


Imperial Cities in the  
Tsarist, the Habsburg,  
and the Ottoman Empires

This book explores the various ways imperial rule constituted and shaped 
the cities of Eastern Europe until World War I in the Tsarist, Habsburg, 
and Ottoman Empires.

In these three empires, the cities served as hubs of imperial rule: their 
institutions and infrastructures enabled the diffusion of power within the 
empires while they also served as the stages where the empire was displayed in 
monumental architecture and public rituals. To this day, many cities possess 
a distinctively imperial legacy in the form of material remnants, groups of 
inhabitants, or memories that shape the perceptions of in- and outsiders. The 
contributions to this volume address in detail the imperial entanglements of 
a dozen cities from a long-term perspective reaching back to the eighteenth 
century. They analyze the imperial capitals as well as smaller cities in the 
periphery. All of them are “imperial cities” in the sense that they possess 
traces of imperial rule. By comparing the three empires of Eastern Europe 
this volume seeks to establish commonalities in this particular geography 
and highlight trans-imperial exchanges and entanglements.

This volume is essential reading to students and scholars alike interested 
in imperial and colonial history, urban history, and European history.

Ulrich Hofmeister is a historian at the Ludwig Maximilian University of 
Munich, where he leads a research project on Russian city planning during 
the eighteenth century. His research interests include the imperial history 
of the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union as well as Russian urban his-
tory. He has published a monograph on Russian notions of an imperial 
civilizing mission in Central Asia (Die Bürde des Weißen Zaren, 2019).

Florian Riedler is the scientific coordinator of the research network Tran-
sottomanica at the University of Leipzig, Germany. His research interests 
include Ottoman urban history, migration and mobility studies, and the 
history of infrastructure in the Ottoman Balkans. Among his latest publi-
cations is the co-edited volume The Balkan Route: Historical Transforma
tions from Via Militaris to Autoput, 2021.
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1 Introduction

Ulrich Hofmeister and Florian Riedler

As in all empires, imperial rule also constituted and shaped the cities of 
the three empires that dominated Eastern Europe until the First World 
War – the Tsarist, Habsburg, and Ottoman Empires. Cities served as hubs 
of imperial rule: their institutions and infrastructures enabled the diffusion 
of power within the empires while they also served as the stages where 
the empire was displayed in monumental architecture and public rituals. 
To this day, many cities possess a distinctively imperial legacy in the form 
of material remnants, groups of inhabitants, or memories that shape the 
perceptions of in- and outsiders.

This book explores the various ways imperial rule manifested itself in 
cities and how cities shaped the three empires under consideration. The 
contributions to this volume address in detail the imperial entanglements 
of eleven cities from a long-term perspective reaching back to the eight-
eenth century. The focus is not only on the imperial capitals but also on 
smaller cities in the periphery that had important functions as trade or 
border cities (Map 1.1). We call all of these cities “imperial cities,” but it is 
important to note that we do not postulate the imperial city as a new city 
type. Rather, we understand the term as a research perspective that can 
be applied to all cities within an empire where traces of imperial rule can 
be found. While there is probably a general relationship between political 
power and cities, by comparing the three empires of Eastern Europe this 
volume seeks to establish commonalities in this particular geography and 
highlight transimperial exchanges and entanglements.

The first chapter of this volume, “Cities, Empires, and Eastern Europe: 
Imperial Cities in the Tsarist, the Habsburg, and the Ottoman Empires” 
by Ulrich Hofmeister, explains the conceptual framework of the volume 
in greater detail. After addressing the history of the term “imperial city,” 
which was never employed in a consistent manner, it proposes a new usage 
for this expression. In the framework of postcolonial research focusing on 
colonial overseas empires, the term “imperial city” has been employed to 
highlight transfers and influences from the colonies back to urban Europe, 
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2 Ulrich Hofmeister and Florian Riedler

which have long been methodologically sidelined by a focus on colonial 
cities. However, the author questions the sharp distinction between colo-
nial and imperial cities by identifying many cases in which these categories 
overlapped or shared common characteristics. This overlap is even more 
apparent in the case of continental empires, where geographical bounda-
ries between center and periphery were harder to draw and where the le-
gal distinction of homeland and colony in many cases did not exist. As 
a consequence, the author proposes using “imperial city” as an encom-
passing term for examining cities in the center as well as the borderlands 
of the Habsburg, Tsarist, and Ottoman Empires, whose urban develop-
ment increasingly converged from the eighteenth century onward. Cities 
in all three empires had structural similarities such as population groups 
who traditionally brokered contact with the imperial center; they had to 
position themselves vis-à-vis Western European urban modernity, and, 
in the nineteenth century, they had to answer to the challenges of rising 

Sarajevo
Niš

Timișoara

Vienna

Lviv

St. Petersburg

Moscow

Kazan

Rostov/

Nakhichevan

Istanbul
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E M P I R E

A U S T R I A N E M P I R E
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O T T O M A N
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Map 1.1  The three Eastern European empires in 1815 with the cities portrayed in 
this volume. For the sake of simplicity, the modern city names have been 
used. Cartography by Florian Riedler, 2022.
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nationalism. Used as an umbrella term for cities both in the imperial core 
regions and the peripheries, the concept of “imperial city” offers a vantage 
point from which to determine the role of a given city for an empire and, 
at the same time, examine the presence of the empire in that city in an at-
tempt to bring imperial and urban history together.

The second part of the book, “Manifestations of the Imperial in Urban 
Space,” offers different examples of how empires were present in cities 
ranging from palaces and churches to settlement patterns and urban infra-
structures. The section starts with the chapter by Nilay Özlü, “The Impe-
rial Palaces in Comparative Perspective: Topkapı, Kremlin, and Hofburg.” 
The author examines the ideological messages that were encapsulated in 
the palaces in the (former) capitals of Istanbul, Moscow, and Vienna and 
how these messages changed during the nineteenth century. All three pal-
aces formed the symbolic centers of the respective imperial capitals and 
therefore played a key role in processions, accession festivities, etc. Par-
ticularly the dynasties’ collections that were housed in palace armories and 
trea suries became important places to display imperial power, first to aris-
tocratic circles and later to the public at large. Often these collections were 
given to museums, or the palaces themselves were musealized, a process that 
started in the Habsburg Empire in the eighteenth century and continued in 
Russia. Finally, in the second half of the nineteenth century, the Ottomans, 
directly influenced by the other courts, began to show their collections, but 
only to foreign visitors. Only after 1908 was the Ottoman public allowed 
to visit Topkapı Palace in Istanbul. Overall, the chapter demonstrates how 
the three traditional palaces became sites of transition and modernization 
in a period when the power of all three dynasties was at stake. This process 
was particularly visible in the shared goal of popularizing the dynasties by 
opening the palaces and repurposing them as museums.

