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The fourteenth-century complex of Elvan Çelebi (fig. 1), 
located in rural north-central Anatolia (fig. 2), has fig-
ured prominently in discussions of the reuse of Byzan-
tine structures and building materials and the survival 
of Christian beliefs in later medieval Anatolian Muslim 
contexts. however, it has resisted incorporation into 
synthetic accounts of architectural production in the 
period between the collapse of the Rum Seljuk state in 
the thirteenth century and the consolidation of Otto-
man power in the fifteenth.1 Thus the complex’s schol-
arly reception has emphasized its diachronic rather 
than synchronic significance. 

In what follows I argue that there is no evidence for 
the preservation of Byzantine structures within the 
fourteenth-century complex and that prominent inter-
pretations of the reuse of Byzantine building materials 
within the complex are based on an incomplete under-
standing of the multiple phases of construction. The 
argument for the survival of Christian religious beliefs 
among the members of a local dervish community is 
based upon an insufficiently critical reading of two six-
teenth-century sources. however, arguments regarding 
the reuse of materials and the persistence of religious 
beliefs have served to reinforce each other. Many inter-
preters have assumed that Byzantine building materials 
reused in the fourteenth-century complex “stood for” 
Byzantine culture or Christian religion, following a com-
mon assumption of “a metonymic relationship between 
recycled elements and the broader cultural formations 
that they are made to stand for.”2 Thus, the reuse of Byz-
antine stones is believed to support the theory of the 
survival of Christian beliefs. In fact, the most prominent 
spolia at the site, which probably did come from nearby 
Byzantine structures, have been interpreted by the local 

audience not as references to a pre-Islamic past but as 
elements in the story of the founder’s family.

At the same time, the architectural, epigraphic, and 
textual evidence regarding Elvan Çelebi and his family 
forms an underutilized resource for illuminating the dy-
namics of architectural patronage in later medieval cen-
tral Anatolia. Consideration of the complex’s patronage 
and appearance provokes broader questions involving 
the relationship between state and non-state actors in 
architectural production, and the relationship between 
patronage and architectural style. The synchronic sig-
nificance of the complex is thus greater than has been 
appreciated.

The following investigation begins with a brief his-
tory of the scholarly reception of the complex, followed 
by an assessment of the physical and epigraphic evi-
dence for the history of the building. After considering 
the two sixteenth-century sources on the dervish com-
munity then resident at the complex, I return in the con-
clusion to the question of the complex’s significance 
within the broader history of architectural production 
in Anatolia in the fourteenth century.

I. hISTORy Of ThE SChOlARShIp ON ThE ElvAN 
ÇElEBI COMplEx

On April 5, 1555, the habsburg ambassador Ogier 
 Ghiselin de Busbecq (d. 1591) and his traveling compan-
ion hans Dernschwam (d. 1568) visited the complex of 
Elvan Çelebi on their way to the court of Sultan Süley-
man (r. 1520–66) in Amasya. Busbecq’s memories of the 
site were recorded in his “Turkish letters,” first published 
in Antwerp in 1581.3 Dernschwam also left a substantial 
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fig. 1. The complex of Elvan Çelebi from the northeast. Town of Elvançelebi, Mecitözü, Çorum. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 

fig. 2. Map of Anatolia, showing locations mentioned in the text. (Map: C. Scott Walker, harvard Map Collection, harvard 
College library)



THE COMPLEX OF ELVAN ÇELEBI: PROBLEMS IN FOURTEENTH-CENTURY ARCHITECTURE 75

account of the visit, together with a sketch plan of the 
site (fig. 3), in his diary, excerpts from which were pub-
lished in 1873. It was edited and published in its entirety 
by franz Babinger in 1923.4 The accounts of Busbecq and 
Dernschwam, in particular their discussions of the local 
dervishes’ stories regarding the prophet Khidr, said to 
have slain a dragon in the vicinity of the complex, have 
played a large role in twentieth-century appraisals of the 
site.

The seventeenth-century travelers Katib Çelebi and 
Evliya Çelebi both recorded brief visits to the site, and 
William hamilton described a visit made in 1836.5 More 
influential has been J. G. C. Anderson’s account of his 
visit to the complex in 1899. Anderson proposed that the 
complex stood on the site of the Byzantine city of Eu-
chaita, home to an important cult of Saint Theodore, 
which was known to lie in the region, but whose precise 
location had not been identified. he was familiar with 
the accounts of Busbecq and Dernschwam regarding the 
dervishes’ stories of Khidr, and argued that they pro-
vided evidence for “the worship of St. Theodore…clothed 
in a Mohammedan form.” Anderson also emphasized 
the large number of spolia that he saw at the site.6 

These suggestions were soon taken up by the British 
archaeologist and folklorist f. W. hasluck (1878–1920). 
Although he never visited the site, his brief remarks on 
it have reached a wide audience. hasluck first men-
tioned the complex in passing in 1914, in an article that 
cited Anderson’s account: “at the tekke [lodge for der-
vishes] of Sheikh Elwan in pontus Khidr seems certainly 
to have supplanted St. Theodore.”7 A more extended 
discussion appears in his Christianity and Islam under 
the Sultans, published posthumously in 1929. here 
hasluck, again relying entirely on Busbecq, Dern-
schwam, and Anderson, included the complex among a 
“group of apparent or reputed instances of the imposi-
tion of Mohammedan on Christian cults.”8 By this time 
Anderson’s identification of the site with Euchaita had 
been convincingly countered by henri Grégoire, who 
argued that the Byzantine city had occupied the site of 
the village of Avkat (now officially Beyözü), nine kilome-
ters to the northeast.9 Still, hasluck proposed that Elvan 
Çelebi “may represent, if not the great shrine [of St. 
Theodore], at least a subsidiary one of importance.” he 
then offered a reconstructed “history of the sanctuary”: 

“The site of the church of S. Theodore was at some time 
taken over by the Mohammedans, who identified the 
saint on the ground of his eikon-type (he is generally rep-
resented on horseback) and dragon-legend, possibly 
helped by his name, with their own Khidr.”10 

hasluck thus introduced a new argument: not only 
had the dervishes preserved a memory of the Byzantine 
saint, but the complex itself occupied the site of an ear-
lier “church of S. Theodore.” This hypothesis was not 
based on any archaeological evidence. It rested entirely 
on the religious survivals hasluck perceived in the 
 accounts of Busbecq and Dernschwam.

hasluck was a perceptive critic of naïve theories of 
“survival,” which he attributed to “the overworked idea 
that every holy place has always been such.”11 There is 
thus a certain irony involved in the enthusiastic recep-
tion of his theory of a persistence of cult at the complex 
of Elvan Çelebi, which quickly acquired the status of 
fact. A 1930 visit by the Anatolian Expedition of the Ori-
ental Institute of the university of Chicago, led by hen-
nig von der Osten and accompanied by paul Wittek, 
resulted in the first published photograph of the build-
ing (fig. 4), accompanied by the statement that “the old-
est part of the structure is a Byzantine burial chapel, 
which shows that the place was once a Christian 
shrine.”12 The photograph features a portico that was 
built in the sixteenth century.

up to this point there had been hardly any study of 
the complex itself as a substantial, preserved, later me-
dieval monument. The site was admittedly familiar to 
two local historians from Amasya, Mustafa vazıh (d. 
1831) and hüseyin hüsameddin (d. 1939). Both provided 
accounts of its founding, but neither discussed the mate-
rial remains or epigraphy.13 The inscriptions were not 
included in İsmail hakkı uzunçarşılı’s corpus of medi-
eval inscriptions of central Anatolia, nor was the build-
ing discussed in Albert Gabriel’s volumes on the 
medieval architecture of the region.14 The omission of 
the complex from these two standard works may help 
to explain its absence from synthetic studies of later 
 medieval Anatolian architecture. 

