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cultural landscapes and urban project
Istanbul’s ancient walls case

 

Pasquale Miano
Adriana Bernieri

 

1 . Ancient city walls as an image

 «Fortified city, which has been the most common model in West countries for centuries, 
stood for contemporaries and today stands for historians as a structure which is at the same 
time material, urban, social, political and, from the representation point of view, it looks 
like an image» 1 .
 Fortification walls, as «essential element of urban ideogram» 2, materialized the idea of 
limit, as shown in «city portraits» 3, European cities perspective maps made between XV and 
XVIII centuries, in which the meaning goes beyond pure defensive role, to include a sacral 
dimension, to mark a difference, to underline an identity .
 The reinterpretation of defensive walls’ system and its band has already started during 
XVIII century: ancient fortifications were replaced by tree-lined boulevards, that often became 
consolidated city limit and at the same time suture element with outside villages; otherwise, walls’ 
circuit was transformed in gardens in which there was both recreational and military function . 
But then, during the XIX century, walls were firstly drastically reduced in their physical barrier 
role through the creation of passages and doors and, afterwards, often totally demolished .
 During all these big urban transformation processes, here very synthetically summarized, 
walls have become inevitably a fragment, a «ruin», assuming new roles but still representing 
urban identity factor, even if in a different and problematic way .
 This new condition is somehow well-declared by Henri Focillon, when he affirms «the 
artist staring the existence is like Leonardo da Vinci in front of a ruined wall, devastated 
by time and winters, riddled by blows, stained by waters from earth and sky, pierced by 
fissures . We don’t see anything but ordinary circumstances traces . The artist sees distinct or 
confused men figures, battles, landscapes, collapsing cities – shapes . These things stand to 
his sight, which operates to discern and build them again» 4 .

1 . Jacques Le Goff, «Costruzione e distruzione della città murata . Un programma di riflessione e ricerca», in Cesare 
De Seta and Jacques Le Goff (eds .), La città e le mura, Roma, Laterza, 1989, pp . 1-10 (translated from Italian) .

2 . Ibid ., p . 1 (translated from Italian) .
3 . Cfr . Lucia Nuti, Ritratti di città. Visione e memoria tra Medioevo e Settecento, Venezia, Marsilio, 1996 .
4 . Henri Focillon, Vita delle forme seguito da Elogio della mano, Torino, Giulio Einaudi Editore, 2002, p . 80 

(translated from Italian edition) .
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2 . City walls and contemporary research

 Even as a fragment, often forgotten, walls subject keeps on pushing for researches 
and in-depth analysis in different fields . From historic survey point of view, «this problem 
imposes a regressive method which starts from traces to restore urban past and whose interest, 
both problematic and descriptive, appears undeniable, because it avoids the idea of a urban 
evolution dominated both by determinism and randomness . ( . . .) This problem guides to 
multiple data collection and analysis . It involves, in fact, the necessity to relate, beyond 
written documents, to archaeology, cartography, images, etc . ( . . .) It introduces a dynamic, 
global, comparative point of view in urban history» 5 .
 From urban project point of view, walls’ condition in contemporary city opens to an 
interpretative work which has to keep a lot of aspects together in order to let them interact 
in many situations, even if they appear very different from each others: multiscalarity, 
fragments treatment and the way how they create a net . Single places identity becomes in 
this way fundamental 6 .
 Walls, ultimately, represent an essential city cultural landscape element: few other 
elements in historic city are able to underline at the same time historic-archaeological, 
identity-representative and urban-compositional aspects in a city structure .
 They represent an extraordinary research and design theme: they are architecture and 
urban element at the same time; properly a construction but full of strong city connotations, 
difficult to find elsewhere . Therefore, a kind of subject to approach absolutely in a 
interdisciplinary and interscalarity way, by collecting different materials and elaborating 
them through various analysis levels that may always interface 7 . At the same time, wall’s 
issue imposes a research methodology which has to deal with a dynamic and comparative 
condition among different urban realities with similar features, or at least, conditions .
 