The next chapter by Robert Born, “Temeswar as an Imperial City in 
the First Half of the Eighteenth Century,” focuses on the reorganization 
of the city by the Habsburg Monarchy after the conquest from the Otto-
mans. This reorganization began immediately after 1716 when Temeswar 
and the province it belonged to were awarded a special status and were 
ruled directly by Vienna (and not as part of Hungary to which it was 
added only in 1778). Thus the city was rebuilt according to a plan that 
mainly reflected the military, fiscal, and representational considerations of 
the center and the dynasty. This was also expressed in a richly illustrated 
publication praising the contributions and construction activities of the 
Habsburg rulers, in particular Charles VI. Among the first measures, a 
number of new churches run by Jesuit and Franciscan missionaries were 
built and furnished to support Catholic settlers in the city. Another urgent 
task was the construction of new fortifications and barracks, which both 
also had representative functions through inscriptions and the naming of 
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gates and bastions after members of the dynasty. Hydraulic works such as 
the redirection of rivers and the digging of canals, as well as the develop-
ment of the province’s transport infrastructure, served military, and eco-
nomic purposes. In the city itself, utilities such as street lighting, pavement, 
and water fountains were installed. The Habsburg dynasty’s influence on 
the urban development of Temeswar was felt most strongly in the religious 
field through the promotion of Catholicism in the otherwise multi-ethnic 
and multi-confessional city. The ruling family sponsored the first public 
monument and a church dedicated to St. John of Nepomuk, who was the 
family’s patron saint. At the same time, Emperor Charles VI acted as the 
patron of the Catholic cathedral that was, however, not completed until 
well into the second half of the century, long after the emperor’s death. 
Two votive columns on the city’s main squares completed the sacralization 
of urban space in the name of the dynasty.

Gulchachak Nugmanova’s chapter, “Imperial Power, Imperial Identity, 
and Kazan Architecture: Visualizing the Empire in a Nineteenth-Century 
Russian Province,” examines the creation and evolution of imperial ar-
chitecture from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century. It focuses on the 
transformation of the provincial city of Kazan, the important Tatar city 
conquered by Russia in the mid-sixteenth century. The author analyzes 
the construction and renovation of several prominent buildings during the 
nineteenth century. She shows that in Kazan the neoclassical style, which 
was perceived as the embodiment of imperial rule, was replaced by the so-
called “Russian style” much later than in most other cities of the Tsarist 
Empire. This can be explained by the significance of the conquest of Kazan 
for Russia’s identity as an empire, which is also underlined by a range of 
mutual interactions between prominent buildings in Kazan and the capi-
tals of St. Petersburg and Moscow. The chapter thus shows not only the 
impact of architectural models of the center on cities in the province but 
also the significance of Kazan for Russia’s self-representation as an em-
pire. Moreover, the chapter analyzes controversies about the appearance 
of non-Christian prayer houses during the late nineteenth and the early 
twentieth centuries. In these debates, Russia’s claims as a protector of the 
Orthodox faith collided with the need to accommodate the needs of mi-
nority confessions. In conclusion, Kazan can be understood as an example 
of an imperial project of internal colonization with a feedback loop be-
tween center and periphery.

Michel Abesser’s chapter, “Bound by Difference: The Merger of Rostov 
and Nakhichevan-on-Don into an Imperial Metropolis during the Nine-
teenth Century,” offers the case study of twin cities that embody some 
typical features of a Russian imperial city in the periphery. Nakhichevan 
was founded by the empire in the late eighteenth century to settle Arme-
nian traders and craftsmen from Crimea and soon established itself as an 
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important trading hub. In direct proximity, and drawing on Nakhichevan’s 
resources, the town of Rostov grew in a rather uncontrolled process from 
a small fortress to an important commercial center, which overshadowed 
its neighbor in the second half of the nineteenth century. The success of 
Rostov was built on the close cooperation of trade networks from both 
cities in the booming Black Sea region. The chapter examines the conflicts 
over land, cooperation over infrastructure development, and the gradual 
merger of both cities into one metropolis in the late nineteenth century. 
In contrast to many other case studies in this volume, the key factors that 
expressed the imperial character of the two cities were ethnic diversity and 
migration rather than imperial representation.

The third part of the book, “The City as a Palimpsest of Empires,” fo-
cuses on case studies of cities whose imperial character was defined by 
more than one empire. Florian Riedler’s chapter, “Guarding the Imperial 
Border: The Fortress City of Niš between the Habsburgs and the Otto-
mans, 1690–1740,” examines how the geopolitical competition between 
two empires that resulted in the formation of a new border at the end of 
the seventeenth century fundamentally changed a city. At the center of 
attention is the fortress that was designed by the Habsburgs when they 
conquered Niš for a short time in 1690 and that was kept by the Ottomans 
when they repossessed the city. In the restoration that the Ottomans initi-
ated in the 1720s, the fortress became the prime location to represent the 
empire architecturally in a number of ornamented gates. In addition, the 
frequent wars between the imperial contenders also affected Ottoman ur-
ban governance of the multi-ethnic city that had a large minority of Chris-
tian inhabitants. Ottoman policy oscillated between suspicion vis-à-vis the 
Christian population of the city for alleged acts of treason and the will to 
reintegrate them into urban life. Overall, the chapter shows that imperial 
politics shaping the urban environment in this border zone were always 
relational: they have to be conceived as mutual reactions to the imperial 
competitor beyond the border.