The two inscriptions preserved in the complex were 
first published by Neşet Köseoğlu in the journal of the 
Çorum halk Evi in 1944.15 The first widely distributed 
account of the site’s epigraphy and architecture, 
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fig. 3. hans Dernschwam’s sketch plan of the complex of Elvan Çelebi. Wolfenbüttel, herzog August Bibliothek, Cod. Guelf. 
77.1 Aug. 2°, fol. 246v. (photo: courtesy of the herzog August Bibliothek) 
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 including a ground plan, was published by franz Tae-
schner in 1960, based on his visit in 1951.16 far more sub-
stantial is a study published in 1968 by Semavi Eyice, 
who visited the site in 1965. This last work constitutes 
the most thorough and considered evaluation of the 
complex’s history and analysis of the building fabric. 
Eyice endorsed and elaborated upon hasluck’s theory of 
the transference of the cult of Theodore to the dervish 
community of Elvan Çelebi, and proposed that the site 
had previously housed a monastery dedicated to the 
saint. furthermore, he suggested that a section of the 
complex that displays a four-iwan (“cruciform”) ground-
plan might stand on the foundations of a Byzantine mar-
tyrion, possibly one built to house relics of St. Theodore.17

More recent discussions of the complex have contin-
ued to endorse the theories of the survival of cult and 
the continuity of site, while introducing a further argu-
ment regarding the spolia that are integrated into the 
building fabric. In an article published in 2000, Ethel 
Wolper wrote that “the reports of travelers and scholars 
are consistent in pointing out sections from a Byzantine 
church and ancient fragments” within the complex.18 
She accepted that it was “built on a site associated with 
St. Theodore,” and linked the display of spolia to this 
presumed history of the site: “These fragments added 
another layer of association to the tomb of Elvan Çelebi 

by locating his tomb within a local spirituality that was 
neither Islamic nor Christian but embodied a range of 
values …. In fourteenth[-century] Anatolia, the promi-
nent display of building fragments broadcasted the ge-
nealogy of the structure and its inclusion of Christian 
believers. This was done to create a visual link between 
newly sanctified holy figures and historical saints.”19 

In summary, three primary theories have shaped the 
scholarly reception of the complex of Elvan Çelebi. The 
earliest is the theory of a survival of the Byzantine cult 
of St. Theodore, based in Euchaita, in the beliefs of the 
dervishes whom Busbecq and Dernschwam encoun-
tered at the site in the sixteenth century. This was fol-
lowed by a second theory, first advanced by hasluck and 
not based on physical examination of the site, that the 
complex occupied the site of a former sanctuary dedi-
cated to St. Theodore. Only Eyice has endorsed this 
theory on architectural grounds, suggesting that the 
ground-plan of one section of the complex might reflect 
the foundations of a martyrion. The third theory, intro-
duced by Wolper, asserts intentional use of spolia in the 
fourteenth-century structure to announce the site’s pre-
sumed Christian past, to establish a connection between 
a “historical saint” (Theodore) and a modern “holy fig-
ure” (Elvan), and to promote the “inclusion of Christian 
believers.” 

By arguing that the fourteenth-century deployment 
of Byzantine architectural fragments constituted a “ge-
nealogy,” this third theory assumes that material re-
mains served as readily identifiable metonyms for 
cultural/religious identities. The assumption of an iso-
morphism between material remains and religious prac-
tices is already present in earlier accounts of the 
monument, especially in J. G. C. Anderson’s argument 
that Busbecq and Dernschwam’s descriptions of the be-
liefs of the sixteenth-century dervishes provided evi-
dence for the physical location of ancient Euchaita. 

It remains to ask if the complex is capable of support-
ing these theories. We will begin with an appraisal of the 
architectural evidence, in particular as it bears on the 
history of the site before the fourteenth century and on 
the fourteenth-century deployment of spolia. We will 
then consider the accounts of Busbecq and Dern-
schwam, in particular as they pertain to the theory of 
survival of cult.

fig. 4. Detail of wall 1 (portico before the four-iwan struc-
ture), complex of Elvan Çelebi, Elvançelebi, Mecitözü,  
Çorum. (After hans henning von der Osten, Discoveries in 
Anatolia, 1930–31 [Chicago, 1933], fig. 100) 
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II. ThE EvIDENCE Of ThE BuIlDING

The complex of Elvan Çelebi stands in the village of the 
same name (Elvançelebi, earlier known as Tekke Köy), 
approximately eighteen kilometers east of the provin-
cial capital, Çorum (fig. 2).20 The complex, which has 
undergone a number of alterations since its construc-
tion, today consists of four primary elements: a three-
iwan structure, a four-iwan structure, a large rectangular 
structure now used as a mosque, and a series of three 
rooms (fig. 5). for reasons that will become clear, I re-
frain from referring to these structures with the func-
tional terms conventionally used in the literature on the 
complex: zāviye (dervish lodge) for the three-iwan struc-
ture, “cruciform türbe (mausoleum)” for the four-iwan 
structure, and so forth. The central structure consists of 
three iwans arranged about a closed courtyard, in the 
center of which stands a şādırvān (ablution fountain). It 
is entered through a door at the north end of the north 
iwan. To the west of the three-iwan structure, and shar-
ing walls with its west and north iwans, stands a four-

iwan structure with a dome over the central bay, which 
today houses seven sarcophagi. It is entered through its 
north iwan; no door communicates between the three- 
and four-iwan structures. To the south of the three-iwan 
structure, and entered through its south wall, stands the 
present-day mosque. It features a simple rectangular 
plan, a flat ceiling, and a pitched roof. To the north of the 
three- and four-iwan structures three spaces are aligned 
on an east-west axis. The easternmost space forms an 
entry hall, with one door in its north wall, which leads 
outside, and another in its south wall, which communi-
cates with the three-iwan structure. A third door in its 
western wall communicates with the second of the three 
rooms, which houses a single sarcophagus. The western-
most of the three spaces forms a portico before the four-
iwan structure, opening to the outside on the north via 
a double arch. finally, a minaret stands at the north-
western corner of the complex, its base occupying the 
space between the north and west iwans of the four-
iwan structure.

