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Venice and Istanbul, two Clues both 
great in their splendour, shared values 
that only a prolonged common history 
could have made possible. Throughout 
history these two cities have been gates 
of a very important bridge that linked 
the West with the East. 

Perhaps, the first quality that each 
had in common with the other was an 
inimitable uniqueness both cities enjoyed 
through their water. In both cities the 
predominant presence of water was a 
value which went beyond scenic consid
erations and occupied a primary urban 
role around which the cities developed. 
In Istanbul, for example, the Golden 
Hom was a main traffic artery along 
whose shores various productive and 
commercial activities of Venice de
veloped along canals which had 
assumed, since its origins, the role of 
streets and avenues combined with 
pedestrian network based on narrow 
alleys, squares and bridges - all of 
which were designed to the human scale. 
Even today water plays a primary role in 
Istanbul and Venice. Approaching these 
cities from the sea is still an experience 
difficult to equal since both of them pre
serve · a splendour which is accentuated 
throughout a day by the effects of ever
changing light, of colour and of silhouet
tes, regardless of the abuses of various 
sorts inflicted upon them in the last fifty 
years. 

Relations between those two former 
capital cities began before the conquest 
of the city by the Turks, during a period 
of history in which Constantinople, 
capital of the Byzantine Empire, sup
planted Rome and had become the 
greatest city of its time. Meanwhile 
Venice, which was an ascending mari
time power, exploited its strategic geog
raphic position. With creative 
approaches and with the help of favor
able circumstances such as the dimi
nishing presence of the Genovese all 
along traditional trade routes, the Vene
tians established a commercial empire in 
the Mediterranean Sea, one that will al
ways be remembered in history for the 
phenomenal degree of power it acquired 
in relation to the diminutive size of the 
city state. However, Venice had much to 
learn from a sophisticated city such as 
Constantinople and surely was open to 
influences in all realms of human en
deavor, especially in the arts . 

What is even more interesting in the 
history of these two cities is the relation 
between the Venetian Republic and the 
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Ottoman Empire after 1453, the year in 
which Constantinople was conquered 
by the Turks. The city had changed 
hands; it became Istanbul, the capital of 
an Islamic empire. Yet certain institu
tions, habits, and privileges were left un
touched by the new rulers. What was 
changing instead, were the means by 
which the Ottomans were going to pur
sue their expansionist aims. In their 
westward advance, they had reached the 
sea and were compelled to become a 
maritime power if they were to maintain 
their imperial power. 

It is for this reason that the second 
half of the 15th century was a turning 
point for Venice. Until then the city 
owed its prosperity to a system of com
mercial colonies established all along the 
eastern Adriatic coast, in Greece, on the 
Aegean and Black sea coasts. Now, all 
these areas were threatened, as well as 
the future of Venice itself, which in the 
meantime was facing further problems 
caused by the discovery of new sea 
routes that passed Venice. 

The respective evolutions of the 
arsenals of Istanbul and especially of 
Venice are closely associated with the 
social, economic and political trans
formations that took place during the 
parallel and at times related histories of 
the two states. 

The Arsenal of Venice 
The Arsenal, or Arsenale of Venice occu
pies today an area of approximately 32 
hectares. Considering the size of Venice 
which is 670 hectares, one can easily 
understand the importance that this 
compound had for the city. 

According to most sources the begin
ning of the history of the Arsenale can be 
taken as far back as 1104 when two rows 

A general view oj the Arsenale Jrom a print by De 
Barberi if the 16th century . 
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Left: A view of the main entrance to the Arsenale 
.from San Marco . 
Left, below: A general view of the Arsenale from 
the old section towards the newer basins, with the 
House of the Bucintoro in the foreground. 
Top: The Gaggiandre's seen .from the Darsena 
Nuova direction. 
Above: A detail of the perimetral wall of the 
Arsenale. 

of open shipyards were constructed on 
the two sides of a narrow basin that 
stretched from South to North. This 
basin was called "Rio dell' Arsenale" and 
is the original nucleus of the Arsenal. In 
its first years of operation, only mainte
nance to existing ships was performed 
there. It was not before 1298 that the 
republic commissioned 15 galleys to be 
built for commercial use. The space and 
installations were adequate but still assist
ance was given by private shipbuilders. 