In the next chapter, “Empire after Empire: Austro-Hungarian Recali-
bration of the Ottoman Čaršija of Sarajevo,” Aida Murtić examines the 
restructuring of the market area of the city in a time of imperial transition. 
Čaršija, the traditional economic hub of Sarajevo, had been designed ac-
cording to the rules of Ottoman urbanism in the sixteenth century as a 
place where different urban groups interacted. It was destroyed to a large 
extent by a fire in 1879 at the beginning of Austrian rule, and thus the re-
building that went along with new planning procedures and architectural 
practices became a test case for the efficiency and modernity of Austrian 
rule. Pragmatic considerations resulted in a reformed Čaršija where many 
of the old structures were preserved. Especially the conservation of the 
central mosque and its transformation into a historical monument was a 
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way to integrate the Muslims symbolically into the new order. This hap-
pened in a wider framework of a new discourse on monument protection, 
new techniques of preservation, and the propagation of a new Oriental-
izing style for public buildings. The example shows how one empire used 
material elements from its predecessor in its imperial representation and 
self-conception, which evolved over time from a modernizing project to 
one of inclusion of different elements of urban heritage.

Elisabeth Haid-Lener’s chapter, “Lemberg or L’vov: The Symbolic Sig-
nificance of a City at the Crossroads of the Austrian and the Russian Em-
pires,” examines the situation of a city with a religiously and ethnically 
diverse population in a border region between two empires. Lviv became 
part of the Habsburg Monarchy as the capital of Galicia in the end of the 
eighteenth century and thrived because of investments in infrastructure 
and education. The city developed as a cultural and educational center of 
the imperial German culture and the local Polish nobility’s culture, the lat-
ter becoming dominant in the second half of the nineteenth century. This 
was challenged by the Ruthenian/Ukrainian national movement, which 
could act much more freely in Lviv than in neighboring Russia. During the 
First World War, when Galicia became a battleground between Austria-
Hungary and Russia, Habsburg propagandists presented Lviv as a center 
of European culture in the East within the Austrian concept of a state com-
posed of different nationalities. In contrast, Russian propaganda described 
the city as an outpost of Russian culture that needed to be liberated and 
fully Russified. However, the heavy-handed Habsburg military adminis-
tration and the short Russian occupation of the city were instrumental in 
destroying the established model of an imperial city that was characterized 
by the peaceful cohabitation of different groups.

In a similar manner, Elke Hartmann’s chapter, “Kars: Bridgehead of 
Empires,” focuses on a border town between two empires. She analyzes 
the East Anatolian city of Kars between the Ottoman and the Tsarist 
 Empires. Located in Russia’s Trans-Caucasian zone of expansion, Kars 
was under Tsarist rule between 1878 and 1918 and flourished due to Rus-
sian investments in infrastructure and agriculture. Especially the Arme-
nian population profited economically and culturally from Tsarist rule, 
while many Muslims fled to Ottoman territory. Armenians became the 
majority population in the city and the region, where other communities 
such as Russians, Greeks, Germans, and Orthodox religious sects also 
settled. When Kars became part of the Turkish Republic after the First 
World War, the Russian and Armenian heritage of the city was largely 
left to decay. The location at the Iron Curtain and the recent hostility 
between the Turkish Republic and the Republic of Armenia exacerbated 
the situation so that to this day this heritage can be appreciated only on 
a local level. Apart from the Armenian traders, the chapter highlights the 
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military element as another important feature of Kars as an imperial city: 
the fortress, barracks, and other military installations characterized the 
city materially and symbolically. At the same time, the territorialization of 
the Russian Empire also heightened the effect of the imperial border as a 
defining element for Kars.

The contribution by Olga Zabalueva, “(De)constructing Imperial Her-
itage: Moscow Zaryadye in Times of Transition,” offers an imaginary ar-
chaeology of Moscow’s central district of Zaryadye located close to the 
Kremlin. The chapter examines how three consecutive regimes – Tsarist 
Russia, the Soviet Union, and the present-day Russian state – used this 
site for their own history politics. In the nineteenth century, the imperial 
legacy of the district was rediscovered by the restoration of a historical 
palace of the founder of the Romanov dynasty. Because of the proximity 
to the Kremlin, the Soviet Union used the main part of the quarter as a 
construction site for buildings representing the new regime. Several pro-
jects from the 1920s to the 1940s failed, but in the 1960s a hotel complex 
was realized. After the demolition of the hotel in 2006, in a last step, the 
empty space was turned into a park that was to bring Moscow in line 
with other world cities. With each step, the original district turned from a 
residential area with an individual character into a non-place, which serves 
only passers-by. The chapter shows how imperial cities such as Moscow 
are being transformed in a long-term process, which is responsible for the 
palimpsestic nature of their heritage.

In the concluding part of the volume, the contribution by Julia Ober-
treis, “Imperial Cities and Recent Research Trends: Nostalgia, Water In-
frastructure, and Segregation,” offers a résumé and outlines three further 
fields of research that could profit from a focus on imperial cities. The 
first field is memory of empire and its transformation at historical turning 
points, such as the inter-war period and the year 1989. The history of re-
naming streets or entire cities, the destruction or repurposing of buildings 
such as churches, and especially the public discussions about monuments 
can give valuable insight into how memories of empire are contested in 
an urban environment and can result in a specific form of nostalgia. Sec-
ond, environmental and infrastructural history could gain new insights by 
directing their attention to imperial cities. All empires tried to gain legiti-
macy through their policies toward nature and especially water, sometimes 
sustaining costly infrastructures to harness or overcome natural forces. In 
cities, this created a special relationship to nature, as in the case of rivers 
that could threaten cities by flooding but also act as conduits of transport. 
Third, in the field of urban history proper, segregation and diversity as 
one central feature of imperial cities should be addressed more directly. In 
Eastern Europe, especially the Jewish ghetto and quarters of other ethnic 
minorities are cases in point. Segregation was often tied to larger processes 
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such as industrialization or migration and was thus intricately entwined 
with economic processes on the housing and job market. This can be ob-
served on the microscale of yards and even inside apartments, which need 
more attention.

Through its case studies, the present volume hopes to inspire more re-
search that brings together the sources and concepts of urban and imperial 
history in and beyond Eastern Europe. The imperial city approach can 
meaningfully connect the urban microscale with the macroscale of em-
pire, highlight imperial borderlands as zones of heightened interactions 
and transfers, and help to locate the cities of Eastern Europe in a common 
historical time and space that makes comparisons a fruitful enterprise.



