Istanbuls Water Cisterns



“Tayyarzade” adl halk
hikayesinin aktardigina
gore, Binbirdirek Sarni-
cl, 17. yuzyilda, yani
IV. Murat ddneminde
esrarengiz bir olaya
sahne olmus. Hikayeye
bakilirsa, Fazli Pasa’nin
geckin yastaki Kkizi
Gevherli Hanim, varlik-
Ii kisileri 6nce bu mah-
zende hapsediyor, ar-
dindan da servetlerini
alarak olduruyormus.
Gevherli Hanim’a isle-
digi cinayetlerde en bi-
yuk destek ise, genc¢ ve
glzel cariyelerin birin-
den geliyormus. Etkile-
yici bir gizelligi olan
bu cariye, dbénemin
varlikh kisilerini saraya
¢ekme gorevini Ustlen-
mis. Elbette bu hikaye
ne derece gergek bile-
meyiz ama, Binbirdirek
Sarnici’yla ilgili bu so-
lenti yuzyilardir dilden
dile dolasiyor. Ama bu
esrarengiz olay agisin-
dan Binbirdirek Sarnici
tek 6rnek degil; cunkd,
istanbul’'un en biyuk

Gilhane Parki'ndaki sarnicin ici restore edildikten sonra, cepegevre yerlestiri-
len akvaryumlarla ilgi gekici bir gb'riiniim kazandi (en Ustte). Piyer Loti Cad-
desindeki Eminonii Belediye Baskaniigi binasinin altindaki sarnig, bir siire
dnce temizlenip 1siklandinldi (Ustte). / The interior of the cistern in Giilhane
Park which has been restored and aquariums arranged around the walls
(top). The cistern beneath Eminéni Municipal Offices on Piyer Loti Caddesi
has been cleaned out and illuminated (above).
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A ccording to a folk
story entitled Tay-
yarzade the ancient
Binbirdirek Cistern,
or Cistern of a Thou-
sand and One
Columns, was the set-
ting for a curious
incident during the
reign of Murat IV
(1623-40). The story
has it that Gevherli
Hamm, the not-so-
young daughter of
Fazli Pasa, had
wealthy people impris-
oned in the cistern
which lay beneath her
house, and after seiz-
ing theirfortunes had
them murdered. The
greatest support to
Gevherli Hamm in
her serial murders
was a young and
pretty servant girl,
whose job it was to
lure the intended vic-
tims into Gevherli
Hamm’s trap. How
much truth there is in
this story we have no
way of knowing, hut
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Yakin zamanda Fatih Atpazar’'nda bulunan sarnicin, eski tarihlerde bir kilisenin bodrumu oldugu saniliyor. / A cistern discovered recently in the neigh-
bourhood of Atpazari in Fatih is thought to have originally been the basement of a church.

sarnici olarak bilinen Yerebatan Sarayi ve digerle-
ri hakkinda da pekc¢ok efsane vardir.

Bizans doneminde Trakya’dan getirilen sularin
toplandigi ana havuzlar olan bu sarniglar, cogun-
lukla tarihi yarimada olarak bilinen suriginde yani
Sultanahmet ve cevresiyle, Beyazit, Laleli, Fatih
dolaylarinda yer aliyordu. istanbul’'un Bizans ege-
menliginde oldugu yillarda sehir halkinin su ihti-
yacini karsilayan bu havuzlarin bir kismi hentz
Bizans doneminde, ¢cogu da Osmanli déneminde
kurumustu. 18. ve 19. yiizyillarda istanbul’a gelen
seyyahlar, Bizans kaynaklarinda adi gecen pek-
¢ok mahzeni yerlerinde buluyordu belki ama, bu
sarniglarin cogunun suyu kurudugu igin iglerinde
kurulu atdlyelerden sdzediyorlardi.

istanbul’da Bizans déneminde yapilan sarniclari
bugiin de gérmek mumkin. istanbul sarniglarinin
en buyukleri ve tnluleri Sultanahmet’teki Yereba-
tan ve Binbirdilek sarniclaridir.

istanbul’a gelen turistlerin sikca ziyaret ettikleri
bu medyatik sarniclara gegmeden dnce biraz kiyi-
da kalmis sarniglardan sézetmek istiyorum. Eger
bir sarni¢ turu planliyorsaniz geziye Fatih’ten bas-
layabilirsiniz.