The history of the Arsenale is marked 
by four major enlargements to the ori
ginal scheme. The first enlargements be
gan in 1303. Extensions were made to
wards the east of the basin of the "Arse
nale Vecchio" with the purpose of integ
rating on one site all the activities related 



to shipbuilding. In fact new shipyards, 
workshops, a rope factory, warehouses, 
storage for oars were bu,ilt from 1303 to 
1326. There were also slipways in this 
new area which developed around a lar
ger basin to the east of the old one. The 
rope factory and workshop for oars were 
built towards the south, nearer to the 
San Marco basin. All these new areas 
were protected by a wall erected around 
the perimeter of the compound. 

A second extension of the grounds of 
the Arsenal had become necessary 
around 1326. In this period the water 
surface was increased and new shipyards 
were built around the basin which was 
first developed in 1303. This, in fact, was 
a maQ-made basin (Darsena Nuova). In 
this period efforts were made to cover 
over all the areas where shipbuilding 
activities were carried out in order for it 
to be possible to follow more reliable 
schedules, protected from adverse 
weather conditions. 

It was during the first half of the 
fifteenth century that buildings of par
ticular architectural value were erected. 
In fact, great surfaces (e.g. 18x50 m.) 
were covered by using wooden trusses. 
Four roofed wet docks were added to 
these buildings in 1450 for the purpose of 
mooring galleys. After 1453 the Venetian 
Navy was strengthened with further 
new galleys; therefore, greater docking 
facilities, as well as covered docks, be
came necessary. In 1473, new land was 
bought north to the Darsena Nuova and 
a new basin was created. It was named 
Darsena Nuovissima Grande. This new 
basin was used in the beginning only for 
docking and had a separate entry from 
the east. 

Later, in 1508, new shipyards and lar
ger sheds were built around it, while the 
original covered shipyards were trans-

A view of the Corderie, rope factory seen ]rom the 
interior (18th century). 

formed into warehouses. After these 
changes, productive activity in the Arse
nale moved to the Darsena Nuovissima 
Grande while the old section was used 
for storage. 

After these phases of expansion, 
emphasis was given to security matters. 
From 1522 to 1525 measures were taken 
to safeguard the storage of gunpowder, 
which in several cases had caused dis
astrous fires. During the same period, 
land was acquired near the entrance, not 
only for security reasons, but also to give 
space to a more monumental entrance. 
Lastly, new canals were opened all long 
the perimeter of the compound in order 
to further isolate it from the rest of the 
city. The Arsenal was considered to be a 
military base by the Venetians and there
fore needed protection from spies and 
saboteurs. 

The architecturally significant build
ings were erected towards the middle of 
the 16th century. The first one was the 
House for the Bucintoro, or ceremonial 
vessel of the Doge, a building which was 
designed by the famous architect San
micheli (1547). The second one was in
stead the new workshop for the manu
facture of oars (1562). Unlike previous 
constructions in the Arsenale where a 
preoccupation with technological con
cems for covering large surfaces was the 
primary factor in design, decorative 
characteristics of the Renaissance were 
combined in the House of the Bucintoro 
with functional exigencies. 

From 1564 until 1810 no major ex
pansion took place and the area of the 
Arsenale remained unchanged. Improve
ments were made, however, in the field 
of shipbuilding technology. A new area 
was allocated north of the old Arsenale 
for the assembly of the galliasses. 

These technological improvements 
were to become a determining factor in 
the succeeding period of Venetian his
tory. After a long siege and loss of the 
Island of Cyprus to the Ottomans, 
Venice together with its allies of the 
Holy League defeated the Ottoman 
Navy at Lepanto in 1571, thanks to the 
technological superiority of the Venetian 
vessels which had assumed a principal 
role in the League's fleet. 