Part I

Conceptual Opening
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2 Cities, Empires, and  
Eastern Europe
Imperial Cities in the Tsarist, the 
Habsburg, and the Ottoman Empires

Ulrich Hofmeister

The term “imperial cities” is often used but so far rarely conceptualized. 
In tourist marketing, it is a popular designation for cities as diverse as 
Marrakesh, Budapest, or New Delhi, all of which are somehow associ-
ated with splendor and monarchic grandeur. Among historians, the term 
is also widespread, but with rather different meanings. Only historians 
of the Holy Roman Empire have been using the term “imperial city”  
(Reichsstadt) for a long time in a well-defined way: for them, imperial 
cities are cities like Frankfurt or Nuremberg, which were under the direct 
authority of the Emperor, not being subordinate to a territorial prince. In 
the context of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, however, the term 
“imperial city” usually lacks such a clear definition, even though it seems 
to be very popular among historians. Often, it refers to European metropo-
lises of global empires like Paris or London, but sometimes it also denotes 
major port cities such as Hamburg and Rotterdam, or it relates to capital 
cities of non-European empires.1

This volume is devoted to the Habsburg, the Tsarist, and the Ottoman 
Empire during the long eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In this con-
text, the term “imperial cities” also frequently appears, characterizing 
cities as different from each other as Istanbul and Minsk. The lack of con-
ceptual clarity regarding this term in Eastern Europe was already criticized 
a decade ago,2 but in spite of the wealth of literature on both urban history 
and imperial history, so far there has been no systematic attempt to clarify 
the relationship between cities and contiguous empires such as Russia, the 
Habsburg, and the Ottoman Empires during the last two centuries of their 
existence.

In this volume, we would like to propose a new usage for the term “im-
perial city.” We contend that the current use as a type of city is too unspe-
cific and has little analytical value, most significantly in the context of the 
land-based empires of Eastern Europe where the conventional distinction 
between “imperial” and “colonial” cities does not apply. We, therefore, 
suggest a new convention that understands the imperial city rather as a 
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research perspective that can be applied to all cities which are shaped by 
the imperial character of the state or which contribute to the latter’s impe-
rial form – regardless of their size and location. This approach explores the 
imperial dimensions of a given city by asking how empire manifested itself 
in this urban formation on the one hand, and what role the city played in 
the functioning of the empire on the other hand. Integrating research on 
cities and empires in this way first contributes to a better understanding 
of the structures of the empire, which became manifest primarily in their 
cities, and second it enables deeper insights into the functioning of many 
cities, whose political, economic, and social dynamics were conditioned 
by the imperial character of the state. This chapter will expound on this 
suggestion by first offering some thoughts about the relationship between 
 cities and empires in general. It gives an overview of how historiography 
has hitherto treated this relationship and argues that the current usage of 
terms like “colonial city” or “imperial city” is not convincing as it over-
states the differences between cities on the periphery and in the center of an 
empire. This chapter then turns more specifically to the empires of Eastern 
Europe and their cities. After a short characterization of these empires and 
their cities, it demonstrates how our proposed perspective can help to un-
veil neglected aspects of the relationship between Eastern Europe’s empires 
and their cities.

Cities Colonial and Imperial

In all empires, cities played a leading role as the sites of power and le-
gitimacy and as the transmitters of imperial ideas – it was always the city 
where the power structures of the empire became most tangible.3 Institu-
tions of the imperial state were concentrated in the cities: the governor’s 
residence, law courts, police stations, and the customs houses provided the 
infrastructure for the administration of people, goods, and ideas. In the 
cities, imperial authority was performed in festivities, processions, con-
certs, and balls. Museums, cathedrals, mosques, cemeteries, and monu-
ments served as manifestations of imperial ideologies and imaginations. 
Along with private establishments such as bank offices, they made the 
empire, its institutions, and principles evident for imperial subjects and 
foreign visitors as well as for today’s scholars. As points of intersection 
in empire-wide trading networks, cities were sites of exchange of goods, 
peoples, and ideas. Their markets, warehouses, and harborages brought 
together peoples and goods from all parts of the empire and even beyond. 
While empire-wide exchange contributed to processes of differentiation 
on a local level, it also promoted the homogenization of the empire in its 
entirety. Buildings and landmarks of the capital inspired the shaping of 
minor cities as well. Bound together by economic networks, infrastructures 
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for transport and communication, and a growing imperial bureaucracy, 
the cities of an empire often developed a specific style. Characteristics of 
urban planning and architecture, building types, and even colors – e.g., 
Vienna’s famous “Schönbrunn Yellow” – spread throughout the empire 
and thus gave the empire’s cities a common appearance.

Given the importance of urban centers for all empires, it is surprising 
how little attention they have been given by historians of empire. Histo-
riographic works on empire often engage with cities only in passing, and 
rarely do cities form the structuring element of the account.4 Even though 
both Urban and Imperial History have experienced a boom during the 
last three decades, it seems that these two research approaches mainly co- 
existed side by side, with little points of contact. It is one aim of this vol-
ume to bring them closer together.

The one type of city in the overlapping of imperial and urban history 
that has so far attracted the most attention is the so-called colonial city. 
Even though this term has firmly established itself both in academic and 
popular literature, no consensus has been reached on the meaning of the 
concept. There is only one feature of the colonial city that all historians 
agree on: its location in a colony. When the term “colonial city” was first 
coined in the 1950s by Robert Redfield and Milton B. Singer, they used it 
for cities in colonial societies with a mixed population and ethnically seg-
regated quarters.5 During the following decades, the designation “colonial 
city” was occasionally taken up, albeit with an inconsistent usage: Janet 
Abu-Lughod used it in 1965 to describe just the western part of Cairo, 
which was built under European influence. She called the eastern part of 
Cairo the “old” or “native city,” while for Cairo as a whole, she proposed 
the term “dual city.”6 Anthony D. King returned to Redfield and Milton’s 
more encompassing understanding of the term “colonial city” in his 1976 
book, where he turned this term for the first time into a category of analy-
sis on its own and proposed a refined matrix for analyzing a colonial city. 
His analysis was based on a clear distinction between two components 
of the colonial city, which he labeled as the “indigenous city” and the 
“colonial settlement.”7 King’s works certainly contributed to the popular-
ity of the term during the following decades;8 however, the success of the 
designation “colonial city” came at the expense of its analytical value, as 
it became a widespread expression for all kinds of cities in the colonies. In 
this sense, in a 2013 overview article for the Oxford Handbook of Cities, 
Thomas R. Metcalf draws a long line from early modern Spanish town 
foundations like Veracruz and Manila (Filip. Maynila) with their cosmo-
politan populations to British town projects like Singapore, where sepa-
rated quarters were provided for the different population groups, to the 
French nouvelle ville in Morocco, where European settlements were built 
right beside ancient Islamic towns, and to settler cities like Sydney and 
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Melbourne, which had no indigenous traditions and were built exclusively 
for settlers of European origin.9