Oksiizler sokagi ile Vatanperver sokaginin kesisti-
gi kosede, Ahmediye Camii’nin hemen altinda
“Etyemez Sarnici” ¢ikacak karsiniza. 19. yuzyilda
semt halki, Etyemez ismini kullanmaz olmus ve
bu tarih? sarnici “Ortagesme Mahzeni” olarak ad-
landirmis. istanbul'da pekcok sarnicta sularin ku-
rudugunu soyledik, ama Etyemez Sarnici bugin
icinde az da olsa su bulunan havuzlardan biri.
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the cavernous underground cistern is certainly an
appropriate setting for such a murder mystery.
Numerous other stories are told about Istanbuls
other ancient underground cisterns, the largest
and most magnificent of all being the Yerebatan
Saray! or Basilica Cistern.

In Byzantine times water channelled here from
rivers and streams west of the city was stored in
these huge reservoirs, most of which are located
within the old city walls in the districts of Sul-
tanahmet, Beyazit, Laleli and Fatih. Some had
already dried up by the time of the Turkish con-
quest in 1451 and the remainder were bypassed
by the Ottoman water system. Travellers to Istan-
bul in the 18th and 19th centuriesfound some of
the cisterns mentioned in Byzantine sources occu-
pied by silk mills and other manufactories.

Many of Istanbul 5 Byzantine cisterns can be seen
today. Before going on to the largest and most
famous cisterns of Yerebatan and Binbirdirek in
Sultanahmet which are visited by large numbers
of tourists, | wish to draw the attention of my
readers to some lesser-known cisterns elsewhere in
the old city. Ifyou decide to spend a day exploring
the cisterns of Istanbul, then the district ofFatih is
a good place to start.

Beneath Ahmediye Mosque on the comer of Ok-
suzler and Vatanperver streets is the Etyemez Cis-
tern. The name Etyemez, literally ‘one who does
not eat meat’ fell out of use in the 19th century,
when it became known as Ortacesme Mahzeni
(Ortagesme Cellar). This is one of thefew under-
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Yolunuz Etyemez
Sarmci’'na duserse,
girisin, cami avlusu-
nun 6n tarafinda bu-
lunan dzeri kapakla
ortulid delikten sag-
landigim da hatirlata-
lim.

Yine Fatih’te istan-
bul'un en yuksek ye-
rine yaptirilan bir
baska sarnig, Aetios
Sarnicl, Fatih’ten
Edirnekapi'ya giden
ana caddenin sagin-
da, Karagumrik’te
bulunuyor. Turklerin
Cukurbostan adini
verdigi bu su haznesi
ise, MS 400’lerin ba-
sinda sehir valisi Ae-
tios tarafindan yapti-
rilmis. Prof. Dr. Se-
mavi Eyice’den 03-
rendigimize gore Ae-
tios, Trakya'dan is-
tanbul’a getirilen su-
larin toplanarak da-
gitildigr bir merkez
sarniciydi. Ancak,
daha Bizans ¢aginda
icinde su toplanma-
yan bu kuru hazne,
Tark doneminde 6n-
ce bostan olarak kul-
lanilmig; 1940 yilinda
ise Vefa Stadi adiyla
futbol sahasina do-
nusturalmustar.
Fatih’te Atpazari’nda
kaynaklarin yetersiz-
ligi nedeniyle hangi
kiliseye ait oldugu
bilinmeyen bir baska
sarni¢ ise Atpazari Sarnicrdir. ilk bilimsel arastir-
malarin ancak 1978’de yapildigi bu sarnig, bir bi-
naya altyap! teskil eden bir mahzenin sarni¢ sek-
linde dizenlenmesiyle meydana gelmis.

Fatih’te gérmeniz gereken bir sarni¢ da Altimer-
mer’deki Mokios sarnicl. Bizans déneminde yapil-
mis bu acik su haznesi, adini Ayios Mokios Kilise-
si’nden almis. Yerebatan ve Binbirdirek’ten sonra
istanbul’'un Gguincl bilyllk su havuzu. Bu sarnici
imparator |. Anastasios’un yaptirdigi biliniyor.
Tarkler, sarniglarin ¢cogunu bostan olarak kullan-
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imparator . Justinianos tarafindan yaptirilan Yerebatan Sarmci'nin iki sutununu
yikseltmek icin antik yapilardan alinmis Medusa baslari kullaniimis. / Carved
stone heads of Medusa taken from ancient buildings were used as the bases for
two columns in the Yerebatan Cistern built by Justinian I.

ground cisterns
which still contain a
little water. The
entrance to the cis-
tern is via a covered
hole at the front of
the mosque court-
yard.

