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Basilica Cistern (Yerebatan Saray)

[Mepiinym :
The Basilica Cistern, also known as the “underground palace” (Y erebatan Saray), isthe largest surviving Byzantine cisternin Istanbul. Located
southwest of Hagia Sophia, this covered subterranean reservoir once held 78,000 m® of water. Originally built under the no longer extant Stoa
Basilica, the present structure of the eponymous cistern was rebuilt in the 6" century. It remains one of the most important and oldest public spaces
in the city.
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1. History and rediscovery

The Basilica Cistern, today also known as the “underground palace” (Y erebatan Saray), isthe largest surviving underground water
cistern in Istanbul. The cistern is located on the First Hill, southwest of Hagia Sophia, in modern-day Sultanahmet area (Fig. 9). The
cistern which measures approximately 141 x 66.5 m in ground plan is covered by brick cross vaults supported by 336 columns,
some 8 m high, and has a capacity of 78,000 m3.1 The water collected in the cistern was delivered via 20 km long aqueducts from
the reservair in the Belgrade forest near the Black Sea.

Originaly built under the no longer extant Stoa Basilica, the present structure of the eponymous Basilica Cistern was rebuilt under
Emperor Justinian | (r. 527-565) after the Nikariot of 532.2 The cistern was used to store water for the Great Palace, surrounding
buildings and palaces, and for those in demand for water, especially during summer time. Prokopios, an officia historian of Emperor
Justinian, records that an aqueduct channeled freshwater to the cistern, but that the cistern also stored water, “which had been wasted
because of its abundance during other seasons” for summer.2 The latter provides a good sense of the actual quality of such water for
drinking and bathing purposes.

Eventually closed and seemingly forgotten by the L ate Byzantine period,* the Basilica Cistern was re-discovered in 1545 by French
humanist and antiquarian Pierre Gilles, also known as Petrus Gyllius.® Gilles, who came to the city to gather literary sources and
investigate material remains of Constantinopolitan antiquities, learnt from the local populace that they were able to miraculously obtain
water and catch fish by lowering bucketsin their basement floors.® The stories led Gilles to explore the neighborhood until he got
access to a house through the basement of which he discovered a forgotten cistern, and recognized the imperial Basilica cistern. At
the time, the cistern was still filled by an ancient pipe that collected water from the Belgrade forest and local wells in the winter time.”
The cistern, which later provided water for the Topkapi Saray, was the only ancient water reservoir that remained in use until recent
times.2 The restorations from the 18" to the mid-20t" century were crucial for the maintenance of the cistern. The cistern was
renovated in 1985, wooden walking platforms were added and, since 1987, it has been open to the public. Today the Basilica
Cistern remains one of the most important and the oldest public spacesin the city.

2. Architecture and decor ation

The symmetry, sheer grandeur of the hypostyle design and sophisticated hydro-engineering of the Basilica Cistern are exceptional.
336 impressive columns set in 28 rows of 12 columns each,® with centers of the column shafts some 4 meters apart, revesl
knowledge of columnar architecture based on modular principles (Fig. 1). The vaulting technique is also exemplary. were
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constructed not of Roman concrete, but of single layers of brick, dightly pitched, laid across the axis of the vault and embedded in
very thick mortar (Fig. 2). Thiskind of extraordinary light vaulting was later advanced and used in other public buildings and
churches, like in the domes and half-domes of Hagia Sophia and the pumpkin domes of Sts. Sergios and Bakchos.X? Therefore, the
modular use of square bays and brick vaulting from the Basilica Cistern has played an important role for the standardization of Late
Antique and early Byzantine imperial foundations in Constantinople.

As an underground, utilitarian structure set below a major public building, the Stoa Basilica or Imperia portico, the Basilica cistern
itself was not meant to be seen. This may explain why the largest known Byzantine water cistern is constructed by using spolia—
columns, capitals and plinths from ruined older buildings. Still, some parts of the Basilica Cistern are worth noting for sculptural
decoration that captures viewers' imagination and pose numerous questions, not only about the decorative arts in the city before the
sixth century, but also about the builders’ decisions when building this enormous imperia cistern. In the north-western corner of the
Basilica cistern, two of the columns mounted on ancient classical bases are supported by massive stone blocks carved with colossal
heads of Medusa gorgons, one of them upside down and the other on its side, most likely deliberately positioned so (Figs. 3, 4 and

5).1 In its center, the reservoir features a column with the so-called “tear-drop” or “peacock-eye” motif (Fig. 6).