The extraordinary variety among so-called colonial cities was empha-
sized in 2001 by Franz-Joseph Post. He expressed some unease with treat-
ing the colonial city as a type of city on its own, arguing that most criteria 
that are usually assigned to colonial cities apply just for some of them: 
while in some cities spatial segregation prevailed, others were character-
ized by the mixing of the different population groups; some colonial cities 
were exclusively ruled by “Europeans,” while in other cities, locals were 
also involved in city administration; and while some colonial cities served 
primarily the economic need of the metropolis, others had hardly any con-
nection to long-distance trade.10 It is along these lines that most newer 
research does not attempt to find a precise definition of colonial cities and 
rather tends to work with lists of criteria without postulating that all colo-
nial cities need to conform to all proposed features.11 Others have sought 
to avoid the term “colonial city” altogether, suggesting such alternative 
designations as “colonized metropolis” or “frontier city.”12

Generally, research on colonial cities has focused on the impact of Eu-
ropean rule on cities in Africa, Asia, and the Americas. However, in the 
wake of the rise of postcolonial studies, scholarly attention was turned 
to European cities as well. In his 1990 book on the global urban system, 
King argued that developments in the colonized periphery affected cities 
in the core as well. He contended that if the fate of Kingston (Jamaica) 
or Bombay (today Mumbai) could not be understood without reference 
to Europe, it was equally true that the modern history of London or 
Manchester similarly could not be understood without reference to In-
dia, Africa, and Latin America.13 This call was backed by Edward Said, 
who argued in 1994 that it was impossible “to draw a clear circle around 
British London or French Paris that would exclude the impact of India 
and Algeria upon those two imperial cities.”14 This suggestion to include 
European cities into the analysis of empire was taken up in 1999 by geog-
raphers Felix Driver and David Gilbert, who for the first time introduced 
the term “imperial cities” as a distinct category of analysis for modern 
empires. In their edited volume Imperial Cities: Landscape, Display, and 
Identity they asked how the imperial past and present shaped the urban 
outlook of several European cities, among them metropolises like Paris, 
London, and Vienna, but also second-rank cities such as Glasgow, Se-
ville, and Marseille.15 This volume for the first time systematically col-
lected essays on the imprint of empire in European metropolises, even if 
the editors refrained from an explicit discussion of their understanding of 
the term imperial city and how it related to a modern European city more 
generally. Since then, studies have investigated traces of empire not only 
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in Europe’s capital cities like London, Paris, Brussels, or Berlin,16 but 
also in “second imperial cities,” as European port cities like Antwerp, 
Hamburg, Liverpool, or Marseille have been labeled.17 Building on the 
growing literature on empire in European cities, Jürgen Osterhammel 
described the imperial city in 2009 as “a political command center, a 
collection point for information, an economically parasitic beneficiary 
of asymmetrical relations with its various peripheries, and a showplace 
for emblems of the dominant ideology.” In contrast to Driver and Gil-
bert, who focused on visual representation of empire in the cityscape, 
Osterhammel emphasized the economic dimension as well. For him, an 
imperial city was characterized not only by the monumental staging of 
imperial power but also by its parasitic dependence on the exploitation 
of the empire.18

Colonial cities are often described as being fundamentally different from 
European metropolitan cities.19 The distinction between cities in the colo-
nies and their counterparts in Europe is, however, not always as sharp as 
it might seem. Certainly, political participation was generally much more 
limited in colonial cities than in the cities of the metropolis, but neverthe-
less one should not overlook the structural similarities between “colonial” 
and “imperial” cities, especially when they served similar functions for the 
empire. The flourishing field of research on port cities, for example, has 
shown that they have much in common, regardless of their geographical 
location. Their role as junctions for the global movement of goods, people,  
and ideas shaped their architecture and their socioeconomic and cultural 
development, no matter if they are located in Europe or in a (former)  
 colony. They thus undermine the all-too clear-cut distinction between co-
lonial and imperial cities.20 It is symptomatic that Osterhammel’s descrip-
tion of the imperial city could also apply to colonial capitals such as Hanoi 
(today Hà Nội) or Calcutta (today Kolkata) around 1900, both of which 
were dressed up as showcases of imperial splendor at the expense of their 
hinterlands.21 At the same time, conventional features of the colonial city 
can also be traced in major European port cities like Marseille and Seville. 
Both colonial and imperial cities housed buildings of the imperial adminis-
tration, both were important hubs of colonial trading networks, and both 
possessed an ethnically and culturally diverse population. This means that 
the differences between colonial and imperial cities are not as striking as 
it is often assumed, and there is instead a certain overlap between the pre-
sumed two types of cities.

