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A City with a View. Byzantine Monuments of Constantinople in the Fossati

Sketches (Sts. Sergius and Bacchus and the Columns of Constantine and

Marciano)

by Silvia Pedone

The main aim of the present study is to show how multi-
faceted the historical image ofConstantinople is as a place
of encounters and dialogue,1 and how fruitful the
comparison between archival data, historical contexts and

monument analysis is in order to shed new light on some
of the city's many faces.2 Istanbul is a place — not simply a

physical space — which is defined as such through the
individual and collective gaze and imagination of those who
are fascinated by it, even more so now than centuries ago,
because many looked at it from an "external" perspective.
At the same time, however, and just for this reason, the

city is not only an observed place, but also becomes a place
of observation, a privileged point of view from which to
look back to one's place of origin: in short, it becomes a

city "with a view", in a double perspective, at the intersection

and overlapping of different points of view, as the
title of the present essay suggests.

In the historical formation of this complex stratification,

the work of the Fossati brothers was certainly of
considerable importance, in particular — and it is the view that
I would like to privilege — with respect to the image of

III. I The Fossati Brothers and Mrs Scotti, by Mikhail I. Scotti, pencil,

dated 1845 and signed bottom left. ASTi Fossati 12/912

Byzantine Constantinople, to the discovery, or rather the

rediscovery, of a specific historical-cultural dimension, of
one of its souls, which coexists with the others, but does

not lose its identity.3
Upon his arrival in Constantinople in 1837, Gaspare

Fossati quickly adapted to the lively international
environment of the city on the Bosphorus. Through early
prestigious commissions, he soon establishes friendships
and conducted business with the various foreign communities

in the city. In addition to the biographical information

widely published by Lucia Pedrini Stanga4 and others
before her,5 we are given a direct, meaningful image of the
environment in which the Swiss brothers moved thanks to
a sketch by their friend, the Russian artist Mikhail Ivano-
vich Scotti (1814—1861).6 Gaspare Fossati had invited him
to Constantinople to decorate some rooms of the Russian
embassy, together with the Venetian painter Pietro For-
nari.7 He portrays the Fossati brothers in the living
room of the Scotti house (111. 1), sitting bent over the table
absorbed in their work and not too distracted by Madam
Scotti's piano performance.8 Even such a casual drawing

III. 2 The Fossati brothers' atelier in Pera (Constantinople), by Mikhail I.

Scotti, watercolour, dated 1844 and signed bottom right.
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as this, a simple and friendly tranche de vie, reveals the two
brothers' tireless dedication to their work. Equally
eloquent in this regard is Scotti's watercolour of the Fossatis'

atelier in Pera,9 where working tools, projects, scattered

papers and memories of their distant home are in plain
view. And the "picture" of their homeland, a map of Italy,
is certainly not hanging on the wall by chance. Could this
be an indirect allusion to their faith in the Risorgimento
cause? The two brothers returned to their homeland
after the unification of Italy (111. 2).10 The atelier was also a

meeting place for friends, painters, travellers and

photographers, as shown in another faint sketch (111. 3)11 of the

same room, in which the French painter Emile Jean-
Horace Vernet (1789—1863) and the artist and photographer

Frédéric Auguste Antoine Goupil-Fesquet (1806—

1893) are portrayed. Vernet, Gaspar's friend since his stay
at the French Academy in Rome,12 was the author of
Voyage en Orient.13

These were the years in which travellers, scholars,

painters and archaeologists visited the city and explored
its history. With the laws of Tanzimat14 and the subsequent

reforms, the thirties and forties of the nineteenth

century were a turning point in the study and knowledge
of the ancient and Byzantine monuments of the city.15 On
November 3, 1839, the young Sultan Abdiilmecid issued

the famous edict of Gülhane (Hatti sherif), strongly
supported by the reformist Gran Vizir Mustafa Reçid
Pascià.16 Thus began a gradual, unprecedented cultural
embrace of Western influences, albeit at the cost of
partially abandoning deeply rooted Ottoman traditions.17

