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located at the eastern and western boundaries 
of the enclosure, underlining the centrality of 
this location. To the west, the Balkapan Hanı, 
judging by its dimensions and the architecture 
of its foundations, seems to have been a civil 
building of importance for the Venetian trad-
ing colony. A “House with the Lion” (Aslanlı 
Ev), most probably a public or palatial building 
within the Venetian settlement, featuring a 
prominent image of Saint Mark’s lion, occupied 
a large plot of land to the east of the courtyard 
and market of the Taht al-kalʿa.70 Some decades 
later the lion remained, while the house was no 
more, judging by a note on a “Garden with the 
Lion” in a land survey, in what appears to be the 
same location.71 In the vicinity of the Vasiliko 
Gate was an abandoned church, in ruins in the 
early 1470s.72

and crafts into and around a large courtyard 
suggests that the Taht al-kalʿa shops catered to 
newcomers to the city and the daily needs of 
those who lived and worked in this area, pro-
viding food and basic necessities at a main gate 
of entry.68
 This Ottoman addition to Constantinople’s 
Venetian quarter did not introduce new func-
tions to the area. The ṣaḥn was situated at 
the very beginning of the Makros Embolos/
Uzunçarşı, the main artery that led to the 
bedestan and to the Mese (map 1). It has been 
suggested that the same area housed a market 
whose name echoed that of the gate, Basilike, 
in the fourteenth century, which might in turn 
have been a market for meat and other products 
as early as the fifth century.69 Two buildings 
of importance in the late Byzantine city are 

Could this street traversed by the sultan have 
been the Constantinian embolos running along 
the sea walls, a road mentioned in the Patria 
and parts of which, it has been suggested, were 
extant in the twelfth century?63
 To preexisting urban configurations the 
Ottomans often introduced their own forms 
and urban notions, as is best observed in the 
Taht al-kalʿa area beyond the city gate called 
alternately Bab-ı Vasiliko and Bab-ı Feslügen in 
fifteenth- and early-sixteenth-century sources 
(the first, an Ottoman rendering of the Greek 
name for the gate, Basilike; the second, a trans-
lation of the word “basil” into Turkish).64 In 
former Ottoman cities as in present-day Istan-
bul, tāḫt al-ḳalʿa refers to a loosely defined area 
within the larger commercial district, char-
acterized by a dense conglomeration of shops 
and khans, often marked by a monumental 
bathhouse.65 Fifteenth-century documents, on 
the other hand, suggest that the Taht al-kalʿa of 
Istanbul referred simultaneously to a specific 
location within the commercial district and to 
a loosely defined space marking a main port of 
entry for people and goods into the city. The 
area is usually called a mevżiʿ (location), but 
once a maḥalle (quarter), in these documents; 
at its core was a large plot of land (ṣaḥn) fitting 
into the curve of the city wall to the two sides 
of the Basilike Gate, its southern limit defined 
by the Taht al-kalʿa bath and by the masjid of 
Hacı Halil. The same area, covered with large 
awnings, can be observed in the Lorichs pan-
orama of 1559 (fig. 18). The 361 shops in the area 
housed “cooks, veterinarians, grocers, butch-
ers, coppersmiths, and other men of various 
crafts.”66 A Taht al-kalʿa square is referred to 
at the end of the sixteenth century, in an edict 
ordering that encroachments of shops into 
the streets and the square be stopped and that 
shop owners respect former property boundar-
ies.67 The crowding of a large variety of trades 

figure 17
The commercial district, detail 
from the map of the Bayezid II 
water-distribution system, 1812–
13: (1) Zindan Gate (Vasiliko or 
Fesleğen Gate in early sources), 
(2) yarn sellers, (3) Taht al-kalʿa 
bath, (4) Rüstem Pasha mosque, 
site of Hacı Halil masjid, 
(5) Uzunçarşı, (6) Zindan 
Kapusı landing station, landing 
station for fruit, (7) landing 
station for timber, (8) Timber 
Gate, (9) Ayazma landing 
station, (10) Ayazma Gate, 
(11) landing station for flour, 
(12) weighing station for flour, 
Un Kapanı, (13) Flour Gate, 
(14) market, (15) road leading 
to the Ağa Gate, (16) weighers’ 
shops, (17) rice merchants’ 
shops and Asmaaltı (Under 
the Vine).

