religion and in 1640 Sultan Ibrahim added 
this kiosk for the circumcision of the princes. The blue and white panels dating from the time of 
Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent were moved here. Sultan Murat IV in 1635 commissioned the 
construction of the Yerevan Kiosk - ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƭǘŀƴΩǎ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŀƭ ǘǳǊōŀƴǎ - and 
in 1638 the Baghdad Kiosk, with its cushioned divan seats along the walls, to celebrate the 
Ottoman victories at Yerevan and .ŀƎƘŘŀŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎƛƭŘŜŘ TŦǘŀǊ tŀǾƛƭƛƻƴΣ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊ ǾƛŜǿ ƻǾŜǊ 
the Golden Horn and this is where the sultan practised the custom to break his fast (iftar) during 
the fasting month of Ramadan after sunset. The Terrace Kiosk, the only wooden structure in the 
inner palace, was mainly used by the sultan to watch sporting events and entertainments in the 
garden. It is situated next to 
the Tulip Garden. 

 

The Mecidiye Pavilion (nejdetduzen / 
Adobe Stock) 

 

The Grand Kiosk, or Mecidiye 
pavilion along with the 
Wardrobe Chamber, was 
built in 1840 by Sultan 
Abdülmecid I as an imperial 
reception hall because of its 
splendid location, pesenting a 
panoramic view on the Sea of Marmara and the Bosphorus. It has a strong European influence 
and is decorated with French furniture. Right next to the Grand Kiosk is a restaurant where heads 
of state such as Queen Elizabeth II, First Lady Jackie Kennedy and President Richard Nixon have 
all been entertained, while watching the ship-traffic on the Bosphorus. 

https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/205231664/ruslankphoto?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=1&search_type=autosuggest&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=134438237
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/203591963/nejdetduzen?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aphoto%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aillustration%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Azip_vector%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Avideo%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Atemplate%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3A3d%5D=1&filters%5Bcontent_type%3Aimage%5D=1&order=relevance&safe_search=1&limit=100&search_page=18&search_type=pagination&k=topkapi&acp=0&aco=Topkapi&get_facets=0&asset_id=412573103
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A staircase descends to the Royal Hall, a double columned portico with a marble terrace and a 
pool, extending towards the Golden Horn. A watch tower built by Sultan Mehmet II on top of the 
walls was converted into the Tower of the Chief Physician. The Chief Physician also acted as 
pharmacist for the sultan and shared this accommodation with the Chief Tutor. Pharmaceutical 
instruments are now exhibited here.  

Surrounding the whole complex of the First to the Fourth Courtyards are the outer palace 
ƎŀǊŘŜƴǎΦ hŦ {ǳƭǘŀƴ aŜƘƳŜŘ LLΩǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƎŀǊŘŜƴ ǇŀǾƛƭƛƻƴǎΣ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ мптоΣ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ¢ƛƭŜŘ Yƛƻǎƪ 
ό4ƛƴƛƭƛ YǀǒƪǸύ ς his so-called Pleasure Palace - has survived which now houses the Islamic ceramics 
collection in the Istanbul Archaeology Museums complex, adjacent to the Topkapi Palace. Next 
to the First Courtyard towards the city lies the Gülhane Park. Entering the gate and passing by 
the Procession Kiosk, anyone can now gain access to the old imperial rose garden, to escape from 
modern stress, stroll along the garden paths and contemplate the lifestyles of the Ottoman 
rulers, which almost surpasses the imagination ς Topkapi is a wonder to behold.  

