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An article published on May 29, 1852, in the Journal de Constantinople reported a new 
environmental planning project for Istanbul’s Tophane district. A range of shops 
would be demolished so that the main street could be widened and transformed into 

a square that ended at the flamboyant main door of the Nusretiye Mosque (1823–26). 
Tophane Fountain and certain other neighbouring fountains would be renovated, and trees 
would be planted between the boundaries of the Artillery Barracks and the widened main 
street, to make the Tophane district ‘the most beautiful, pleasant and healthiest promenade’ 
of the city. This reported endeavour was only a small aspect of a larger project that began in 
the 1840s, after the proclamation of the Gülhane Rescript (November 3, 1839), and it was 
considered a physical extension of Ottoman modernization.1 Throughout the long nineteenth 
century, while the urban fabric of the capital was regularized and adjusted to the expectations 
and needs of the ongoing modernization efforts, novel building types, such as barracks, 
schools, and railway stations, and new social spaces, such as parks, theatres, and promenades, 
emerged.2 Many existing building types and thus the daily routines shaped by them were  
also affected.

Although imperial mosques that embodied these existing building types were constructed 
according to a new architectural approach and mentality during the long nineteenth 
century, they are usually studied in a way that isolates them from their urban context. Earlier 
scholarship emphasized their royal pavilions, which dominate their frontal facades, their 
increasingly vertical proportions, the diminishing size of their prayer halls, and the growing 
adaptation of European decoration, rather than evaluating them with respect to their spatial 
relationship with the city and their social interaction with their users.3 

The aim of this paper is to explore the ways in which institutional and urban modernization 
processes, as well as the transformation of architectural preferences for imperial mosques, 
affected the relationships among the mosque, the city, and its people. I will explore this 
theme in three parts. First, I will briefly introduce the early modern mosques of the 
Ottoman capital in order to arrive at a general understanding of the spatial and social 
transformations that the Ottoman imperial mosques underwent. Second, I will discuss the 
differences between the early modern and the nineteenth-century imperial mosques in 
context of their relations with the city and the public. Finally, I will deal with the changing 
character of nineteenth-century imperial mosques and the nature of the Friday processions, 
focusing on the second half of the Hamidian Era (1876–1909), when stately processions 
reached their peak in terms of importance, yet the number of venues decreased to one.
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The Friday Mosque in the City

The Early Modern Imperial Mosque Courtyard as a Public Sphere 

Following the Ottoman capture of Constantinople, their first physical intervention in the 
city was the conversion of Hagia Sophia, the religious and political centre of Eastern 
Christendom, into an imperial mosque. It became the symbol of the long-awaited conquest.4 
Shortly after declaring that Constantinople was the new seat of his throne, Mehmed II 
(r.1444–46, 1451–81) initiated a grand and ambitious urban programme that indicated the 
symbolic refoundation of the city.5 By the end of his reign, aside from his grandly scaled 
monumental mosque complex, which defined the new socio-religious centre of Istanbul, 
there were around 200 mosques and masjids built throughout the city.6 

In his book Hadika’t-ül Cevami (Garden of Mosques), completed in 1781, Ayvansarayî 
Hafız Hüseyin Efendi (d.1787) lists 821 mosques of all sizes after recounting the grand 
imperial mosques of the city in detail.7 In 300 years, the number of mosques and masjids in 
the city had quadrupled, and the number of monumental imperial mosques had increased 
to ten.8 Each of these imperial mosques, carefully placed within Constantinople’s walls, on 
sites that would leave their mark on the city’s silhouette,9 was the centre of large socio-
religious complexes; together, they formed the social nuclei of the capital.10 

Until the late nineteenth century, when regularizing the urban fabric and clearing around 
historical, symbolic buildings in order to emphasize their monumentality became one of 
the indicators of a ‘modern’ city, dense residential buildings filled the spaces between these 
large socio-religious centres.11 Writing in the late eighteenth century, Ayvansarayî noted that 
Hagia Sophia, as well as the mosques of Mehmed II (1463–70), Bayezid II (1500–06), Selim I 
(1522), Şehzade Sultan Mehmed (1543–48), Süleymaniye (1548–59), and Sultan Ahmed 
(1609–17) had their own neighbourhoods (mahalle).12 Others – such as the Yeni Cami (1663), 
Nur-u Osmaniye (1748–55), and Laleli (1760–63) mosques, which were not surrounded by 
neighbourhoods – were usually located in the heart of busy commercial districts.

The borders of these mosque complexes were not as defined as those of the mosques 
themselves were. Dependencies such as an imaret, madrasa, library, primary school, 
caravanserai, or group of shops would be sited in the immediate vicinity of the mosque, and 
alleys between them would connect to the existing street networks. However, the liminal 
spaces between imperial mosques and their dependencies were more defined. The outer and 
inner courtyards were the thresholds of the mosques. All early modern imperial mosques in 
Istanbul were positioned in the midst of a green open space, which was walled off. Through 
this outer courtyard one could enter the hard-floored inner courtyard, which was located at 
the northern facade of the mosque and typically surrounded by arcades [Figure 1].