A wealth of fundamental observations regarding the 

fig. 5. Ground plan of the complex of Elvan Çelebi, Elvançelebi, Mecitözü, Çorum. (After Semavi Eyice, “Çorum’un 
Mecidözü’nde Âşık paşa-oğlu Elvan Çelebi Zâviyesi,” Türkiyat Mecmuası 15 [1968]: pl. xIv, modified by Benjamin Anderson) 
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phasing and dating of the complex were made by Eyice 
in his 1968 study, although numerous questions remain, 
some of which cannot be solved without a systematic 
archaeological investigation of the building and its foun-
dations.21 The following account is based on three 
 sources of evidence: the fabric of the building, the plan 
drawn by hans Dernschwam in 1555, and the two in-
scriptions. The conclusions regarding relative and abso-
lute chronology are in general agreement with those 
reached by Eyice.

from the physical evidence of the building it is clear 
that the three- and four-iwan structures were built at the 
same time. The exterior walls of both display uncoursed, 
unhewn stones with sparing use of brick, as around the 
window in wall 8 (all wall numbers refer to the plan [fig. 
5]), as well as a fairly extensive use of masonry blocks for 
added stability in the corners and at the base of some 
walls. The apparently seamless join of walls 7 and 8 con-
firms that the two structures were contemporaneous, at 
least so far as can be determined given the lack of regu-
lar coursing. In what follows these two structures will be 
jointly described as the “core” of the complex.

The relationship between the core and the mosque is 
less clear. The joins between walls 9 and 10 and between 
walls 12 and 13 appear to be seamless, again allowing for 
the irregular construction. however, certain portions of 
the mosque walls display a markedly different construc-
tion technique, with far more regular coursing of stones, 
among which more reused pieces are visible, and more 
brick, which at some points is laid in regular courses al-
ternating with the stone. Especially noteworthy in this 
regard are the upper southern portion of wall 10 and the 
entire corner constituting the join between walls 11 and 
12. There is also a very high density of spolia throughout 
the south wall of the mosque (wall 11), which is not lim-
ited to the strategically placed masonry blocks found in 
the core. In general, these observations suggest that a 
structure was attached to the south wall of the three-
iwan structure in the core phase (due to the seamless 
joins), but that it underwent substantial renovation at 
some point, particularly in the south (i.e., the southern 
ends of walls 10 and 12, and the entirety of wall 11).

The relationship between the core and the three 
rooms to the north (the entry hall, mausoleum, and por-
tico) is much clearer. There is no join between walls 16 

and 17 (fig. 6). Wall 17 was clearly built against the pre-
existing north iwan of the three-iwan structure, a por-
tion of which juts out to the east. This emerges in 
particular from the regular brick courses of wall 17, 
which terminate without fail when they meet this pre-
existing wall (fig. 7). The construction technique em-
ployed in walls 17, 1, and 2 is markedly different from that 
seen in the core section of the complex. It is character-
ized by extensive use of brick, laid in semi-regular 
 courses, alternating with unhewn stones. Wall 1 shows a 
still more sophisticated employment of brick. In the up-
permost four courses the unhewn stones are surrounded 
by bricks on all four sides, and there is decorative brick-
work around the arches above the windows (fig. 8). Ey-
ice considered the construction of these walls to be 
characteristic of the sixteenth century, a suggestion that 
can be supported by local comparanda.22

fig. 6. Walls 16 and 17 of the complex of Elvan Çelebi,  
Elvançelebi, Mecitözü, Çorum. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 
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The theory that these rooms were built as a later ad-
dition against the north façade of the core is bolstered 
by the design of the door leading from the entry hall into 
the three-iwan structure. here, behind the modern plas-
ter, portions of a proper later-medieval entry are still 
visible, including a pointed archway constructed from 
well-cut stones (fig. 9). The alternation of light and dark 
stones is a hallmark of thirteenth- and fourteenth-cen-
tury structures in the region, as in the more elaborate 
portal of the madrasa/mausoleum complex of hüseyin 
Gazi outside of Değirmenderesi (fig. 10).23 Thus the 
north wall of the north iwan probably formed the origi-
nal entry, and the present entry hall is a later addition, 
contemporary with the mausoleum and portico to the 
west.

To summarize: three distinct building phases can be 
discerned within the Elvan Çelebi complex (fig. 5). The 
first, core phase comprises the three- and four-iwan 
structures. These two elements were originally joined to 
a third element, situated where the mosque now stands. 
however, the walls of the mosque, particularly at its 
southern end, show signs of a major later restoration. 
The three northernmost rooms, on the other hand, con-
sisting of the entry hall, the single-bay mausoleum, and 
the portico leading into the four-iwan structure,  
are clearly later additions. for the sake of completion  
it should be noted that the minaret is a much later 
 addition.

These observations are confirmed by the second ma-
jor source of evidence, namely, the plan of the complex 
drawn by hans Dernschwam on the basis of his visit in 
1555 (fig. 3) and the accompanying description.24 In its 
depiction of the core and the mosque, Dernschwam’s 
plan corresponds well to the current complex, allowing 
for some confusion regarding the precise relationship 
between the three- and four-iwan structures. however, 
two major differences stand out. Dernschwam did not 
record the three northernmost rooms, and he noted an 

fig. 7. Wall 17 of the complex of Elvan Çelebi, Elvançelebi, 
Mecitözü, Çorum. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 

fig. 8. Wall 1 of the complex of Elvan Çelebi, Elvançelebi, 
Mecitözü, Çorum. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 

fig. 9. Entry to the north iwan of the three-iwan structure, 
complex of Elvan Çelebi, Elvançelebi, Mecitözü, Çorum. 
(photo: Benjamin Anderson) 
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additional structure in the space between the east and 
north iwans of the three-iwan structure that is not 
 present today.

 This both confirms what can be gleaned from the 
physical evidence of the complex and contributes some 
new information. The core was already joined to a 
mosque in the sixteenth century. On his plan, Dern-
schwam labels this structure as a “sanctuarium diaboli-
cum,” and in the text of his diary he describes it as a 
prayer hall (“ein schelmen sanctuarium, doryn sy 
bethen”), unvaulted (“nit gewelbt”), with a wooden roof 
(“oben ein hulczen poden ... vnd khain ander dach”). he 
furthermore saw a Greek inscription high up, where 
more old broken stones and columns were incorporated 
into the building fabric (“auswendig ist ein grosser stain 
in der hoche mit eingemawert, darauff krichisch epi-
taphia gestanden, scheint ein newer stok sein, dan dorin 
mer altte zerbroche staine und sewlen mit koth gemaw-
ert sein”).25 This inscription can no longer be seen today, 
nor would one today remark that the upper level con-
tains more spolia than the lower.26 All of these points 
support the hypothesis that the present-day mosque oc-
cupies the same space as a structure original to the 
building, but that it has undergone substantial renova-
tion. The disparities between Dernschwam’s description 

and the present state of the mosque give a terminus post 
quem of 1555 for this renovation.

