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The Transformation of Constantinople (Overview)

With his extraordinary conquest of the Byzantine capital in 1453, the Ottoman sultan Mehmet II set in motion a monumental process to transform the Christian city of Constantinople into Istanbul, a worthy capital for a mighty Islamic empire. Over the subsequent century, the Ottoman Empire worked to change the material and spiritual nature of the city, creating monuments to their lifestyle and belief system, many of which still embellish the natural splendor of this great city perched on seven hills above the Bosporus Straits. 

Early Transformations

The transformation of Constantinople into an Islamic city began on May 29, 1453, when 21-year-old Ottoman sultan Mehmet earned his place in history as the military leader finally able to conquer the Byzantines at their capital. From the moment of his victory, Mehmet set out to claim the city for Islam, and his first official act became the symbol for that mission. Upon entering the city as its new conqueror, Mehmet rode to the Hagia Sophia, the glorious cathedral of the Eastern Orthodox Church at the center of the city, and declared that he would convert the church into a mosque. Soon, minarets were constructed so that the Muslim call to prayer could emanate from the building, the first of hundreds of mosques to pepper the Istanbul skyline. 

Before his death in 1481, Mehmet commissioned many fine public buildings, including the Fatih Mosque, several bathhouses, hospitals, soup kitchens, a medical school, and many Koranic schools. All of those institutions were essential in the transformation of Constantinople into Istanbul, for they highlighted the centrality of Islam to the new Ottoman regime. With their focus on charity and the spread of the faith, those institutions fulfilled two of Islam's main "pillars of belief." Moreover, they provided important centers that not only assisted the community, but also worked as public relations for the new Ottoman leadership. 

Moreover, Mehmet and his successors commissioned hundreds of fountains throughout the city to provide easy access to water for the entire population. Many of those fountains were festooned with verses from the Koran, celebrating the new commanding faith of the city. Mehmet also began a massive overhaul of the infrastructure of the city, restoring the sewer system, the road network, civic lighting, and many other crucial systems that make public life more comfortable in a thriving metropolis. 

An Islamic Metropolis

With their dramatic building projects, extensive charitable endowments, legal policies of tolerance, and improvements to the public infrastructure, the Ottomans worked hard to Islamize the once-Christian city of Constantinople and make it their beloved capital of Istanbul. Within 100 years of their conquest, Istanbul had grown in population to become the largest city in Europe and was one of the most resplendent Islamic cities in the world. It was a bustling, multiethnic and multi-confessional metropolis, where the Grand Bazaar teemed with trade next to mosques, as well as churches and synagogues. Although it took a millennium for the Byzantines to lose control of Constantinople, it only took the Ottomans a few generations to complete the city's transition to a major Islamic center. 
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