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TURKEY is a daunting, yet infinitely rewarding, proposition for the tourist. Like most Englishmen, I first met the word when confronted with the overrated meat of an ungainly domestic fowl; our ancestors might have associated this rather with a type of carpet, imported no doubt through the agency of a Turkey merchant. And we, at school, learnt how close the Ottomans came to penetrating the heart of Europe at the siege of Vienna and of British endeavours to support Turkey, as the ‘Sick Man of Europe’, in the Victorian era. Yet this is a misleading association. For, although it does succeed to former territories of the Macedonian and Roman Empires, Turkey, despite the aspirations of some of her rulers, has never been European. Her political complexion is owed to the Asiatic credentials of her peoples, her strategic power to control of Anatolia.


My own interest in Turkey was aroused by the later books of Freya Stark. But other priorities and a sense, not incorrect, that Turkey needed time, meant that for many years I made no effort to go there. Late in 1986, however, an act of injustice to a colleague on the part of an already undependable chief executive made me decide to escape from Christie’s. Playing with books over Christmas settled my destination. My anger cooled when I found how widely it was shared, but my plans had by then developed their own momentum. The following August I set out in a much-loved white BMW, conscious only that Christie’s insurance wouldn’t carry me beyond the Bosphorus. On the journey I paused for a quiet day by the swimming pool at Langenburg and then stopped at Passau, before driving on through Yugoslavia. Failing to find a hotel, I slept – with the aid of a pill – in my motor in the central square at Zagreb. The road south was narrow. Lorries outnumbered motors and overtaking with a car made for the English market was almost impossible. After twenty painfully slow miles, a larger white BMW overtook me. The driver, a Turk, settled as his number plate implied in Germany, sensed my predicament: he waved – and for over three hundred miles signalled when I could safely overtake behind him.


Tito’s Zagreb at least seemed like many other central European cities. Further south, I was astonished that the Turks could have controlled so vast a territory without leaving more crumbling fortifications in their wake. Beyond the Bulgarian border things changed. The Iron Curtain had not rusted. At major intersections there were control towers, manned by sinister-looking observers. Occasionally I passed a concrete monument in the mock-heroic idiom preferred by dictatorships. There were fewer lorries on the road as the afternoon drew on. The shadows lengthened, and the towering white blocks of flats that circled the few towns looked unexpectedly impressive. It was dark when I got to the border. No other car was in sight. The young guard, impeccably dressed in white, tried to dissuade me from changing my Bulgarian currency. He asked then why I was going to Turkey. My answer, ‘to see archaeological sites’, surprised him. He lent forward and half-whispered:


‘What is top of the pops in London?’


‘I am afraid I am not your man – I don’t know.’


Then, after a pause:


‘What do you think of Bulgaria?’


‘The country is beautiful and your modern housing seems to be well designed.’


‘But it is all the same.’


He waved me on my way. A minute later, across the frontier, a Turkish guard greeted me: ‘Merhaba.’ Still thinking of his Bulgarian counterpart, I hardly registered the greeting; so he repeated it and then told me in English that I was welcome. Starving, I stopped at a restaurant that was doing a roaring trade and then went on to Edirne, somehow finding a large and characterless hotel near the centre of the town. Only when woken by the muezzin early the next morning did I really know that I was in Turkey. I have since arrived in Turkey many times – by air. But that first morning at Edirne, the ancient Adrianople, marked, as it were, a new stage in my sightseeing, in a land of which no one can say that it is ‘all the same’.


Sinan’s mosque at Edirne represents the culmination of the heroic period of Ottoman architecture, and should ideally be visited after one has seen the extraordinary sequence of imperial mosques in Istanbul. So it is there that my theoretical itinerary begins. To arrive at Istanbul by car is a mixed blessing. As the press of the traffic grew more intense in the brightness of that early August afternoon, I saw, with gratitude, the sign ‘Otopark’. Too much time in the ensuing days was taken up with trying to secure the insurance I needed. At length I went to Barry’s great palazzo, the former embassy, high in Pera. There an official gave me a telephone number. Less than confident, I rang from my hotel, to be answered by a man who spoke the English of an earlier generation. He immediately said he could help. Then there was a sound in the background:


‘I am awfully sorry. I must answer another call: please hang on!’


I did.


‘So sorry to keep you. A ship I insure has just sunk in the Bosphorus.’


His office, modest enough, was by the harbour. His tweed could only have come from Scotland. Within minutes I had the necessary paperwork. He too had a request. In the event of an accident I was not to admit to having more than the minimum insurance, lest he in turn be pestered with claims.


Turkey is an inexorable land, cold in the winter with heavy snowfalls in the east, hot by English standards in the summer, not least in the heartlands of Anatolia. The beauties of the spring in coastal Turkey are almost impossible to describe – and the weather then is perfect for the long walks that sightseeing implies. By August, the great valleys are aglow with their golden crops – and the straw the harvesters leave. Later, in September or October, the light has that ‘tonic’ quality which Berenson found in Perugino’s landscape. The cyclamen and anemones of March have been succeeded by colchicums; and the hungered visitor to a remote classical site may find fennel or figs or bursting pomegranates.


Visitors are drawn to Turkey for differing reasons. That so many go to the southern coast has encouraged me to give what many may think undue weight in this book to the places within reach of this. But the selection reflects my own tastes. I am more interested in extant buildings than foundations. I prefer unexcavated sites to those where the hand of the archaeologist is officiously evident. And I love most those whose settings are unimpaired. By the same token, the green silhouette of a tel rising above the valley floor moves me more than any systematic excavation, even one so remarkable as that at Catalhüyük. Irrationally, I do not really warm to the strange Hittites. Eflatun Pinar has a magic and Hattuşaş is extraordinary; but the search for eroded reliefs and texts which can only be seen clearly at certain times of day is, for me, too uncertain a pursuit. The Hellenistic and Roman and Byzantine sites of Turkey represent an evolving world that touched on and indeed affected the civilization we think of as our own; and it is to these that I am most powerfully drawn. The Armenian and Georgian churches are beautiful off-shoots of the same growth. Equally remarkable are the great monuments of the Seljuk and Ottoman civilizations, the hans and, of course, the very remarkable religious monuments. With the exception of the hans, most of the great buildings of Islamic Turkey are concentrated in her former capitals. There are, of course, marvellous mosques and medreses elsewhere; but often these have been too energetically restored for my personal taste and almost invariably their urban context has suffered as a result of recent development.