The second point to be gleaned from Dernschwam’s 
plan is that the three northernmost rooms were not 
present at the time of his visit. he furthermore describes 
the north iwan of the three-iwan structure as “der ein-
gang.”27 This confirms our deduction from the physical 
evidence that the north wall of the north iwan consti-
tuted the original entrance, and that the northernmost 
rooms were later additions. It also provides a terminus 
post quem of 1555 for their construction.28

The final point is that in 1555 a structure stood in the 
space between the north and east iwans of the three-
iwan structure. This no longer exists, but has left a trace 
in the form of an arch-shaped repair that is visible on the 
exterior of wall 15 (fig. 11). This presumably marks the 
location of an earlier doorway leading into the missing 
structure, which indeed Dernschwam’s plan places on 
this wall. It furthermore emerges that the missing struc-
ture and the three-iwan structure did not share a wall, 
since otherwise more extensive repairs would have been 
necessitated by its removal or destruction. Thus it can 
be hypothesized that the two structures were not 
 bonded, but rather abutted each other. They may there-
fore have been constructed at different times.

fig. 10. Entry portal to the madrasa in the complex of 
 hüseyin Gazi, Değirmenderesi, Alaca, Çorum. (photo: 
 Benjamin Anderson) 

fig. 11. Detail of repair in wall 15 of the complex of Elvan 
Çelebi, Elvançelebi, Mecitözü, Çorum. (photo: Benjamin 
 Anderson) 
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Dernschwam’s plan depicts the missing structure as 
roughly square in plan and vaulted (the inverted arch at 
the bottom of the square seems to be Dernschwam’s 
shorthand for a vaulted space). he labels the structure 
as the tomb of Elvan Çelebi, but in his text cryptically 
describes it as “an old, heathen, pharisaic temple” (“eine 
altte, haidnische, phariseische hailikeit”).29 This impres-
sion of pagan antiquity might suggest a masonry struc-
ture whose construction was clearly distinct from that 
of the rest of the complex. Square-plan mausolea were 
extremely common in later medieval Anatolia, and a 
specific local comparandum might be offered, once 
more from the hüseyin Gazi complex, where the mau-
soleum exhibits a square plan and a vaulted interior, and 
is constructed entirely from masonry (fig. 12).

The existence of an earlier mausoleum, since disap-
peared, provides a partial explanation for the later addi-
tion of the three northernmost rooms, the central room 
of which is today understood to be the mausoleum of 
Elvan Çelebi. This serves, then, as a replacement for the 
earlier mausoleum. As for the possible circumstances of 
the disappearance of the original mausoleum, I can do 
no better than to repeat Eyice’s hypothesis of damage 
sustained in an earthquake.30

Dernschwam’s plan and diary support the hypotheses 
derived from the physical evidence of the site and pro-
vide additional proof for an earlier structure, since dis-
appeared. They help little, however, in the absolute 
dating of the complex, aside from providing a terminus 
ante quem for the core complex and a terminus post 
quem for the restoration of the mosque and the con-
struction of the three northernmost rooms (in both 
cases, 1555). for the absolute dating it is necessary to 
turn to the epigraphic and historical evidence.

Two Arabic inscriptions are preserved in the com-
plex. The first, consisting of two lines, stands above the 
original entry to the four-iwan structure, that is, the door 
in the north wall of the north iwan (fig. 13). The most 
recent and complete reading was published by Ethem 
Erkoç in 2005.31 The second line names as the builder 
one Elvan, son of ʿ Ali, son of Muhlis, son of Shaykh Ilyas. 
Elvan Çelebi was the author of a menāḳıb, a laudatory 
history in verse, on the subject of his family, that was 
composed in the year 1358–59 (760).32 he seems to have 
died in 1368.33 his father was ʿAşık ʿAli pasha (d. 1332), a 

significant poet who is buried in an impressive masonry 
mausoleum in Kırşehir (fig. 14).34 Elvan’s grandfather 
was Muhlis pasha, a charismatic figure of considerable 
political and religious importance who for six months in 
1273 ruled a portion of southern Anatolia from the for-
mer palace of the Seljuks in Konya.35 We do not know 
the date of his death or the location of his tomb. Elvan’s 
great-grandfather, finally, was Baba Ilyas (or “Baba Ra-
sul”), a Turcoman shaykh who came to Anatolia from 
Khurasan in the early thirteenth century and estab-
lished a zāviye in the vicinity of Amasya. he then pro-
claimed himself a prophet, launched a revolt against the 
Seljuk state, and was killed in battle in Amasya in 1240.36 
his mausoleum, to all appearances an entirely modern 
construction, is claimed by the village of İlyas some ten 
kilometers southeast of Amasya.37

This family history matches the genealogy recited on 
the inscription of the four-iwan structure, and thus gives 
us a historical context for the construction of the core 
complex. At the end of the second line of the inscription 

fig. 12. Mausoleum, complex of hüseyin Gazi, Değir men-
deresi, Alaca, Çorum. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 
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appears a date, introduced by the formula fī sana, but 
the year itself has been crammed into the remaining 
space and is difficult to read. Köseoğlu, followed by Tae-
schner, read 707 (1307), while more recently Erkoç has 
read 780 (1378).38 The former is difficult to reconcile 
with the biography of Elvan Çelebi, who would have 
been very young in 1307, while the latter would suggest 
that the inscription was completed after the patron’s 
death. That both dates can plausibly be read into the 
tangle at the close of this line may indicate the unlikeli-
hood that a clear reading will emerge.39 

for a plausible date of construction we may turn to 
hüseyin hüsameddin, who records that in 753 (1352) 
Elvan Çelebi constructed a mosque, türbe, zāviye, 
ʿimāretḫāne (charity soup kitchen), and hamam in the 
village now bearing his name.40 hüsameddin does not 
provide a source for his information, but it is commen-
surate with the other information available to us in 
terms of both chronology and the description of the pa-
tron’s activities. A medieval hamam is preserved in the 
village of Elvançelebi, and the question of the various 
other functional structures will be addressed below.41

The second inscription consists of three lines and is 
set on the east end of the façade of the building (wall 1), 
above the door leading into the entry hall (fig. 15).42 As 
we have seen, this portion of the complex was built after 
1555. The first line of the inscription contains the bas-
mala (invocation of God), the second invokes the pre-
eternal perfection of God, and the third contains Sura 

1:5–6, concluding with the word al-mustaqīm (the 
straight path). This final word was interpreted by 
Köseoğlu as a chronogram corresponding to the year 681 
(1282), but this reading seems arbitrary and has been 
rejected by Erkoç.43 Nevertheless, the inscription might 
predate the construction of the façade, as it seems to 
have been reassembled from four distinct pieces before 
being set into its present location. It may have been as-
sociated with the original mausoleum of Elvan Çelebi, 
salvaged following the destruction of this building, and 
reused above the entry that leads to the new mauso-
leum.

It remains to consider the date of the renovation of 
the mosque, whose interior decorations, in particular its 
carved ceiling, wooden gallery, and carved stone mihrab 
are clearly much later than the core of the complex. 
 Eyice proposed that this renovation of the interior coin-
cided with the renovation of the mosque itself, which he 
suggested might have followed upon damage caused by 
an earthquake in 1793–94.44 

In summary, the core of the complex, comprising the 
three- and four-iwan structures, was constructed under 
the patronage of Elvan Çelebi in the mid-fourteenth 
century. This original complex also included a structure 
on the location of the present mosque, but this structure 
was substantially renovated, probably in the late eigh-
teenth or early nineteenth century. The northernmost 
rooms were constructed after 1555, perhaps as early as 
the late sixteenth century, and served in part to replace 

fig. 13. Inscription at the entry to the four-iwan structure, complex of Elvan Çelebi, Elvançelebi, Mecitözü, Çorum. (photo: 
Benjamin Anderson) 
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fig. 14. Entry portal, mausoleum of ʿAşık paşa, Kırşehir. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 
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the square-plan mausoleum of the founder that previ-
ously stood at the northeast corner of the complex. 