These circumstances fostered the need to discover and

acquire knowledge ofa place, crucial to the history of
civilization, not only through ancient and modern literary
sources, but above all through direct observation and

empirical "measurement" of the city and its monuments.18

The collection of empirical data in turn stimulated the
need to reconstruct and outline the historical and stylistic
development of this civilization, and therefore to have a

coherent, theoretical framework for such a picture. It was
during this time that the first specialized Byzantine studies

emerged. However, as can be expected, it should be

noted that the Fossati seem less interested in the
historical-theoretical aspects of architecture than in the possibility

of a practical and tangible dialogue between historical
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The Fossatis' atelier in Pera (Constantinople), with Horace Vernet and Frédéric Goupil-Fesquet, by Gaspare Fossati, pencil, 1849 c.
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knowledge and modern practice, between ancient and

new, between contamination ofdifferent styles and traditions

in the living fabric of the urban context of a millenary

city.
Their exceptional restoration of a highly symbolic

monument for both Byzantine and Ottoman art and

culture, namely the Hagia Sophia, must be seen within that
context19 (111. 4-5). The restoration was commissioned by
the Sultan in 1847, and no work of such a relevance had
been carried out on the building since restorations made

in 1573 by the architect Sinan.20 As Cyril Mango rightly
pointed out in 1962, the work of the Fossati brothers
proved to be a breakthrough in the study of Byzantine
art21 despite the fact that they were not thoroughly versed

in the history of Byzantium. Although their functional
and "modern" interests were not of a primarily scholarly
or academic nature, their restoration activity produced
the most extensive documentation of the mosaics created

in the building throughout the Byzantine millennium,
from the aniconic mosaics of the 6th century and the
figurative ones of the Macedonian and Comnenian eras to
the great Deeis and Seraphims of the Palaeologan period.
The technical requirements of their task led them to
discover these extraordinary artworks beneath the plaster.

The architects then covered most of the mosaics with a

new coat ofplaster and paintings, especially the figurative

III. 4 Inner view of Hagia Sophia, Istanbul.
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ones which still decorated the walls of the Santa Sofia. The
plastering and the new decoration mainly affected the
mosaics in the central area of the apse. The upper part of
the apse was covered with a thin layer ofplaster and
ornamental motifs, while the bottom between the bands was
painted with a fake gold mosaic.22 Before covering them,
Fossati documented the mosaics in various drawings and
sketches quickly annotated in notebooks and small sheets

of paper.
23 The intention of the Fossati was to publish a

monograph on the mosaics, but for unknown reasons the

project did not materialize. Only an album of 25
lithographs was released, representing the exterior and interior
of the monument before and after the restoration.24

Unfortunately, this splendid volume does not contain

any specific documentation on mosaics. In 1855, the Prussian

architect Wilhelm Salzenberg, who stayed in
Constantinople for five months just as Flagia Sophia was being
restored, published a partial description of the mosaics
that had been covered as well as many of the relevant
drawings.25 Not until 1931 was the Byzantine Institute
allowed to proceed with a new restoration of the mosaics
of the Flagia Sophia and not until after the building had
been converted into a museum in 1935 was the work of
the Fossati brothers discovered, which had ensured their
preservation. Thomas Whittemore,26 founder of the
Byzantine Institute, brought to light some mosaics that still

O e

III.5 Inner view of Hagia Sophia Mosque, by Gaspare Fossati.
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III. 6 Wooden beams replaced by Fossati, Imperial lodge, Saint Sophia,

Istanbul.

III.7 Stucco panel replaced by Fossati, Saint Sophia, Istanbul.

exist today, for example the one in the lunette of the imperial

door, the mosaic of the southern vestibule and the

imperial panels. But the careful analysis devoted to the

building by the two Swiss architects was much more
extensive, for instance, their study of the marble slabs or
the restoration of apparently invisible details, such as

carved wooden beams and stucco27 (111. 6—7). Although
there is no complete mapping that traces the Fossati brothers'

interventions in the monument, modern studies of the
rich decoration of the Hagia Sophia have nevertheless

highlighted how extensive the work carried out on the

monument was in just three years.28
We can therefore say that the Fossati acquired

firsthand, field knowledge of the features ofByzantine art and

mosaics, as we can infer from the restoration reports delivered

to the authorities and as they themselves declared in
the small treatise published in Turin — not edited by
Giuseppe until 1890 — entitled Rilievi storico-artistici sull'
architettura bizantina dal IV al XVfino al XXI secolo [...].29
"Ancient Greek art," Fossati wrote, "was sufficiently
known, but medieval art remained almost unknown,
although medieval Greek architecture offers, artistically
speaking, a number of ingenious devices and several
combinations useful to modern buildings." This may also

explain why, as Fossati writes, Byzantine monuments have
"a clear imprint of the genius, which can be grasped at first
glance."

