
Nicaea / Iznik: A City Image as Heritage  

 

Introduce 

 

Iznik – Nicaea, is located in the Marmara region which occupies a significant role 

in the social, economic and political structure of Turkey. The city is in municipal 

limits of  Bursa today and played important roles in history through Hellenistic, 

Roman, Byzantine and Ottoman Periods. It is accepted that the city was founded by 

Antigonos, the commander of Alexander the Great. Through out the history it drew 

attention because of its geographic location on the way to the east, continuous 

strengthening of the defense system and the role it played in the fertile Bithynian 

land. For periods of time it was the capital city of Bithynia and later in 1331 AD 

Ottoman Empire turned the city to a capital. Together with the establishment of the 

Eastern Roman Empire, it became one of the important centers of Christianity, and 

honored by first (328 AD) and last (787 AD) consular meetings.  In the Early 

Ottoman Period the city was adorned by variety of buildings. In the 16
th
 century the 

city became the center of tile industry, carrying the name of the city to a style
1
. 

This historical past of the city generated a valuable architectural heritage (Table 1). 

Although the buildings or remains from the Roman, Byzantine and Ottoman 

periods are mostly an archaeological parameter today, it is possible to imagine the 

stratified past. However, it is only the architects, historians or in short, experts who 

are the lucky decipherers. Throughout the 20
th
 century several restorations were 

made in the city, and some are still going on. The aim of preservation and 

restoration work should be to pass this heritage onto new generations.  However 

recent evaluation reveals that the interventions made in Iznik, destroy the design, 

form, material and construction technologies of buildings survived until today. In 

this paper, the 20
th
 century interventions made to the heritage belonging different 
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civilizations from different periods in Iznik will be exploited as a concept of the 

image of the city.   

 

TABLE 1: Iznik City Plan: Buildings of the Antiquity, the Byzantine Period, and the 

Ottoman Period (Alioğlu 2001, Source: Schneider, Eyice, and Çakmakçı).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.Defence System, 2.Ġstanbul Gate, 3.YeniĢehir Gate, 4.Lefke Gate, 5.Göl Gate, 6.Gate, 

7.Gate, 8.Roman Theatre, 9.Roman Gebälk, 10.Hagia Sofia Church, 11.Koimesis Church, 

12.Church A, 13.Church B, 14.Church C, 15.Böcek Ayazma, 16.Hacı Özbek Mosque, 

17.Orhan Soup-Kitchen, 18.Kırgızlar Tomb, 19.Hacı Hamza Mosque, 20.Süleyman PaĢa 

Madrasah , 21.Yakup Çelebi Soup-Kitchen, 22.Sarı Saltuk Tomb, 23.YeĢil Mosque, 

24.Nilüfer H. Soup-K., 25.ġeyh Kudbeddin Mosque and Tomb, 26.ġeyh EĢrefoğlu 

Mosque, 27.Mahmut Çelebi Mosque, 28.Remains of Minaret, 29.Çandarlı Hayrettin PaĢa 

Tomb, 30.Çandarlı Ġbrahim PaĢa Tomb, 31.Çandarlı Halil PaĢa Tomb, 32.Hacı Hamza 

Double Bath , 33.Büyük Double Bath, 34.Ġsmail Bey Bath, 35.Private Bath, 36.Private 

Bath, 37.Kumluk/Ağalar Mosque, 38.Huysuzlar Tomb, 39.Ahiveyn Tomb, 40.Alaadin 

Mısri Tomb, 41.Musa Baba Tomb 
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Iznik Restorations 

 

At the beginning of the 20
th
 century Otto Dorn desribed the city poetically as 

“…Inspite of all the destructions, the city is situated in a natural environment, with 

a lake surrounded by mountains, still adorning the soil with old oak and high 

cypress trees, grapes and mulberries are grown all around and for it still covered 

with very fertile gardens, it  still preserves its enchanting look.  To catch a glimpse 

of the bizarre charm of the city one needs to wander around for while and the more 

he focuses on his search the more he is committed to the city…” 
2
. Indeed, in the 

majority of the visual documents of the period, Iznik is depicted in ruins (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Ġznik’in Kuzey doğu bölümü, önde görünen yapı Ayasofya (1946, Yalman) 
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With the Hippodamos street pattern, rehabilitated monumental buildings and 

archaeological remains revealed with the restorations made in 1950’s, it became 

easier to envision the traces of Hellenistic, Roman, Byzatine and Ottoman Periods. 