Architectural evidence such as the elaborate ablutions fountains situated in the middle of 
inner courtyards (and sometimes in outer courtyards) refer to the self-purification aspect 
of preparation that was part of the original architectural programme. It may be assumed 
that these spaces were also planned as gradual transition zones that would draw the visitor 
away from the hustle and bustle of city life and help him or her enter a more spiritual mood 
in preparation for the prayers inside the mosque. Following the example of the Edirne Üç 
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Figure 1:  Site Plan of Süleymaniye Mosque Complex, showing inner and outer courtyards of the mosque. Drawn by 
Arben N. Arapi, Source: archnet.org. (1) mosque, (2) mausoleum of Süleyman, (3) mausoleum of Hürrem, (4) Koran 
recitation school, (5) public fountain, (6) elementary school, (7) first (evvel) madrasa, (8) second (sani) madrasa, (9) 
remains of medical school, (10) hospital, (11) hospice, (12) guesthouse, (13) Sinan’s tomb with domed sabil and empty 
plot of his endowed school and residence, (14) the janissary agha’s residence, (15) third (salis) madrasa, (16) fourth 
(rabi) madrasa, (17) bathhouse, (18) hadith college, (19) madrasa near the palace of Fatma Sultan and Siyavuş Pasha.
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Şerefeli Mosque (1438–47), the first Ottoman imperial mosque with an inner courtyard, 
these areas were probably also meant to provide additional space for the congregation when 
the space inside the mosque itself was insufficient for communal prayers, such as Friday or 
Eid prayers.

On the other hand, many archival documents and other primary sources contain 
evidence indicating that mosque courtyards – and even mosques themselves – also became 
the settings for a variety of other events of daily life. In comparison to the mosques proper, 
where certain behavioural codes determined who could enter and in which manner, 
courtyards were much more accepting and embracing places. The common denominator 
for these open public spaces was urbanity rather than co-religiosity. These were the places 
where Muslim and non-Muslim Istanbulites could meet, gather, and express themselves in 
different ways, albeit most of the time under the control of the government. Sometimes this 
shared urbanity reveals itself in the notes of various events, carved on the metal rings of the 
column bases of the porticoes. They provide a broad array of records mostly connected to 
shared urban experiences, ranging from the dates of great fires that affected the city to notes 
concerning the departure of the Ottoman navy, from the dates of royal marriages to the 
restoration dates of imperial mosques.13 At other times, the kinship of those who lived in the 
city would redound itself on the use of these spaces. For instance, during the 1807 rebellion, 
a military uprising which ended with the dethronement of Selim III (r.1789–1807), 400 
janissary leaders gathered in the courtyard of Süleymaniye Mosque several times. They used 
it as one of their headquarters, where they made critical decisions about the course of the 
rebellion.14 In contemporary times, squares and large parks meet a city’s need for public 
space; in the pre-modern era, mosque courtyards fulfilled this need.15 Obviously, these open 
public spaces were not used only when there was unrest but for all types of public social  
occasions. It is known that some attractions related to imperial celebrations took place in 
mosque courtyards. For instance, on December 30, 1808, during the imperial festivities for 
the birth of Fatma Sultan, the daughter of Mahmud II, a rope was hung on the minaret 
situated on the Kaşıkçı side of Bayezid Mosque, and an acrobat walked across it until he 
reached the minaret balcony.16 Thousands of citizens who wanted to watch the show filled 
the Bayezid Mosque courtyard. Due to a lack of space, many people climbed up trees, to the 
point that some trees fell down due to the weight of the spectators. It is worth underlining 
that this courtyard was the Bayezid Mosque’s outer courtyard, which was converted into one 
of the largest squares in Istanbul during the republican era.17

Because the Bayezid Mosque is located in the trade centre of Istanbul, various trade 
activities also took place in its outer courtyard. For example, butchers are known to have 
made sales there during the eighteenth century.18 When archival documents are examined, 
it is clear that exhibitions and bazaars were present in the outer courtyards of all imperial 
mosques. These courtyards formed an intense commercial environment, over which the 
government attempted to keep firm control.19 We can gather from orders to demolish 
unlicensed shops and booths in mosque courtyards that there were some unauthorized 
setups and sales in outer courtyards of mosques, and a struggle against them took place, 
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but was not completely successful.20 Commercial activities in outer courtyards sometimes 
also spread to the inner ones. For instance, up until the twentieth century, during the month 
of Ramadan, the inner courtyard arcades of many imperial mosques housed open bazaars 
called Ramadan Exhibitions.21 Aside from their commercial facet, Ramadan Exhibitions, 
which brought together members of different social strata, also functioned as a medium 
through which regular people interacted with officials and, therefore, the state.22 

Mosque courtyards also took on the role of urban shelters in the case of personal 
tragedies or natural disasters, mostly fires and earthquakes.23 For almost all known fires, 
records indicate that Istanbulites found shelter in the inner courtyards of large mosques. 
These spaces took on this role in part because their building materials were more fireproof 
than wood and in part because they could hold large crowds and stand apart from otherwise 
dense urban spaces. Derviş Mustafa Efendi, in his book Harik Risalesi, which tells the story 
of two huge fires that ravaged Istanbul in 1782, describes people carrying the belongings 
they managed to save from the fire into the Sultan Ahmed Mosque, where they felt safe. 
In another big fire – referred to as the Harik-i Ekber (the greatest fire), which destroyed 
the Şehzadebaşı, Aksaray, and Laleli districts almost completely – those who saved their 
property took shelter in the Laleli Mosque and Şehzade Mosque courtyards as well as in the 
mosques’ prayer halls. Unfortunately, however, this time the courtyard of the Laleli Mosque 
fell short in protecting the Istanbulites and their property. Due to the fire jumping into the 
inner courtyard and the mosque, around 600 people who took shelter there died. Mustafa 
Efendi writes that he could not forget the sight for months.24 In books written by Ottoman 
historians, especially those like Selaniki, Evliya Çelebi, Şemdanizade, and Taylesanizade, 
who interested themselves in social life, such fire stories can be found regularly – sometimes 
with a happy ending, sometimes sad.25