The most remarkable feature of the 
Arsenale was the fact that advanced pro
duction methods were used nearly two 
centuries before the Industrial Revolu
tion. Thousands of workers (more than 
6000 at times), sectoralised into specific 
branches, worked together in an orga-
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nised manner. Ships were assembled in 
very short periods of time (even in one 
day) in a way which resembled modem 
assembly-lines. 

All the various innovations, com
bined with the glory of victory, and 
hence the importance given to the Arse
nale, made working there even as an 
unqualified worker something to be 
proud o£ In fact, the prestige of these 
workers was so great that traditionally 
the newly-elected Doge paraded in San 
Marco Square accompanied always by a 
contingent of ArsenaloUi, the name by 
which they were known in Venice. 
Even politically, the Arsenalotti were par
ticular. The administration of the Arse
nale was very disciplined, but at the same 
time there was a certain degree of collec
tive decision-making. In a way, it was a 
copy of Venetian administration at a lar
ger scale. 

Noteworthy architectural develop
ments of the second half of the 16th 
century were the construction of the 
Gaggiandre, covered docks necessary to 
house the new types of ships developed 
during that period, and six, covered 
shipyards, that were erected in order to 
answer the needs of the galleys. Furth
ermore, in 1583 the reconstruction of the 
renown rope factory (Corderie) was de
veloped around an internal alley, is 300 
metres long and it is by far the most 
spectacular building of the Arsenale. 

During the 17th century new tech
nologies were introduced to the Arsenale. 
Steel artillery in 1660 and the assembly of 
a liner in 1667 (built according to British 
design) were among those innovations. 
But most important of all, radical archi
tectural transformations were necessary 
due to the more widespread use of sail
ers. Galleys were becoming obsolete. 
One of the first consequences of this 
process was the need to widen the entries 
to the Arsenale and, as a result, the con
struction of new towers. 

The use of galleys was completely 
abandoned in 1751 in favour of sailers 
which had become crucial warfare in
struments in a series of conflicts that be
gan with the loss of Crete to the Otto
mans in 1669. After this event the Vene
tians prepared themselves to confront 
the Turks once again, with the aim of 
regaining some of the lost territories. In 
1687, all territories which were previous
ly lost on the Ionian coasts and in the 
Peloponnesian region were recovered. 
However, Venice lost the Island of Cor
fu in 1714. All these sea battles were 



fought with new and more versatile ves
sels. The last important architectural 
achievement of the 18th century was the 
construction of yet another long build
ing called the Squadratori, designed by 
the architect Giuseppe Scalfurotto in 
1750. The building was a workshop 
where wood used in assembling ships 
was prepared. It is located on the stretch 
of land that divides the Darsena Nuovissi
ma Grande and the old Arsenale. 

The French too had become aware of 
the value of the Arsenale when they 
occupied the city for the second time in 
1806. The Adriatic fleet of the French 
empire was, in that period, based in the 
Arsena Ie. As in many other parts of the 
city, Napoleon left his mark on the Arse
nale. The area of the compound which 
remained unaltered since 1564 was ex
tended towards the west, where artillery 
workshops were built and new areas 
were allocated inside the Arsenale for 
warehouses and barracks. Among other 
changes there was the opening of a new 
entry towards the east in order to allow 
ships of larger dimensions to enter the 
Darsena Nuovissima basin. A tower was 
also built in that period for the installa
tion of masts on ships. Lastly, nine co
vered shipyards were eliminated on the 
Isoletto (a stretch ofland which originally 
divided the two greater basins but which 
later was eliminated altogether). The 
purpose of this last demolition was that 
of freeing space in order to build four 
covered shipyards greater in size. 

After the Congress of Vienna in 1815, 
Austria once more occupied Venice and 
again pursued a policy of developing the 
arsenal. Such great importance was 
given to this strategic base that during 
that same year the Emperor Franz I per
sonally visited the Arsenale. Newer 
machinery was introduced to enable the 
assembly of various types of ships, such 
as frigates and corvettes and in 1826 the 
big cranc was assembled. 

However, the Austrians moved their 
naval base in 1829 to Pola and the Arse
nale began to lose importance until 1848 
when the Arsenalotti revolted against the 
Austrians and freed the Arsenale, but 
they were not capable of running it. 