Another cistern in
Fatih is the Aetios Cis-
tern, situated on the
city’s highest hill, in
the area known as
Karagiimruk on the
right-hand side of the
main road leading
from Fatih to
Edirnekapi. Today
this is the Vefa foot-
ball stadium, con-
structed in 1940. 7he
old open cistern
dried up in Byzan-
tine times, and was
used as a market gar-
den by the Ottomans,
hence the Turkish
name <fuk.urbostan
(Sunken Garden).
The cistern was built
by Aetios, city gover-
nor in the early 5th
century. According to
Prof. Dr. Semavi
Eyice, this was a col-
lection reservoirfrom
which water chan-
nelled into the city
was distributed to the
supply reservoirs.
Atpazari Cistern in
Fatih belonged to a
church which has not
yet been identified.
The first studies of this cistern began in 1978,
revealing that its structure is that ofa cellar subse-
guently adapted to serve as a cistern.

Another cistern in Fatih which repays efforts
made tofind it is the Mokios Cistern in Altimer-
mer. This open Byzantine cistern takes its name
from the Church of St. Mokios. After Yerebatan
and Binbirdirek it is the largest cistern in Istan-
bul, and was built by the Emperor Anastasius I.
Like the Aetios Cistern, this was used as a market
garden and was also known as (fukurbostan.
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Binbirdirek Sarmanin gecen yiizyllda Bartlett tarafindan yapilan bir graviiri. Uzun sire bakimsiz kalan sarnig, buginlerde restorasyon gegiriyor. / A 19th
century engraving by Bartlett of the Binbirdirek Cistern which after years of neglect is now being restored.

digi icin Mokios’'u da Cukurbostan olarak isimlen-
dirmisler.

Fatih’ten Sultanahmet’e gelirseniz, Bizans déne-
minde istanbul’a su saglayan buyik sarniglari gé-
rebilirsiniz. Adliye Sarayr’nin Ust tarafinda, kuguk
meydanin hemen altinda Yerebatan Sarnici’ndan
sonra istanbul’un ikinci buyuk su haznesi, Binbir-
direk Sarnici yer aliyor. Kaynaklara gére, impara-
tor I. Constantinus, 4. yuzyilda sehri yeniden kur-
dugunda Roma’dan bazi senato Uyelerini buraya
g6ce zorlamis. Bunlardan Filoksenus, sarayini Hi-
podroma komsu yaptirmis ve sarayin su ihtiyaci
icin de Binbirdirek Sarnici’ni insa ettirmis. Os-
manll déneminde sarnigta artik su bulunmadigr;
sarni¢ Uzerine buyuk konaklar insa edildigi bilini-
yor. Bu konaklardan biri de Fazli Pasa’'mn kizinin
isledigi cinayetlerle anilan saray. Binbirdirek, etra-
fi kalin bir duvarla ¢evrelenmis buyuk bir hazne,
icinde 224 sutun mevcut. Sutun godvdelerine dik-
katle bakarsaniz pekg¢ok Grekge harfin islendigi
gbze carpar. Bunlar sarnicin yapiminda calisan ve
sutunlari isleyen tascilarin isaretleridir. Binbirdirek
Sarnici yillarca bakimsizliga terkedildi. Ama yakin
bir dénemde i¢i temizlenerek restoran olarak du-
zenlenmesi tasarlandi.

Sogukcgesme Sarnici ise, Turing’in restore ettirdigi
evlerin siralandigi Sogukcesme sokaginda. Sokaga
adini veren ismail Efendi g¢esmesinin sislemeli
ayna tasi ve tarih kitabesi, bu sarnica monte edil-
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Noiv let us bead for Sultanahmet and the citys
second largest cistern, the Binbirdirek, which is
situated beneath a tiny square overlooking the
Law Courts. Contemporary sources tell us that
when Constantine the Great rebuilt Byzantium in
the 4th century and named it after himself, be
forced some members of the Roman Senate to
move to the new eastern capital. One of the sena-
tors was Philoxenus, who had a palace builtfor
himself next to the hippodrome and a vast under-
ground cistern built to supply it with water. In
Ottoman times this cistern was diy and had hous-
es built upon it, one of which was the palace of
Fazli Pasa, whose daughters supposed misdeeds
have already been mentioned.