References used in this article are available on Ancient Origins Premium 
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Night Time over Hagia Sophia or Hagia Sophia Church of the Holy Wisdom in Istanbul, Turkey  (Savvapanf Photo / Adobe Stock) 

Towering over Istanbul atop one of its highest hills, Hagia Sophia has stood for over 1,500 years 
as an architectural wonder, one of the largest and most remarkable Christian churches ever built. 
Its numerous incarnations have continued from the sixth to the 21 centuries. Hagia Sophia, 
ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨƘƻƭȅ ǿƛǎŘƻƳΩΣ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛoned by Emperor Justinian (482-565 AD) as the Imperial 
Byzantine cathedral for the capital city of the Roman Empire, the spiritual center of the Eastern 
Orthodox Church. Hagia Sophia is the third Christian cathedral on the site; all built within 200 
years. The first Christian cathedral on the site was a basilica-style church commissioned by Roman 
Emperor Constantine I and was inaugurated in 360 AD. This initial church was partially burned 
and after a long reconstruction it was inaugurated in its second incarnation in 415 AD by Emperor 
Theodosius II.  

 

Theodosian capital for a column, one of the 
few remains of the church of Theodosius II 

(Derzsi Elekes Andor / CC BY-SA 4.0) 

 

This second basilica church stood 
for more than 100 years until 532 
AD when it was looted and burned 
again during civil riots. Within just 
39 days of its destruction, 
Emperor Justinian quickly began 
building over the charred ruins. 
He initiated the construction of a 
ƴŜǿ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǎǘȅƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƛȊŜΣ Ƙƛǎ ƎƭƻǊƛƻǳǎ ƴŜǿ άMegalo ecclesiaέ 

https://members.ancient-origins.net/users/dr-marion-dolan
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/contributor/204554726/savvapanf-photo-c?load_type=author&prev_url=detail
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/search?k=Hagia+Sophia&search_type=usertyped&asset_id=313780111
https://www.ancient-origins.net/news-history-archaeology/hagia-sophia-0014761
https://www.ancient-origins.net/history-famous-people/emperor-justinian-0012422
https://members.ancient-origins.net/articles/hagia-sophia
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Derzsi_Elekes_Andor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hagia_Sophia#/media/File:Hagia_Szophia_-_Isztambul,_2014.10.23_(14).JPG
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or colossal church. He had it designed to serve as the patriarchal cathedral of the imperial capital 
of his vast empire.  

 

 

Gaspare Fossati's 1852 depiction of the Hagia Sophia as a 
mosque, after his and his brother's renovation. Lithograph by 

Louis Haghe. (Public Domain) 

 

 

After the Ottoman Empire conquered 
Constantinople in 1453, Sultan Mehmed II 
(1432-мпумύ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǘŜŘ WǳǎǘƛƴƛŀƴΩǎ 
ǊŜƴƻǿƴŜŘ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ 
Islamic mosque. For almost 500 years Hagia 
Sophia remained an active mosque until 1931 
when Turkey was ruled by military leader 
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk (c1881-1938) who 
established the Republic of Turkey. His reign 
ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǎǉǳŜΩǎ ƴŜȄǘ ƛƴŎŀǊƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

 

 

 

Hagia Sophia in 1937 (CC BY-SA 3.0) 

 

 

The enormous church/mosque 
had deteriorated greatly over time 
and was closed to the public for 
four years and thoroughly 
modernized. Then in 1935 the 
historical sanctuary was re-
opened, not as a religious 
structure, but as a museum 
operated by the secular Republic of Turkey. As a museum the magnificent complex of Hagia 
Sophia remained one of the most visited and admired architectural masterpieces ever created. 
That role ended in July 2020 when the Turkey Council of State annulled the 1934 decision and 
reclassified the building as a mosque/part-time museum. The building is now officially known as 
the Hagia Sophia Grand Mosque; in spite of its changing functions through the centuries its initial 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hagia_Sophia#/media/File:Aya_Sofia,_Constantinople_(BM_1889,0603.120).jpg
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name has been retained. Through its transition from cathedral to mosque to museum to 
mosque/museum, soon to be mosque only, controversies have raged and wars have been fought, 
ōǳǘ WǳǎǘƛƴƛŀƴΩǎ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŀǊǾŜƭ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƛƴƎŜƴǳƛǘȅΦ 