3 . Istanbul’s walls: between image and cultural landscape

 Istanbul is one of the city in which walls appear as a relevant aspect: it presents an 
extraordinary cultural urban landscape whose components suggest design survey methodologies 
and tools . Even now, Constantinople ancient fortification system appears fundamental: a 
military architecture, conceived as a protective and «containment» line for historic city and its 
monuments, may be reconsidered in contemporary city, especially in relation to other urban 
matters that, in case of the Turkish megalopolis, appear particularly complex and interesting .
 «In Doge’s Palace in Venice, Domenico Tintoretto celebrates Constantinople’s conquest 
(1204) . The city is at the backdrop, with its walls and squared towers ( . . .) walls that look 
exactly like those which in August 1911 the young Jeanneret will draw in his third Carnet 
of «Voyage d’Orient» . Sailing along Marmara sea, he will capture Istanbul’s skyline from 
Hagia Sophia to Seraglio, with the clear walls’ barrier and its parallelepiped towers at the 

5 . Jacques Le Goff, op . cit ., p . 1-2 (translated from Italian) .
6 . Cfr . Pasquale Miano, «The city walls . An old theme for new urban spaces», Revista lusofona de arquitectura 

e educacao, 11, 2014, pp . 579-597 .
7 . Cfr . Pasquale Miano, Armature tematiche e progetti, Napoli, Clean, 2012 .
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close-up, and he will note on the top: “Souvenir sketch; to show the walls’ belt at the sea 
border, where the city starts and soars . . .”» 8 .
 How to think today Istanbul’s walls? How do they represent an identity and specificity 
factor for cultural landscape?
 From Le Corbusier’s voyage the city has been changing a lot; the Historic Peninsula, 
surrounded by the fortification system, was once «Stamboul», different from Genoese 
colony of Galata, beyond the Golden Horn, and from «Scutari» (today Üsküdar) on the 
Bosphorus eastern side . Nowadays, the Historic Peninsula is just a district inside Istanbul’s 
complicated urban machine, but keeping significant historic-archaeological elements and 
showing incredible urban and architecture potentialities . Those elements have to face with 
urban and social developments of last decades and with big transforming actions which have 
revealed  themselves invasive for Historic Peninsula, tourist and cultural centre .
 
4 . Walls’ role in contemporary Istanbul

 The Historic Peninsula is morphologically included inside its walls: even if some parts 
of them disappeared and others still exist openly, the shape has survived all the centuries as 
they passed . Today the old city looks almost like a «complete» city inside a megalopolis and 
it seems like all of the new quarters which developed outside the walls followed this kind 
of attitude of historic city to be enclosed in itself . For the particular geographic condition 
and for its big extension, a lot of «circles» were shaped: it is a kind of process through which 
original walled city repetitions were formed, not according to contents and prestige but 
about the formal setting and the urban shape .
 Also for this reason, walls appear fundamental in order to recognize defining elements 
for the Historic Peninsula . The layout is composed of three parts: one overlooking the 
Golden Horn to Seraglio Point, one parallel to the Marmara Sea coast and the only part on 
earth called Land walls . The fortification interaction and idea of system is well-declared by 
Jacques Le Goff: «the image that walls produce is so full of symbolism that it does not deal 
with a simple wall, neither a line or a band, but with the integration of places that diversify 
and expand the symbol feature» 9 .
 On the other hand, this important urban identification does not correspond to a real 
cultural and urban design recognition: we register a loss of role which reflects negatively on 
the acknowledgement of the entire city historic heritage . Although Unesco’s protection 10, 
a general urban point of view considering walls’ system and its relation with contemporary 
city’s tissues is still missing . It may assume, in fact, a central role in urban transformations 
panorama, for which important relations and existing connections among different scales 
and urban materials should be adequately considered . Exactly in relation to the walls, in fact, 
two different characterizing dimensions can face: a big dimension, represented by big routes 
and large open spaces, but also by remarkable historic architectures, by archaeologies and by 

8 . Cesare De Seta, «Le mura simbolo della città», in Cesare De Seta e Jacques Le Goff (eds .), op . cit ., p . 19 
(translated from Italian) .

9 . Jacques Le Goff, op . cit ., p . 7 .
10 . Cfr . İstanbul Büyük Belediyesi, Istanbul Historic Peninsula. Site Management Plan, Istanbul, 2011 .
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walls’ circuit itself, and a small dimension, mostly inside original urban centres, places that 
the history and the population conformed in order to recognize themselves, places where 
walls play a role more as an idea than as the reality .