In his book Mür’it-tevarih, the eighteenth-century historian Şemdanizade records 
another very interesting use of certain sultanic mosque courtyards.26 This sometimes-
snippy writer mentions men and women riding Ferris wheels, swings, and carousels placed 
in the courtyards of the Bayezid and Fatih mosques, among other locations.27 Although 
the presence of such mixed-gender activities troubled this conservative writer, he does not 
seem to have been especially bothered that these activities took place in mosque courtyards 
rather than in other locations; he includes mosque courtyards in his list of places without 
putting any particular emphasis on them. If mosque courtyards had been attributed a 
specific sacredness, one might expect Şemdanizade to have objected explicitly to their use 
for mixed-gender entertainment. However, his apparent indifference suggests that their 
users understood mosque courtyards as broadly social spaces. These users varied according 
to the location of the complex as well as the functions surrounding it. For example, the 
primary regular visitors to the courtyards of imperial mosques that were surrounded by 
extensive madrasa complexes, such as the Mehmed II or Süleymaniye complexes, were the 
madrasa students, who most likely perceived these liminal spaces as spaces of their daily 
life. During the elections for student representatives, called kemerbaşı, on January 19, 1787, 
there arose a dispute that escalated into violent clashes between two student groups. In that 
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incident, which took place in the courtyards of the Sultan Mehmed (Fatih) and Sultan Selim 
mosques, the main actors were the students of the many madrasas located in these very 
mosque complexes.28 

The versatile use of mosque courtyards in daily life continued uninterrupted throughout 
the early modern era until the beginning of the twentieth century. As exemplified above, 
it was common to find trade, recreation, entertainment, political activities, and conflicts in 
those mosque courtyards – and sometimes even inside the mosques themselves. That they 
retained their primacy, especially in the eyes of the Istanbulites, until very late is usually 
ignored in studies of nineteenth-century imperial mosques. 

The mosque plan with an inner courtyard – and, perhaps even more importantly, the 
tradition of building large mosque complexes within the city walls – came to be abandoned 
by the end of the eighteenth century. This architectural plan type, the last example of which 
is the Laleli Mosque, gave way to a single-domed, vertically elongated building type, the 
frontal facade of which would be covered by a large royal pavilion.29 Possessing courtyards 
with less clearly delineated and more permeable boundaries, these mosques and their 
dependencies were not able to provide space for the urban activities that took place in the 
large, intramural imperial mosque complexes.

Reorganizing the Institutions, Redefining ‘the City’, Redesigning the Imperial Mosque

An imperial command (hatt-ı hümayun), part of a series of official correspondence found in the 
Ottoman state archives, regarding the current situation of France in 1804, states that ‘the French 
administration was in the hands of the wretched (esafil) since there was no king [to rule] in 
France and therefore no friendship should be expected from them’. Additionally, it warns the 
Ottoman administration about the books concerning the ‘republic’ and ‘freedom’ that ‘the 
wretched’ published in various [local] languages, such as Greek, Armenian, and Turkish, and 
sent to Mora and other places within the Ottoman territories.30 Only years after the outbreak of 
the French Revolution, the Ottoman rulers were forced to face nationalist ideologies that 
threatened the empire’s territorial integrity, their basis of legitimacy, and the imperial ideology. 
Their first reaction to this existential challenge was an attempt to restore and reinforce the 
imperial system by modernizing the military as well as administrative, bureaucratic, and legal 
institutions.31 These Western-inspired reforms, initial fragmented attempts of which can also be 
found earlier in the eighteenth century, were first introduced as a comprehensive programme, 
called the New Order (Nizam-ı Cedid), by Selim III (r.1789–1807) in 1792. Over the next fifteen 
years, with infrastructural requirements emerging from the military reforms, along with the 
rehabilitation and renovation of existing military facilities, five extensive new barrack complexes 
were built outside the walled city [Figure 2]. The greatest of them, Selimiye Barracks, belonged 
to the newly established modern central imperial army. The Selimiye Mosque, also in Üsküdar, 
was inaugurated on April 5, 1805, just a few years after the completion of this monumental 
barracks. The mosque was located on a hilltop overlooking the vast barracks building, the 
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compound surrounding it, and the walled city. Selim III’s clear preference for the location of his 
eponymous mosque underscored the importance he placed on the military reforms and also 
announced the personal connection between his new army and the city across the Bosphorus.

The Selimiye Mosque was located diagonally within a walled enclosure, on the northeast 
side of which a primary school, timekeeper’s office, bathhouse, and fountains were aligned. 
When entering the courtyard, one would see the elongated northern facade of the mosque 
instead of the inner courtyard that all previously constructed imperial mosques possessed 
[Figure 3]. Its five-bay entrance portico led to the cubical prayer hall, which was smaller 
than most of the imperial mosques built in the walled city – and equivalent in size to royal 
women’s mosques, such as the Ayazma Mosque, built in 1760–61 by Mustafa III, father of 
Selim III, in memory of his mother and brother.32 On each side of the entrance portico were 
slender minarets and the two block-like lateral wings of the royal pavilion, which extended 
beyond the width of the prayer hall, the archetype of which could be found on the entrance 
facade of the Beylerbeyi Mosque (1778), built by Abdülhamid I in memory of his mother.