In addition, the distinction between “colonial” and “imperial” cities 
blurs even more when we look at capital cities of non-European empires 
which later became seats of a colonial administration. When New Delhi 
was founded by the British in 1911 as the new capital of British India, it 
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deliberately drew on Delhi’s nimbus as the ancient capital of the Moghul 
Empire. The restoration of the old capital was intended to give the Raj 
the air of an empire of its own and should thus mitigate Indian demands 
for independence.22 Another example for the overlapping of imperial and 
colonial structures is Mexico City. This city was founded on the ruins 
of Aztec Tenochtitlan, which had been the capital of a vast tributary 
empire that controlled a large part of central Mesoamerica. Despite the 
physical destruction of the Aztec city, newly founded Mexico City took 
over the general layout of its imperial predecessor, and in large parts of 
the urban space pre-colonial political, social, and economic practices and 
arrangements persisted. Moreover, being the capital of the Viceroyalty of 
New Spain, the city emerged as the center of a new, highly hierarchized 
domain reaching from the Caribbean to the Philippines. Colonial Mexico 
City thus not only inherited part of Tenochtitlan’s functioning but also 
became the capital of a new sub-empire that encompassed territories on 
three continents. Its imperial status thus prevailed at least partly also un-
der colonial rule.23 Cairo is another example of the complex relationship 
between non-European imperial and European colonial structures. Once 
one of the predominant economic and cultural centers of the Islamic 
world, Cairo came under colonial rule when the British took control of 
Egypt in 1882. However, its bisection into an “old” and a “European” 
city, generally regarded as being typical for colonial cities, predated for-
mal colonization. It originated when Khedive Ismail Pasha, the viceroy 
of Egypt, which was still formally part of the Ottoman Empire, commis-
sioned in 1867 the building of a new quarter of the city on its western 
end, modeled on Paris.24 Although Egypt had already come under Euro-
pean economic domination by that time, it pursued its own imperial am-
bitions in Sudan, making Cairo a colonial and imperial city at the same 
time. Moreover, even in cases where there was no formal colonization 
such as in nineteenth-century Istanbul, an imperial capital could become 
“peripheralized.”25 In such cases, certain parts of the respective city were 
often ascribed a “colonial” character and function as, for example, Is-
tanbul’s European quarter Pera (today Beyoğlu) in the second half of the 
nineteenth century.26

These examples reveal that a clear analytical distinction between colo-
nial and imperial cities is not possible. All cities that were engaged with 
empire shared central features, no matter if they were located in the me-
tropolis or in the colony. Moreover, autochthonous empires and European 
colonial structures overlapped, and colonies functioned as sub-empires of 
their own, so that colonial capitals assumed imperial features as well. Even 
if the colonial city as an ideal type is a useful tool for analysis, overstating 
the distinction between imperial and colonial cities threatens to obscure 
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structural commonalities between cities in empires in general and to repro-
duce an inadequately binary understanding of center and periphery.

If the dichotomy of “colonial” and “imperial” cities does not fully func-
tion in seaborne empires, it is even less suited for the continental empires of 
Eastern Europe. However, this is not because concepts of colonial rule could 
not generally be applied to them. Especially during the last two decades,  
concepts developed in the context of western colonial history have been 
adopted by many historians of the Tsarist, the Habsburg, and the Ottoman 
Empires.27 Among the regions most often investigated with the tools of 
colonial history are Central Asia, Yemen, Bosnia, and Galicia.28 Moreover, 
a colonial lens has also been proposed for the investigation of Russia’s core 
regions, as the relationship between the Tsarist Empire’s educated elite and 
the rural masses also bore colonial traits.29 The concept of the colonial city, 
however, has only rarely been taken up in the context of Eastern Europe’s 
empires. Even studies that explicitly identify Tsarist or Habsburg rule in 
the periphery as colonial usually refrain from using the term “colonial 
city.”30 In the context of the Ottoman Empire, historians in general also 
do not use the term “colonial city” for peripheral cities such as Baghdad, 
Sana’a, or Hudayda in Yemen, even if they identify colonial perceptions 
or spatial structures that were implemented by the Ottoman rulers during 
the nineteenth century.31 Quite the contrary – in Ottoman studies the term 
“colonial city” is rather used to discuss the presence of Europeans in cities 
of the Ottoman heartland like Izmir.32

While cities of the Tsarist, the Habsburg, and the Ottoman Empires 
were rarely described as colonial cities, the concept of an imperial city, 
as proposed by Driver and Gilbert, has already been applied to cities of 
these empires, namely to Vienna and Moscow.33 These works have demon-
strated the significance of empire for the study of Eastern Europe’s cities.  
Still, a harsh division between “imperial” and “colonial” cities does not 
seem appropriate for contiguous empires, where, in the absence of a mari-
time boundary, a clear distinction between “colony” and “motherland” 
cannot be drawn. Analyzing nineteenth-century Kyiv (Russ. Kiev), Serhiy 
Bilenky has shown that the way Russian nationalists claimed this city as 
Russia’s spiritual capital bore distinct colonialist overtones.34 Thus from 
Budapest to Sarajevo, from Kiev to Tashkent (today Toshkent), and from 
Adrianople (today Edirne) to Sana’a, the cities of these empires incorpo-
rated both “imperial” and “colonial” elements at the same time, and met-
ropolitan discourses and structures intermingled with colonial ones. These 
cities defy an unequivocal categorization and allocation to one of the two 
sides of the colonial divide, as neither geography nor power relations, nei-
ther their economic structures nor their ethnic composition favor a clear 
label for them.
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Empires of Eastern Europe

In the framework of the Tsarist, the Habsburg, and the Ottoman Empires, 
making sharp distinctions is difficult for various reasons – even their des-
ignation as “Eastern European empires” is problematic. The definition of 
Eastern Europe is a matter not only of geography but has cultural and 
ideological dimensions as well.35 This is clearly shown by the fact that 
cities like Prague or Zagreb, which are often associated with Eastern Eu-
rope, lie further to the West than Vienna. Political, cultural, and linguistic 
criteria influence our understanding of Eastern Europe more profoundly 
than geography does. Apart from that, of the three empires under consid-
eration, it was the Habsburg Monarchy alone that confined itself to Eu-
ropean territory (if we overlook several short-lived overseas colonization 
attempts), and much of its lands were located in Central or even Western 
Europe, but not in Eastern Europe. The Ottoman Empire, which had its 
roots in Anatolia, held possessions in Europe, Asia, and Africa until the 
very last years of its existence, and the Russian Empire stretched from 
Europe to Asia and extended to the American continent until the Alaska 
sale in 1867. For lack of a better term, this book still designates all three 
empires as “Eastern European.” This seems legitimate, as all three empires 
had their core in the eastern part of Europe, and all cities covered by the 
chapters of this volume are geographically located in and around Eastern 
Europe. Still, we are aware that this term covers only part of the historical 
and geographical reality.