Certainly at some circumstances it is essential to reconstitute the historic city 

image, and enable reuse of the architectural heritage. Nonetheless, reuse actions 

bears the risk of damage at the same time.  As a matter of fact, restorations made in 

Iznik in the 1950’s spoiled the authenticity of plan, façade, material and 

construction techniques of these buildings.  Use of imitation stone, brick and 

mortar in the historic buildings harmed authenticity of  

 The dimensions of stone brick 

 In the stone, brick and dog-tooth frieze courses, 

 In the wall masonry, tooling of mortar 

 Shapes of the arches 

 Building materials such as doors and window, frames and railings. 

 

The factor causing damage lies in the quality of the applications of the restoration 

(Table 2)
3
. Yet, the interventions made in the first half of the 20

th
 century can be 

considered acceptable with its right and wrong aspects. Evoking the city image of 

Iznik in the memory of its glamorous past certainly carries national and 

international affirmations. The place of the city in the world history enables these 

restorations to be considered acceptable, in spite of all their mistakes. On the other 

hand restorations made in Iznik in the 2000’s cause new and irreversible 

destructions. These monuments were in state of aesthetics of ruin for a long time 

and contributed to the image of the city, however today they are reconstructed 

proper to their original state and original ground levels are partially revealed. Some 

of the reintegrated buildings in this regard are Hagia Sofia (5-6
th
  century)

4
, 

Kutbettin Mosque and Tomb (Tomb 15
th
 century, Mosque later)

5
 , EĢrefoğlu 

Building Complex  (Minaret 14
th
 century, Mosque 15

th
  century)

6
.  



TABLE 2.  Iznik Restorations 

 

Hacı Özbek Camisi, 1333-1334. 

(Sol resim 1941, Otto Dorn; sağ resim 1998, Alioğlu). 

Süleyman PaĢa Medresesi, XIV.Yüzyıl. 

(Sol resim 1940, Ayverdi; sağ resim 2000, Alioğlu) 
Çandarlı Hayrettin PaĢa Türbesi, 

XIV. Yüzyıl. (2000, Alioğlu) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kırgızlar Türbesi, XIV.Yüzyıl. (Sol resim 1938, Ülgen; Sağ iki resim 2000, Alioğlu). 



It is understood that the adopted conservation approach is reintegration or 

reconstruction, subject to the building’s first construction periods.  Monuments like 

Hagia Sofia which occupies a significant role in the history of Christianity, and 

survived for a long time within aesthetics of ruin, are reintegrated with additions of 

no documentary value. At the same time while reconstructing, building materials 

with documentary value are also damaged. Within the Kutbettin complex, the 

mosque that was mostly in ruinous state, has been reconstructed. In the EĢrefoğlu 

complex, recently the existing concrete mosque has been demolished and a new 

mosque has been constructed which only resembles the original building with its 

order of façade. These applications, changed significant examples of the Byzantine 

and Early Ottoman Architecture irreversibly and gave way to construction of 

buildings emulating the past never existed before (Table 3-5) At the same time, 

through these restorations the original ground level was explored and revealed. The 

street level of Iznik has changed through out the history. At the time when Hagia 

Sofia was constrcuted in 5-6
th
  centuries the street level was below the current city 

ground ~4.73 m, at the time of the Koimesis Church in 8
th
 century ~2.50 m, at the 

Early Ottoman Period 0.50 m 
7
. Flooding of Iznik Lake, as well as wars and 

earthquakes must have caused the original ground level to rise. Very few buildings 

remain from the Antique and Byzantine Periods; therefore it is assumed that this 

filling of the ground contains numerous significant archaeological remains (Figure 

2). 

Figure 2. Kentteki arkelojik kalıntılar (1998 Alioğlu) 

  



TABLO  3. Hagia Sofia 

 

Restorasyon Öncesi 

Ayasofya, plan ve kesit rölövesi. 