Building proceeds apace. It is easy to regret this. Yet without the prosperity such development represents, travelling in Turkey would be far less easy than it is. Places that were until quite recently almost impossible to reach are now readily accessible by road. And driving is an excellent way to understand the daunting size of the modern republic, itself only a small part of the former Ottoman Empire. While in Lycia, for example, ancient settlements are often within easy walking distance of each other, things are very different on the vast plains of Anatolia. The sightseer in Turkey learns to measure, and respect, distance. The high roads of medieval Anatolia are punctuated by the great Seljuk hans, their successors by petrol stations and the restaurants that cater for those who take the buses that are the descendants of the traditional caravans. On the road, buses assume precedence as if of hereditary right, their destination clearly proclaimed. More varied are the lorries, although the elaborate traditional decoration of these, in patterns of blues and pinks, has now fallen from fashion. Peasants go to market in open-sided pickups and donkeys are still put to service.


Even without a knowledge of Turkish or Kurdish one learns much from offering lifts. I first did so on the way to Gordion. It was a hot afternoon and four labourers filled my motor with mud and dust. Memories of many such encounters remain: women heavily laden on the way to market their wares; an elderly patriarch who with much ceremony gestured to two large veiled ladies wilting in the Cappadocian sun. As Richard Chandler in the eighteenth century noted, Turks are curious and interested in words. The women are silent, but men will ask where one is going and whence. Next may come the enquiry:


‘Alleman?’


‘English.’


‘Ingilterra, Ingilterra!’


To which the young may add ‘Munchester Eunited’, ‘Shell-say’ or ‘Leeverpul’; or, like a wiry veteran near Kayseri, ‘Magret Tatcher, Magret Tatcher’.


Particularly in the east, Kurdish youths, natural linguists, fall upon the ostensibly solvent tourist, intent on coaxing him or her to visit whichever carpet dealer pays the best retainer.


It is not only the decoration of lorries that has changed over the last twenty years. The chrome-adorned cast-off American motors that used to be so picturesque an element of the scene, not least in Istanbul, have almost gone. Western clothes are more in evidence for men, while in some areas for women the black veil now prevails where brightly patterned prints used to predominate. Towns have grown; and, alas, some monuments have been damaged. While many restoration programmes have been exemplary, others can only be regretted.


Like any sightseer or tourist, I have owed everything to the books that have determined my itineraries: Ekrem Agurkal’s Ancient Civilizations and Ruins of Turkey (1969), which my brother, Andrew, gave me after a school expedition to Mount Ararat; Freya Stark’s marvellously observed and now underestimated books about Turkey – Ionia, a Quest (1954), The Lycian Shore (1956), Alexander’s Path (1958) and Rome on the Euphrates (1966); Professor Bean’s four lucid volumes covering the classical monuments of south-western Turkey; numerous articles in both Anatolian Studies, the journal of the British School of Archaeology at Ankara, and Cornucopia; the fine illustrations in Derek Hill’s Islamic Architecture and its Decoration (1964); and, not least, for the east, the four indispensable volumes of T. A. Sinclair’s Eastern Turkey: An Architectural and Archaeological Survey (Pindar, 1987–90): these have directed me to many places of which I would otherwise have been unaware: it was not surprising to be told by a French scholar in the Tur Abdin that the book is his bible. Of general guidebooks, I have usually found the Blue Guide and the Rough Guide to be the most helpful in practical matters.


The selection of illustrations here is intended to give some sense of the range of what there is to see in Turkey. My snapshots imply an obsessive wish to avoid visual distortion. Some of the details may surprise. But it is only by the close examination of buildings that one begins to understand these. And as some of the views of Istanbul and Kayseri imply, the great monuments of the past are not insulated from the living world.


I am indebted to Omer Koç, to Rupert Scott for hospitality at Kargi, and to Henrietta Nevill and Joe Bunting, who in 1987 found my car less uncomfortable than a bus and taught me that it is perfectly possible, indeed enjoyable, to stay in the simplest of Turkish pansiyons. I alone am aware how much I owe to ideas raised in conversation with others who love Turkey: Patricia and Timothy Daunt, Lavinia Davies, the late Alican Ertüg, Philip Mansel, Barnaby Rogerson, John Scott and Norman Stone; while Sébastien de Courtois was able to reassure me about the fate of the murals at Kaymakli about which I, and no doubt others, had made determined representations to the authorities. The original edition of this book owed much to the sympathetic attention it received from John Nicoll and everyone concerned at Frances Lincoln and I am doubly grateful to John who asked me to prepare this expanded edition and thus to cover so many places that were reluctantly omitted in 2010.









1


ISTANBUL
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NO CITY has a more imperial past than Istanbul, which for more than fifteen centuries was the capital of successive empires. The site, on the western side of the Bosphorus, which divides Europe from Asia Minor, has been settled for three millennia; and the city owes its early name, Byzantium, to Byzos of Megara, who founded it in 667 BC. His city was built near the extremity of a triangular peninsula between the Sea of Marmara and a deep inlet, the Golden Horn. Taken by the Persians in 512 BC, but recovered by Pausanias in 478 BC, Byzantium was subsequently subject to Athens, to Sparta, to Alexander and eventually to Rome. Her strategic importance was obvious and the expanding commitments of the Roman Empire in the east led the Emperor Constantine to nominate Byzantium as his capital in AD 330.


The New Rome, or Constantinople as it was generally to be known, grew rapidly and the process continued under Constantine’s successors, notably Theodosius II (408–50), who built the prodigious Land Walls, thus significantly extending the city westwards, and Justinian (527–65), who constructed the great cathedral of Haghia Sophia. Constantine’s empire, interrupted by the disastrous episode of the Fourth Crusade in 1204 and its Latin aftermath, was to endure until 1453. Its ‘decline’ was a long-drawn-out and by no means inevitable process, punctuated by periods of military revival and by successive phases of artistic renewal. The great monuments of Constantinople, and above all Haghia Sophia, testify to the enduring authority of an empire in which the Emperor was also Christ’s regent. And, despite the evident and increasing impotence of the successors of Michael VIII, who recovered Constantinople in 1261, the city’s fall to Sultan Mehmet II in 1453 was rightly seen throughout Western Europe as a cataclysmic event.