is striking. Those Venetians who remained in 
the city might have chosen to move across the 
Golden Horn to Galata, as residence in the for-
mer colony must have allowed for freer conduct 
than an existence “below the palace” would.
 While land surveys and endowment docu-
ments from the early 1470s onward suggest 
that the demographic makeup of the area had 
changed radically, specific buildings, as well as 
the fabric as a whole, preserved the city’s Vene-
tian and Byzantine heritage. Ibn Battuta had 
praised the paved streets of Constantinople’s 
market area in the later fourteenth century; 
Arnold von Harff was taken to “long streets 
where the Jews lived” in the later sixteenth cen-
tury.60 The cartographic depiction of this area 
in the early decades of the 1800s is reminiscent 
of these older descriptions: densely lined streets 
parallel each other and the city walls, each, in 
the ordering of a premodern market district, 
designated to a different trade or craft (fig. 17). 
The earliest foundation deed of the Mehmed II 
waqf and its earliest extant survey suggest that 
these streets were in large part paved. Referred 
to as zuḳāḳ running between two rows of shops, 
this type of street is distinguished from the 
ṭarīḳ al-ʿām (throughway) and ṭarīḳ al-ḫāṣ (pri-
vate lane or dead end) that formed the street 
network in the rest of the walled city.61
 Ottoman rule kept these streets paved, at 
least in the early decades of its presence in the 
city. A document from ca. 1486 specifies four 
streets to be built or restored, two of them 
discernible in Istanbul today: the street run-
ning between the Sırt bath and Taht al-kalʿa, 
which was the main artery of the district, 
the Uzunçarşı/Makros Embolos; the street 
between the Drungarii/Odun and Balık Bazarı/
Perama Gates; an unidentifiable road that ran 
between the bath of Mehmed Pasha and the 
house of a certain Salto; and, significantly, “the 
road along the wall where the sultan rode.”62 
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figure 27
Mehmed II striking the Serpent 
Column in the Hippodrome 
with his mace and being 
admonished by the patriarch 
Gennadios, in Lokman bin 
Seyyid Hüseyin, Hünernāme, 
Topkapı Palace Museum, H 1523, 
fol. 162v.

different sites venerated as the grave of Ayyub, 
as well as a state-of-the-art citadel, its presence 
owed to the antecedent Byzantine order and 
to expectations of a crusade in response to the 
city’s fall. Since the former gradually lost its 
immediacy and the latter never materialized, 
the citadel soon became a marginal, if monu-
mental, addition to the new capital.
 Some of the “old” buildings mentioned here 
were late products of the former Ottoman order 
that accompanied Mehmed into the new capital, 
only to be marginalized through the increas-
ingly articulate centralizing policies of the 
imperial state. The construction of the tomb of 
Ayyub outside the city proper demonstrates the 
prevalence—through these early years—of the 
ghazi mentality in its opposition to the rebuild-
ing and the inhabitation of the city. The closing 
of the city’s first madrasa and hospice and their 
conversion into masjids after the completion of 
the New Complex, on the other hand, mark a 
departure from the social and intellectual roots 
of the ghazi state. The abandonment of the first 
royal residence after the completion of the New 
Palace, too, marks a comparable rupture in the 
administrative style of the Ottoman state: the 
New Palace was carefully designed to manifest 
and perpetuate the imperial ambitions of the 
sultan and to accommodate his new notion of 
kingship. The abandonment of the vast enclo-
sure that housed the first palace for the acropo-
lis of Byzantium simultaneously underlines the 
Ottomans’ changing understanding of the city’s 
physical and symbolic topography.