(1943, Schneider) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Kilisenin üç yapım evresine ait kesit 

restitüsyonları. (1943, Schneider) 

Ayasofya. (2000, Alioğlu) 

 

Ayasofya. (2000, Alioğlu) 

Restorasyon Sonrası, Ocak 2009 

Doğu cephesi. (2009, Erkan) Doğu cephesi. (2009, Erkan) 
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TABLE 4. Kutbettin Camisi ve Türbesi 

 

Restorasyon Öncesi 

Son cemaat yeri. (1941, Otto Dorn) Kuzey Cephesi. (1941,Otto Dorn) 

 

 

Kutbettin Camisi ve Türbesi Plan 

Rölövesi. (2000, Alioğlu) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kuzey cephesi Rölövesi. (2000, Alioğlu) 

Doğu cephesi. (2000, Alioğlu) 

Restorasyon Sonrası, Ocak 2009 

Doğu cephesi. (2009, Erkan) Doğu cephesi. (2009, Erkan) 
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TABLE 5. EĢrefoğlu Yapı Grubu 

 

Restorasyon Öncesi 

 

Solda, EĢrefoğlu Camisi ve Türbesi Rölövesi; Sağda, camiye ait kalıntılar. (1941, Otto 

Dorn) 

Betonarme Cami ve Minare. (2000, Alioğlu) 

Restorasyon Sonrası, Ocak 2009 

Batı cephesi. (2009, Erkan) Doğu cephesi. (2009, Erkan) 
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Iznik, for many civilizations like Antique, Roman, Byzantine and Ottoman stratify 

over each other, and has rich archaeological sites. Starting from early centuries on, 

the city being in retrogression socially and economically transformed it to an 

archaeological site not only of the previous civilization but some of the early 

Ottoman buildings as well. In most cases archaeological remains brought into 

daylight haphazardly, the ones belonging especially to the pre-Ottoman period are 

devoid of historic evidence enabling their identifications. However it can be argued 

based on the historical evidence that the city offers, significant structural remains 

that lie under the current city ground. In other words, it is possible to say that the 

entirety of Iznik is an archaeological site. 

 

Explorations of the original ground levels are undertaken around close vicinity of 

restored buildings. Hagia Sofia, Buyuk Bath House and Kutbettin Building 

Complex are among the buildings that old ground levels are explored. Certainly 

displaying these levels can be accepted as an important operation in terms of 

exposing the characteristics of the city. In this context, Iznik restorations revealed 

partially, the street pattern of Hellenistic and Roman Periods, and gave way to the 

exhibition of some underground edifices  (Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3. Büyük Hamam kazılarında ortaya çıkarılan Antik dönem yol kalıntıları.  

(2009, Erkan) 
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Indeed this kind of work is quite exiting. Historic cities offer assets with high 

documentary value and provide researchers with new references, therefore increase 

their value, locally and internationally. At the archaeological sites, the 

interventions like rearrangement and excavation is concerned, it can only be 

successful when the findings are visible and open to the access of researchers. 

Because, not being able to see the remains and not having the access to do 

research, leaves the overall understanding of the historic and physical development 

of the city incomplete. Nonetheless along with the good examples mentioned 

above, there have been interventions disregarding the archaeological value of the 

city. On one hand, the Hippodamos street pattern  is revealed, on the other hand the 

acquired land is treated as an ordinary city space and created new areas never 

existed in any time in history (Figure 4). A similar risk endangers the environs of 

Hagia Sofia, which is still under restoration. It seems that the work undertaken 

around the Kutbettin Mosque diminished the entire archaeological assets of the 

area (Table 4).  

 

Figure 4. Büyük Hamam kazıları sonrasında, temel kotunda yaratılan kamusal  alanlar ve 

dükkanlar. (2009, Erkan) 
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Historic cities develop their unique material identities through centuries and they 

are valuable witnesses of the past. Certainly cities have always and inevitably been 

changed and transformed by the social, economic and cultural aspects of the actual 

system. The city ground is erased and redesigned as ordinary public spaces. 

However until current intervention this area was the special burial ground of the 

mosque and was full of remains of building components such as column pieces, 

capitals, bases etc.  In current restorations undertaken in Iznik, it is understood that 

the rich and variable sub-soil archive of the city is disregarded.  