Mehmet II was well aware of the importance of his prize. Haghia Sophia, cleared with ruthless efficiency of those who had taken refuge there, was immediately turned into a mosque. The Sultan’s own mosque, the Fatih Camii, became the first of the prodigious sequence of imperial mosques that now dominate the skyline of the city. Mehmet built two palaces that vied in scale with their Byzantine predecessors. In the second and larger of these, the Topkapi Sarayi, the visitor can still experience something of Ottoman court life and the ceremonial of the Sublime Porte. The Ottomans devised a sophisticated system of government depending on trusted officials – two of whom, Rüstem Paşa and Sokollu Mehmet Paşa, built the most appealing mosques of sixteenth-century Istanbul. Not the least effective of Ottoman ways of controlling subject peoples was to appropriate the most promising boys born to them: many were recruited to the feared corps of the Janissaries. One such was Sinan, who served as a military engineer in four of Süleyman the Magnificent’s campaigns and was, in 1538, appointed Chief of the Imperial Architects. As Süleyman’s conquests marked the high noon of Ottoman power, so Sinan’s buildings represent the zenith of Ottoman architecture.


The long period of expansion came to an end with the failure to capture Vienna in 1683, but the Ottoman Empire none the less remained a major power. European attitudes changed. Thus the letters of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu demonstrate that Turkey came to fascinate rather than terrify commentators from the West. And as the eighteenth century wore on, there was a greater interest in the advances of European civilization in Turkey. This was reflected in political developments and is also echoed in the detail of buildings of the period.


Nineteenth-century architecture in Istanbul is equally eloquent. The imperial palaces of Dolmabahçe and Yildiz, completed by Abdül Hamid II, are grandiloquent yet vapid statements, impressive in size no doubt, yet oppressive in detail. Abdül Mecid’s Küçüksu is perhaps redeemed by its smaller scale. Abdül Hamid II’s long, reactionary reign (1876–1909) saw the loss of most of Turkey’s European empire. He was deposed in 1909 by the Young Turks. Their leader, Enver Paşa, took the German side in 1914 and as a result of the Allied victory in the First World War, the Ottoman Empire dissolved. A rash, but initially successful, Greek advance in 1919, irresponsibly encouraged by the Western powers, might have left Constantinople as the capital of a much-reduced rump of Anatolian territory. But Turkish Nationalists under Mustafa Kemal, later Atatürk, drove the Greek forces back, at terrible cost. Turkey officially became a republic on 29 October 1923 and the capital was definitively transferred to Ankara.


Istanbul may no longer be the political centre of the state, but with a population of over 14 million, it is unquestionably the fulcrum of Turkey’s economic prosperity. Exponential growth has choked much of the ancient city, and the great walls now defend this not from the rolling wastes of Thrace but from a vast conurbation that stretches relentlessly westward. The major monuments of Istanbul survive. Most of the traditional wooden houses do not, and much that replaces these is tawdry. But despite everything the city still works, and its transport systems are comprehensible even to the outsider.


Early visitors had the unforgettable experience of arriving by sea in the Golden Horn and seeing both Constantinople proper, the rising line of its ridge bristling with imperial mosques and minarets, and the commercial quarter of Galata and Pera on the opposite, eastern, shore. While those who travelled by land from Adrianople, now Edirne, following the line of the Roman Via Egnatica, would have been awed by the immense scale of Theodosius II’s walls, today’s traveller, arriving from the airport, will also have a glimpse of these as he or she is driven to the city. Istanbul instantly asserts its magic. But it is not a city that can be taken by storm. It yields its secrets slowly; and those who have the patience to unravel the impacted strata of these will find the process deeply satisfying.


A sensible itinerary demands time – at least a week – and calls for a good deal of walking. The challenge is to balance the claims of the Byzantine and Ottoman buildings with those of the major museums. But there is no doubt as to where to start. Haghia Sophia is the quintessential building of Byzantium, prodigious in both scale and ambition, placed on commanding ground to the south of the Roman cardo, which remains the principal street of the modern city. The third church on the site, Haghia Sophia was begun in 532 and dedicated in 537. The Emperor Justinian employed two leading architects, Anthemius of Tralles and Isidorus of Miletus. Partly because of earthquake damage, the church had to be reconstructed under the supervision of Isidorus’s eponymous nephew in 558–63: he was responsible for the earliest of the additional buttresses and raised the shell of the dome to diminish internal thrust. Given the impressive size of the dome, it is not surprising that it collapsed in 989 and again in 1346. Mehmet’s decision to turn the cathedral into a mosque necessitated another structural campaign; and a further major restoration was undertaken in 1847–9. None the less the rectangular structure of Justinian’s great building can still be experienced. The building is orientated on sunrise during the winter solstice. The visitor now enters on the west side, through the narrow outer narthex of nine bays, to the deeper narthex behind. The vaults here are decorated with mosaic in gold. Doors open to the basilica, that at the centre originally being the Imperial Gate, surmounted by a mosaic of Christ adored by a prostate emperor, probably Leo VI the Wise (886–912).


However often one enters it, Haghia Sophia overwhelms, both for its sense of captive space and for the way the light plays on the surfaces, for the glow of the gold ground of the mosaic, the drama of the seraphs of the dome, the nobility of the Virgin of the apse, the colours of the marble columns and facings – many of course ruthlessly recycled from Roman buildings – and the crisp detail of the capitals. One is at first unaware of the engineering feat of supporting the dome on the four great lateral piers. The visitor moves through what was clearly conceived as a processional space. But the majesty of this central axis does not detract from the beauty of the aisles. In these it is easier to see how the Ottomans sought to disguise the Byzantine crosses of the mosaic vaults by overpainting them with decorative designs.


At the north-west corner of the narthex, a ramp mounts in easy stages to the galleries. A circle of green marble in the west gallery marks the place of the empress’s throne. In the westernmost bay of the south side, among other early graffiti, is the runic scratching of an understandably astonished Viking. A trompe l’oeil marble screen leads to the next section in which is what some claim to be the finest mosaic in the cathedral, the late thirteenth-century deësis with Christ between the Virgin and St John the Baptist. Opposite is the lid of the sarcophagus of Enrico Dandolo, the octogenarian Doge of Venice who had a decisive role in the seizure of the city in 1204. On the eastern wall of the third section of the south gallery are two further royal mosaics, one with Christ between the Empress Zoë and her third husband, Constantine IX (1042–55), and beside this that of the Virgin with John II Comnenus, his consort Eirene and their eldest son, Alexius (1122). There are other mosaics in the north galleries. But more memorable than any individual works of art are the views over the nave and to the dome.