Before the Fossati, only one other architect had obtained
permission (not without difficulties) to study and measure

parts of the building, even if he was never able to publish
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III. 8 Elevation of the counter-

façade and the eastern wall

of the esonarthex of the Hagia

Sophia, by Charles Felix-Marie

Texier.
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III. 9 Sheet with sketches of the

mosaics of Monreale, pencil, by

Gaspare Fossati.
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the entire documentation gathered on the monument and

today preserved in London, at the Royal Institute of British

Architects.30 It is the French architect and archaeologist

Charles Felix-Marie Texier (1802—1871) who carried
out several missions in Asia Minor starting in 1833.31

Unlike Fossati, Texier was a learned expert on ancient

sources, and his main aim was the rediscovery of an
authentic Byzantine style, whose historical physiognomy
was at that time still rather vague and derived above all
from the knowledge of European monuments (111. 8).

However, we may still know too little of the Fossati
brothers' knowledge ofByzantine art. The only other case

III. 10-11 Church of Saints Sergius and Bacchus (Kûçûk Ayasofya), Istanbul.
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of interest in the decorative aspects ofmedieval Greek art
is an unpublished sheet on which Gaspare drew some
portions of the mosaics of Monreale32 (111. 9) in a precise,
though schematic, manner. These are sketches probably
made during the trip to Sicily undertaken shortly before
his arrival in Constantinople. The sheet shows, with some

precision, the biblical scenes above the arches of the central

nave, the great figures of the Pantocrator in the apse
and the Virgin, as well as a series of ornamental details.33

The fascination for Byzantium did not however end with
the experience of the Hagia Sophia. Among the papers of
the two young architects preserved in the Bellinzona
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III. 12 Plan of the Justinian Church of Saints Sergius and Bacchus, pencil,

by Gaspare Fossati.

archive, I was able to identify a small group of sketches34

relating to another Byzantine building from the Justinian
period, namely the church of Saints Sergius and Bacchus

(Kûçûk Ayasofya Camii), built by Justinian in 527
(111. 10—11), whose central plan and double envelope reveal
the architectural and decorative experimentation that
reached unsurpassed peaks in the construction of the

Hagia Sophia.35
These sketches are not dated but were probably made in

conjunction with the works in the Hagia Sophia and
dictated by the need for comparison with another Justinian
building, maybe in order to evaluate technical analogies
and structural and decorative solutions. In addition to the

plan of the building36 (111. 12) — whose only precedent is

the one realized a decade earlier by Charles Texier (111. 13)37

— they made a sketch from inside the naos (111. 14), which
frames the south-east corner of the internal octagon.38
The minbar, the exedras with related galleries (women's
gallery) and a portion of the dome with concave and convex

segments are clearly visible. Despite the rough style of
the sketch, the author does not fail to highlight some
details of the Ottoman decoration, such as that between
the windows of the dome and in the conchs of the exedras,

or the small columns placed at the corners of the large pillars

of the bema, at the level of the galleries. Particularly
significant is the caption in pencil which reads: "mosque
of Kiiçtik Ayasofya, with bad blue paintings; hidden
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III. 13 Plan of the Basilica of Saints Sergius and Bacchus and detail of an

impost capital and of the frame with large pods, pencil, ink and water-
color, by Charles Felix-Marie Texier.