The imposing impact of the royal pavilion (hünkar dairesi) on the entrance facade of the 
mosque and the location of the royal tribune (hünkar mahfili) within the prayer hall were 
the continuation of an architectural experiment that began in the mid-eighteenth century.33 
It was also the first implementation of this spatial organization in an imperial mosque built 
for and by the sultan. In earlier classical mosques, the sultan’s elevated tribune, a platform on 

Figure 2:  Barrack complexes commissioned by Selim III (r.1789–1807), plan of Istanbul by Helmuth von Moltke 
(1839). (1) Barracks for the bombardiers and miners corps (Humbaracı ve Lağımcı Ocağı) in Hasköy, (2) Barracks for 
the artillery and cannon carriers corps (Topçu ve Top Arabacıları Ocağı) in Tophane, (3) Barracks for the artillery and 
cannon carriers corps (Topçu ve Top Arabacıları Ocağı) in Taksim, (4) Levend Çiftliği, (5) Selimiye Barracks. 
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slender columns, was situated in the southeast corner of the prayer hall. It was only accessed 
through a modest private royal entrance and a narrow staircase. This simple architectural 
solution gave way to an elaborate scheme in the seventeenth century, with the attachment of 
a royal pavilion to the southeast of the mosque from the exterior. The sultan would enter this 
royal pavilion through an elaborate gate and a wide ramp, rather than via the unpretentious 
entrance, and would directly reach his elevated platform inside the mosque from there.34 
In addition, the pavilions contained rooms in which he and his entourage could rest after 
prayer. These royal pavilions created an imperial focal point near the mosque and stressed 
the prominence of the sultan. Additionally, the tribunes placed the sultan above and in 
front of his subjects, underlining both his privileged position and his religiosity, which was 
a fundamental component of imperial legitimacy.35 However, in Selimiye the royal pavilion 
was situated above the entrance on the northern wall of the prayer hall, and the royal tribune 
was now a part of this pavilion, which was connected to the prayer hall through an arched 
opening [Figure 4]. This new spatial organization shifted the sultan’s place in the prayer 
hall from anterior to posterior but provided him a more spacious palatial setting in a more 
liminal zone between the mosque and the city. This alteration, which set the trend for later 
imperial mosques, also suggested an architectural and ideological change in which the 
visibility of the state was more central and dominant.

Figure 3:  Site plan of the Üsküdar Selimiye Mosque. Courtesy of Avunduk Mimarlık.
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Figure 4:  Plans of Süleymaniye and Selimiye Mosques, showing the location of their royal tribunes. (The plans are 
proportional to each other) Left: Drawn by Arben N. Arapi, Source: archnet.org; Right: Courtesy of Avunduk Mimarlık. 

The Selimiye Mosque’s departure from architectural tradition was not limited to its 
location or its spatial organization but also included its status within the complex. Apart 
from its dependencies, it was also accompanied by numerous shops, a printing house, a 
bakery, various factories and workshops, and shoreline facilities for rowers and porters, all 
of which maintained fundamental spheres for urban life to flourish within the new military 
compound.36 However, unprecedentedly, the mosque itself no longer constituted the focus of 
the complex. This was the most significant feature that distinguished the imperial mosques of 
the long nineteenth century from their predecessors. These mosques were mostly secondary 
buildings, shaped as satellites of military or palatial complexes. They no longer functioned 
as the chief determinants of daily life but took part in a social life shaped in accordance with 
the nature of the complex of which they were a part. Consequently, courtyards, which were the  
social spaces of classical imperial mosques, disappeared from the later mosques because 
the complexes of the late period already featured new social spaces that stemmed from their 
own raison d’être. For example, there were outdoor and indoor training areas in the barracks 
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built in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, where soldiers could congregate for 
various reasons. Therefore, the mosque did not need additional gathering spaces around it. 

The barracks complexes built at the beginning of the long nineteenth century were located 
on the outskirts of the city as fully equipped urban centres. While the Selimiye barracks 
complex, as mentioned above, was built in the periphery of Üsküdar, occupying the grounds of 
the erstwhile Kavak Palace, the barracks for the Bombardiers and Miners Corps (Humbaracı 
ve Lağımcı Ocağı) were located in Hasköy, on the northern banks of the Golden Horn. Levend 
Çiftliği was situated further north, close to one of the main water supplies of the city. New 
barracks for the Cannon Carriers (Top Arabacıları) were located near the existing artillery 
barracks (Topçu Kışlaları) in Tophane, where the imperial cannon foundry (Tophane-i Amire) 
had been located for 300 years. Also, an additional barracks complex for the Artillery Corps 
(Topçu Ocağı) was built on the grounds of a mulberry orchard in Taksim, situated at the outer  
periphery of Pera [Figure 2]. In just a few decades, more were added to these barracks. However, 
this time most of them were situated in the valley behind the Beşiktaş waterfront palace, 
signalling major urban developments that would create a secondary centre for the capital. 

