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Summary :

The Muslim presence in Constantinople was afact over long periods of the Byzantine phase of the city, and it has been attesterd already since the
emergence of the Islamic religion and until the fall of the city in 1453. However, the rarity and the scantiness of the historical evidence do not allow
an overall approach of the matter but only general estimations.

Date
gth-15th ¢,
Geographical Location

Constantinople

1. Introduction

Muslim presence in Constantinople probably go back to the first period of the spread of Islam during the 7th century; it would mostly
have to do with the presence of Arab merchants converted to the new religion, who continued the pre-1slamic tradition of Arab
commercial activity in the area. Constantinople’s function as a commercial capital of the whole Mediterranean and the countries of the
wider region already from the early Byzantine period, led to a constant presence of merchants of various nationalities, including many
oriental people. In addition to these, another kind of foreigners often present in Constantinople were the delegates of the rulers of
other states.

2. The Arabic presencein Constantinople: the Muslim mosgue

At some later point the Muslims were regarded as a quasui-community and appropriate institutions emerged, probably in the context
of some treaties that had temporarily suspended the constant confrontation between the armies of the Byzantine Empire and the
Cdiphate. Among the provisions for the comfort of the Muslims in the Byzantine capital, the foundation and operation of a mosque
for the practicing of the Muslims seems to be most characteristic. The earliest information on the existence of a mosque dates to the

early 10th century and can be collected from letters of patriarch Nikolas Mystikos to the Abbasid of Baghdad, which date
more precisely in the period of the patriarch's regency, after the death of the emperor Alexandros (913) until the enthronement of
Romanos | L ekapenos (920). This correspondence, where the mention to the mosgue of Constantinople is to be found, took place
on the occasion of the closure of Christian churches within the Abbasid territory, which we are informed that was due to rumours
circulating in the capital, concerning the alleged closure of the mosque in Constantinople. The patriarch denied these rumors,
and at the same time he protested for the closure of the Christian churches.! The date of the composition of these letters constitutes a
terminus ante quem for the foundation of the mosque of Constantinople, which however cannot be determined more precisely. But,
since it is mentioned that the mosque was intended for the practice of 1slam by Muslim captives, who had been transported to the
Byzantine capital, it is probable that it was presicely on the opportunity of their presence there that the mosgue had been founded;
and this must have taken place not long before the date of the correspondence between the patriarch and the caliph.

Naturally, apart from the need that the mosque was founded to fulfill and its relation to the presence of captives in Constantinople,
which was just a conjucture, the mosque would be associated in the future to a more general and long-term Muslim presence in the
city, which was mainly related to the arrival and settlement of Muslim merchants in the city. But there were also political implications,
rather the aspirations of Byzzntine diplomacy that were manifested through the operation of the mosque, since the Byzantine
authorities would be the ones to decide which leader of the Muslim forces would be commemorated in the prayer of Friday; naturally,
this was usualy the sovereign of the power whose relations with the Empire were of high priority for Byzantium. On the other hand,
the commemoration in the mosque of Constantinople was a source of prestige for the Muslim sovereign as well, since it was
perceived as arecognition of his state as aleading power in the Islamic world. For example, while the Abbasid caliph of Baghdad

was commemorated up to the beginning of 11t century, from 1027 onward the name of the Fatmid caliph of Cairo was
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commemorated instead, and from the mid-eleventh century on that of Seljuk sultan.2

3. Turkish presencein Constantinople

The presence of Muslim merchants in Constantinople was continuous at the city's heyday, from the gth century (if not earlier) up to
the 12" century. Whether the presence of Muslim merchants was accompanied by a permanent installation of some of them (as it
happened with the Venetians and the Genoese) is uncertain, but even their transitory presence was continuous and regularly renewed.
Moreover, apart from the Arab merchants, by the 11th century the Muslim presence of Constantinople also comprised the Turkish
element. A poem in the vernacular by John Tzetzis (mid-12th century) isindicative regarding this element, since it mentions that a
great number of languages spoken in the markets of Constantinople, including the Arabic and the Turkish.®

The serious crisis and decline of the city after the fall of 1204 and under Latin rule, characterised by demographic decrease and the
serious debasement of the economic and commercia importance of city, must have had its effect on the Muslim presence; in any
case, its continuance through the period of the Latin rule, perhaps even in the period of first Palaiologoi, is doubtful.* Gradually,
however, the Muslim presence must have resumed, though this time its main element would be the Turkic. The Turkish expansion

from the mid-14" century onward had resulted in the expansion of the Ottoman territory at the immediate precincts of city. The
proximity with Turkish populations facilitated its access for the Muslims to an aimost daily basis. The Turkish presencein

Constantinople in the late 141"~ and during the 151 century until the Ottoman conquest, can be distinguished in two categories: the
Turks that were permanently living in the city, literally forming a community, and those who went there temporarily from the nearby
Ottoman territory, in order to arrange their affairs, usually within few hours. The presence of the first category isimplied by the
demand of Sultan Bayiazid to appoint a Turkish judge in the city, who would attend to the judicial affairs of Turkish residents (aform
of immunity); the second category isimplied in the description of the defensive measures taken by the Byzantines before the siege of

1453, when they sealed the gates of the walls and arrested any Turks who were caught inside the city.5

1. Jenkins, R.J.H.- Westerink, L.G. (eds.), Nicholas|. Letters (Washington DC 1973), no. 102.
2. Zaxvdnvog, A.A., Bolavuvij lotopia, 324-1071 (Athens 1972), pp. 386, 488.
3. Cited by Mango, C., Bvldvtio. H Avtokpatopia the Néac Pdunc (Athens 21990), p. 105.