mosaics".39 This last observation — taken for granted for a

long time even by many Byzantinists40 — suggests that the
Fossati brothers were specifically trying to establish an

analogy with the discovery of the mosaics of the Hagia
Sophia. The belief that the Ottoman plaster layer of the

building could hide a Byzantine mosaic decoration is also

suggested by a panel by Texier (111. 15), which depicts
large angelic figures in the segments of the dome,41 replicated

in the later reconstruction of the building published
by Ebersolt and Thiers in 191342 (111. 16). However, no
trace of this decoration has ever been found in surveys of
the dome carried out in modern times, although no extensive

investigation has been conducted in the building.
A further rather synthetic sketch of the architectural

structure reveals the interest in the elevation of the building,

the system of the exedras, the structure of the trabea-
tion and the rich sculptural decoration43 (111. 17). Fossati
made three other sketches of these elements sculpted in
Proconnese marble: a drawing of the moulded architrave44
(111. 18—20), with a still classical flavour and partially
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III. 14 Sketch of the interior of
the Basilica of Saints Sergius

and Bacchus, taken from the

north-west, by Fossati, pencil,

ASti, Fossati Archive, 189.

III. 15 Cross section of the Basilica of Saints Sergius and Bacchus, watercolour, by Texier.
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III. 16 Cross section of the Basilica of Saints Sergius and Bacchus according to the hypothetical reconstruction of Ebersolt and Thiers.

worked àjour, on which runs the long imperial inscription
(111. 21), a second one of the capitals with its moulded base

and a third one devoted to the structure of the so-called

polylobed capital45 (111. 22) with the imperial monograms
of Justinian and Theodora, which would later be replicated

in monumental size in the Hagia Sophia. In the

drawings, Fossati does not fail to note the decoration of
the ceilings of the architraves with the characteristic
diamond pattern.46 The aesthetic impact exerted by the small

building of Saints Sergius and Bacchus, as an example of
classical elements reinterpreted in the light ofa completely
new vision, had probably struck the architectural imagery
of the Fossati, who remained so "disoriented" by those
solutions that they were induced to date them to the 3rd
century.47

Among the pages of a small notebook, mostly dedicated

to the Hagia Sophia, I was able to find a sketch which also

refers to the church of Saints Sergius and Bacchus (111. 23).
The drawing shows a W-E section of the building with the
dome resting directly on the pillars of the internal octagon.

The building is also recognizable by the presence of
the architrave, which was later completely abandoned in
the Constantinopolitan buildings, in favour of arches on
columns in the first order of the basilica buildings.

The Fossati took only fleeting note of the civic monuments

in the Byzantine city, at least judging by the scant
documentary evidence we have. Like their French alter 17 Sketch of the interior towards the naos, pencil, by Fossati.
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III. 18 Sketch of" the p/an, the elevation, and the Ionic impost capitals,

pencil, by Fossati.

III. 19 Cross section of the Basilica of Saints Sergius and Bacchus and

detail of the dome support system with base, column, capital, and entablature,

pencil.

ego, Charles Texier, they too were struck by two of the
main honorific columns still in place in the modern urban
fabric of Istanbul: the porphyritic column ofConstantine,
better known as the "Burnt Column" (Çemberlita§), and
that ofMarcian, which must have been built in the forum
of the same name.48 Their interest was perhaps linked to
one of the first official commissions given to Gaspare Fossati

by the Ottoman government, namely the design of two
obelisks commemorating the Edict ofTanzimat (1839): one
to be erected in the park of Gülhane and the second in
Beyazid square. The project was never realized, for financial

and political reasons, but we know its features from a

drawing preserved in the Bellinzona archive,49 and whose
reference to the most famous Byzantine obelisk of the city,
that ofTheodosius I, was most likely not accidental.

In response to a competition published in theJournal de

Constantinople50 in 1866, Giuseppe Fossati presented and

signed a restoration project for the column of Constantine,

whose appearance was the result of historical
accidents and climatic factors, such as material deterioration,

earthquakes and several fires (not least the one that broke

out on 6 September 1865). Giuseppe Fossati was in Milan
at the time. Despite the impossibility of integrating the

project of detailed drawings of the conservatorial
interventions, he drew up a report, now preserved in the
Bellinzona Archives,51 in which he enclosed two sketches of
the column. In the report he put the monument in historical

context and presented the main interventions aimed
at restoring its original appearance, with the demolition
of the Ottoman consolidation elements, that is, the stone
structure that hides the original marble base.

As in a sketch made a few years earlier by Texier (1833),
which depicts the image of the column in its urban context

(111.24), Giuseppe Fossati suggested removing later
constructions built in the course of time to create space for
a more complete view of the monument, but also in order
to "protect" it from the possible consequences of fire. He
also proposed replacing or integrating the marble parts
weakened by the flames and reinforcing the porphyry
drums by adding metal rings and nets.