The tourist now leaves Haghia Sophia through the vestibule at the south end of the narthex, the Vestibule of the Warriors, which was originally reserved for imperial use. The vault is covered with gold mosaic, like that throughout the body of the church, of Justinian’s time. Above the inner door is a mosaic of the Emperor himself before the Virgin and Child, executed in the late tenth century. The fastidiously decorated bronze doors are apparently also of Justinian date.


Other Byzantine monuments are in easy reach of Haghia Sophia. Haghia Eirene, the second in importance of Istanbul’s early churches, is to the east, in the outer court of the Topkapi Sarayi. This too was built to the order of Justinian. It is a masterpiece of Byzantine brickwork, with an impressively austere interior, the intended richness of which can be judged from the quality of the marble capitals. West of Haghia Sophia, flanked by the Sultan Ahmet Mosque, to which we will return, is the hippodrome, the focal point in the secular life of Byzantium. The terraces have gone. But the central spina is still punctuated by three remarkable monuments: the fragmentary obelisk of Thutmosis III (1549–1503 BC), brought from near Luxor and placed by Theodosius I in AD 390 on a base with reliefs of himself and his family presiding over events at the stadium; the bronze serpentine column originally set up at Delphi to celebrate the Greek victory at Platea in 479 BC; and a tapering pillar restored in the tenth century AD which was formerly coated in bronze.


The hippodrome could sit 100,000. And the Byzantines were well aware that cities of such a population needed dependable water supplies. A substantial Byzantine cistern, the Binbirdirek, is to the north-west of the hippodrome. Monumental as this is, it pales into insignificance by comparison with the Yerebatan Saray, north-west of Haghia Sophia. Supported on 336 massive columns, this is an eerie place, with wooden walkways that lead the visitor out over the water. At the furthest end, two columns are set on bases of Medusa heads, one on its side, the other upturned: for Christian Byzantium had no tolerance for the religions it supplanted.


Several early churches in Istanbul now do service as mosques. South-west of the hippodrome, just within the Sea Wall, is the recently restored church of St Sergius and St Bacchus, where happily the galleries are accessible. Other former churches are only open at prayer times, so that it is difficult to plan a circuit on foot: the Kalenderhane Camii, which retains its original marble facings; the nearby Kilise Cami, with a fine arcaded exterior; and the monumental Pantocrater further west, in fact two churches side by side, both in urgent need of sympathetic attention. To see these patience and persistence are called for.


The one church that no visitor should miss is the Kariye Camii, St Saviour in Chora, rebuilt in 1315–21 for Theodorus Metochites, minister and Grand Logothete to the Emperor Andronicus II Paleologus. The extensive mosaic decoration that is complemented by the murals of the parecclesion to the right of the church represents a high point of Byzantine art. The cycle begins with the Christ Pantocrator above the door from the outer narthex to the narthex proper. There are other dedicatory panels, the most hauntingly beautiful of which is surely the deësis below the right-hand dome of the narthex. These are complemented by cycles of scenes: that in the outer narthex is of the Infancy of Christ and his Ministry, which is continued in the narthex proper, where the Ancestors of Christ in the domes are followed by the Life of the Virgin. In the nave are representations of Christ paired with the Virgin Hodegetria, and a noble scene of her Dormition. The production of mosaic has been wrought to the most refined pitch, yet inevitably restricted the range of expression of the anonymous artist whom Metochites enlisted. His visual imagination and sense of scale is thus more perfectly expressed in the parecclesion murals and not least in the prodigious and radiant Resurrection in the apse.


The Kariye Camii is near Theodosius’s Land Walls and makes a memorable complement to a survey of these. This would best begin at the southern end with the Marble Tower, built with the spoil of earlier monuments, which marks the end of the reasonably well preserved line of the Sea Walls along the Sea of Marmara. Theodosius and his engineers faced a considerable challenge, for as the ground offered few natural advantages, it was necessary to provide in-depth defences. The inner wall was originally some 12 metres/39 feet high, with towers; it was preceded by the lower protichisma, some 8.5 metres/28 feet high, set back on a terrace in turn protected by a moat which could, when necessary, be flooded. After crossing the railway line, one comes to the Golden Gate, where an earlier triumphal arch was encased by Theodosius, and many of his successors staged their triumphal entries: this now leads to the Yediküle, a fortress built for Mehmet II, later used as a prison. The great walls sweep inexorably onwards, fringed in places by vegetable gardens, punctuated in others by traffic, with a procession of towers whose original near-uniformity has been eroded and shaken by man and earthquake. To reach the Kariye Camii, enter by the Edirne Gate. But later return to see the walls of Manuel Comnenus, as these curve round to take advantage of the ground as it falls away to the north, and search out the not insubstantial carcass of the Palace of Blachernae. A road turns down through one of the more atmospheric quarters of Istanbul, to reach the three handsome hexagonal towers built by Heraclius in 627 and defended by an outer enceinte added in 813 by Leo V.


The Ottomans sought very sensibly to build on what they found. Haghia Sophia was appropriated as a mosque; and its great dome haunted the imagination of every ambitious builder. The grandest monuments of Ottoman Istanbul are the imperial mosques, built in sequential emulation. Few visitors have the time to see these in chronological order and the earliest, the Fatih Camii built by Mehmet in 1463–70, was largely destroyed in an earthquake of 1766. While the lesser components of the complex were rebuilt to their original plan, the mosque was not, but this was indubitably the model that the Sultan’s successors sought to challenge.
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The Fatih Camii.
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The Şehzade Mosque, minaret designed by Sinan.


Mehmeťs heir was Beyazit II Yildirim (‘Thunderbolt’) (1481–1512). While his father had chosen for his mosque a position on the ridge that gives Istanbul her unforgettable silhouette, Beyazit chose ground to the north of the Roman cardo. The beautiful arcaded courtyard of the Beyazidiye Camii exploits classical columns of varying colour and has a central fountain; a tremendous door opens to the prayer hall, which is an intelligent, if much smaller, variant of that of the Haghia Sophia, adapted to ensure maximum visibility for the imam. The inverted T plan of the earlier imperial mosques of Bursa survives to echo that of a Byzantine church preceded by a narthex. Beyaziťs loge – on the right – is enriched with polychrome marble, but the building as a whole is of an extreme austerity.