Reclaiming sacred space has been a long tradition enduring from the time when ancient temples 
and shrines were originally created. When a religious site was available or a new community or 
conqueror took over, the traditional religious locations were almost always recommissioned for 
the preferred religion of the newcomers. Romans transformed Celtic and Druid sites; Christians 
took over Roman temples and Muslim mosques; Muslims converted Hindu mandirs into 
mosques; Buddhist monks changed Hindu shrines to Buddhist Temples; Spanish priests 
transformed Inca and Aztec temples into Christian churches. Once a particular site has been 
deemed holy, it seems to remain sacred forever. Many reasons for this can be found. The most 
obvious is convenience; a new structure is not needed and the location is usually ideal and 
already adapted for sacred rituals. Also the native group habitually used that space, so it is easier 
to introduce a new religion and over-ride the old. For Hagia Sophia, also called St Sophia, it would 
have been impossible to create a more impressive place of worship. 

 

 

The imperial district of Byzantine Constantinople, 
with the Great Palace and the approximate locations 
of its main buildings (based on literary descriptions), 

the Hippodrome, the Hagia Sophia and the 
surrounding structures. (Cplakidas  /CC BY-SA 3.0) 

 

Founding Constantinople 

In the early fourth century Emperor 
Constantine, along with his chief 
ministers, his Praetorian Guard and his 
mother Helena, departed Italy and 
reestablished the capital of the Roman 
Empire in a new city, more favorably 
protected from the barbarian hordes 
that were destroying the lifestyle and 

culture of Rome. Named for himself, the new Roman capital city of Constantinople was dedicated 
ƛƴ оол !5Φ ¢ƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 9ŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ²ŜǎǘΣ ƛŘŜŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŘŜŦŜƴǎŜΣ 
trade, and convenience. Constantinople served as the gateway between the mainland European 
ŎƻƴǘƛƴŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ !ǎƛŀΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ōȅ ǎŜŀ ǿŀǎ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 
the Bosporus Strait in the East and the Sea of Marmara to the West, which emptied into the 
Mediterranean Sea. To insure safety from barbarian attacks, Constantine immediately 
constructed a sturdy, protective wall system around the entire city. During the fifth century 
Emperor Theodosius II doubled the existing walls of Constantine. These additional walls served 
as a powerful deterrent to attacks from either land or sea. Within the impenetrable Theodosian 

https://www.ancient-origins.net/news-history-archaeology/hagia-sophia-museum-0013977
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Walls, the secure capital city was able to develop great prosperity and fill the new city with 
magnificent palaces, churches, domes, towers and thriving international markets with luxury 
goods from the entire known world. 

Upon founding his new city, Constantine established numerous Christian churches. In 313 AD 
Constantine had put an end to three centuries of Christian persecution by Roman authorities by 
issuing the Edict of Milan; although the emperor did not convert to Christianity himself until on 
his deathbed in 337 AD. His reign was the first to allow Christians to worship openly in both the 
Greek East and the Latin West. He donated valuable land and properties for their use in 
constructing churches in Rome and was equally generous to Christianity in Constantinople. In 381 
AD the first Council of Constantinople 
acknowledged that the bishop of 
/ƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƛƴƻǇƭŜΣ άōŜƛƴƎ ƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ bŜǿ wƻƳŜέ 
had rights equal to those of the bishop of 
Rome. 

 

Byzantine mosaic depicting Empress Theodora (sixth century) 
flanked by a chaplain and a court lady believed to be her 

confidant Antonina, wife of general Belisarius.                  
(Public Domain) 

 

Emperor Justinian And Empress Theodora  

Justinian (482-565 AD) was the nephew and 
adopted son of Emperor Justin; it is thought 
ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǳƴŎƭŜΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǊŜƛƎƴΦ 
Like many young men, Justinian fell in love with 
the wrong woman; her name was Theodora 
(c.500-548). She was considered an ill-fated 
match for the heir to the ruler of the Roman Empire. Her father worked as the bear-keeper at 
the Hippodrome in Constantinople, and she was a well-known, reviled entertainer and prostitute. 
She seemed to have had a religious experience and reformed her nefarious lifestyle. Theodora 
became involved with political movements in Constantinople where the couple probably met. 
Justinian was determined to marry her but his aunt, the Empress, and the Church were 
vehemently opposed. Not one to give up he just delayed his nuptials until ŀŦǘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŀǳƴǘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ 
{ƻƻƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƛƴ рнр !5Σ Wǳǎǘƛƴƛŀƴ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ¢ƘŜƻŘƻǊŀ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƛǊŜΩǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ 
Hagia Sophia.  