What, then, can be said about the history of the site 
before the fourteenth century as well as about the spolia 
built into the complex? We should first consider Eyice’s 
proposal that the four-iwan (“cruciform”) structure 
might be built on the foundations of an earlier Byzan-
tine martyrion.45 As we have seen, the three- and four-
iwan structures were constructed simultaneously in the 
building campaign of the mid-fourteenth century. A 
sondage might reveal traces of an earlier foundation, but 
the visible lower courses of the walls of the four-iwan 
structure show no sign of an earlier phase. Indeed, 
 Eyice’s argument is not based on archaeology, but on 
typology. A cruciform ground plan would be unique 
among later medieval Anatolian mausolea, the great 
majority of which consist of a single, vaulted space and 
exhibit a tower-like, vertical emphasis. While horizon-
tally-oriented mausolea are known, these are usually 
composed of a single iwan.46 

The identification of the four-iwan structure as a 
mausoleum is based on its contemporary use as the loca-
tion of seven sarcophagi. These are today identified as 
belonging to the wife and children of the founder.47 In 
1555 Dernschwam recorded only one sarcophagus in this 
structure, whose inhabitant was, like Elvan Çelebi, sup-
posed to be a “friend of St. George,” but to whom the 
dervishes gave no name.48 There is, in fact, no reason to 
think that the complex was originally outfitted with two 

mausolea, especially as there is no compelling candidate 
for the occupant of the second.49

The four-iwan structure is typologically problematic 
only if we assume that it originally functioned as a mau-
soleum. four-iwan buildings organized around a cen-
tral, domed space are known from medieval Anatolia, 
including the so-called Khanqah of Sahib Ata built in 
1279 in Konya.50 As mentioned above, hüsameddin’s ac-
count of Elvan Çelebi’s building campaign mentions a 
mosque, türbe, zāviye, ʿimāretḫāne, and hamam. let us 
assume that the mosque is identical with the present-
day mosque, that the türbe is the square-plan mauso-
leum drawn by Dernschwam, since destroyed, and that 
the hamam is the medieval bath preserved in the village. 
This leaves the core of the fourteenth-century complex, 
consisting of the three- and four-iwan structures. While 
the four-iwan structure resembles a known khanqah/
zāviye plan, the three-iwan plan is typical of fourteenth-
century ʿ imārets, for example, those preserved in Komo-
tini and Iznik.51 I do not wish to suggest a rigid connection 
between function and architectural typology, and would 
hesitate to “rename” the three-iwan structure as the 
ʿimāret and the four-iwan structure as the zāviye. how-
ever, if we do not assume that the four-iwan structure 
always served as a mausoleum, then it becomes possible 
to understand the core complex as a multi-functional 
structure whose elements can be comfortably accom-
modated within the current understanding of medieval 
Anatolian architectural typology, even if their combina-
tion is unusual.

The second factor that has been understood to sug-
gest a pre-fourteenth-century structure at the site is the 
presence of spolia in the complex. however, it should be 
emphasized that the mere presence of spolia in a build-
ing does not prove that it stands on the site of an earlier 
structure. There is ample evidence for the wide dispersal 
of reused building materials in central Anatolia. Stones 
from the Roman and Byzantine site of Tavium in central 
Anatolia have been documented by archaeologists in 
villages and towns in all directions, at distances of up to 
twenty-six kilometers.52 In 1836, William hamilton was 
told that the reused stones in the kale (fortress) at  Çorum 
had been brought from a building called “Kara hissar, 
on the road to yeuzgatt”—the site, now known as Kale-
hisar, is located some 37 kilometers to the southwest of 

fig. 15. Inscription in wall 1, complex of Elvan Çelebi, Elvan-
çelebi, Mecitözü, Çorum. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 
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 Çorum.53 In 1900, the Cumont brothers encountered a 
village of “industrious Circassians” south of Sulusaray 
who had a good business transporting stones from a 
nearby Byzantine cemetery north to Zile, a trek of thirty-
eight kilometers across a low ridge of mountains.54 In 
the following I will argue that those spolia in the com-
plex of Elvan Çelebi whose origins can be identified 
probably came from the site of Byzantine Euchaita 
(Avkat), located a mere nine kilometers to the east.55

Wall 1, the north façade of the complex as it stands 
today, contains the most striking assemblage of spolia. 
The north wall of the portico that stands in front of the 
four-iwan structure incorporates a double arch (fig. 16). 
The arches, today covered in brick, are seen in earlier 

pictures (e.g., fig. 4) to consist of finely hewn stones with 
molding, probably reused. These rest on the outside on 
stacks of reused masonry blocks, built seamlessly into 
the fabric of the wall. The fourth block from the bottom 
on the western end of the façade appears from its rect-
angular molding to be a late Roman chancel post.56 The 
two arches meet at and rest upon an assemblage of three 
pieces: at the top a reused column base, in the center a 
downward-tapering column shaft of lapis atracius/verde 
antico, and at the bottom a late Roman impost capital 
whose trapezoidal panels are decorated with rows of 
simply delineated and highly stylized leaves (German: 
Pfeifenfriese) (fig. 17).57 The four sides of the abacus are 
decorated with a herringbone pattern extending out-

fig. 16. Detail of wall 1 (portico before the four-iwan structure), complex of Elvan Çelebi, Elvançelebi, Mecitözü, Çorum. 
(photo: Benjamin Anderson) 
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wards from central medallions, one of which seems 
originally to have been filled with a cross, partially 
 chiseled away. 

The capital deserves particular attention as a clue to 
the origin of the spolia. The closest comparandum in the 
standard catalogues is a capital found today in the first 
court of the Topkapı palace. however, this contains a 
lower Ionic zone, and has a plain abacus and squatter 
dimensions. It has been provisionally dated to the early 
sixth century.58 The capital at Elvan Çelebi is better un-
derstood in the context of the inner-Anatolian produc-
tion of architectural sculpture. philipp Niewöhner has 
identified a related type that was produced in late an-
tique phrygia, and is also found in Ankara, for which he 
has coined the term Pfeifenkelchkapitell.59 Similar ex-
amples are found further to the east, for example, in the 
late Roman baths at Beke Kaplıcası, in the area of  ancient 
hadrianopolis, at Çeltek near Zile, and at the foot of 
Muşalım Kalesi.60 Closer still, however, is a capital now 
found in the village of Beyözü (formerly Avkat, Byzan-
tine Euchaita), which shares with the Elvan Çelebi cap-
ital not only the Pfeifenfriese but also the decorated 
abacus with cross medallion (fig. 18).61 The Elvan Çelebi 
capital is best understood as a product of a highly local 
tradition represented also by the Beyözü capital.62 It 
thus presumably originated from the immediate area. 