This cistern contains 224 columns, many of
which are inscribed with Greek, letters, the marks
of the Greek, stone masons who carved and built
the cistern. For many years this cistern was aban-
doned, but recently it has been cleaned out and
there isaplan afoot to use itas a restaurant.
Sogukcesme Cistern is on Sogukcesme street which
runs along the wall of Topkapi Palace behind
Haghia Sophia. The carved wallstone of thefoun-
tain (¢cesme) of Ismail Efendi which lent its name
to the street and its date inscription have been
placed in the cistern, Inciciyan, who wrote an
account of Istanbul in the 18th century, speaks of
this cistern as housing a spinning mill, and until
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Turing tarafindan restore edilen Sogukcejme Sarnici halen restoran olarak hizmet vermekte. / Sogukcejme Cistern has been restored by the Turkish Tour-

ing and Automobile Association and is now a restaurant.

mis. 18. yizyihn istanbulu’nu anlatan P. incici-
yan, kitabinda bu sarni¢tan da sézetmis ve icinde
iplikcilerin c¢alistigini yazmis. Sarnigin 1980’lerin
ortalarina kadar oto tamirhanesi olarak kullanildi-
g1 biliniyor. Turing, sokaktaki evleri restore ettirir-
ken, tarih? sarni¢ da hayata dénuyor.

Bizans’in en buyuUk su haznesi Yerebatan Sarnicl,
ayni zamanda istanbul sarniglarinin en turistigi.
Tarihci Prokopios'un yazdigina gére, sarnici im-
parator I. Justinianos MS 542’den az sonra yaptir-
mis. Hem Bizans déneminde hem de daha sonra
Yerebatan Sarnicr’nin iizeri yogun bicimde iskan
edilmis. Vakanuvis Mehmed Esad Efendi’'nin
konagi da sarnicin Uzerindeymis. 1940’ta Belediye
sarni¢ Uzerindeki evleri istimlak ediyor. 1985-1988
yillar arasinda ise genis capli bir temizlik calis-
masi gercgeklestiriliyor. Yerebatan’ ziyaret eden
turistlerin rehberlere en sik sordugu soru, sarnigta
ka¢ sUtun oldugudur. Bu sorunun yanitini yeri
gelmisken soyleyelim; 336 sttun.

Sarni¢ turunun 6nemli bir ayadl da, Pantokrator
Sarniglari. Bizans Imparatorlugu’nun 6nemli
manastirlarindan Pantokrator (Zeyrek Camii) su
sarniclari, Ataturk Bulvari’nin kenarinda yer
aliyor. Fetihten sonra da sarniclarin icinde uzun
stire su bulundugu saniliyor. Evliya Celebi, 17.
yuzyilda buradan sdzederken, “alti, iigylz sutun
Uzerine bir sarnictir ki, suyu ab-1 hayat gibidir”
demis ve i¢inin su dolu oldugunu yazmis. Bu sar-
niclar, halen depo olarak kullanilmaktadir. -

* Asli Kayabal, gazeteci.
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the 1980s it was used as a workshop by a car
repairer. The Turkish Automobile and Touring
Association has restored the cistern along with the
tumbledown houses of the street.

The largest of all the Byzantine cisterns is the
Yerebatan, which is also the best known. Accord-
ing to the historian Procopius this underground
cistern ivas built by the EmperorJustinian | soon
after 542. Houses were constructed over it in
Byzantine and Ottoman times, and the house of
the 18th century imperial chronicler Mehmed
Esad Efendi is known to have stood on top ofit. In
1940 the municipality demolished the houses over
thy cistern, and between 1985 and 1988 it was
cleaned out and restored. When the cistern was
drained two of its336 columns were discovered to
rest on ancient carved heads of Medusa which
had not seen the light of day since the sixth cen-
tury.

Returning now to our starting point, Fatih, we
come to the water cisterns of Zeyrek Mosque, the
former Byzantine monastery of the Pantocrator,
which stands on Atatiirk. Boulevard. These cisterns
apparently contained waterfor many years after
the conquest, since the 17th century writer Evliya
Celebi described one of them as having 300
columns and being filled with water which was
fresh and pure.

The Pantocrator Cisterns are still being used as
warehouses. -

*Ash Kayabal is ajournalist.
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