The provenance of these intricately carved column pedestals and shafts cannot be confirmed. They came certainly from ruined
monumental structures, and probably some of them from the Forum of Theodosios, modern Beyazit Square. The columns with
colossal heads of a pair of gorgons could have come from a nyphaeum, akind of monumenta roman fountain that existed in the city,
including a Nymphaeum maius that stood in the Forum of Theodosios at the end of the so-called agueduct of Valens.12 The column
shaft with a “tear-drop” design strongly resembles the design of four clusters of monumental columns of the fourth-century triumphal
arch from the Theodosius forum, whose impressive remnants still remain in the area (cf. Fig. 7).13 The visual resemblance of the shafts
with the “tear-drop” design from the Basilica cistern and of Theodosios reveals that the mysterious “drops’ in the
Basilica cistern stand for the stylized trunk of cypress tree. Theodosios Arch was associated with the classical iconography of power
and victory, where the club of Hercules was presumably made of cypress wood. Traces of Hercules' fingers around the club are till
visible on the remnants of Theodosios’ monumental arch (cf. Fig. 8).14 Whether builders actually wanted to employ shaft, which
resembled cypress wood associated with the mighty Hercules, to support the central segment of impressive structure of the Basilica
Cistern, remains uncertain.
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[Mwoecdpto :

cross- (groin-) vault
A vault formed over square or rectangular spaces by the interpenetration of two barrel-vaults of equal hight and diameter. The lines of the
intersection form a diagonal cross.

triumphal arch

(Rom.:) A structure in the shape of a monumental archway, built to celebrate the victory of a Roman general or Emperor.
(Byz. Archit.) The arch formed above the Horaia Pyle (Royal Door), which frames the curve of the conch of the apse and separates the bema from the
nave.
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[TopaBépata

Justinian | builds (or re-builds) the Basilica cistern

‘Omep ¢ Vdatog evmoElag MEQL EvtavBa damemoOVNTAL TQ BACIAEl TOVTW avTika INAWow. B£00Vg o 1) PactAic TOALS Vdatog
UmeomAVILeV €k TOD ML MAELOTOV, KALTEQ €6 TOUG AAAOVS KALQOUG DLAQKES EXOVOA. TOD YOO KALQOU TNVIKADE AVXOVGS €XOVTOG
EAQOOOVWGE T} KATA TG RAAXGS OQAG al myat TO BOWE ATOPBAVOTAVOLOAL KATADEETTEQAV TTAQELXOVTO TV OxeTaywYiav Tr) TMOAEL
010 d1) 6 BaciAelg EmevoeL TOLADE. KATa TNV PaciAéwe oTody, (va d1) g dikag magaokevalovTat of Te ONTOQES KAl elTAYWYELS Kai
el Tveg @&AAOL TOL €QYOU TOUTOV EmipeAovvTaL, avAT TG oty DTTEQUeYEONGS, TEQLUNKNG HEV Kal eVQOVGS tkavag £xovaa, v
TeTOATAEVEW O& TEQIOTVAOG 0VO, OVK ETTL YEWDOUS EDAPOVS TOIC AVTNV deLUAEVOLS, AAA” ETL TTETOAG TLETOLUEVT). OTOAL TE THV
AVANV TeQBAAAOVOL TEOOAQES, KATX TAEVEAY EKAOTNV E0TWONL TAUTNV TE 0DV KAl TWV 0TOWV Uia, ieQ avTNG TETQATTAL TTEOG
Avepov votov, &g faboug péya T xonua katovéag Tovotviavog PactAevs, ATORBAAAOUEVOLS TT) TTEQLOVT A KATA TAC AAAAS WOAS
Tolg LdaOLV €¢ B€00g év émitndeiw OnoavEov €0eto. dexopeva Y Tt EAVTOA TAdE TOL OXETOD TV EMLQQOT|V UTTEQPBAVLOVTOG
OTEVOXWQEOUVLEVOLS PLEV TOIG DOaoL TdTE XapileTat XWoav, mTOOevaV 8¢ ATV YIVOUEVWY ETTIL KAXLQOD TOIG DEOLEVOLS TXQEX ETAL
TOEOV. 0UTW PEV pr| TEoodely Bulavtios motipwy VdATwV BactAeds Tovotviavog diempaarto.

Prokopios, Buildings, L. xi. 10-15, ed. J. Haury, corr. G. Wirth, Procopii Caesariensis opera omnia 4: De aedificiis libri VI (Leipzig 1964).