In fact, the urban growth beyond the city walls, which occurred along the Golden Horn 
tributary but mostly along the suburban banks of the Bosphorus, had begun more than a 
century before.37 However, there were scattered settlements both along the Golden Horn 
and to the north of the walled city of Galata.38 In the second quarter of the nineteenth 
century, this growth became a full-scale urban transformation, which stemmed from the 
implementation of reforms based on Western models. When the Beşiktaş waterfront palace 
was rebuilt as the Dolmabahçe Palace by Sultan Abdülmecid I (r.1839–61) and became the 
permanent residence of the court in 1856, subsequent imperial building activities mainly 
clustered behind it. The shoreline between Tophane and Dolmabahçe Palace, the road 
between Taksim and Şişli – which also defined an interface between the newly established 
neighbourhoods for Muslim and non-Muslim elites – and finally the street that connected 
Dolmabahçe Palace to Teşvikiye formed the sides of a large zone that functioned as a new 
centre. Large barracks buildings, military schools and hospitals, new neighbourhoods, and 
the facilities necessary for a modern palace were all located in that area. 

During this time, Abdülmecid I and his two successors, Abdülaziz (1861–76) and 
Abdülhamid II (1876–1908), built (or decided to build) their mosques in and around this 
new centre, along the shores of Bosphorus. Besides practical reasons – such as the lack of 
space in the walled city, or the affordability of smaller mosques along the seashore – the 
main reason for this choice of location must have been the need for symbolic and visual 
Islamic predominance in creating the new ‘modern’ centre, which was situated close to the 
centuries-old non-Muslim centre of the capital. The proclamation of the Gülhane Rescript 
in 1839, as part of the modernization process, changed the balance and the hierarchy 
between different confessional communities. Although the protection of the rights of all 
subjects, regardless of religious belief, was promised, the rulers needed to stress that the 
state’s affiliation was with Islam.39 Unease among Muslim subjects was a major concern.40 
The mosques that were built in the nineteenth century, with a novel architectural fashion 
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and a new mentality, on the shores of the Bosphorus were thus creating the required 
dominant Islamic element in the silhouette of the new centre of the capital, similar to the 
silhouette of the walled city.

On an individual basis, they were built within or in very close proximity to the imperial 
palaces in which the sultans predominantly resided. Bezm-i Alem Valide Sultan Mosque was 
close to Dolmabahçe Palace; both the Küçük Mecidiye Mosque in Çırağan and the Büyük 
Mecidiye Mosque in Ortaköy hugged Çırağan Palace; the Aziziye Mosque was planned to 
be built behind the Dolmabahçe Mosque, at the place today known as Taşlık; finally, the 
Hamidiye Mosque and Yıldız Palace had a similar spatial relationship [Figure 5a-b]. They 
all were built by these sultans as small, semi-private mosques that belonged mainly to the 
palaces to which they were attached.

The interior spatial capacities of the later mosques were drastically smaller than their 
predecessors’. While a maximum of 400 people could fit for prayers in Yıldız Hamidiye 
Mosque, or 300 people in Büyük Mecidiye Mosque in Ortaköy, the capacity of Süleymaniye 
Mosque was 6000. Comparing the number of employees listed in the charitable foundations 
of Süleymaniye and Mecidiye Mosques in Çırağan makes it apparent that this dramatic 
spatial reduction also affected the number of people working in the imperial mosques 
[Figure 6]. The numbers of imams and preachers (hatip and vaiz) were similar, and the 
decrease in the number of muezzins could easily be explained by the decrease in the 
number of minarets from four to one. Likewise, the decrease in the number of employees 
working in support services could be related to the relatively limited requirements of a 
smaller space. However, the 213 people who were employed to recite certain prayers at 
specific times in the Süleymaniye Mosque were absent from the Mecidiye Mosque. Instead, 
a few of these recitations were made the duties of the first imam. Nine people (one duagu 
şeyh and eight hatimhan) were temporarily employed for special occasions. In addition 
to the differences between the relative centrality of their locations and their sizes, the 
scaling down of performances communicating the ‘multi-sensorial messages of the divine’ 
in the mosque signalled a change in the frequency and habits of users of the Mecidiye 
Mosque.41 From the beginning of the nineteenth century, the increase in the number of 
official documents that warn Muslims to perform the five daily prayers in the mosques and 
request imams to inform judges (kadı) about people who did not attend mosques – and 
even order the punishment of people who did not attend prayers in mosques without a 
reasonable excuse – also indicate the changing praxes.42 In one of the orders directed to 
the Chief Judge of Istanbul, the small size of congregations in the mosques and masjids of 
the capital was related directly to the Muslim Istanbulites’ failure to perform the five daily 
prayers in these places.43

Seemingly, the imperial mosques of the nineteenth century were intended to serve the 
inhabitants of the neighbourhoods around them. For instance, the main purpose of the 
Yıldız Hamidiye Mosque’s construction was stated in an archival document as ‘to make the 
inhabitants of neighbourhoods close by the exalted imperial palace and the members of 
the army a partner of the virtues of the five times prayer’ (saray-ı mualla-yı tacidarileri 
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Figure 5a–b:  Photograph and site plan showing the spatial relationship of Bezm-i Alem Valide Sultan Mosque and 
Dolmabahçe Palace.
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civarındaki mahallat-ı islamiye ahalisiyle efrad-ı asakir-i nizamiye evkat-ı hamsede fezail-i 
cemaatten hissedar bilmek).44 However, in contrast to the abundance of sources regarding 
various aspects of daily life in and around early modern mosques, there is hardly any 
evidence that this mosque was frequented by the ‘desired’ users or that it became a backdrop 