The cross medallion suggests that it was originally used 
in a church.

The verde antico column has assumed a prominent 
role in the local reception of the structure. A local expla-
nation for its presence at the site was already recorded 
around 1800 by Mustafa vazıh, and was still being told 
when Eyice visited the site in the 1960s.63 According to 
this story, the column was sent to Elvan Çelebi by his 
father, ʿ Aşık pasha, from Kırşehir on the back of a camel. 
The exhausted animal died upon delivering its cargo 
and was buried on the very spot where the column was 
erected. The column is thus known as the deve mezarı 
(camel’s grave).

Other spolia are visible at various points in the site. 
On the interior of wall 16, a window is bracketed by two 
masonry blocks with molding. Its lintel is a carved stone, 
set on its side, featuring an arch resting on two columns 
at the bottom and a blank tabula ansata (tablet with 
handles) at the top (fig. 19). This is probably an unfin-
ished tombstone of the Roman or Byzantine era.64 This 
window would originally have faced the wall of the orig-
inal mausoleum, and may thus be a later addition fol-
lowing removal of that structure. In addition, two reused 
columns are visible behind the plaster in the west iwan 
of the three-iwan structure.

The exterior walls of the complex incorporate a num-

fig. 17. late Roman capital, reused in the portico before the 
four-iwan structure of the complex of Elvan Çelebi, Elvan-
çelebi, Mecitözü, Çorum. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 

fig. 18. late Roman capital, Beyözü, Mecitözü, Çorum. (pho-
to: courtesy of the Avkat Archaeological project) 
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ber of masonry blocks, presumably reused, that serve as 
structural reinforcements at corners and joins. It is not 
possible to discern any patterning or decorative intent 
in these assemblages, and the blocks themslves are quite 
plain. The south wall of the mosque (wall 11) forms an 
exception, with a much higher percentage of spolia in-
corporated into the fabric, some of which contain traces 
of molding; in some cases these spolia have been ar-
ranged to form patterns that work in concert with the 
brick coursing. for the sake of completion we should 
mention a fragment of an abacus from a capital of the 
local type discussed above, which is set into wall 14.

As noted above, Dernschwam saw spolia in the 
mosque that are no longer visible today, including, most 
notably, a Greek inscription.65 The stone that most at-
tracted the attention of Dernschwam and Busbecq was 
the marble basin of the şādırvān in the center of the 
three-iwan structure, which is still found there today, 
and which Busbecq described as “a fountain of the pur-
est water, constructed of excellent marble” (fig. 20).66 
The basin, whose polylobed shape would be unusual for 
a Roman or Byzantine piece, may be later medieval.67 In 
local accounts of the site, beginning already with 
 Mustafa vazıh, it is identified, like the green column, as 
a gift sent by ʿAşık pasha from Kırşehir.68

The great majority of spolia in the older sections of 
the complex (the masonry blocks in the fourteenth-
century sections, the columns in the iwan) serve a pri-
marily functional role. They do not possess any 
particular decorative value, nor do they have a clearly 
identifiable source. The more “representative” assem-
blages, the portico and the window in wall 16, seem to 

fig. 19. Window on interior of wall 16, complex of Elvan Çelebi, Elvançelebi, Mecitözü, Çorum. (photo: Benjamin  Anderson) 

fig. 20. Şādirvān basin, complex of Elvan Çelebi, Elvançe-
lebi, Mecitözü, Çorum. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 



THE COMPLEX OF ELVAN ÇELEBI: PROBLEMS IN FOURTEENTH-CENTURY ARCHITECTURE 89

date to after 1555, and the spolia arrangements in wall 11 
must date to the renovation of the mosque around 1800.

On these grounds it is difficult to agree with Wolper 
that the spolia used in the fourteenth-century structure 
“broadcasted the genealogy of the structure and its in-
clusion of Christian believers … to create a visual link 
between newly sanctified holy figures and historical 
saints.”69 Of the spolia present in the fourteenth- century 
building, only the Greek funerary inscription seen by 
Dernschwam in the wall of the mosque could have been 
understood as a reference to the region’s Christian past. 
however, Dernschwam relates that this was mixed in 
haphazardly with broken stones and bits of columns—
hardly a representative assemblage.70 

The arrangement of spolia in wall 1 can be compared 
with other sixteenth-century spolia compositions re-

cently studied by Zeynep yürekli Görkay. Of particular 
note is the portico in front of the primary shrine at 
 Seyitgazi, constructed as part of an extensive building 
campaign of the early sixteenth century and prominent-
ly incorporating reused columns and capitals (fig. 21). 
Görkay suggests that this prominent display of spolia 
reflected nostalgia for the heroic exploits of the medie-
val ghazis, as also expressed in the church conversions 
described in the ghazi epics.71 As we know nothing 
about the patronage of the additions at Elvan Çelebi, we 
can only speculate if related motives might have been 
involved, although the effacement of the cross medal-
lion does suggest a similarly anachronistic rhetoric of 
“triumph” in an era when Islam had long been estab-
lished as the hegemonic religion. however, it is striking 
that the local traditions regarding the green column 

fig. 21. portico before the complex of Seyyid Gazi, Seyitgazi, Eskişehir. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 
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contain no reference to Christian origins. They rather 
invent a familial origin for the piece, integrating it into 
the illustrious genealogy of Elvan Çelebi, which is re-
cited on the inscription that stands behind the column.

III. ThE ACCOuNTS Of BuSBECQ AND 
 DERNSChWAM

It remains to consider the sixteenth-century accounts  
of Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq and hans Dernschwam,  
in which first Anderson, followed by many others, 
 discovered the “worship of St. Theodore clothed in a 
 Mohammedan form.”72 Busbecq was the habsburg am-
bassador to the Ottoman court, and Dernschwam was a 
humanist scholar accompanying him.73 On April 5, 1555, 
while the two were traveling overland from Istanbul to 
Amasya, they spent the night with a community of der-
vishes who lived by the complex of Elvan Çelebi. 

Busbecq’s account is the more literary of the two, be-
ing contained within his “Turkish letters,” descriptions 
of Ottoman lands composed in a refined latin. his ver-
sion of the visit to the complex is almost entirely de-
voted to the figure of “Chederle,” who, according to the 
dervishes, was the same as the Christian St. George, and 
performed the same feats as him, in particular slaying a 
dragon.74 Although Chederle himself was immortal, the 
tombs of his “companions, groom, and nephew” were 
found nearby.75 At the conclusion of his account 
 Busbecq writes that “the Turks shake with laughter 
when they see pictures of St. George in the Greek 
churches … with a boy sitting behind him on the horse’s 
haunches, mixing wine and serving it to him. for St. 
George is usually painted in this manner by the Greeks.”76