were already in place. But the first six years of 
inhabiting new territory produced also a num-
ber of architectural and urban solutions that 
were soon found inadequate. A significant num-
ber of buildings or ensembles dating from these 
years, whose names carry the modifier eski or 

ʿatīḳ (old), were products of this period of orien-
tation and reorientation and were soon replaced 
by others: the Old Palace, the Old Hospice, the 
Old (Zeyrek) Madrasa, two Old Horse Markets, 
an Old Flea Market, and an Old Bedestan are 
among these. At the edges of the city were two 
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in large quantities, and every other needed 
material.
 He also gave orders for the erection of a 
palace on the point of old Byzantium which 
stretches out into the sea—a palace that 
should outshine all and be more marvelous 
than the preceding palaces in looks, size, 
cost, and gracefulness.
 [ . . . ] Now it was his plan to make the 
City in every way the best supplied and 
strongest city, as it used to be long ago, in 
power and wealth, glory, learning, and 
trades, and in all the professions and all 
sorts of good things, as well as in public and 
private buildings and monuments.2

 Earlier references of the Greek chronicler to 
the sultan’s endeavors regarding the city, reset-
tlements from newly conquered territories, and 
early building projects constitute brief entries 
dispersed between narratives of other events. 
This long passage stands apart from such sum-
mary notes in that it treats the city as an entity, 
as the object of an urban program. It rehearses 
the decision to make the city “as it used to be 
long ago” and captures the vision behind that 
decision.
 It may not be coincidential that the pas-
sage is reminiscent of Arrian’s narrative of the 

Under the year 1458, Kritovoulos entered the 
following in the chronicle he dedicated to 
Mehmed II:

Command of the Sultan to all able persons, 
to build splendid and costly buildings inside 
the City
 Then he called together all the wealthy 
and the most able persons into his pres-
ence, those who enjoyed great wealth and 
prosperity, and ordered them to build grand 
houses in the City, wherever each chose to 
build. He also commanded them to build 
baths and inns and marketplaces, and very 
many and very beautiful workshops, to erect 
places of worship, and to adorn and embel-
lish [order and glorify]1 the City with many 
other such buildings, sparing no expense, as 
each man had the means and the ability.
 The sultan himself selected the best site 
in the middle of the City, and commanded 
them to erect there a mosque, which in 
height, beauty, and size should vie with the 
largest and finest of the temples already 
existing there. He bade them select and 
prepare materials for this, the very best 
marbles and other costly polished stones as 
well as an abundance of columns of suitable 
size and beauty plus iron, copper, and lead 

Constructing the City
architecture and its audiences

chapter 2

part 1
the urban program and mehmed ii’s foundation
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figure 66
Convent-mosque of Sheikh 
Vefa, interior (southwestern end 
of the prayer hall, beneath the 
half dome) (from Gurlitt, Die 
Baukunst Konstantinopels, 1907).

poetry, and four musicians. Money is allotted 
for the food to be offered to guests, who are 
specified as the ulema, the wealthy and the poor, 
and dervishes; part of the allotment was to be 
given to orphans as alms.130 The name Kalen-
derhane, which has remained in use through its 
Ottoman and modern Turkish history, has led 
to the conviction that the building was given to 
the Kalenderis, the popular and marginal Sufi 
groups that played an important role through 
the early Ottoman territorial expansions and 
during the siege and conquest of Constanti-
nople. The Kalenderis, on the other hand, were 
not known for strict and formal observance of 
ritual or accommodation of the ulema for which 
the waqfiyya had specifications and allotments 
(although such discrepancy between sufi prac-
tice and stipulations in foundation deeds of sufi 
establishments was not uncommon).131 The 
name Kalenderhane may also point to its use by 