Figure 6:  Chart showing the number of employees listed in the charitable foundations of Süleymaniye and Çırağan 
Mecidiye Mosques. Sources: Kemal Edib Kürkçüoğlu ed., Süleymaniye Vakfiyesi (Ankara: Vakıflar Umum Müdürlüğü 
Nesriyati, 1962); Şefaattin Deniz, ‘Sultan Abdülmecid Vakıflarından Çırağan Mecidiye Camii’, Vakıflar Dergisi 43 
(2015), 105–118. 
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for any aspect of daily city life other than flamboyant Friday processions. When Friday 
ceremonies took place in these late Ottoman imperial mosques, the intended relationship 
that people would have had with the mosque was designed according to the perception 
from the outside. Seen from this perspective, the ‘royal pavilions’ (hünkâr kasırları), which 
overshadowed the mosques’ prayer areas in terms of both scale and spatial organization, 
acquired a different meaning. It is certainly not surprising that, in a semi-private imperial 
mosque, the architectural aspect that represented the sultan himself was grander and 
more ostentatious. Another change in architectural design, the disappearance of the inner 
courtyard, is also meaningful in this regard. The inner courtyard became unacceptable 
by virtue of being an architectural element that would separate the royal pavilion, which 
symbolized the ruler, from the city and its people.

Friday Processions and ‘The Mosque’

In the beginning of the eighteenth century, the Ottoman court was forced to return to the 
capital after 46 years of residence in Edirne following an upheaval in 1703, referred to as the 
Edirne Incident. The royal presence in Istanbul was critical to Istanbulites; thus, the court’s 
visibility in the city became an essential tool in strengthening its legitimacy. New occasions 
for sacred ceremonies and secular festivals were instituted, and old ones were revived.45 One 
of the key occasions on which the sultan could be seen and accessed by his subjects regularly 
was his procession to the Friday prayers in one of the city’s mosques. These were not 
perceived as stately processions, as were the processions performed on religious holidays. 

While eighteenth-century sources either do not mention the sultan’s weekly visits to 
imperial mosques or give only the name of the mosque that was visited, nineteenth-century 
travellers’ accounts provide detailed information on the Friday processions. For example, 
the geologist Hugh Edwin Strickland (d.1853), who visited Istanbul in 1836, recounts the 
visit of Sultan Mahmud II to a ‘small mosque on the hill called Yeni-Djamie’ for a Friday 
prayer. He writes, ‘There was nothing very striking in the procession, which consisted of a 
few guards, pages, nobles and several of the Sultan’s horses, in the midst of which Mahmoud 
himself appeared.’46 He also seems not to have been impressed by the number of people who 
assembled to see the procession, which he reported was at most 100.

Another English traveller, Albert Smith, who spent a month in Istanbul in 1849, gives 
a detailed description of the Friday procession of Sultan Abdülmecid to the Beylerbeyi 
Mosque. He also expresses his disappointment: ‘A dream of the Arabian Night had been 
somewhat harshly dispelled. I had seen a sultan and but for his fez, he might have passed for 
a simple foreign gentleman from Leicester Square.’47

Unlike the earlier, peripatetic Ottoman sultans of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, who seasonally moved between palaces and performed Friday prayers in different 
mosques every week, Abdülhamid II opted for a single centre of gravity, Yıldız Palace, 
where he resided in a semi-secluded fashion. This choice was a physical manifestation 
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of Abdülhamid II’s goal to consolidate and retain the power that had shifted toward the 
Sublime Porte (Bab-ı ‘Ali) through the nineteenth century.48 The Hamidiye Mosque, built 
within the boundaries of this palace by the end of 1885, acted as the palace’s interface 
with the city.49 In fact, it was transformed into ‘the mosque’ for that period. It was the 
sultan’s predominant choice for all stately processions and the only place where his subjects 
encountered his physical presence. At a time when the central role of the caliphate was 
emphasized, these weekly ceremonies also helped construct the illusion of the caliph as a 
permanent and immobile centre.50 I argue that making the Hamidiye Mosque the ultimate 
destination of these grandiose Friday processions and turning the masses from all over the 
city into essential participants, altered the physical boundaries of the mosque on a weekly 
basis, transforming the environs of the mosque into its courtyard and the city as a whole 
into a vast liminal space.

Georgina Adelaide Müller, the philologist Max Müller’s wife, who watched one of the 
Friday ceremonies that took place in the Hamidiye Mosque in 1894, gives a detailed account 
of this procession. She notes that about 8000 soldiers were situated around the mosque. 
The carts that brought female dynasty members were waiting inside the courtyard, and 
the courtyard was filled with pashas, the sultan’s aides-de-camp, and other state dignitaries 
in their elaborate uniforms. Going through this crowd, climbing the stairs that led to his 
private space in the royal pavilion, and returning to his palace using the same route was the 
sultan’s only visible role in this procession. After the sultan took his place, pashas rushed 
inside the mosque using the main entrance, in order to join the prayer. Since the prayer hall 
could not accommodate all of the guests, prayer rugs were carried out to the courtyard for 
everyone to be able to participate.