In spite of the heroic defence of the 
city by the Venetians in 1849, the Au
strians occupied the city once more. For 
the Arsenale another period of decadence 
began and its fortunes did not change 
until the Italian army entered the city in 
1866. When Venice entered into the 
kingdom of Italy, the Arsenale regained 

Today's shipyards on the Golden Horn. 

A map of the Golden Horn in the 19th century. 

A view of the Istanbul Arsenal during Sultan 
Selim III's reign (1789-1807). 

A slipway during Sultan Selim III's reign (1789-
1807). 

its original strategic importance. It be
came the northern Adriatic base of the 
Italian navy. It was equipped with mod
em machinery in order to compete with 
the Austrian arsenal in Pola. A special 
law of 1867 allocated funds for extensive 
works in the Arsenale so that it could 
respond to the exigencies of a modem 
navy composed oflarger ships. The last 
important changes in the Arsenale were 
the elimination of the Isoletto, the stretch 
ofland separating the two big basins and 
the reconstruction of two dry docks, 
north of the new entry (1878), which are 
still used today. 
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Famous Italian ships such as the 
Ameriw Vespucci and the Francesco Morosi
ni were built in the Arsenale as well as 
submarines. Quite a few older buildings 
were demolished in order to give space 
to new ones such as the command build
ing which was erected on the site where 
formerly the general warehouses were 
situated. 

With the beginning of the First 
World War, a very important phase of 
the history of the Arsenale commenced. 
As many as 1800 workers were em
ployed at the time. All the most impor
tant operations against enemy ships ori
ginated from here. With the defeat of 
Austria, some of the Arsenale's area was 
given up to private shipbuilders. In 1920 
a great fire destroyed the buildings of the 
oldest section. 

Today, the navy's presence is mostly 
symbolic, since very limited works of 
maintenance are carried out in the Arse
nale while the shipyards north of the 
Darsena Grande are operated by a private 
shipbuilding company. Nearly all the 
buildings of the Arsenale are abandoned 
today. They all urgently need extensive 
restoration. 

The Arsenal ofIstanbul 
Perhaps the first and greatest exploit of 
the Ottomans on sea was the conquest of 
Constantinople, which could not have 
been possible if it were not for the genial 
stratagem employed by Sultan Mehmet 
II during the siege of the city. Having 
observed that in the past no siege by land 
had been successful, since the city man
aged to resist thanks to supplies that 
reached the city by sea, he planned a 
siege from that direction. Furthermore, 
he gave the coup de grace by hauling some 
of his ships up over the hill from the 
Bosphorus and down into the Golden 
Hom thereby hitting the surprised 
Byzantines from their weak point. 

Once having conquered the city, Sul
tan Mehmet II had an arsenal built on the 
eastern shores of the Golden Hom 
(1462) . The site was not new to such a 
use. Even during the Byzantine epoch, 
there were a few repairs shops for ships 
in this district which the Byzantine called 
"Exertysis". The Genoese, too, had built 
an arsenal near the same site. 

In addition to the first arsenal and the 
mosque built nearby during the reign of 
Sultan Mehmet II, extensions were made 
in the district ofKasimpasa in the second 
half of the 16th century. According to 
the Ottoman chronicler Evliya Celebi, 



the arsenal was, during the 16th century, 
composed of 70 warehouses of the 
admiralty, seven lead-roofed ware
houses, a jail, a council building for an 
administrative body resembling a minis
try, and two main gates . 12,000 soldiers 
as well as 350 guards were on duty in 
addition to the workers, craftsmen and 
slaves that worked there. At the peak of 
its expansion the arsenal of Kasimpasa 
had more than one hundred and twenty 
covered buildings used for the construc
tion and maintenance of ships. Yet it is 
not proven that this potential was fully 
used. In fact , even though a law enforced 
during the reign of Suleyman the Mag
nificent established that forty ships had 
to be built on a yearly basis, such a trend 
was abandoned a few years later. In any 
case, the arsenal of Istanbul was consi
dered by many as the greatest of its 
times. One can assess the greatness of the 
arsenal by the fact that, after the total 
destruction of the Ottoman fleet in the 
battle of Lepanto in 1571, an entire new 
fleet was commissioned and constructed 
in less than a year's time. 