FOSSAxI - MOBCOTE
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111.20 Sketches of the impost

capitals, cornices, and entablature,

pencil, by Fossati.

111.21 Architrave sculpted

decoration with the Justinian

inscription.
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111.22 Polylobed capital of the

Basilica of Saints Sergius and

Bacchus, pencil.

III. 23 Notebook with sketches

of the section of the building of
Saints Sergius and Bacchus by

Fossati.
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111.24 View of the Column of
Constantine in the urban context,

by Charles Felix-Marie Texier.

The column ofMarcian is seen in another drawing that

appears to be both a projected and an ideal reconstruction
(111. 25). Fossati suggests a hypothetical picture of the

column crowned with the imperial statue, yet correctly
records the design of the reliefs carved on two faces of
the rectangular marble base:52 that is, the motif with the

winged victories that support a chrismon within a clypeus
and, on the other side, the chrismon with lemnisci. Equally
precise is the rendering of the Corinthian capital and the

upper pulvinus with the characteristic decoration with
four eagles. It may be interesting to compare here the

graphic and mental approach of the Swiss architects with

the more archaeologically and philologically oriented

viewpoint ofTexier (111. 26—27).
Here we are dealing with two approaches which are

different in many respects, yet complementary and not necessarily

incompatible. After all, if in the history of styles —

according to the famous lesson of Ernst Kitzinger — "inner
directed" forces are often closely intertwined with
"other-directed" ones;53 knowledge of the artistic and visual
culture of the past can also arise from different ways of
seeing, which are "directed" by different interests in the

practical sphere of our lives — to use Habermas's expression.54

Sometimes, as we have seen, better knowledge can

266 ZAK, Band 80, Heft 4/2023
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25 Column of Mardan in Constantinople, by Fossati.

come even from a fortuitous coincidence, and in the end,

even today, one ofour interests in practical life is certainly
to understand how we can — how we should — look at the

legacy of the past with modern eyes, the only ones we
have. Perhaps there is much to learn about this from the

"view" of the Fossati brothers.
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111.26-27 Details of the reliefs of the base of the Column of Marc/an in

Constantinople, by Charles Felix-Marie Texier.
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NOTES

1 Constantinople is often defined as a "crossroads" ofcultures and

meetings, due to its geographical position, located between two
continents and at the entrance to the Bosphorus canal, the
multi-ethnic and cosmopolitan composition of its population, and

the centrality in international trade policy. In the nineteenth

century this role intensified, favored by notable changes and by
the openness towards the different European communities,
already present with the embassies in the capital of the Ottoman
Empire. In the middle of the century, and even more so in the
second half, the international community constituted a lively
presence on the Golden Horn which favored meetings between

personalities of culture, politics and art. For a historical survey,
see: Jean-François Solon, Le turban et la stambouline. L'Empire
ottoman et l'Europe, XIV'—XX'siècle, affrontement etfascination

réciproques, Perrin 2009, pp. 428—465; Shrine Hamadeh, Çigdem
Kafescioglu (eds.), A companion to Early Modem Istanbul,
Leiden-Boston 2022.

2 The following text is the result of a research presented at the
conference The Fossati Brothers. Swiss Architects from Morcote to

Istanbul (1—2 October 2021), co-organized by the Swiss Consulate,

the Russian Embassy, the University of Italian Switzerland,
and the Dost-I (Dominican Study Institute Istanbul), whose
activities of cultural promotion and multidisciplinary dialogue
made these meetings possible. I also want to thank the Italian
Cultural Institute for contributing to my trip to Istanbul, and
the friends and colleagues of the working group with whom we
were in contact during the hard months of the lockdown preparing

the conference ofwhich this paper is a revised and expanded
result.