Ambassadors and their companions, travellers and journalists who obtained permission 
to observe the ceremonies, and dignitaries who expected to be received by the sultan after 
the prayer, would watch the procession from embassy kiosks across from the Hamidiye 
Mosque, near the entrance to the palace.51 Attending the Friday processions was mandatory 
for all the princes and dignitaries as well as selected high-ranking officers, and it was 
unacceptable for anyone to be absent without a valid excuse. Attendance and absences 
(along with reasons for absence), as well as ranks, official posts, classes, and the names of 
dignitaries and officers, were recorded in very detailed weekly charts. According to a chart 
prepared for the Friday procession that took place on March 20, 1908, 120 high-ranking 
officers were expected to attend, aside from the military corps.52 This number changed from 
week to week, and the accounts were kept on a regular basis. There was also a section on 
these charts where opinions about each person were noted, which reveals the importance of 
Friday prayers as a tool of superintendence. This way both civilian dignitaries and military 
officers were constantly monitored by the central authority and had to declare their absolute 
obedience to the sultan periodically. 

Another significant alteration to the Friday processions during the Hamidian Era was 
the regular and broad participation of numerous military regiments in the ceremony. A 
few days before every procession, various military groups would be summoned to attend 

08_xxxxx_Ch7_p219-250.indd   237 27/08/20   10:54 AM

Int
ell

ec
t B

oo
ks

 co
py

rig
ht 

20
20

 

Not 
for

 di
str

ibu
tio

n



238

The Friday Mosque in the City

the Friday ceremony. The pompous march of those regiments, accompanied by anthems, 
would start from their barracks, located in different corners of the capital. Using various 
routes, they would approach the Hamidiye Mosque in Yıldız, where they lined up and paid 
their tributes to their commander-in-chief. Among these military groups were regiments 
formed by soldiers from all over the empire, such as the Plevna regiment, the Albanian 
Imperial Guard Battalion known as Fesli Zuhaf, the Arab Imperial Guard Battalion known 
as Sarıklı Zuhaf, and the Ertuğrul Cavalry Guard Regiment, named after the eponymous 
father of Osman Gazi, the first sultan. The composite character of the regiments marching 
through the city every week would point to the grandeur of the empire as well as of the 
sultan himself.

Samuel Sullivan Cox, an American congressman who came to Istanbul in 1885 with a 
diplomatic mission, wrote in his memoirs:

What a splendid attraction it is for the populace of Constantinople! What a fete day once 
every week! What a variety of the soldiers! What a changeable aspect the soldiers present 
from week to week! Today a regiment from Soudan, tomorrow a battalion from Albania. 
Each Friday there is a new greeting to new people of strange and distant parts of the World.53

The new concept of ‘Ottoman Citizenry’54 that the Abdülhamid administration proposed, to 
unite all Muslim elements – irrespective of ethnicity – under the only legitimate authority, 
the sultan himself, is reflected in this account. It also draws a picture in which the whole city 
becomes the stage for the Friday procession. A series of documents found in the Ottoman 
archives reveals which regiments attended which Friday processions and from which 
barracks they came.55 According to these documents, from the 1890s onward, the groups 
attending the Friday processions came to be standardized: one battalion from the Ministry 
of War (Bab-ı Seraskeri), ten battalions from the vicinity of Yıldız, the fourth cavalry 
regiment from the Gümüşsuyu barracks and Şişli and Zincirli guardhouses, the Ertuğrul 
Cavalry regiment – some from Davudpaşa barracks and some from the vicinity of Yıldız 
Palace, the First Lancer Cavalry Regiment (süvari mızraklı birinci alayı) from Davudpaşa, a 
troop from the Beyoğlu Bombardiers Barracks, and the naval battalion from the imperial 
arsenal. Although the number of soldiers varied from week to week, the participation of 
these regiments became a regular feature of the ceremony [Figure 7].

The march of these large groups of soldiers along various routes through the city every 
Friday probably created a new routine in the daily life of Istanbulites. Fausto Zonaro (d.1929), 
the court painter of Sultan Abdülhamid II, portrayed a very lively scene from this routine in 
one of his paintings, in which he depicted the Ertuğrul Cavalry regiment passing through 
the Galata Bridge on the march from their barracks in Davudpaşa to Yıldız [Figure 8].  
In his memoirs, he also described his first encounter with the Ertuğrul Cavalry, on a Friday 
morning in the spring of 1894. He first portrays the soundscape by recounting the ‘rather 
familiar march approaching from a distance’, the ‘March of the Ertuğrul Regiment’, and ‘the 
rhythmic sounds of the trained horse’s shoes’. Then, he continues,

08_xxxxx_Ch7_p219-250.indd   238 27/08/20   10:54 AM

Int
ell

ec
t B

oo
ks

 co
py

rig
ht 

20
20

 

Not 
for

 di
str

ibu
tio

n



239

Perform Your Prayers in Mosques!

Figure 7:  Abdülhamid II going to the Hamidiye Mosque for a Friday Prayer, surrounded by soldiers. 

Figure 8:  Fausto Zonaro, ‘The Imperial Regiment of the Ertugrul on the Galata Bridge’. Courtesy of the National 
Palaces Painting Museum, Istanbul. 
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I stand leaning against the railing on the left side of the Bridge, and there, in front of the 
scene of distant mosques appears a stream of red pennons and the white silhouettes of the 
horses can be distinguished. I wait.