A plurality of ethnic groups were 
employed in the arsenal. In addition to 
the Turks working there, Genoese, 
Greek, Candian and Gypsy subject were 
among the craftsmen, workers and slaves 
that were employed by the admiralty. 

During the second half of the 17th 
century, the Ottoman fleet entered a 
period of gradual decline. According to 
many historians, this decline was a deter
minant in a general process of decadence 
into which the empire was slowly slid
ing, which accelerated in the 18th cen
tury. One of the last major exploits of 
the navy was the siege and conquest of 
Crete (1699), a prolonged campaign 
which ended with the loss of great re
sources on both sides. The arsenal was 
poorly maintained, and the raw material 
necessary for the construction and 
maintenance of new ships arrived from 
various regions of the empire with great 
difficulty. Timber was brought to Istan
bul from the Black sea region and Izmit, 
iron ore from northern Greece, resin and 
tar from Albania, M ytilini and Izmir. 
Some steel components were even im
ported from England. 

In spite of this decline, efforts were 
made to renew the arsenal. During the 
reign of Selim III (1789-1807), Swedish 
and French engineers were invited to 
contribute technological advances neces
sary for building ships which could keep 
up with the evolving battle tactics which 

required faster and more versatile ships. 
Moreover, fleets needed maintenance to 
existing ships in very short periods of 
time. In this epoch the capacity of the 
arsenal had reached a new peak with the 
capability of building 30 ships simul
taneously. New buildings were built 
during the reign of Sultan Abdulaziz 
(1861-76) as well as three drydocks 
equipped with new machinery. 

Thanks to the construction of new 
factories and workshops in the period 
that began in 1865, the arsenal had be
come capable of sustaining a fleet that 
was still considered by many as one of 
the best in the world. Even submarines 
were assembled there, as for example the 
first one in 1886 with components 
brought from England. 

After the Turkish-Greek war in 1897, 
the navy and therefore the arsenal of 
Istanbul, entered a period of decadence. 
This was caused not only by the de
teriorating state of the Empire's fmancial 
situation, but also because of the person
al dislike that Sultan Abdulhamid had 
to'Nards the navy. This negative process 
was accentuated after the end of the First 
World War when the city was occupied 
by foreign troops. After the proclama
tion of the republic, some of the equip
ment was dismantled and transferred to 
the arsenal of G61~iik. Nevertheless, a 
limited area has remained operative and 
even today ships are assembled in the 
arsenal both for civilian and military 
COmll11SSlOns. 

A Comparison 
Having taken a brieflook at their histor
ies (from the 15th century to our day), it 
is possible to trace affmities between the 
two arsenals as well as certain character
istics that stand out in a particular way. 
The first point that distinguishes the two 
cities is that in the case of the Arsenale of 
Venice, most of the buildings have sur
vived up the present in their unitary 
form, still isolated from the rest of the 
city by the high walls that circumscribe 
its perimeter, whereas this is not the case 
in Istanbul. Unlike the arsenal of the 
Golden Hom, the Arsenale has always 
remained cut off from the rest of the 
city, not only due to the walls (that were 
a common characteristic of both arsen
als) but because of the location of the 
compound, which was at a certain dis
tance from the administrative and com
mercial districts of Venice. The links that 
the Arsenale had with the rest of the city 
were limited and it was impossible to 
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perceive the nature of the activity which 
was conducted insite it. The arsenal of 
Istanbul was instead located on the 
shores of a waterway which was of cru
cial importance for the city throughout 
its history in different ways. First of all 
the Golden Hom was a natural harbour, 
perhaps the best protected on the sea 
route that lead from the straits of Galli
poli to the Black Sea. Secondly it was an 
area in which the city's major commer
cial transactions with the provinces and 
the foreign markets took place. Thirdly, 
artisanal and industrial production were 
yet other important activities which took 
place on the shores of the Hom. Lastly, 
the Golden Hom offered the scenic 
values that enabled citizens of all social 
extraction the possibility of outdoors re
creational activities. In a way, the Gol
den Hom was a 'main street' on which 
various urban activities took place, in
cluding residential ones as well. The 
arsenal, with its administrative and in
dustrial structures was certainly one of 
the most important valences with which 
the Hom was enriched. 