 Earlier structures built by Ottoman sultans 
for Sufis were convents or convent-masjids; 
these were multifunctional buildings that pro-
vided spaces for ritual and accommodation as 
well as for prayer. The mosque built for Vefazade, 
on the other hand, consisted of a single hall 
that possibly functioned as the ritual space, 
culminating in the reclusion cell of the sheikh. 
Ayvansarayi, writing in the eighteenth century, 
notes that the mosque was referred to by its 
chronogram, cāmiʿ ḫāḳāniyye (sultanic mosque). 
The naming reflects the ambiguous designation 
of the building, a likeness of the city’s primary 
religious monument, built by the sultan for a 
dervish, to be used as the latter’s convent, and 
later to be converted into a Friday mosque.
 From the sixteenth century onward, some 
authors refer to the Vefā meydānı, a square that 
faced the mosque, visible also in nineteenth-
century maps of the city (fig. 69).128 If the 
meydān predated or was contemporaneous with 
the mosque, a common urban and architectural 
theme of the period becomes salient in the Vefa 
foundation: the use of a square to lend promi-
nence and visibility to significant buildings.
 The other convent founded by Mehmed II, 
the Kalenderhane, was housed in one of the 
larger Byzantine churches in the city, identi-
fied as the monastic church of the Kyriotissa, 
situated very close to the western wall of the 
first palace (fig. 70).129 In striking contrast to 
stipulations in the foundation deed for the Vefa 
convent, those for the Kalenderhane detail all 
the employees and the expenses of this foun-
dation as well as the activities to take place in 
the building. Allotments are made for a sheikh, 
described as a pious and righteous ascetic with-
drawn from passions and riches (of the world) 
(“ṣāḥibuʾl-mücāhede veʾl riyaże”), an overseer 
of the guests’ dining, a ḥāfıż to recite the Koran 
during the gathering of the dervishes on Fridays, 
following the reading of poetry, two reciters of 

Şeyh Vefazade himself built a public kitchen 
and hospice around the mosque (referred to as 

ʿimāret in the waqfiyya); he willed the super-
vision and income of these buildings to the 
dervishes.125
 The setting provided to the Sufi sheikh, 
too, bespeaks changes in Ottoman architec-
tural practice. This is one of the buildings of 
early Ottoman Istanbul in which the vaulting 
structure of the Hagia Sophia is adapted to a 
much smaller scale. A central dome of about 
ten meters in diameter with two flanking half 
domes covered a laterally placed rectangle, 
which was preceded by a five-bay portico 
(figs. 66–68). The rear of the mihrab niche, 
situated in a pentagonal apse, shared a wall 
with the sheikh’s reclusion cell (çileḫāne) and 
featured a door that provided access to it. The 
building was completed in 881/1476.126 That 
we owe our only visual images of Şeyh Vefa’s 
mosque to a nineteenth-century scholar who 
mistook the building for a Byzantine church is 
telling in terms of the architectural culture of 
the period.127

figure 64
Church of the Pantokrator/
Zeyrek madrasa and mosque.

figure 65
Church of the Pantepoptes/Eski 
İmaret mosque.
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closely linked; to this day the district carries 
the name Aksaray. Maintaining control over 
the religiopolitical affiliations of the deported 
community might have been a factor behind 
state-sponsored building activity in this area, as 
suggested by the presence here of a number der-
vish lodges belonging to orders having troubled 
relations with the state.202 A state-sponsored 
charity might have been deemed necessary 
in a district newly settled by large numbers of 
Muslim deportees and already inhabited by 
popular sects.
 Like Rum Mehmed’s foundation, the 
Aksaray complex did not originally have an 
educational building attached to it. Some years 
after the founder’s death, Has Murad’s brother 
Mesih, another recruit from the Palaeologan 
dynasty to become a member of the imperial 
council, expanded the waqf by the addition of 
a madrasa. A number of shops and rooms were 
constructed near these buildings, while com-
mercial property was endowed also in the Taht 
al-kalʿa area.203
 Occupying a site on the southern branch 
of the Mese, Murad Pasha’s mosque was built 
just to the north of a monumental arch, whose 
fragments were discovered in 1956 within the 

figure 89 (opposite, top)
Rum Mehmed Pasha convent-
mosque, from the north.