The regiment approaches in strict lines, their footsteps in tune with the music. It 
is an extraordinary spectacle. I watch this official parade with great interest. First the 
music, then the Commander Pasha, the officers, followed by the Regimental Banner 
and snow-white horses arranged in lines with their stiff-backed, sparkling cavalrymen 
in their green uniforms, and in a dazzling light, the red pennants rising up to the fiery 
sunfilled sky.56

A very detailed attendance chart, from approximately six years after Zonaro’s first encounter 
with the Ertuğrul regiment, informs us that 388 cavalries and 61 soldiers from the court 
band unit (mızıka bölüğü) marched from the Davudpaşa Barracks to the Yıldız Hamidiye 
Mosque on August 17, 1900, for the procession [Figure 9].57 

To understand the dynamism that Friday processions created throughout the city, one 
should imagine a scene in which approximately 500 soldiers, at least 80 per cent of them on 
their horses, leave their barracks in Davudpaşa. Along the way, they meet up with another 
regiment of 500 coming from their barracks in Rami, located, like Davudpaşa, in the outer 
peripheries of the city. Entering the city from Edirnekapı as a group of 1000 soldiers, most 
of them on their horses, they march along the road near Fatih Mosque and join another 
regiment (1. fırka 1. tabur) coming from the Ministry of War (Bab-ı Seraskeri), comprising 
at least 100 soldiers on foot. Those 1100 soldiers, most on horseback, would march together 
in great splendour through the narrow roads of the walled city. After they crossed the 
Galata Bridge, they would go to Beşiktaş. Meanwhile, another military group would take 
the Kasımpaşa–Şişhane–Cadde-i Kebir (today İstiklal Caddesi)–Maçka–Beşiktaş route, and, 
after joining the previously mentioned group, they would parade up the steep hill toward the 
Hamidiye Mosque [Figure 10].58 

The music played, the noise and the dusty smell of the horses filled the air, the uniforms 
and banners of the regiments created a dense visual picture as they marched, one after 
another, through the city. And then, a still, deep silence, followed by organized chanting 
of ‘long live the Sultan’ (padişahım çok yaşa) at the Hamidiye Mosque. These sensory 
experiences allowed people who lived in different parts of the city to temporarily move into 
a liminal state of mind, between their daily routines and the extravagant procession that 
sought to trigger the feeling of belonging to a grand empire by being part of such a vast 
procession as a proud citizen. Although it had a limited inner space, the Hamidiye Mosque, 
as the centre stage of this weekly performance, used its own vicinity, namely the Yıldız 
Valley, as an outer courtyard, thus redefining its own boundaries [Figure 11]. The absolute 
silence around the mosque also created yet another threshold between the mosque and the 
rest of the city. 
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Figure 9:  Document showing the detailed attendance chart to the Friday Procession in 17.08.1900, Ottoman Archives 
Y.PRK.ASK 163-40/2. 
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Figure 10:  Map showing routes of different regiments going from their barracks to the Hamidiye Mosque. Drawn by 
the author. Plan of Istanbul by Helmuth von Moltke (1839). (1) Hamidiye Mosque in Yıldız, (2) Ertuğrul and Orhaniye 
Barracks behind the Yıldız Palace, (3) Maçka Barracks, (4) Mecidiye Artillery Barracks (Taşkışla), (5) Gümüşsuyu Bar-
racks, (6) Barracks for the artillery and cannon carriers corps (Topçu ve Top Arabacıları Ocağı) in Taksim, (7) Barracks for 
the artillery and cannon carriers corps (Topçu ve Top Arabacıları Ocağı) in Tophane, (8) Imperial arsenal, (9) Barracks for 
the bombardiers and miners corps (Humbaracı ve Lağımcı Ocağı) in Hasköy, (10) Ministry of War near Bayezid Square, 
(11) Selimiye Barracks in Üsküdar, (12) Davudpaşa Barracks, (13) Rami Barracks.

Figure 11:  Photograph showing a part of the Yıldız valley during a Friday procession.
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Conclusion 

The imperial mosques of Istanbul were not only monumental buildings that symbolized 
imperial power and authority but also spaces that were socially produced by the people of 
Istanbul. This paper illustrated the changing relationship between the imperial mosques of 
Istanbul and the city during the long nineteenth century, from a bottom-up perspective, by 
exploring how spatial experiences and practices in and around these mosques changed  
over time.

As stated in the first section of this paper, in the early modern era the imperial mosques 
were all located inside the city walls of Istanbul and were enclosed by organically formed 
residential or commercial areas. Although the boundaries of the liminal spaces between the 
mosques and the city were defined by high walls surrounding the mosques, their functions 
were not. With the diverse functions that took place within them, these liminal spaces, 
namely the inner and outer courtyards of imperial mosques, formed the nuclei of social life. 

Like the city itself, imperial mosques were adapted to the changing needs of the state, 
especially during the long nineteenth century, when the administrative and socioeconomic 
structure of the empire was transformed. These new imperial mosques were located outside 
of the walled city, mostly within newly established barracks or palatial complexes. They 
were no longer the focus of the complexes of which they were parts, and although they 
were physically more connected to their environments, with their almost non-existent 
boundaries and light, porous walls, the social life around them was not as lively as that of 
their predecessors. While the early modern imperial mosques retained their primacy in 
the life of the city until the last days of the empire, the later imperial mosques were mostly 
perceived by their users as scenes of spectacle. 
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