3 The interest of Byzantine historiography in the work of the
Fossati started quite early, especially in reference to their
restoration and "safeguarding" work of the Hagia Sophia and its rich
mosaic and decorative endowment. In the short period between
1847 and 1849 the two architects managed to carry out restoration,
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SUMMARY RÉSUMÉ

When Giuseppe Fossati published a brochure in 1890 titled Rilievi
storico-artistici sull'architettura bizantina, forty-one years had already
passed since the restoration of the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople
(1847-1849). The endeavour had established the international
reputation of the two brothers from Ticino, Switzerland, as a result of
which they received further important commissions, both public and

private, in the city ofConstantinople. To date, Gaspare and Giuseppe
Fossati's contribution to Byzantine studies seemed limited to their
restoration of the great Justinian church. However, analysis of unpublished

sketches preserved in the Fossati Archive in Bellinzona indicates
a broader interest in Byzantine art. In particular, this article examines
sketches and plans the brothers made of the church of Sts. Sergius and
Bacchus as well as the columns of Constantine and Marcian.

Lorsque Giuseppe Fossati publia en 1890 une brochure intitulée Rilievi
storico-artistici sull'architettura bizantina, quarante-et-un ans s'étaient déjà
écoulés depuis les travaux de restauration réalisés dans la basilique
Sainte-Sophie de Constantinople (1847—1849). Ces travaux, qui
avaient conféré une énorme visibilité aux deux frères tessinois sur le

plan international, leur ont permis de recevoir d'autres importants
mandats (publics et privés) dans la ville de Constantinople. Si jusqu'ici
la contribution de Gaspare et Giuseppe Fossati aux études byzantines
semblait se limiter aux travaux de restauration de la grande église justi-
nienne, l'analyse de quelques croquis inédits conservés aux Archives
Fossati de Bellinzone a révélé un intérêt plus marqué pour le phénomène

artistique byzantin. Le présent article examine en particulier les

études graphiques que les frères Fossati ont consacrées à l'église des

Saints Serge-et-Bacchus et aux colonnes honorifiques de Constantin
et Marcien.

ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Als Giuseppe Fossati 1890 eine Broschüre mit dem Titel Rilievi storico-

artistici sull'architettura bizantina veröffentlichte, waren seit den

Restaurierungsarbeiten an der Hagia Sophia in Konstantinopel (1847-1849)
bereits einundvierzigJahre vergangen. Diese Arbeiten verschafften den
beiden Tessiner Brüdern eine enorme Sichtbarkeit auf internationaler
Ebene und ermöglichten es ihnen, weitere wichtige (öffentliche und

private) Aufträge in der Stadt Konstantinopel zu erhalten. Schien sich

der Beitrag von Gaspare und Giuseppe Fossati zur Byzantinistik bisher

auf die Restaurierungsarbeiten an der grossen Justinianskirche zu
beschränken, so konnte dank der Analyse einiger unveröffentlichter
Skizzen aus dem Fossati-Archiv in Bellinzona ein breiteres Interesse an
dem byzantinischen Kunstphänomen aufgezeigt werden. In diesem

Artikel werden insbesondere die grafischen Studien untersucht, die die
Fossati der Kirche der Heiligen Sergius und Bacchus sowie den Ehrensäulen

von Konstantin und Marcianus widmeten.

RIASSUNTO

Quando nel 1890 Giuseppe Fossati pubblicö un opuscolo dal titolo
Rilievi storico-artistici sull'architettura bizantina, erano trascorsi quaran-
tuno anni dai lavori di restauro condotti nella Santa Sofia di Costan-
tinopoli (1847-1849). Lavori che diedero enorme visibilité ai due

fratelli ticinesi a livello internazionale e che permisero loro di rice-
vere ulteriori importanti committenze (pubbliche e private) nella
città di Costantinopoli. Se fino a oggi il contributo di Gaspare e

Giuseppe Fossati agli studi bizantini sembrava esaurirsi nei lavori di
restauro délia grande chiesa giustinianea, grazie all'analisi di alcuni
schizzi inediti conservati presso l'Archivio Fossati di Bellinzona, è

stato possibile evidenziare un interesse più diffuso per il fenomeno
artistico bizantino. Il présente articolo esamina in particolare gli
studi grafici che i Fossati dedicarono alla chiesa dei SS. Sergio e

Bacco, e alle colonne onorarie di Costantino e Marciano.

272 ZAK, Band 80, Heft 4/2023


	A city with a view : byzantine monuments of Constantinople in the Fossati sketches (Sts. Sergius and Bacchus and the columns of Constantine and Marciano)