figure 90 (opposite, bottom)
Rum Mehmed Pasha convent-
mosque, from the south.

figure 91
Rum Mehmed Pasha convent-
mosque and mausoleum, aerial 
view.

figure 92
Rum Mehmed Pasha convent-
mosque, represented uphill 
from the later-sixteenth-century 
Şemsi Ahmed Pasha mosque, 
detail from a map of Istanbul 
in Piri Reis’s Kitāb-ı Baḥriye, 
second half of the seventeenth 
century, Staatsbibliothek zu 
Berlin, Preußischer Kulturbesitz, 
Orientabteilung, Diez A. Foliant 
57, fol. 28, quarter b (fig. 121).

of Mahmud Pasha from the grand vizierate 
in 1473.199
 Has Murad’s complex must have been built 
in the same years as that of Rum Mehmed 
Pasha, as their mosques were completed within 
the same year, 876/1471–72. The bath and 
the public kitchen were probably completed 
shortly after the mosque. The widely accepted 
argument that the main motive behind the 
construction of socioreligious complexes in 
postconquest Istanbul was the formation of 
urban cores that would encourage further 
settlement certainly holds true for this project. 
The deportation of several hundred house-
holds from the town of Aksaray to the area 
around Murad Pasha’s complex in 875/1470–71 
closely corresponds to the mosque’s comple-
tion date.200 Hadidi, who wrote a history of 
the House of Osman in verse, recognized the 
centrality of these deportations for the creation 
of an urban community, noting that the people 
brought from Aksaray were the well-to-do 
and the craftsmen of the town and that the 
sultan gave them orchards, where they built 
houses and bazaars.201 The correspondence of 
the dates suggests that the construction and 
the settlement of deportees in the area were 

isolated from the vizier’s residence in the city 
proper underlines the period concern with 
creating an Ottoman locus in the Asian suburb, 
which would extend Ottoman presence visu-
ally and physically to the Asian shore. Rum 
Mehmed’s residence was in the neighbor-
hood of Hace Hayrüddin, to the northwest of 
Mehmed’s first palace. The waqfiyya summary 
indicates that the sārāy consisted of a courtyard, 
family quarters (ḥarem), and rooms, for a total 
of thirty-seven bāb (rooms or sections).196 In 
the 953/1546 register, in which the residence 
now appears as the palace of Mustafa Pasha 
belonging to the waqf of Rum Mehmed Pasha, 
the building is described as a complex of numer-
ous single- and double-story structures and a 
private bath. A number of rooms and shops in 
this neighborhood and in the neighborhood 
of Katib Şemsüddin nearby belonged to the 
endowment.197

deportat ion a nd cons t ruc t ion:  t he 

foundat ion of h a s mur a d pa sh a

The third major vizierial project to be realized 
following Mehmed’s order was the complex of 
Has Murad Pasha. Unlike the founders of the 
two other nonsultanic monumental complexes 
in Istanbul, Has Murad did not hold the post 
of grand vizier. He was, as were the other two 
founders, a Byzantine aristocrat recruited to 
palace service. A member of the house of the 
Palaeologi, he was, according to Angiolello, a 
nephew of the last Byzantine emperor. He 
attained the highly prestigious post of governor 
of Rumelia at a young age; in this post and dur-
ing the campaign against Uzun Hasan in 1472–
73, he drowned in the Euphrates as his army 
was defeated by the Akkoyunlu chief. Angi-
olello and Ottoman chroniclers agree that he 
was a favorite of the sultan, hence his title ḫāṣ.198 
The loss of this favorite, Ottoman chroniclers 
suggest, had a role in the sultan’s final dismissal 
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