5 . Building a strategy starting from the walls

 Reversing point of view appears necessary: starting again from walls’ circle idea as the 
keystone for a new Istanbul urban cultural landscape vision . In this sense, lots of issues 
and problems are to be discussed: in addition to mediation/meeting role among different 
megalopolis scales, the entire walls’ band becomes a unique system which relates both to 
the outside and the inside through a considerable and varied thickness which defines the 
structure and contemporary articulation of the Historic Peninsula perimeter .
 That being so, it results important to consider last century urban transformations: in 
particular the Historic Peninsula coastal area on Marmara Sea, case-study developed from 
morphological and design point of view, looks like a peculiar part of old city because, starting 
from 1946, different filling up operations of the coast determined a series of urban structures and 
tissues layers parallel to the sea . The ancient oriental railway track, walls’ system line, Henri Prost’s 
plan coastal road and shore line determined contemporary urban tissues . Henri Prost understood 
the importance of «(…) the coastal road that started from Sarayburnu and extended along the 
Marmara shore . In his report, the urbanist wrote that with its panoramic view overlooking 
the Marmara Sea and the Bosphorus from Sarayburnu, the «Coastal Boulevard» would be an 
«unrivalled promenade» in Istanbul (Prost, 1937) . The Yenikapı-Yedikule coastal road, which was 
proposed as a scenic cornice road in continuation of this coastal boulevard would provide access 
to the city’s suburbs and the airport (…)» 11 . Above all that, the city structure led to a particular 
living and perceiving way as well, so that main touristic route, inhabitants one and naturalistic-
archaeological paths can barely meet with each others .
 For these reasons, coastal area on Marmara Sea shore is a significant place from where 
observing how city has combined itself with the wall’s system during centuries . Situations 
such as surroundings, border, inclusion manner, cannot be read and analysed so easily in 
the other urban parts where walls’ system meets urban areas: few fragments of Golden Horn 
walls still exist and Land walls are such a strong landscape infrastructure to be considered 
as a whole . Along Marmara Sea shore, instead, walls’ fragments are in direct contact with 
buildings, open spaces, streets: that is the place where the co-existence can be reconsidered, 
where a comparison with many other situations can be made, where the walls may be clearly 
intended as urban design material . That is the place where the walls play a fundamental role 
as an element of relation, according to an interpretation which belongs to archaeological field, 
as underlined by Andreina Ricci: «any element itself does not appear determinant in order 
to understand places history . Relation among objects are, instead, significant (either artistic 
or normal objects), among objects and monuments, among different kind of monumental 
presences, among buildings, earth and raised stratifications . Just through multiple relations it 
is possible to rebuild environments, interactions between nature and men, and to re-imagine 

11 . Cânâ Bilsel, «‘Les trasformations d’Istanbul’: Henri Prost’s planning of Istanbul (1936-1951)», ITU A|Z, 
vol . 8, 1, 2011, pp . 100-116 .
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urban and rural areas complex layouts, by recognizing, beyond the signs, man’s intervention, 
thought, presence . It is possible to obtain complex and articulate synchronic re-compositions, 
diachronic sequences as well, which let, focusing on partial synchronies, to catch the link 
between permanence and transformation; or, moreover, a bit paradoxically, the sense of 
newness in many permanence and continuity in apparent transformations: place «meaning» 
preservation although its modifications and meaning changes while being reused» 12 .
 
6 . From Seraglio Point to Yedikule

 A general urban strategy can be built to supply a different vision, to propose an alternative 
to current ways of planning, based on the Historic Peninsula proper features and to promote 
more articulate design considerations inside Unesco World Heritage Sites as well . In this way, 
it may be possible to create a system among different ideas and projects, such as archaeological 
terraces creation, entire system connection to future Archaeo-park in Yenikapı, for which 
interesting projects have been elaborated as competition results, the reuse of ancient oriental 
railway today out of order, valorisation of different kind of paths away from touristic ones: 
not big monuments city for once, but the real Istanbul, where walls’ role as element of relation 
appears fundamental . It is about cultural landscape, this time conceived through a new image, 
not the one of old representation but something much more articulate, cognitive activity 
result, able to explain what nowadays appears confuse and blurred .
 Therefore, the strategy moves from Seraglio Point until Yedikule, where design 
consideration become more specific . Lord Byron, during XIX century, commented these places 
by affirming: «I have visited the ruins of Athens; I have travelled a great part of Turkey, I have 
seen a number of parts of Europe and roamed a little in Asia . But I have never seen nature or 
a work of art as impressive as the view from Yedikule to the end of the Golden Horn» 13 .
 It is a very particular area, contact point between Land and Sea walls . The name of 
the quarter, Yedikule, one of the small ancient centre along the coast, comes from the big 
Fortress itself which characterizes the area, Yedikule Hisarı, Seven Towers Fortress .
 The Fortress includes the ancient roman Golden Gate, triumphal entrance of roman 
emperors, that, with its two towers —the only ones to be squared, comparing to other 
five— is part of Land walls . These ones are characterized by a triple defensive scheme: inner 
wall is the most important and it measures around 12 meters of height, with 18-20 meters 
towers; outer wall, separated from the first one by a peribolos, reaches 8,5 meters and it 
has towers as well; the complex ended with a moat, deep around 6 meters, which today is 
not completely visible anymore, in part occupied by vegetable gardens . Land walls extend 
from Golden Horn at north side, to Marmara Sea in the south, where Marble Tower used 
to be junction point between Land and Sea walls, in direct contact with the water 14 . Today 
the Tower is separated from the whole system because of the coastal street and much more 
isolated after industrial area nearby closed, whose position appears strategic . Inside of the 