Equally ambivalent is the designation “empire,” a term that generations 
of historians have been struggling with.36 Some stricter definitions tie em-
pires to pretension of world domination and thus propose the existence of 
only one or two empires in their “worlds” at the same time.37 Others are 
more generous and propose a composite and multilingual nature of the 
state, which opens the field for many middle-size states to be called empires 
as well.38 Often, empire is understood as an antonym to nation states.39 Jane 
Burbank and Frederick Cooper, however, pointed to the manifold overlaps 
between empires and nation-states, and thus emphasized that especially 
in Eastern Europe, empire and nation cannot be treated as antagonistic 
and mutually exclusive categories.40 Burbank and Cooper have suggested 
an elementary definition of empire that seems particularly useful for re-
search on Imperial Cities. They describe empires as “large political units, 
expansionist or with a memory of power extended over space, polities that 
maintain distinction and hierarchy as they incorporate new people.”41 This 
characterization includes the dominions of the Ottomans, the Habsburgs, 
and the Romanovs during most of their existence. Together, these three 
empires determined the historical development of Eastern Europe from the 
early modern period until the beginning of the twentieth century.42
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The Ottoman state developed from an Anatolian frontier principality 
into a mighty centralized empire encompassing Anatolia and the Balkans 
by the fifteenth century. With the conquest of Constantinople in 1453, 
it incorporated the last remnants of the Byzantine Empire. Its maximal 
geographic extent was reached in the second half of the seventeenth cen-
tury, when the Ottomans ruled over Baghdad in the East, controlled Al-
giers in the West, and threatened Vienna in the Northwest and Kyiv in 
the Northeast. Having inherited the title of Caliph, the Ottoman Sultans 
saw themselves as leaders of the entire Muslim world. Until the eighteenth 
century, they claimed a superior position over the other powers also in the 
European context.43

A Russian imperial polity came into being during the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries, when the Grand Duchy of Muscovy, still a vassal of 
the Tatar-Mongolian Golden Horde, assembled many of the components 
of the decayed Kievan Rus’. Parallel to the disintegration of the Golden 
Horde, and reinforced by the fall of Constantinople in 1453, Moscow 
rulers started to claim imperial accessories. The annexation of the Tatar 
Khanate of Kazan in 1552 affirmed Russia’s imperial character, and the 
conquest of Siberia during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries made it 
the world’s most extensive state. The final claim for imperiality was made 
by Tsar Peter I in 1721, when he adopted the title of “Imperator.”44

In the case of the Habsburg dynasty, determining the imperiality of 
their dominions is the most difficult. In the course of more than six hun-
dred years, they presided – simultaneously or subsequently – over three 
different imperial conglomerates. The Holy Roman Empire lent the Habs-
burgs for the first time the title of Emperor in 1273, and even though 
this position was dependent on election, from the middle of the fifteenth 
century onward the imperial crown remained nearly uninterrupted in the 
possession of this dynasty. Moreover, the House of Habsburg assembled 
extensive domains in hereditary possessions as well, which were divided 
between the Spanish and the Austrian branch of the dynasty in the mid-
dle of the sixteenth century. The Spanish line ruled over Spain with its 
colonial possessions in Africa, America, and Asia until 1700. The Aus-
trian line, on the other hand, kept the title of Holy Roman Emperor and 
received a conglomerate of lands encompassing the Austrian hereditary 
possessions, the Bohemian Lands, and the Western parts of Hungary and 
Croatia. Together with later acquisitions, these lands developed into a 
Central European empire of its own – the Habsburg Empire in the nar-
rower sense. Yet, while the Tsars and to a lesser extent the Ottomans 
succeeded in establishing centralized rule over most of their possessions 
and applied more flexible forms of domination for a long time only in the 
peripheries, the Habsburg Empire remained a composite monarchy, an 
array of diverse and scattered lands.45
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All three empires under consideration adorned themselves with impres-
sive imperial genealogies that reached back to the ancient Roman Empire. 
While the Habsburgs positioned themselves as the successors of the West-
ern Roman Emperors, the Tsars and the Ottomans claimed the Byzantine 
Heritage for themselves. At the same time, the Tsars and the Ottomans, the 
dominions of which had emerged out of the remnants of the Mongolian 
Empire, also saw themselves as the successors of the Khans. The Ottoman 
Sultan, moreover, also gave his rule a religious slant by claiming the title 
of Caliph. This sense of a religious mission was shared by the two other 
empires: since the fall of Constantinople, Russia was the last remaining 
stronghold of Orthodoxy, while the Habsburgs saw themselves as the de-
fenders of Catholicism.

For the histories of all three empires, the turn of the eighteenth century 
marked the beginning of a new era. Since 1686, when the Tsarist Em-
pire joined the Holy League against the Ottoman Empire, all three em-
pires were united in a system of direct diplomatic and military interaction. 
While Russia rose to great power status during the first quarter of the 
eighteenth century, and the territories of the Austrian Habsburgs reached 
their greatest extent between 1717 and 1739, the Ottoman Empire was 
forced to start its slow retreat from Central and Eastern Europe. As the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries proceeded, borders constantly shifted 
due to the rivalries and changing alliances of the three empires and the 
rise of national movements which increasingly challenged the empires’ ter-
ritorial integrity. In all three empires, continuous reform of administrative 
structures contributed to temporary consolidation of state power. It could 
not, however, preclude the three empires’ simultaneous collapse during the 
First World War.