Beyazit’s grandson, Süleyman the Magnificent (1494–1566), was fortunate in his choice of architect, Sinan. After the death of his son Mehmet in 1543, Süleyman instructed Sinan to build an appropriate memorial, the Şehzade complex, some ten minutes’ walk north-west of the Beyazidiye. With its subsidiary buildings and shaded garden, the place has an immediate charm. The exterior is particularly impressive and the minarets are almost exuberant in detail. The measured rhythm of the courtyard is most satisfying, but the mosque itself perhaps less successful because of the very scale of the piers necessary to support the dome in a rigorously centrally planned structure. Sadly, the nearby türbe of Mehmet is not readily accessible.


Both sultan and architect learnt from the Şehzade Camii. For the Süleymaniye, begun in 1550 and finished seven years later, high on the ridge some ten minutes to the east, is unquestionably the most remarkable Ottoman monument of Istanbul. The scale is worthy of both men. The great rectangular enclosure of the mosque is flanked by medreses, a caravanserai and a hamam. The mosque is entered through a spectacular arcaded courtyard, with minarets at the four corners. The prayer hall itself is almost square, an impressive unitary space crowned by a vast dome, which rests on buttresses that are cleverly disguised by the flanking walls. The austerity of the architecture is relieved by panels of Iznik tiles and by a yet rarer survival, stained-glass windows by Ibrahim the Drunkard, who must have been aware of the Byzantines’ use of the technique. Behind the mosque are two exceptional türbes. That of Süleyman is lavishly tiled and retains the original painted decoration of its dome. The smaller türbe of his wife, Haseki Hürrem, or Roxelana, is enriched with yet finer Iznik tiles. The north terrace, with scattered trees, is a place of particular charm; and the view down across the Golden Horn is incomparable.


The Süleymaniye is, with Sinan’s later mosque at Edirne, one of the consummate achievements of Ottoman architecture. But for many visitors it has a close competitor in the Sultan Ahmet I Camii, which answers Haghia Sophia across the Ayasofia Gardens. This – the ‘Blue Mosque’ – was built in 1609–16 under the direction of Mehmet Ağa. The plan follows that of earlier mosques. From the impressive courtyard, the central door (tourists are directed to a side entrance) leads to the enormous prayer hall, the lower walls of which are clothed in tiles, predominantly blue, many of floral motifs. The effect of these is indeed mesmerizing. The echo of Sinan is experienced here, in the slightly earlier Yeni Cami which overlooks the Galata Bridge and in numerous later imperial foundations.


But for those who love Iznik tiles, two smaller non-royal foundations, both designed by Sinan, are ultimately more appealing. The earlier, not far from the Galata Bridge, in an area of the souk that has not lost its natural vitality, is the Rüstem Paşa Camii, built in 1561 by Süleyman’s grand vizier of that name. This is set on a terrace, and the arcaded porch is preceded by a porticoed projection. Both façade and prayer hall are decorated with Iznik tiles, ablaze with luminous blues and turquoise and ox-blood red. South-west of the Sultan Ahmet I Camii, but lower down, is the Sokollu Mehmet Paşa Camii of 1571–2, built for another grand vizier. Because of the steeply shelving ground the main approach to the courtyard is up a flight of steps. The tiles are of the highest quality, which is matched by that of the marble decoration that enriches the pale stone.


By comparison with their mosques, the sultans’ palace of Topkapi may seem oddly unassertive. Few, of course, were privileged to penetrate this in Ottoman times. Despite the number of visitors today, one can still sense something of the claustrophobic intimacy of the harem and respond to the charm of the finest rooms there, and to that of the Baghdad Kiosk in the fourth and lowest court, which was built in 1638 for Murat IV. Later sultans deserted Topkapi for palaces more congenial to nineteenth-century taste. But the place remained a repository for the extraordinary imperial assemblage of works of art. The collections of oriental porcelain and of Ottoman kaftans and other fabrics are unrivalled. And if many Turkish visitors are most excited by the relics in the Pavilion of the Holy Mantle, which include Abraham’s cooking pot and hairs from Mohamet’s beard, other tourists will be astonished by such items as the Topkapi dagger and the booty Selim I seized in Iran in 1514.


Topkapi is an isolated survival, for time has not treated the lesser secular buildings of Istanbul kindly. Timber-framed houses burn, as Orhan Pamuk has recorded so hauntingly in Istanbul: Memories of a City (2001). And development has taken an inexorable toll. With other classes of buildings we are more fortunate. Istanbul is rich in baths, and one can follow a progression from those by Sinan associated with the Süleymaniye to the Cağoloğlu Hamami built for Mahmut I in 1741. Fountains abound; and in the market area there are numerous hans, which are far more atmospheric than the celebrated Kapali Çarşi to which most tourists are drawn.


It was only in the mid-nineteenth century that the Ottoman government determined to assemble antiquities from the territories it controlled. Osman Hamdi Bey was appointed director of the Archaeological Museum in 1881. The collection was originally stored in the beautiful Çinili Pavilion, built under Mehmet II in 1472, to the north of the Topkapi Sarayi, and the Archaeological Museum was constructed round this in three phases between 1896 and 1908. The style is unapologetically classical, as was indeed appropriate for a collection notably strong in Hellenistic and Roman sculpture. Most memorable are the sarcophagi from the royal necropolis at Sidon, in what is now the Lebanon, found in 1887. The Sarcophagus of the Maidens of c. 350 BC, with mourning figures in relief, would seem one of the finest works of the kind if it were not overshadowed by the technically yet more ambitious Alexander Sarcophagus nearby. Both are in remarkable condition, the latter with visible traces of original colour. The most recent contribution to the museum is an excellent suite of galleries dedicated to the history of the city. Nearby is the Museum of the Ancient Orient, with Mesopotamian, Assyrian and Hittite antiquities. The two museums are complemented by the notable holdings of the Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art, appropriately housed in the much-restored Palace of Ibrahim Paşa on the north side of the hippodrome. Particularly remarkable are the carpets. Others, lent from religious institutions throughout Turkey, are exhibited in an outbuilding of the Ahmet Paşa Mosque nearby.