Dernschwam’s account is stylistically quite distinct 
from Busbecq’s, forming part of a diary in colloquial Ger-
man, but the two agree in most particulars. Dernschwam 
first mentions Elvan Çelebi and the anonymous occu-
pant of the four-iwan structure as purported friends of 
St. George.77 he then explains that the dervishes called 
St. George “Chodir Eles.” he was a famous knight in Cap-
padocia who never died but still lives, and helps whom-
soever might call on him.78 In fact, the dervishes, who 
could not have known the hagiography of St. George, 
nevertheless repeated “many of the same lies” that were 

found therein. In particular, they spoke of a dragon that 
he slew high on a nearby mountain. There a row of 
stones represented the beast, and at the foot of the 
mountain a white block of marble with traces of horse-
shoes and a saddle was understood to represent “St. 
George’s miracle.” 79

Busbecq’s “Chederle” and Dernschwam’s “Chodir 
Eles” are to be identified with the figure known in Arabic 
as Khidr or Khidr-Ilyas, a benevolent immortal about 
whom a complex body of narratives and beliefs has ac-
cumulated in many Islamic cultures.80 Khidr plays a 
prominent role in the menāḳıb of Elvan Çelebi, at one 
point saving the author’s grandfather, Muhlis pasha, by 
lifting him out of a dangerous battle and causing his op-
ponents to “fall to the ground like ashes.”81 These pas-
sages from the major literary work of the community’s 
founder are sufficient to explain the sixteenth-century 
dervishes’ references to Elvan Çelebi as a friend of Khidr. 
The story of Muhlis pasha suggests that the family’s de-
votion to Khidr predated their arrival in the region of 
Euchaita.

The identification of Khidr with St. George, which the 
sixteenth-century dervishes propounded, seems to have 
been widespread in Anatolia. Already in the fourteenth 
century, the Byzantine emperor John vI Kantakouzenos 
(r. 1347–54), in an anti-Islamic polemic composed after 
his retirement to monastic life, wrote that Muslims re-
ferred to St. George as Chetēr Êliaz:82 at the time of the 
founding of the complex of Elvan Çelebi, the identifica-
tion of Khidr with St. George was such a widely recog-
nized phenomenon that an aristocratic Byzantine monk 
in Constantinople had heard of it. The propagation of 
this belief by the sixteenth-century dervishes need not 
be explained as a local survival of the cult of St. Theo-
dore. It is furthermore noteworthy that those dervishes 
actually identified Khidr with St. George, and not with 
the local Christian hero, St. Theodore.

The primary similarity that hasluck identified be-
tween the cult of St. Theodore and the dervishes’ stories 
of Khidr is that both were said to have slain a dragon.83 
A Byzantine tradition recorded in the life of St. Theodore 
located the slaying in a wood some four miles outside of 
Euchaita.84 Dernschwam, on the other hand, was told 
that Khidr had slain the dragon on top of a mountain. 
The two sites are clearly distinct, and the tales of Khidr’s 



THE COMPLEX OF ELVAN ÇELEBI: PROBLEMS IN FOURTEENTH-CENTURY ARCHITECTURE 91

exploits need not represent a “survival” of older stories 
about Theodore.

It would be tendentious to insist too firmly on the 
distinctions between the sixteenth-century veneration 
of Khidr/St. George at Elvan Çelebi and the Byzantine 
cult of St. Theodore at Euchaita. Both draw on a com-
mon symbolism, and it is likely that the points of overlap 
facilitated communication between local Muslims and 
Christians. This shared symbolism was, however, hardly 
unique to Elvan Çelebi, and its appearance there in the 
sixteenth century cannot be used to identify the site 
with that of an earlier Christian sanctuary.

furthermore, this symbolism, while shared between 
Muslims and Christians, could also be contested. This 
becomes clear from Busbecq’s remark that the dervishes 
“shake with laughter” upon seeing icons of St. George in 
which a boy sits on the back of the saint’s horse mixing 

water and wine. This is a precise description of a com-
mon later medieval and early modern icon type of St. 
George, in which the “pillion rider” is understood to be 
a youth who was rescued by the saint (fig. 22).85 Thus 
this passage attests to the close familiarity of Anatolian 
dervishes with Christian iconography. Their laughter 
also shows that there were elements of the “Christian” 
George that could not be assimilated to the “Muslim” 
Khidr. The two figures were cognate, but not identical.

The accounts of Busbecq and Dernschwam constitute 
a significant source of evidence for the potential for sym-
bolic mediation between Islam and Christianity in six-
teenth-century Anatolia, but there is no reason to think 
that this potential was unique to the complex of Elvan 
Çelebi. What is unique is rather the vividness of their 
descriptions. This is best explained not by the persis-
tence of local custom but by the unique status of the 
sources as early modern records of attempts by Anato-
lian Muslims to explain their beliefs and traditions to 
foreign Christian visitors.86

Iv. CONCluSION

I hope to have shown that the complex of Elvan Çelebi 
cannot support certain diachronic narratives that mod-
ern scholars have constructed around it. The stories of 
Busbecq and Dernschwam, instead of testifying to a 
 survival of local cult, provide an unusually thorough 
 testament to a widespread Anatolian phenomenon. 
There is no archaeological evidence for the presence  
of an earlier Christian sanctuary on the site, and the 
 architectural-typological argument disappears if the 
four-iwan structure was not originally a mausoleum. 
The use of spolia in the fourteenth-century complex, in 
contrast to the sixteenth-century phase, is unremark-
able, yet another example of the “reuse of architectural 
elements [that] was ubiquitous in those parts of the pre-
modern Islamic world (primarily Anatolia, Egypt, Syria, 
and north India) where stone was the principal medium 
of construction.”87

however, the complex of Elvan Çelebi possesses a 
profound synchronic interest, in particular through its 
ability to provoke questions about the dynamics of ar-
chitectural production in later medieval Anatolia. A first 

fig. 22. Icon of Saint George. Tokat, Tokat Müzesi. (photo: 
Benjamin Anderson) 
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clue to this synchronic interest is provided by the local 
stories regarding the green column (fig. 16) and the mar-
ble şādırvān basin (fig. 20), both of which are said to 
have been sent by the patron’s father, ʿAşık pasha, from 
Kırşehir. 

The complex of Elvan Çelebi and the mausoleum of 
ʿAşık pasha in Kırşehir (fig. 14), constructed at some 
point after the latter’s death in 1332, are linked by more 
than local lore. The foundation inscription of the mau-
soleum of ʿAşık pasha (fig. 23) emphasizes the occu-
pant’s descent from Baba Ilyas, naming him as “Shaykh 
pasha ibn Muhlis ibn Shaykh Ilyas,” thus anticipating 
the inscription of Elvan Çelebi, which simply adds an-
other name to the chain.88 Also like the foundation in-
scription of Elvan Çelebi, the 1332 inscription makes no 
reference to a local sovereign or political authority. The 
social significance of the two patrons is established 
 solely by reference to genealogy, not to local political 
structures. The nominal sovereigns, both in Kırşehir in 
1332 and in the hinterland of Amasya in the mid-four-
teenth century, were the Eretnid emirs. They patronized 
dervish lodges and mausolea, most notably in Kayseri 
and the surrounding region, but do not seem to have 
been involved in the construction of either monument 
discussed here.89