12 . Andreina Ricci, «Archeologia: fra passato e futuro dei luoghi», in Alberto Clementi (eds .), Il senso delle 
memorie in architettura e urbanistica, Bari, Laterza, 1990, pp . 143-153 (translated from Italian) .

13 . Ayşe Yetişkin Kubilay, Maps of Istanbul: İstanbul Haritaları (1422-1922), Istanbul, Denizler Kitabevi, 2009 .
14 . Cfr . Wolfgang Muller-Wiener, İstanbul’un Tarihsel Topoğrafyası, Istanbul, Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 2002 .
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area three industrial archaeology buildings are located: a gasholder, old city-gas deposit, and 
two rectangular buildings which hosted coal and other combustible materials furnaces .
 
7 . Building a new connection in Yedikule between archaeology and industrial past 

 A late-1800’s postcard reveals the old relation between industrial area and Sea walls, 
with the Fortress behind . In current situation industry prevails, now out of order and used 
as a bus deposit; although, the relation with the surrounding both naturalist and historic 
landscape still appears very important and strong . This relation is kind of historic because 
old photographs show how the area and its buildings were surrounded by vegetable gardens 
and green spaces . Rectangular buildings appear today without roof and flooded in the inside 
by spontaneous nature . As shown, it is an area where different elements coexist, by time and 
space: the walls, the industries and the coastal landscape .
 In this situation, walls’ role clearly appears in order to prefigure design actions, through 
which, once more, big and small urban dimensions combine continuously . It deals with 
continuity with Land walls and integration of the Fortress’inner space; connection path 
strengthening from project area to small centre; direct connection to green spaces along 
the coast to let the industrial area assume the important role of hinge-park among different 
systems; creation of panoramic areas to historic and naturalistic landscape; individuation 
of continuous paths with the existing project for Turkish state railways area .
 Ultimately, it deals with the construction of a project based on layers relation, able 
to connect different element through underground spaces, directly connected to some 
archaeological excavation next to the Land walls . The idea is to realise an articulate dug system 
which keeps together both the relation to archaeology and the connection to the coastal park . 
This one may be related directly to new urban connection spaces and, on the other side, it 
may be reconfigured according to existing park paths . On this way, new spaces in relation with 
the gasholder and the other elements of industrial archaeology may derivate from a digging 
operation as well .
 Comparison, visibility, mediation and continuity are for sure design parameters that 
may be used for the construction of a possible new image in a part of the historic city which 
contains figurative significant pieces in the general urban frame .
 
8 . Conclusions

 At the end, the walls, conceived in a system of new urban relations, become transition 
place themselves, able to mediate in delicate relation between urban artifice and natural-
cultural landscape .
 Through the project, layers which compose the place may be underlined and, at the 
same time, may identify more versions of Yedikule, all present and recognisable, in the 
current overlapping situation .
 Lost connections may be resumed, others just presumed may be reactivated and 
included in a dynamic union .
 Archaeology and landscape are in Yedikule a real physical presence, fundamental element 
of project construction, but also expression of other potentialities still to be enhanced, that 
design work may underline more and more with its mechanisms .
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Le Corbusier, Istanbul: the Walls of Byzantium, Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque and the Seraglio seen from Marmara 
Sea, 1911 . (Source: Giuliano Gresleri (a cura di), Le Corbusier: Viaggio in Oriente, Venezia, Marsilio, 1984)

Urban strategy: small and big centres . (Source: Authors’ drawing)
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Through a new image . (Source: Authors’ drawing)