Across the Golden Horn is Beyoğlu, formerly known as Pera and Galata. The Genoese built a fortress here in about 1300 and this was subsequently expanded. The Galata Tower, above the maze of streets that lead up from the harbour, marked the highest point of the enceinte. Beyond is the Istiklal Caddesi, formerly the Grand Rue de Pera, with handsome nineteenth-century embassies squeezed between more recent blocks. Barry’s British Embassy, now the Consulate, is to the left just before Taksim Square. Ironically, G. E. Street’s Crimean Memorial Church of 1858–69 is nearer to the former Russian Embassy, at the west end of the street, and easily reached from the Galata Tower.


Across the Bosphorus from Beyoğlu on the Adriatic shore is Üsküdar, from where pilgrims set out on the annual pilgrimage to Mecca. The landing stage, still served by ferries, is dominated by the fine Īskele Mosque, built for Mihrimar Sultan, daughter of Süleyman the Magnificent and wife of Rüstem Paşa, who inevitably employed Sinan for her complex with its outsize double portico. A few hundred yards to the south on the shore is Sinan’s more intimate Paşa Camii of 1580. Back from the Iskele Camii is the ambitious if conservative Veni Valide Camii, built in 1707–10 to honour his mother by Ahmet III, with its unusual open-domed türbe. Fine as all three mosques are, these cannot compete with the Atik Valide Camii on a platform higher up. This was built by Sinan in 1583 for Nur Banu, wife of Selim II and mother of Murat III, and stands comparison with any of his more familiar masterpieces: the airy arcaded court with ancient plane trees prepares one for the harmony of the prayer hall or the radiance of the Iznik tiles that flank the mihrab.
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Eyüp, the gateway with pilgrims to the tomb of Eyüp Ensari.


Those with time should not miss two great monuments on the outskirts of Istanbul. Eyüp, some 4.5 kilometres/2.8 miles up the Golden Horn, retains its magic and is still a place of pilgrimage. Eyüp Ensari, the Prophet’s standard-bearer, was killed during the Arab siege of Constantinople in 674–8. His tomb was venerated long before the Ottoman conquest, and it is not surprising that the complex at Eyüp was one of Mehmet II’s earlier undertakings, begun in 1453. The mosque is not of particular distinction, but the türbe boasts panels of Iznik tiles of exceptional quality. There are many associated buildings of great charm, notably the Külliye of Mihnşah Valide Sultan, the mother of Selim III, of 1791, which perfectly exemplifies the so-called Turkish baroque in which decorative elements inspired by the late baroque of Western Europe are given, as it were, an Ottoman dressing.


Many secular buildings in this tradition survive on the shores of the Bosphorus, but few of these are readily accessible. The monument overlooking the Straits that deserves to be examined is very different in character. When Mehmet II determined to take Constantinople soon after his definitive accession to the sultanate in 1451, he demanded that the Emperor Constantine XI Dragases cede the ground on which to build a fortress, on the western shore of the Bosphorus. Work began on the Rumeli Hisari in April 1452 and, despite the huge scale of the project, was finished within four months. By establishing Ottoman control of the Straits, Mehmet effectively sealed the fate of Constantinople. The formidable walls, now themselves dominated by the new Bosphorus Bridge, link three large circular towers, two crowning low hills that rise abruptly from the shore and the third defending the watergate. Nothing could contrast more with the ruthless efficiency of the conqueror’s fortress than the repetitive detail of his descendant’s palace of Dolmabahçe, which must be passed to get to it; and indeed the two buildings may stand for the rise and fall of Ottoman Istanbul.
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IZNIK
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THE TOWN of Iznik at the eastern end of the eponymous lake has had an unusually distinguished history, phases of which are represented by extant monuments. An existing settlement was enlarged in 311 BC as Antigoneia by one former general of Alexander, Antigonos, and promptly seized by another, Lysimachos, who renamed it Nicaea in honour of his wife. The modern town retains their Hippodamian plan. Briefly the seat on the kingdom of Bithynia, Nicaea fell to Rome in 74 BC, becoming the capital of the province of Bithynia. The Hellenistic town was expanded: the younger Pliny and the Emperor Hadrian were in turn responsible for public buildings. Constantine had a palace at Nicaea, and in 325 convened the first Council of Nicaea, which outlawed the Aryan heresy. Although damaged by earthquakes in the 360s and in 740, Nicaea remained a place of considerable importance. The second Council of Nicaea, which condemned Iconoclasm with momentous artistic consequences, met in 787. After a Seljuk occupation from 1081, Nicaea was recovered only seven years before Byzantium was seized during the Fourth Crusade in 1204. Nicaea then became the capital of the, much diminished, Byzantine Empire and the seat of the Patriarchate until the collapse of the Latin Empire in 1281. Its fall to Orhan in 1331 was a severe blow to the Byzantine cause. Renamed Iznik, the town became the major Ottoman centre for the manufacture of ceramics from the early sixteenth century. It is rich in Ottoman monuments, but the tiles with which the town’s name is synonymous are best seen in Istanbul and Bursa.


The most conspicuous monument of Iznik is the unusually complete girdle of its walls. The inner circuit was largely built in the third century AD, but inevitably had to be repaired after earthquakes and incursions; the lower, outer enceinte, originally some 4 metres/13 feet high and incorporating much spoil from earlier buildings, was built under Theodosius at the same time as the original wall was heightened. The four gates are all of interest. The northern Istanbul Gate is particularly impressive, with a triumphal arch dedicated to Vespasian and Titus, the lower half of which is now below ground level, defended by a medieval outer gate and an inner gate, now surmounted by two masks that were presumably robbed from the Theatre. That the gate is still used by local traffic and cyclists adds to its charm. The east, or Lefke, Gate, was, as an inscription establishes, restored by Hadrian. The aqueduct built by Justinian and in use until recently entered the city beside this. A particularly impressive stretch of wall with some well-preserved towers continues southwards, before turning towards the elegant Yenişehir Gate of 268–70.