Indeed, it appears that both the mausoleum of ʿAşık 
pasha and the complex of Elvan Çelebi were elements 
in the consolidation of the power of a leading family in 

north central Anatolia in the fourteenth century, a fam-
ily with both spiritual and economic claims to promi-
nence.90 This consolidation of family power in a period 
of relatively weak state power seems to have been suc-
cessful and lasting. The historian ʿAşıkpaşazade, great-
grandson of ʿAşık pasha, was living in the complex of 
Elvan Çelebi in 1422, and knew of a man in the area of 
Osmancık whose social standing rested on his claim to 
be a descendant of Elvan Çelebi.91 The extensive land-
holdings of the complex of Elvan Çelebi are detailed in 
a vakfiye dated to 1451, whose text (still) begins by invok-
ing the names of ʿAşık pasha and his son.92

Although these two buildings are connected by gene-
alogy and ambition, they could not be more different in 
construction and appearance. The mausoleum of ʿAşık 
pasha has justly been described as “a tomb absolutely 
unique in the context of Anatolian Turkish architec-
ture.”93 Its northwestern façade is entirely covered in 
marble veneer and features a remarkable projecting por-
tal with a conch set in the niche above the entrance (fig. 
14). The complex of Elvan Çelebi is much less formally 
ambitious. As we have seen, the most striking element 
of its façade, the portico featuring the green column, is 
an addition built two hundred years after the fourteenth-
century core. The primary entry to the original complex 
was relatively plain (fig. 9).

Most striking is the difference between the immedi-
ate visual impressions made by the two buildings, be-

fig. 23. foundation inscription, mausoleum of ʿAşık paşa, Kırşehir. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 
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tween the gleaming white, finely cut marble veneer of 
the mausoleum of ʿAşık pasha and the humble brick and 
unhewn stone of the complex of Elvan Çelebi. Granted, 
the latter may have been covered in plaster, but it still 
cannot have matched the sheen of the father’s tomb. 
The material splendor of the Kırşehir mausoleum may 
have given rise to the local account of the provenance of 
the green column and şādırvān basin at the complex of 
Elvan Çelebi, which are the only two conspicuous piec-
es of marble in the building. The story would thus rep-
resent an attempt to read the genealogical connection 
between the patrons of the two structures, so promi-
nently announced in the inscription of the Elvan Çelebi 
complex, into their material qualities. The attribution of 
the şādırvān basin to Kırşehir may have received further 
impetus from the similarity between its polylobed form 
(fig. 20) and the conch above the entry to the tomb of 
ʿAşık pasha (fig. 14).94

The comparison of these structures points towards 
two broader issues in the study of the fourteenth- century 
architecture of Anatolia. first, the level of involvement 
of fourteenth-century states in architectural patronage 
was a variable, not a constant, and in some cases reli-
gious or genealogical networks (or both) took priority 
over state actors.95 Certainly the descendants of Baba 
Ilyas were not the only example of this phenomenon. In 
the early 1330s, as Ibn Battuta passed through Sunisa, 
some fifty kilometers to the east of Amasya, he encoun-

tered a thriving Rifaʾi lodge whose residents claimed 
descent from the saint himself.96

Second, neither fourteenth-century states nor con-
temporary religious or genealogical networks are neces-
sarily commensurate with typological and stylistic 
developments in architecture, even if viewers will fre-
quently attempt to fashion connections between pa-
tronage and appearance. Instead, fourteenth-century 
Anatolia is marked by a multitude of workshops trained 
in different (in many cases probably multiple) tradi-
tions, few if any of which were consistently associated 
with a single patron or patronage network.

The first development, namely, the decoupling of ar-
chitectural patronage from state structures, stands in 
contrast to the continuing involvement of Mongol offi-
cials in architectural patronage in north-central Anato-
lia in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.97 
Notably, however, the decrease in direct state patronage 
of architecture in this period did not lead to stagnation, 
but rather to a period of experimentation and innova-
tion. The mid-fourteenth century is a period rich in 

fig. 24. Detail of the entry portal to the Çöreği Büyük Camii, 
Niksar, Tokat. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 

fig. 25. Detail of the eastern portal to the Sungur Bey Camii, 
Niğde. (photo: Benjamin Anderson) 
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géographique de l’Asie, depuis les plus anciens temps jusqu’à 
nos jours, 2 vols. (paris, 1852), 2:681. Evliya Çelebi, Evliya 
Çelebi Seyahatnâmesi, gen. ed. Orhan Şaik Gökyay, 10 vols. 
(Istanbul, 1996–2007), vol. 2, ed. Zekeriya Kurşun, Seyit Ali 
Kahraman, and yücel Dağlı, p. 214; English translation by 
Joseph von hammer, Narrative of Travels in Europe, Asia, 
and Africa in the Seventeenth Century, by Evliyá Efendí, 2 
vols. (london, 1834–50), 2:223. See also William J. hamilton, 
Researches in Asia Minor, Pontus and Armenia, with Some 
Account of Their Antiquities and Geology, 2 vols. (london, 
1842), 1:376.

6. J. G. C. Anderson, A Journey of Exploration in Pontus, Studia 
pontica 1 (Brussels, 1903), 9–12, and 18.

7. f. W. hasluck, “Ambiguous Sanctuaries and Bektashi pro-
paganda,” Annual of the British School of Athens 20 (1913–14): 
102.

8. f. W. hasluck, Christianity and Islam under the Sultans, ed. 
Margaret M. hasluck, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1929), 1:47–49.

9. henri Grégoire, “Géographie byzantine,” Byzantinische 
Zeitschrift 19 (1910): 59–61. The identification of Euchaita 
with Avkat (now officially called Beyözü) received sub-
stantial confirmation from the publication of an inscription 
found there celebrating the elevation of Euchaita to the 
status of a polis: Cyril Mango and Ihor Ševčenko, “Three 
Inscriptions of the Reign of Anastasius I and Constantine 
v,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 65 (1972): 378–82. from 2007 
to 2010, the region of Beyözü was investigated by the Avkat 
Archaeological project, which, on the basis of epigraphic, 
topographic, ceramic, and architectural evidence, was 
able to confirm the identification of Beyözü with Euchaita. 
See the preliminary account of hugh Elton et al., “Avkat 
Archaeological project, 2007–2008,” Araştırma Sonuçları 
Toplantısı 27, 3 (2009): esp. 36–37, and 44.

 formal unica, with regard to both ground plan and deco-
ration. The combination of four-iwan and three-iwan 
structures at the complex of Elvan Çelebi is just as strik-
ing in this respect as the portal of the mausoleum of 
ʿAşık pasha. These examples can easily be multiplied; 
consider, for example, the figural portal of the Çöreği 
Büyük Camii in Niksar (fig. 24) and the rib vaults of the 
Sungur Bey Camii in Niğde (fig. 25).98 Taken in isolation, 
such unica resist programmatic interpretation, but 
viewed together they point to a dynamic set of relation-
ships between decentralized patronage networks and 
itinerant architectural workshops. These issues indicate 
both the challenge and the reward that may be expected 
from a synthetic study of later medieval Anatolian archi-
tecture, and the role that the complex of Elvan Çelebi 
might play within such a project.

Department of History of Art and Visual Studies,
Cornell University,
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ABSTRACT
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