
EXCAVATIONS AT SARAÇHANE IN ISTANBUL, 1964

Remains of the church of St. Polyeuk- 
tos, built by Anicia Juliana probably in 
A. D. 524 - 7, were recognized in 1960 : 
grading operations at Saraçhane in Istan­
bul had uncovered many large blocks of 
architectural carving, two fragments bea­
ring part of an inscription which is known 
to have stood in this church. (*) The high 
quality of the carving and the fact that 
the building is securely dated to the cru­
cial period before Justinian suggested 
that a detailed investigation of the site 
would yield important results. Accor­
dingly, a preliminary excavation, genero­
usly authorized by the Turkish Depart­
ment of Antiquities and sanctioned by 
the Municipal Authorities of Istanbul, was 
undertaken jointly by Dumbarton Oaks 
and the Istanbul Aachaeological Museum, 
lasting from 3 rd to 28 th August, 1964. 
(* 1 2)

The site lies in the south - west an­
gle of the Atatürk Bulvari - Şehzadebaşı 
Caddesi intersection, in open ground 
west of the new Belediye Sarayi (ill. 1). 
The conversion of this intersection to an 
underpass, requiring the deep machani- 
cal excavation of a long stretch of the 
Atatürk Bulvari, provided a unique op­
portunity to study the eastern edge of the 
site at considerable depth. During the 
short campaign our work fell naturally 
into two phases, first recording material
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in the underpass - cutting south of the 
intersection, and later digging explora­
tory trenches in the gardens to the west, 
in order to assess future possibilities and 
requirements.

The western face of the underpass - 
cutting revealed the eastern ends of two 
adjacent structures, each 15 m. wide; the 
southern was called Building A, the nor­
thern (111. 2). Building B, and both were 
dbatecj by pottery in their foundations to 
the first part of the sixth century. Elsew­
here in the underpass traces of an earli­
er necropolis were recorded, including a 
plain, gabled sarcophagus, (3) Fortuna­
tely there were no other major buildings 
in this area of road - development.

Our trenches further west disclosed 
substantial remains of a third structure 
(called Building C), which lies north of, 
and parallel to, A and B. This is a comp­
lex of barrel - and cross - vaulted cham­
bers, with much of the brick - vaulting in­
tact (111. 3). Brick - stamps from C were 
identical with some recorded in A, refer­
ring to the third year of an indiction : 
this would suit the date (A. D. 524-5) 
proposed on historical grounds for the 
commencement of the church. A further 
corollary is that, A, B and C are contem­
porary, and perhaps indeed parts of the 
same building.

Further trenches to the south of C, 
and on a line with Building B in the un­
derpass, yielded substantial walls buried 
in a thick layer of débris. This layer con-
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tained fragments of wall - and floormo- 
saic and of painted wall - plaster, a great 
quantity of polychrome marble wall - ve­
neer, and a large number of finely car­
ved architectural fragments of marble, 
including window - mullions, a cross - in - 
arcade frieze (111. 8), and three fragments 
of a column - shaft elaborately inlaid with 
squares and triangles of green glass and 
amethyst (111. 7). There were also many 
small fragments of marble - carving in 
the same style as the blocks discovered 
here in 1960 : charcateristic are vine - le­
aves with salient veins and drill - holes 
between the leaf - tips, and the practice 
of deep under - drilling.

Two further discoveries elsewhere 
are of exceptional interest. A large pier - 
capital of Proconnesian marble was found 
lying where it had fallen in a seventeenth - 
century rubbish - pit within Building B 
(111. 9). It is identical in form, decoration 
and measurement with a pair of capitals 
in Venice, which, together with their 
supporting piers, are believed to have 
come from Acre; it is now clear that all 
three capitals are of Constantinopolitan 
origin. (4) The intimate connection of 
the pair in Venice with Saraçhane is emp­
hasised by the discovery at Saraçhane of 
a monogram (111. 10) which recurs on 
one of the piers at Venice. The impora- 
tant implications of this discovery will 
be examined by us on another occasion.

Although the elucidation of the 
architectural plan must there can be

(4) Cf. M. K alligas in  Arch. Eph. 1938 (1940), p. 70 f;. 
also W. F. Volbach, F rü h c h ris tlic h e  K u n s t (1958), 
pi. 208, p. 85.

little doubt that the church of St. 
Polyeuktos has been located. More­
over, earlier walls have been found to 
underlie it at several points, (Ills. 5,6), 
and these may be part of the fifth - cen­
tury church which is known to have ex­
isted on this site. (5) The later history of 
the area is attested by a fine sequence 
of Turkish and imported pottery from a 
series of intrusive rubbish - pits exten­
ding from the late - fifteenth to the twen­
tieth century. The only structural rema­
ins of the Turkish period so far encoun­
tered are the foundations of the furnace 
of the furnace of a small konak ham am ı 
(111. 4).

During the subsequent autumn and 
winter the roadworks at Saraçhane con­
tinued, under the constant scrutiny of N. 
FIRATLI, who recorded remains of the 
Ibrahim Paşa Hamamı beneath the mo­
dern intersection; in its foundations was 
found a great quantity of re - used archi­
tectural elements, doubtless originally 
from the ancient colonnaded street which 
elements, doubtless originally from the 
ancient colonnaded street which followed 
the line of the modern one. A large num­
ber of west - east conduits were noted at 
this point (6), and, nearer the Aqueduct 
of Valens, in the north - west angle of the 
intersection, a column, Theodosian capital 
and opus sectile pavement point to the 
presence of yet another church in this 
archaeologically important region.
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fig. 4, pi. 89.

109



1 1 0



I l l



Res 5

112



Res. 7.

Res. 8.

113



Res. 9.

Res. 10

114



Plan A
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Plan B
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