At the centre of Iznik the Atatürk Caddesi and Mazharbey Caddesi, successors of the main Hellenistic and Roman streets, intersect. To the south-east of the crossing, sunk below the level of the modern town, is the brick carcass of Haghia Sophia. The original basilica was built by Justinian. Its successor, largely reconstructed after 1065 and converted to serve as a mosque in 1331, has been restored after a series of vicissitudes; and is now, after an interval in which it served as a museum, again in use as a mosque. The scale of the bare structure impresses and there are hints of its former riches in a section of marble pavement near the west door and in the elegance of the white marble benches of the synthronon in the apse.
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The Istanbul Gate, incorporating the Arch of Vespasian and Titus.


Of the numerous mosques in Iznik, the earliest is the small Haci Özbek Camii, four blocks to the east on the opposite side of Mazharbey Caddesi. More celebrated is the Yeşil Mosque of 1378–91, further east and a block to the north. The name of the architect, Haci bin Musa, is recorded. Its setting has a particular charm. To the west, across an open space, is the Nilüfer Hatun Imareti (soup kitchen), founded in 1388 by Murat I who named it after his mother, a Byzantine noblewoman. The main domed chamber and the flanking rooms of this charitable foundation are reached through an elegant arcaded portico. The building houses the town’s museum, and numerous antiquities are laid out in the forecourt, among them a very handsome Roman sarcophagus. Excavations are under way behind the imareti.


South of Haghia Sophia on Atatürk Caddesi is the domed Murat Hamani, which is still in use, opposite the characteristic Ottoman Mahmut Çelebi Camii completed in 1443. Immediately to the east of the baths a number of kilns have been excavated. At the next crossroads turn right for the Roman Theatre. Turkey can boast many scores of such buildings, but no other can claim to be documented by letters of the younger Pliny, who as Governor was concerned with its construction in 111–13. Continuing excavation has demonstrated that although the theatre was systematically robbed for building material, a considerable portion of the lower section of the cavea and much of the substructure have survived.
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BURSA
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BURSA, the ancient Brusia, is named after its founder, Prusias I (228–185 BC), King of Bithynia. The last of his line bequeathed the kingdom to Rome in 74 BC. The city prospered under the Empire and Byzantium, but with the seventh century a long period of instability began. In 1326 Orhan Gazi conquered Bursa, which became the capital of his Ottoman Empire. Although supplanted as capital successively by Edirne and Istanbul, Bursa retained her commercial importance and it was there that the dynasty founded by Orhan’s son, Osman, chose for two centuries to be buried.


The city lies on the northern flank of Uludağ, the Mysian Mount Olympus. The substantial acropolis of the early town, the Hisar, is on an oval hill that stands forward from the massif. Much of the circuit of the early walls survives. A long stretch on the south side is readily accessible: most of the facing blocks have been removed and the occasional reused column drum implies post-Roman reconstruction. The small Alaeddin Mosque above the western gate of the Hisar is the earliest in the town, built inevitably with the spoil of a Christian church. Both Orhan and Osman were buried in the north-eastern section of the Hisar: their türbes, although late reconstructions, are still treated with due reverence.


The area to the east of the Hisar became the commercial centre of the Ottoman city. The Ulu Cami, built in 1394–9, was with its twenty domes the largest mosque the Ottomans had as yet constructed. Much restored, this is notable for the early carved mimbar. Behind the mosque spread the souks and numerous hans. Of these, the Koza Hani of 1451 – the han of the silk workers – has a particular charm, not least when approached from the square east of the mosque. Here one enters at the upper level and looks through plane trees to the central mescit, raised like a pavilion. Further east is the earliest of Bursa’s royal mosques, the Orhan Gazi Camii, begun in 1338. The plan, an inverted T, set the pattern for later royal mosques at Bursa, but the fabric is much restored. Rather unexpectedly the mosque contains a long case clock signed by ‘Chas. Hill’ of Leicester.


From the Orhan Gazi Camii, make eastwards. A few old houses lurk among modern detritus, already in decay. Try to cross the not very appetizing river Gök Dere by the Irgandi Köprüsü, a restored bridge flanked by shops. Continue, passing a handsome medrese which houses the Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art and braving antiquity vendors, to the Yeşil Camii, built for Mehmet I from 1413 onwards and left unfinished in 1424. This owes its name, the ‘Green Mosque’, to the external tiles of the domes and minarets. The unfinished façade of pale Proconessian marble is much restored, for two earthquakes in the nineteenth century took their toll. The interior, on the inverted T plan, is breathtaking. The four domes are beautifully handled; and the lower sections of the walls and those of the two flanking rooms are tiled: hexagons of a sustained green and a deeper blue are arranged and set off with a mathematical ingenuity. At either side of the entrance are small recessed chambers which are entirely tiled with green hexagons. The tiling of the imperial loge above the door is even more elaborate in treatment. Artisans from Tabriz were recruited to help with the project; and Mehmet’s Yeşil Türbe east of the mosque was decorated in the same way. Some way north-east of the Yeşil Camii is the mosque of 1390–5 which influenced its plan, that of Mehmet’s father, Beyazit I, the Yildirim (‘Thunderbolt’) Beyazit Camii. The site is a commanding one, the hillside falling away abruptly to lower ground, which was not developed until recently. The portico is impressive; and the niches in the entrance are apparently the earliest recorded examples of the Bursa arch. Of several associated buildings, only the sultan’s rather simple türbe and a medrese survive, the last now in appropriate use as a clinic.


The Ottomans were quick to expand on the low ground to the west of the Hisar. The Muradiye is an area of considerable charm, and much of interest survives. The Muradiye Külliyesi complex is a precious oasis of calm. Murat II chose to follow the plan of Orhan Gazi’s for his own mosque (1425–6), but the use of tiles – with hexagons of turquoise, deep blue and green – was clearly inspired by the Yesil Cami. Behind, in a well-tended garden, is the Sultan’s türbe, in which Byzantine capitals are put to service as column bases: the painted awning above the entrance is an enchanting conceit. Later members of Murat II’s family must have responded to the charm of the place, and three of the nine other türbes built for them are of particular interest. At the western side of the garden is the türbe used for Prince Cem, who died in 1495, but which was in fact built in 1479. The tiling is of a dark and a lighter blue with gold decoration; and the upper walls and dome retain much of their original painted scheme, with patterns of blue and red and gold on a white ground. The türbe nearest the mosque is that of Princes Ahmed and Şehinşah, who were murdered in 1513 by their cousin, Selim I. The lower sections of the walls are tiled with blue and turquoise hexagons. Beyond Murat II’s türbe is that of Prince Mustafa, built in 1573. The painted decoration of the upper walls has mostly been restored, but the marvellous Iznik tiles below are original. The continuous design of tulips and other flowers in blue, an ox-blood red, green, turquoise and white is so compelling that it takes a moment to realize that this is achieved with tiles of only two types, arranged vertically; work may have begun immediately to the left of the entrance where the pattern does not join properly.
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The Mosque of Murat I.