4. Matschke K.P., "The |ate Byzantine urban economy, Thirteenth-Fifteenth Centuries’, Laiou, A. (ed.), The Economic History of Byzantium from the
Seventh through the Fifteenth Century, Washington, D.C. 2002, Dumbarton Oaks Studies 39, p. 479

5. Bekker, I. (ed.), Michaelis Ducae Nepotis Historia Byzantina (Bonn 1834), XIII p. 49, XV p. 56 and XXXIV pp. 244-245.
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The most long-lived and mayby the most important Arabic dynasty. They overthrew the Ommeyads of Syria and reigned with Bagdad as their capital,
from 750 to 1258.

caliph

The supreme religious and political authority of Muslims, considered successor of Muhammad (Arabic: khalifa= deputy). He was the head of the
Caliphate, the religious state of the Arabs.
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Quotations
The existence of at least one mosque in Constantinople attested in the 10th c.:

a. Akove ovV, TOD Lagakn vV YEVoug 0 péyag katl vrtepkeipevoc avBowmos. Pwpaiwv ol €€ doxns Pacideboavtes oVTw T TeQL
TOV aYHaADTWV déTalav, wg eldOTES OTL HEXOL LEV THG TOD TMOAELLOL OLOTACEWS DEL TTROG KAKWOLY TWV TOAEplwV dywvileoOat,
Emedav d¢ AdPwotv MO Xelpa TOLG ToAepODVTAG, WG VTeEovoiwy kNdeoBat kal medvolay émwdeikvuobat The avTOV
ATAAALTIOQOV LwNG, KAL WOTE UNOEV AVTOLS ETEQOV ETUTEEXELV T) LOVIV TNV ATOOTEQN OV THG TATEIDOG Katl TV olkelwVv kat piAwv
KAl OUVYYEVOV. AL TODTO KAl OIKNOELS ATIEVELUAV AOTEVOXWETTOVG Kal aéog kabapwtatov andAavoy, kal TV dAAwv doa
mEOG TNV avBowmiviv Cwnv ouvTeAel ol TOIG OHOYEVEDLY Kol OPOTOTOLS, KAl TOLG TG LueTéoag Oonokelag adpwolopnévov
€VKTIOLOV.

Jenkins, RJ.H. - L.G. Westerink (ed.), Nicholas I. Letters (CFHB 6, Washington DC 1973), no. 102.57-67.

b. "Exyovog d¢ tov Maviov vntrjoxev 6 MaoaApag, 6 kata Kwvotavtivovmodews ékotoatevoag, 00Tvog kail dt' altioews ektiodn
TO TWV ZAQAKN VOV UayIiodlov €V 1@ BaciAtcg moattwoiw.

Moravecsik, G. - Jenkins, R.J.H. (ed.), Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De Administrando Imperio 1 (CFHB 1.1, Washington DC 1967), p. 93.
The presence of Sejuk merchants in Constantinople during the 12th c.

Tolvuv éumEdTTeL PLAAKAIC £velrXONval kal T dvta mdvta ddpaipeOnval dOnoécol Pwpaiot te kat Toberol mapaypatevTal To0
Tkoviov amagavteg 10 Bulavtiov émetoneoav.

van Dieten, J.A. (ed.), Nicetae Choniatae Historia (CFHB 11, Berlin — New York 1975), p. 494.
Constantinople viewed by the Arabs, early 10th c.:

When reading Arabic-Islamic medieval literature, it is impossible to avoid noticing the special mystique that Constantinople held for
the Arab Muslims. The authors were practically unanimus in declaring that no other place in the world was comparable in size, in
geographical location, and in importance. The third/ninth and fourth/tenth-century geographical manuals determined later
perceptions of the Byzantine capital, since works from this period became points of reference for subsequent Arabic-Islamic writings
on the city. In writing about Constantinople, Arab Muslims were not only reacting to the city's physical presence; they were also
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responding to its literary and historical associations.

[.-.]

Perhaps the most extensive and informative description of the city by an Arab was made by Harun b. Yahya and inserted in the
early fourth-/tenth-century geographical work of Ibn Rusteh, Kitab al-a‘laq al-nafisa. The date of the arrival of Harun to
Constantinople is uncertain, but he is believed to have been there sometime during the late third/ninth to early fourth-/tenth
century. Although a captive, Harun was left to wander in Constantinople contemplating the buildings, monuments and churches,
examining the exterior of the Imperial Palace and some of its halls, analyzing statues and talismans with great interest, and
witnessing or even taking part in imperial ceremonies... As a result, Harun's descriptions constitute a primary text for assessing the
symbolic importance that Constantinople attained in medieval Arab Muslim litterature.

El Cheikc, N.M., Byzantium viewed by the Arabs (London 2004), pp. 140, 142-3.