Cities in the Tsarist, Ottoman, and Habsburg Empires

In all three empires, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were a period 
of decisive importance for their cities. During this period, the political, 
economic, and representative significance of the cities grew remarkably, 
and all three empires became more and more visible in their cities. For 
the urban landscape of the Tsarist Empire, the eighteenth century brought 
especially pervasive transformations. The foundation of the new capital 
St. Petersburg in 1703 already upset the established urban system of the 
empire, but several consecutive reforms of town administration and the 
empire’s gradual expansion into the steppe had even more far-reaching 
consequences. Under the rule of Catherine II (r. 1762–1796) alone, more 
than two hundred towns were newly founded. One important area of town 
foundations was the vast and sparsely populated steppe region north of the 



Cities, Empires, and Eastern Europe  21

Black Sea, but many more new towns were built in central regions of the 
state. These new towns, which were typically founded upon already exist-
ing settlements, often did not follow economic or demographic necessities 
but were intended solely to serve as administrative centers.46 At the same 
time, a series of municipal reforms set the towns to an increasing degree 
legally apart from the countryside and for the first time provided the towns 
with limited autonomy. Even if this did not free urban communities from 
dependence on the state, the reforms contributed to the emergence of an 
urban middle class in the long term.47 Moreover, the outlook of nearly all 
Russian cities underwent profound changes from the last third of the eigh-
teenth century onward. Fostering a “regular” and “European” outlook of 
the towns, Catherine’s administration provided them with buildings in a 
classical style and with a geometrical street grid.48 Toward the end of the 
eighteenth century, about eight percent of the empire’s population lived in 
towns and cities, which was not much below the European average of ten 
percent.49 At that time, by far the largest cities of the Tsarist Empire were 
the two capitals Moscow and St. Petersburg with 350,000 and 220,000 
inhabitants, respectively. The other towns lagged far behind and had no 
more than 35,000 residents.50 All towns served as administrative seats, 
but until the first decades of the nineteenth century, the majority of the 
active population in most towns was engaged in agriculture.51 In Russia, 
the industrial revolution commenced later than in Western Europe, and 
only after the emancipation of the peasants in 1861 did the pace of ur-
ban growth quicken significantly, driven mainly by migration from the 
countryside.52 In 1916, the share of Russia’s urban population had reached 
17.4 percent.53 However, urbanization affected the regions of the empire 
very unevenly. By far the largest cities at the turn of the century were 
St. Petersburg and Moscow with 1.26 million and 1 million inhabitants, 
respectively.54 These two metropolises shared many features with other 
European metropolises like Vienna, Berlin, or Paris. They faced compara-
ble social problems, tried to solve infrastructural problems in similar ways, 
and built their buildings in a related style.55 On the other hand, most pro-
vincial towns and even the smaller provincial capitals had no paved streets, 
no water lines, and no street lighting, and only a very narrow segment of 
the population involved itself in communal affairs.56 Apart from the two 
capitals, there were seventeen more cities with more than 100,000 inhabit-
ants at that time, the biggest of which was Warsaw with a population of 
around 683,000. It is striking that hardly any of these cities were located 
in the Russian heartland. Bigger than most “traditional” Russian cities 
were those which had been either annexed since the sixteenth century, like 
Kazan, Riga, or Lodz, or which had been built from scratch in the steppes 
to the South or East, like Odessa (Ukr. Odesa) or Rostov-on-Don. Most of 
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the Empire’s biggest cities had a clear East Slavic majority, non-Russians 
dominated numerically only in the Baltics (Vilna [today Vilnius] and Riga) 
and in the cities most recently annexed in the West (Warsaw, Kishinev [to-
day Chișinău], and Lodz), the Caucasus (Tiflis [today Georg. Tbilisi], Baku 
[Azer. Bakı]), and Central Asia (Tashkent).57

The urban landscape of Central and Southeastern Europe also experi-
enced profound changes in the course of the eighteenth century, mainly 
caused by Ottoman retreat from and Habsburg advance into Hungary. 
While only a few towns were newly founded after the change of the rulers, 
existing fortresses and towns were restored and enlarged. As Muslims had 
to leave the region together with Ottoman troops, they were replaced by 
German-speaking immigrants, among others, which from now on formed 
the majority in the towns of the region.58 At the same time, the German ele-
ment gained importance during the eighteenth century across the Habsburg 
Monarchy. Due to immigration and assimilation processes also underway 
in Bohemian and Moravian towns, German established itself as the means 
of communication between the different parts of the Habsburg Monarchy. 
In 1780, the most populous city of the empire was Vienna with 200,000 
residents. Prague followed with a population of 70,000, and Hungary’s 
largest city was Pozsony (Germ. Preßburg, today Bratislava) with 30,000.59 
With only five percent of the population living in towns and cities, urbani-
zation in the Habsburg Empire was comparatively low.60 Apart from that, 
toward the end of the eighteenth century, most town-dwellers were primar-
ily engaged in agriculture, especially in the towns of the Hungarian plain. 
Still, unlike in the Tsarist Empire, the towns already served as centers of ed-
ucation and culture during the eighteenth century.61 In the aftermath of the 
Napoleonic Wars, the towns and cities of the Habsburg Monarchy experi-
enced enormous growth rates. Vienna’s population increased to 357,000 in 
1848, but even more impressive was the growth of those provincial towns 
where Austria’s economic development was mainly located: Pest (today 
part of Budapest) grew from about 35,000 inhabitants in 1810 to over 
100,000 in the late 1840s; the port city of Trieste (Germ. Triest, Slov. Trst) 
transformed from an eighteenth-century fishing village into a world-class 
port with a population of more than 80,000 in 1840; and Brno (Germ. 
Brünn), the most industrialized town of that time, approached 30,000 in 
1830 and 45,000 a decade later. The economic boom of these cities rested 
on the settlement of merchants and manufacturers who employed increas-
ing numbers of workers in their shops, factories, warehouses, and, in the 
case of Trieste, on their docks.62 In the second half of the nineteenth century, 
such growth rates were seen in more and more provincial towns: by 1910, 
nine cities already had more than 100,000 inhabitants, with the two capi-
tals Vienna (2,100,000) and Budapest (880,371) being the biggest cities. 
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The enormous growth of most provincial towns came mainly from their 
 direct hinterlands, the villages, and smaller towns of their surrounding 
areas. This meant that earlier Germanizing tendencies were now quickly 
 reversed. Most towns lost their German majority and character and aligned 
themselves linguistically with their non-German provinces.63 The growing 
share of non-Germans demanded representation and participation in ur-
ban life, which met with resistance from the established German-speaking 
burghers. This led to growing disputes along national lines on an urban 
level and often to parallel institutions for each population group.64 But even 
if national pride was sometimes expressed in “national” styles in architec-
ture,65 a homogenization of the urban space gained momentum all over the 
Habsburg Empire.66 Following the example of Vienna, many towns tore 
down their medieval walls and replaced them with public parks and boule-
vards. Upon communal initiative, water lines were established, roads were 
paved, and representative public buildings were erected. Their historicist 
design became the dominant style of the Habsburg Monarchy. