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THE MAJESTIC
LEGACY: A
HISTORY OF
OTTOMAN
ARCHITECTURE

For over six centuries,
the Ottoman Empire
stretched across three
continents, leaving
behind a breathtaking
architectural legacy
that continues to
inspire awe. From the
soaring domes of
Istanbul to the graceful
mosques of the
Balkans and the Middle

East, Ottoman
architecture is a
masterful synthesis of
Seljuk, Byzantine,
Persian, and Islamic
traditions. This article
delves into the rich
tapestry of Ottoman
architectural history,
exploring its evolution,
key characteristics,
and most iconic
monuments. Whether
you are a history
enthusiast, an
architecture student,
or a curious traveler,
understanding this
legacy offers a window
into the cultural,
political, and spiritual
heart of one of the


https://evoluir.abar.org.br/

world's
empires.

greatest

EARLY OTTOMAN
ARCHITECTURE:
FOUNDATIONS
AND FORMATIVE
INFLUENCES

The origins of Ottoman
architecture can be
traced back to the
early beylik period in
Anatolia during the late

13th and 14th
centuries. The first
Ottoman structures
were modest,

reflecting a nomadic
and frontier society.
They drew heavily from
Seljuk architectural
vocabulary, especially
in the use of stone,
brick, and tile
decoration. Early
mosques were simple,
rectangular spaces
with flat wooden roofs
and prominent
minarets. The Haci
Ozbek Mosque in
iznik (1333) is a prime

example of this
rudimentary style, with
its single dome over a
square prayer hall.

The conquest of Bursa
in 1326 marked a
turning point. As the
first capital of the
rising empire, Bursa
became a laboratory
for architectural
innovation. The Ulu
Cami (Grand
Mosque) in Bursa,
built in 1399, features
a multi-domed prayer
hall supported by
numerous columns, a
layout influenced by
earlier Seljuk and
Byzantine prototypes.
This period also saw
the development of the
zaviye or T-plan
mosque, an inverted T
shape that integrated a
central courtyard with
side wings for travelers
and dervishes. The
Yesil Cami (Green
Mosque) in Bursa
(1421) exemplifies this
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plan, along with
exquisite Iznik tilework
that quickly became a
hallmark of Ottoman
luxury.

Key
Character
istics of
Early
Ottoman
Architect
ure

e Simplicity and
Functionality:
Early mosques
were pragmatic,
focusing on
shelter for
communal
prayer.

e Multi-Domed
Spaces: Inspired

by Seljuk
caravanserais,
multiple small
domes provided
column-free
interiors.

e Use of Local
Materials:
Stone, brick, and
wood were
readily available,
with occasional
marble for
portals.

¢ Transitional
Elements:
Triangular
pendentives and
squinches were
used to support
domes,
foreshadowing
later grandeur.

THE CLASSICAL
AGE: SINAN AND
THE GOLDEN AGE
OF OTTOMAN
ARCHITECTURE

The 16th century,
known as the Classical




Age of the Ottoman
Empire, witnessed an
unprecedented

flourishing of
architecture under the
patronage of Sultan

Suleiman the
Magnificent and his
successors. At the

heart of this golden
age stood Mimar
Sinan, the chief
imperial architect for
nearly 50 years. Sinan
transformed Ottoman
architecture into a
highly sophisticated,
centralized, and
monumental style. His
genius lay in his ability
to perfect the single-
domed, <centrally
planned mosque,
creating vast, light-
filled interiors that
symbolized both divine
unity and imperial
power.

Sinan's career spanned
three sultans:
Suleiman, Selim Il, and
Murad Ill. He designed

over 300 structures,
including mosques,
madrasas, bridge,
hospitals, and
caravanserais. Three of
his masterpieces are
particularly celebrated:
the Sehzade Mosque
(1548), considered his
apprenticeship work;
the Sileymaniye
Mosque (1557), a
crowning achievement
of his maturity; and the
Selimiye Mosque in
Edirne (1575), his final
masterpiece. The
Selimiye, with its single

massive dome
spanning 31.28
meters, is widely

regarded as the
pinnacle of Ottoman
interior space—a dome
that seems to float
above the prayer hall,
supported by eight
massive piers
integrated into the
walls.
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Architect
ural
Innovatio
ns of
Sinan

1. Centralized
Dome System:
Sinan perfected
the use of a
single large
dome flanked by
semi-domes and
smaller exedras,
creating a
stepped
hierarchy of
spaces.

2. Structural
Lightness: He
reduced the

allowing for
bigger windows.

. Integration of

Courtyard and
Mosque: The
avlu (courtyard)
became an
essential part of
the kalliye
complex, with a
central fountain
for ablutions.

. Caligraphy and

Decoration:
Sinan favored
restrained
interior
decoration, using
exquisite Iznik
tiles, intricate
stone carving,
and calligraphic
inscriptions by
master scribes
like Ahmed
Karahisari.

mass of piers
and walls by
using multiple
supports and
buttresses,

THE KULLIYE: A
SOCIAL AND
ARCHITECTURAL



One cannot discuss
Ottoman architecture
without exploring the

kalliye, a social
complex built around a
mosque. These

institutions were the
backbone of Ottoman
urban life, providing
religious, educational,
charitable, and
commercial services. A
typical kulliye included
a madrasa (lslamic
school), a darussifa
(hospital), a hamam
(public bath), an imaret
(soup kitchen), a sebil
(public fountain), and
sometimes a
caravanserai or
market. The largest
imperial kulliyes, such
as the Sluleymaniye in
Istanbul, functioned as
self-contained cities
within the city.

The layout of a kulliye
was carefully planned
to integrate into the

urban fabiCOMPLEX
Sltleymaniye complex,
for example, sits on a
hill overlooking the
Golden Horn, with its
mosque dominating
the skyline while the
auxiliary buildings are
arranged
symmetrically around a
central courtyard. The
charity foundation
(vakif) system funded
these complexes,
ensuring they
remained operational
for centuries. This
holistic approach to
urban planning made
the Ottoman city a
place where faith,
learning, health, and
commerce coexisted
harmoniously.

REGIONAL
VARIATIONS AND
PROVINCIAL
ARCHITECTURE

While Istanbul set the
standard, Ottoman
architecture also
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flourished in provincial
capitals across the
empire. In Edirne,
Sinan’'s Selimiye
Mosque declared the
city's status as the
second capital. In
Bursa, the earlier
Ottoman style
persisted in the Orhan
Gazi Mosque and the
Muradiye complex. In

Damascus and
Aleppo, Ottoman
governors built

mosques that blended
local traditions with
Imperial Ottoman style,
such as the Tekkiye
Mosque complex in
Damascus, also
designed by Sinan.

In the Balkans,
mosques in Sarajevo

(Gazi Husrev-beg
Mosque), Skopje
(Mustafa Pasha

Mosque), and Mostar
(Koski Mehmed Pasha
Mosque) adopted the
Ottoman dome and
minaret while using

local stone and
decorative motifs. The
Balkans also saw the
construction of
impressive stone
bridges, the most
famous being the
Mostar Bridge
(1566), a slender arch
designed by Mimar
Hayreddin. In Egypt
and the Arabian
Peninsula, Ottoman
architecture

incorporated Mamluk
elements, such as in
the Al-Muizz Street
caravanserais and the

Suleyman Pasha
Mosque in Cairo.
These regional

adaptations enriched
the global Ottoman
architectural heritage.

Materials
and



Decorativ
e Arts

Ottoman architects
made strategic use of
materials. The main
structural material was
cut stone (often
limestone or
sandstone) with brick
for vaults and
minarets. Domes were
built using brick and
covered with lead
sheathing. The interior
featured low-priced yet
exquisite Iznik tiles,
with cobalt blue,
turquoise, and tomato
red patterns. Cennet
(paradise) gardens
were evoked through
wall paintings and
calligraphy in thuluth
and naskhi scripts. The
mihrab (prayer niche)
and minbar (pulpit)
were often carved from
marble or wood with
geometric and floral

motifs. Woodwork with
mother-of-pearl inlays
adorned doors and
shutters in palaces like
the Topkap1 Palace.

THE TULIP PERIOD
AND
WESTERNIZATION
(18TH-19TH
CENTURIES)

Beginning in the early
18th century, the
Ottoman Empire
experienced a cultural
shift known as the

Tulip Period
(1718-1730). This era
saw an increased
openness to European
artistic influences.
Architecture became
lighter, more

decorative, and ornate.
The Fountain of

Ahmed 1IIl near
Topkapl Palace
epitomizes this

baroque-leaning style
with its intricate
carving, floral reliefs,
and curved eaves. The
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Nuruosmaniye

Mosque (1755) in
Istanbul is a landmark
of the Ottoman

Baroque, featuring a
courtyard with an
undulating colonnade,
large windows, and an
ornate dome.

In the 19th century,
the Tanzimat reforms
accelerated
Westernization.
Architects like the
Balyan family
(Armenian-Ottoman
architects) designed
palaces and mosques
in a hybrid style that
blended Neoclassical,
Rococo, and Empire
motifs with Ottoman
traditions. The
Dolmabahce Palace
(1856) is a staggering
example: a waterfront
palace with European-
style interiors, crystal
chandeliers, and a
symmetrical facade.
The Ortakoy Mosque
(1854), also by Balyan,

is a striking neo-
baroque jewel on the
Bosphorus. These
structures, while
majestic, signaled a
departure from the
classical Ottoman
harmony of space and
structure.

PRESERVATION
AND MODERN
INFLUENCE

Today, Ottoman
architecture remains a
vital part of the cultural
landscape in Turkey
and many former
Ottoman territories.
Structures like the
Hagia Sophia
(converted to a
mosque in 1453 and
later to a museum and
back to a mosque in
2020) are studied for
their blending of
Byzantine and Ottoman
traditions. Restoration
efforts by the Turkish
government and
international



organizations aim to
preserve mosques,
madrasas, bridges, and
hans for future
generations. The
Ottoman
architectural style
has also influenced
contemporary mosque
design, with modern
architects referencing
Sinan’s spatial
concepts in projects
like the $Sakirin
Mosque in Istanbul
(2009).

CONCLUSION

The history of Ottoman
architecture is a
testament to the
empire’s power, piety,
and artistic vision.
From the modest
beginnings in Bursa to
the majestic domes of
Sinan, and from the

10

eclectic Tulip Period to
the Westernized
palaces of the 19th
century, it tells a story
of continuity and
change. Ottoman
architects mastered
the interplay of light,
space, and structure,
creating buildings that
are both functional and
transcendent. For
anyone who walks
through the courtyards
of the Suleymaniye or
gazes up at the dome
of the Selimiye, the
genius of this
architectural tradition
is an enduring
inspiration. As we
preserve these
masterpieces, we keep
alive the cultural
memory of an empire
that shaped the course
of history.
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