Four kilometres/2.5 miles west of the centre of Bursa, long since subsumed by the metropolis, is Çekirge, where the hot springs were exploited by the Romans and their Byzantine successors. The Moroccan traveller Ibn Battuta saw the baths on his visit in 1333. Murat I (1359–89) reconstructed these, and his scheme largely survives, not least in the splendid chamber with Byzantine marble columns and leaf capitals in the section of the Eski Kaplica still used for men. That the sultan had a particular fondness for the place is proved by his decision to build his mosque there, high above the baths and in a position as dominant as that of any of the memorial mosques of his line. The façade reads like that of a contemporary Tuscan town hall, the five arches echoed by the blind arcades above, within which paired windows are set. The explanation may be functional, for the upper floor was intended as a medrese. But none the less some degree of Western influence may be inferred, even if the belief that the building was designed by a captive Italian cannot be sustained. Inside, the familiar reversed T plan is adhered to, and there is a single dome. Understandably Murat I’s mosque was the model that in their turn Beyazit I and Mehmet I would seek to challenge.


The last of the great buildings of Ottoman Bursa, at the foot of the hill on which Çekirge lies, was not a royal foundation. The Yeni Kaplica was begun in 1572 by Rüstem Paşa, Grand Vizier and son-in-law of Süleyman the Magnificent, who was the builder of the eponymous mosque at Istanbul. The most remarkable survival is the vast hot room with a central pool retaining much of its original tiled decoration after nearly half a millennium of use. Unlike the Eski Kaplica up the hill, now run as part of a Kervansaray hotel, the Yeni Kaplica remains very much part of the life of Bursa. It is not difficult to understand why the French writer Pierre Loti was drawn to the place. But it is Norman Douglas in Looking Back (1933) who has the last word about the city: ‘There is an authentic smack of Paradise about Broussa.’
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AIZANOI
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THE ANCIENTS believed that Azan, son of King Ankas by the nymph Erato, founded the Phrygian city that bore his name. The Hellenistic city was subject, in turn, to Pergamum and to Bithynia, falling to Rome in 133 BC. The place flourished as the centre of a fertile territory, rich in the production of grain and in wood. With the rise of Christianity, Aizanoi became the seat of a bishopric. But in time her prosperity declined. The great Temple of Zeus, built during the reign of Hadrian, owes its survival to being used by Çavdar Tatars as a fortress, which in turn gave the place its modern name, Çavdarhisar. Her remote position meant that Aizanoi was unknown to European archaeologists until 1824.


The river Rhyndacus flows through the site and numerous old timber-framed houses nestle among the poplars on either bank. Of the four Roman bridges two survive. Most visitors, coming from Kütahya, cross the northernmost of these, to be confronted by a lateral view of the temple on higher ground to the south. Approached from this side, the temple looks remarkably complete: for the north wall of the cella is intact and of the original fifteen columns, ten survive. The west front also can be visually reconstructed without difficulty; it retains five of the eight columns and, behind, the portico in antis of the opisthodomos. In this respect, the design follows that of the much earlier, but less well preserved, temple attributed to Hermogenes of Priene at Magnesia on the Meander. Most unusually, the cella was raised above a vast barrel-vaulted chamber, lit by four shafts at either side and others at each end. Although some of the columns were re-erected after an earthquake in 1970, the texture of the temple, with its gold and ochre lichen, is wonderfully untouched.


The outer wall of the cella deserves detailed study. In addition to inscriptions celebrating the generosity of the local magnate M. Apuleius Eurycles, who also built one of the bridges, there are later graffiti: Byzantine crosses, some simple, one of some elaboration on a base, and numerous Tatar horsemen. Sounds from the village and birdsong emphasize the timelessness of the place. Below the temple is a small, recently excavated odeum. In the eastern section of the town, happily co-existing with the picturesque village buildings, are the ruins of a food market (macellum), a reconstructed section of a colonnaded street, itself built in part of reused material, and a bath. In the last there is a large mosaic pavement, with a beautiful central compartment of a maenad excited by a satyr.


North-west of the temple is a second thermal complex. Beyond this, a track leads between fields of corn and sunflowers to what is in some ways the most atmospheric monument of Aizanoi, the stadium, the further end of which doubles as the stage building of a substantial theatre. One section of the stadium has been excavated, but the whole complex remains very much as time and earthquakes have left it. Rows of seats have slumped. The front of the stage building has fallen into the pit of the orchestra, in a jumble of columns, some plain, some fluted, one spiralling. There are cornices and other decorated blocks, and a worn relief of a lion overpowering a bull. Nineteenth-century views show that the central exedra had already collapsed, but that the splendid marble door to the right of this was still balanced by its pair on the left. This now has gone. But much of the structure of the theatre survives, because it was built into the hillside. As elsewhere the Romans indeed left very little to chance at Aizanoi. They had the prescience to build a dam to control the Rhyndacus when this was in spate. And the necropolises that stretch westwards from the town remind us of their respect for the hereafter.
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The Temple of Zeus.
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SEYITGAZI
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THE ROAD south from the swelling university town of Eskihisar crosses an undulating plain. At length a ridge threatens to bar the way, and, before one is really aware of the modest town of Seyitgazi, the eye is caught by the domes and bristling chimneys of the monastery high on the flank of the hill to the right.


The story of Seyitgazi exemplifies the complexities of Anatolian history. Şeyit Gazi was an Arab commander in the eighth century who fell, a martyr, at the siege of Afyon. He had won the heart of Elenora, a Byzantine princess, who chose to be buried beside him. Their burial place was ‘discovered’, as if in emulation of the Empress Helena’s discovery of the True Cross, by the mother of the Seljuk Sultan, Alaeddin Kaykubad I. She erected a türbe over the graves and this became a place of pilgrimage. A dervish tekke (monastery) constructed in the thirteenth century was largely rebuilt on a much more ambitious scale for Selim I (1512–26).
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