
CHARACTER TRAITS

THE PHASES OF ISTANBUL

CENTERS 
multiple centers create an uneasy hierarchy-- between the older 
and newer built environment, the people and their informal 
modifications of place, and the layers of history.  hierarchy is 
adapted, manipulated, and questioned.

WATER
the city is founded on and survives by its water networks.  at the 
beginning, cisterns and aqueducts bring fresh water to an arid 
city, later, stories of fishing in basements leads to their rediscovery.  
water continues to define the city, and questions of its acquisition 
and use plague its future.

TOPOGRAPHY
every part of Istanbul is framed by magnificent views to the 
Bosphorus or golden horn, senses of overlooking define the city, 
and help to locate the viewer as they move through it.

BALCONIES
the signature of ottoman architecture, the balcony is the vehicle 
by which to achieve overlooks, create access to the street, and 
provide ventilation in a Mediterranean climate.  even in newer 
neighborhoods, this mentality persists.

DEPTH 
founded by Constantine on seven hills, a depth of inhabitation makes sweeping changes to the city fabric 
next to impossible. instead, Istanbullus must rely on small incremental changes within the city.  outside 
the historic city, growth comes in the form of huge apartment blocks where land is cheap and plentiful.  
demand is always high.

ISTANBUL represents the culmination of multiple periods of occupation, 
reoccupation, and the overlay and collage of this city fabric results 
in specific character traits-- the social and psychological DNA, and a 
composite urban structure that combines various elements across the 
decades.  

1. the topological preconditions of the site lend themselves to a natural 
harbor

2. the greek city was founded as a colony on the tip of the promontory 
which later became the acropolis

3. the classical city is characterized by framed views and deliberate 
structuring of public spaces

4. the ottoman city privileges the private life, and the formal structure of 
the city breaks down

5. the industrial city looks back west, as Prost and the french begin to 
regularize the street grid, opportunistically using fires

6. the global city begins to grow transport networks

7. the megacity is an explosion in scale and adds both potential and 
challenges

VIEWS 
much of the city is found in the secret peaks or overlooks-- informed 
by topography but amplified by the constructed environment, 
close set buildings, and the persistence of balconies

INFORMALITY
lack of planned public spaces lead to innovation: 
food carts, dolmus busses, and markets conducted on 
crowded streets

PROXIMITY 
the existence of the Ottoman madina has made for streets just 
narrow enough for a car, and yet these become the major public 
spaces in the city.  density such as this allows the city to thrive 
and grow, and inadequate transportation networks indicate a 
necessity for increasing density in the urban center.

HUZUN
according to Orhan Pamuk, huzun 
is the feeling of living in the ru-
ins of once great civilization.  this 
kind of melancholy pervades the 
city and creates a kind of nostal-
gia for the past, one that should 
be carefully examined.

the madina, by contrast, privileges the private realm.  
roads become narrow pathways overshadowed by 
the growth of private buildings.  open markets are 
replaced by covered bazaars, and the public space of 
the forum is replaced by the mosque, within whose 
courtyard most meeting and exchange occurred.  
congestions and privacy prevail over order and 
clarity.

A COLLAGED CITY HIERARCHY + THE PUBLIC REALM 
Constantine began a program of enriching the city from the 
moment he transferred the capital of the Roman Empire, and 
rebuilt his new capital to rival Rome’s.  built on seven hills, the city 
had wide colonnaded streets linking forums.  the largest public 
space by far was the Hippodrome, which was slowly expanded 
and connected to the palace of the Emperors.  Constantine and 
later Justinian built several of the first major churches in the area, 
including Hagia Sophia, which would continue to influence the 
city fabric for the next two thousand years.

CELLULAR SPACE
like Constantine, Mehmet the Conqueror embarked on a building 
program when he appropriated Istanbul in 1453.  as an example 
of religious tolerance, he retained Hagia Sophia and turned it 
into a Mosque.  later generations would take Hagia Sophia as 
inspiration and build their own centers.  Suleyman the Magnificent 
commissioned his magnum opus, Suleymaniye Camii, and modeled 
it directly on Hagia Sophia.  mosques take over the civic services 
of the city, and the rest of the city fabric re-centers around these 
spaces and divides into a series of cellular neighborhoods.  the 
streets congest as the city encrusts itself.

INSCRIBING PUBLIC SPACE
in the late ottoman period, outside pressures lead the emperors to 
reconsider the role of the city as a model for development of the 
nation and empire.  looking back to the west for inspiration, the 
late ottoman emperors began to employ French city planners to re-
envision Istanbul in a western image, re-inscribing thoroughfares 
and public spaces that had disappeared during much of the 
Ottoman rule.  taking strategic advantage of fires, various 
neighborhoods were redrawn with orthogonal lines.  new public 
spaces were built and roads developed to deal with an increase in 
population and new transportation technologies.

NEW IDENTITIES
with the new Turkish state formed in 1923, the city began 
to change once more.  Initially neglected as the official 
capital moved to Ankara, it still figured economically in 
the life of the new state, and in the formation of a new 
Turkish identity.  diversity of culture was erased in favor 
of a new monolithic society, one that looked forward.  
increased contact brought the international style to 
Istanbul.  the economic centers begin to move north, 
away from the historic center.  the oldest part of the city 
is preserved and turned into an archaeological park.

PALIMPSEST CITY
contemporary Istanbul is not just one of these phases, but a mix of 
them.  the modern project of a new history-less Istanbul is being 
reevaluated as the city becomes increasingly diverse.  the new 
city has a vibrancy resulting from a recent explosion in population 
growth and is searching for a new identity.  while it does draw on 
a magnificent legacy from its past, it also faces new challenges 
as population and economic pressures force the city to adapt, 
evaluate itself, and change.

PRECONDITIONS OF THE SITE
Istanbul began as a city ideally situated between two bodies of water 
and between two continents.  With a steeply sloping waterfront 
and a few natural harbors, it was a favored site for creating trade 
and commerce.  Walls only needed to be built on the western 
edge, and traders looking to move between the Mediterranean 
and the Black Sea had to cross this region.  Water as a method of 
transport and a valuable natural resource begin to influence the 
development of the early city, as water is collected in cisterns, and 
piped in from the Belgrade forest to the North.

the polis refers to the classical construction of a city, 
and centers on ideas of self-governance, autonomy 
and independence, with a significant focus on the 
public realm.  spaces in the polis are dedicated to 
exchange: the acropolis [a place for worship] and 
the agora [ a marketplace] are two major anchors, 
and public spaces are linked by wide paved streets 
in a highly ordered manner.

POLIS MADINA

ROMAN CASTRUM ROME WITH SEVEN HILLS

A MODERN CITY, NEW CENTERS

“When you love a city and have explored it frequently on foot, your body, not to mention your soul, 
gets to know the streets so well after a number of years that in a fit of melancholy, perhaps stirred by 
a light snow falling ever so sorrowfully, you’ll discover your legs carrying you of their own accord to-
ward one of your favorite promontories” 
-Orhan Pamuk, My Name is Red
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