Two years after their marriage Emperor Justin died and Justinian inherited the throne of the 
Byzantine Empire. Together they were crowned co-Emperor and Empress; Justinian assured that 
she would rule with him, with equal power not as royal consort. The Empress had a strong 
influence on Justinian and worked at his side, signing new bills and introducing laws. Theodora 
was a huge source of support for Justinian but she also created her own base of power and was 
immersed in all aspects of politics during their reign. They initiated a spectacular campaign of 
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building and renovation throughout the Empire; yet little survived except their masterpiece of 
architecture, Hagia Sophia. 

 

Court of Emperor Justinian with (right) 
archbishop Maximian and (left) court 

officials including Belisarius and 
Praetorian Guards; Basilica of San 

Vitale in Ravenna, Italy. (Metropolitan 
Museum) 

 

In the mid-sixth century the 
early Greek scholar and 
historian Procopius (c.500-
after 565) wrote a vicious 
account of Theodora and her 
morals or lack thereof, but 
today she is regarded as a 

ǎŀƛƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ hǊǘƘƻŘƻȄ /ƘǳǊŎƘΦ {ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ŦŜǿ ŀǘ 
that time and was compassionate in assisting the less fortunate where she could. During the 38-
year reign of Justinian, he struggled to revive the glorious realm of the Roman Empire of the past. 
He rewrote the antiquated Roman law code, transformed the infrastructure of the city and was 
ŀ ǇǊƻƭƛŦƛŎ ōǳƛƭŘŜǊΦ Iƛǎ ŎƘƛŜŦ Ǝƻŀƭ ǿŀǎ άǊŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƳǇƛǊŜέΦ IŜ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
territories once under Roman rule, including parts of Italy and North Africa, uniting them again 
with the Byzantine Empire. Much of his military success was due to the admirable skill of his 
general BelisariusΦ IŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ƛƳƳŜƴǎŜƭȅ ǘƻ WǳǎǘƛƴƛŀƴΩǎ ǘǊƛǳƳǇƘŀƴǘ ǊŜƛƎƴΤ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ 
almost doubled the size of the empire.  

.ǳǘ ŀƭƭ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǿŜƭƭ ƛƴ .ȅȊŀƴǘƛǳƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊƻȅŀƭΩǎ ŜȄǘǊŀǾŀƎŀƴǘ ƭƛŦŜǎǘȅƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
extensive building programs overtaxed the population which motivated a violent civic revolt in 
532. Palaces and churches were looted and burned, prisoners were released and countless 
buildings were destroyed. Angry mobs even threatened destruction of the palace and the lives 
of sovereign officials. Officials were packing their belongings and recommending that Justinian 
flee the city as well. In the midst of the chaos Theodora intervened, refusing to even consider 
deserting the royal palace nor her position as empress. Some of her words at the time were 
recorded: Who is born into the light of day must sooner or later die; how could an Emperor ever 
allow himself to be a fugitive? May I myself never shed my imperial robe nor see the day when I 
am no longer addressed by my title. If you, my Lord, wish to save your skin, you will have no 
difficulty doing so. As for me, I stand by the ancient saying: purple is the noblest winding-sheet. 

Needless to say, Justinian did not desert the capital city but quelled the mob and restored order 
to the city although many lives were lost in the process. The Nika Revolt, as it is called, 
ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ ƳŀǊƪŜŘƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƎƴƻǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΩ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ over-taxation would not be 
tolerated. To appease the angry citizens Justinian and Theodora vowed to rebuild the city as well 
ŀǎ /ƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƛƴŜΩǎ ǊǳƛƴŜŘ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ 
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