In searching for similarities, a first 
step that might give meaningful insights 
would be to observe 19th century prints 
of the arsenal of Istanbul and compare 
them with photographs of the Arsenale 
of Venice. What would immediately be
come apparent would be the resembl
ence of the forms, proportions and scale 
of the buildings. It is obvious that such a 
typological unity would have existed be
tween the two arsenals since they re
sponded to a common function, with 
the building technologies of a certain 
epoch. In both cities, the climatic con
straints imposed a certain type of design 
that strove to cover productive activities 
needing large surfaces. Concluding these 
observations on the architectural forms 
of the buildings, one should bear in 
mind that the interaction between mas
ter-builders of various origins brought 
the exchange of knowledge between Ita
ly and the Ottoman Empire and is yet 
another important point to be taken into 
consideration. 

A second similarity is the weight that 
both arsenals had in the politics and his
torical evolutions and the two states. For 
Venice the Arsenale was of vital import
ance. It was with this institution that the 
city state was capable of establishing and 
maintaining its mercantile empire. A 
great percentage of the state's budget 
was allocated to the Arsenale. In a way it 
is possible to trace the historical trends of 
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Left & below: Views of the Istanbul Arsenal build
ings at the beginning of the 19th century, from a 
print by A. I. Melling . 

ascendance, stagnation and decadence of 
Venice through an analysis of the His
tory of the Arsena/e. 

To a certain extent, this is also true 
for the Arsenal of Istanbul regardless of 
the fact that the Ottoman Empire oper
ated several arsenals dispersed around the 
empire, among which the most impor
tant ones were the arsenal of Gallipoli 
(the first Ottoman arsenal) and the arsen
als of Suez, Roustchouk and Birecik. 
Even though the 19th century was 
marked by a considerable number of 
technological innovations, the arsenal of 
Istanbul never displayed the greatness 
with which it was known in the second 
half of the 16th century. 

Both arsenals will be remembered in 
history for the tremendous organisation
al drive that was harnessed at a large 
scale, centuries before the industrial re
volution, where specialised workers 
toiled in their specific fields but at the 
same time were a well-integrated com
ponent of a greater productive system. It 
is perhaps this aspect that most intrigues 
the scholar and will remain in the mem
ory of mankind as a phenomenon which 
will always be characterised by a certain 
degree of mystery. 

Bibliography 

Bellavitis, G., L'Arsenale di Venezia, Storia di 
una Grande Struttura Urbana: Venezia 1983-
Marsilio Editori. 

Chirivi, R., L'Arsenale di Venezia, Storia ed 
Obiettivi di un Piano: Venezia 1976 - Marsilio 
Editori. 

Chirivi, R. - Gay, F. - Crovato, M . -
Zanelli, G. , L'Arsenale dei Veneziani: Venezia 
1983 - Filippi Editori. 

Concina, E. , L'Arsenale della Repubblica di 
Venezia: Milano 1984 - Electa. 

Kuban, D., Istanbul'un Tarihi Yapisi, in 
Mimarlik, n09, 1970, pp. 26-48. 

Mambouri, E., The Tourist's Istanbul: Istan
bul, 1953. Gituri Biraderler Basimevi. 

Mantran, R. , Istanbul dans la Seconde Moitie du 
XVII Siecle: Paris, 1962. 

Melling, A.!" Voyage Pittoresque de Constanti
nople et des Rives du Bosphores: Paris, 1819-
Treuttel et Wurtz. 

Once, M ., "Taskizak Tersanesi", in Hayat 
Tarih Mecmuasi, June 1973, nOS, pp. 47-55. 

Pizziarello, V., Pietre e Legni dell'Arsenale di 
Venez ia: Venezia, 1983 - L'Altra Riva. 