 

Cities are vivid and therefore will face new interventions. The daily necessities will 

shape the historic cities over and over again. Through out the ages, this is how it 

has been. In the conservation philosophy this is exactly what is desired: to display 

the traces of the ages. In other words, they are inherited images of city.  

 

Our century has a problem of speed. Urban regeneration operations gained 

significance through daily political decisions, which increased the speed of the 

process of conservation. In other words, ancestral remains are restored rapidly for 

the name of “public interest”. The speed, theoretically limits and even more destroy 

the conservation debate. Restorations deprived of conservation philosophy in a way 

pay attention only to the immediate necessities. This attitude harms the historic city 

image that needs to be preserved and passed on to future generations.  

 

In Iznik, earth heap full of archaeological assets are removed partially and city 

levels from the Hellenistic, Roman, Byzantine and Early Ottoman periods are 

exposed.  This operation is handled without the custody of movable objects, 

building components, foundation remains that this area contained. These areas are 

considered for urban design applications as if they had no historical past.  
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Eventually, the historic urban spaces survived in Iznik until the beginning of the 

20
th
 century, are partial cavities in the city today. The fictitious city image, which 

until 2000’s could be reanimated by the ruinous state of the remnants either on the 

ground or underground, is damaged with new interventions.  The perception of the 

entirety of the city is disrupted. However, conservation could only achieve its 

purpose when it is possible to construct a portrait of Iznik from the Bithynian city 

to a Turkish city in the imagination of visitors or the city-folk.  
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4. Hagia Sofia Church is located to the southeast of the junction point of Iznik’s  two main avenues of the Helenistic city fabcric. 

The church had been the meeting place of the 7th Counsil thus occupies an important place in the Christian History. In1331 upon 

the Ottoman conquest, the building was turned into a mosque. At this time, walls were built to the east of the south aisle and to the 

nartex having a mihrap niche, signature of Orhan Gazi – not existing now- were placed over the main entrance of the church.  The 

building must have gone through a destruction in the IXth century which raised the ground level 1.40 cm. Later at the Early 

Ottoman Period, it must have face a major fire and the ground level should have raised a further 0 .83 cm at the beginning of the 

XVth century. The north wall of the nartex is removed at the time of the construction of the minaret. XVIth century renewal of the 

building by the architect Sinan indicates to the existence of structural problems. By the year 1804, the church with its roof 

demolished was not under use. When German Archaelogical Institute under the guidance of Schneider started to work in the area 

in 2-6 July 1935, the building was intact until the beginning of the roof. The superstructure of the building except the choir sections 

on the side were entirely lost. Through excavations some valuable floor mosaics were found and displayed. noktasına kadar 

ayaktadır (Schneider, 1943, pp. 11-16). 

5. Kutbettin Mosque and Tomb is situated to the south of YeĢil Mosque and Nilüfer Hatun Ġmareti (soup kitchen). The construction 

date is unknown since there were no building inscription or epitaph. However it is accepted that the personality buried at the tomb 

ġeyh Kutbettin died in 1418 (H.821)  and therefore the tomb was constructed before the mossque and the minaret at the beginning 

of the XV.th century (Otto-Dorn und Anheger, p. 33, 35). It is also stipulated that the construction date of the tomb coinsides with 

the reign of the vezirate of the Çandarlı Ġbrahim PaĢa thus the mosque and the minaret , could have been construted by the son of  

Ġbrahim PaĢa,  Çandarlı Halil PaĢa who also built a zaviye in Ġznik (Otto-Dorn und Anheger 1941, p. 33.; Ülgen 1938, p. 59.) 

6. EĢrefoğlu EĢrefoğlu Mosque and Tomb is situated to the north of Hacı Özbek Mosque. The mosque and the Tomb were 

constructed by the son of  Beyazıd II oğlu, ġahiĢah’s wife, Mukrime Hatun (Öl.1518). Based on the death dates of ġeyh EĢrefoğlu 

and Mukrime Hatun it is argued that the mosque and the tomb were constructed betwen 1469 and 1518(Otto-Dorn und Anheger, 

1941, p. 42). 

7. Alioğlu, 2001, p. 433 


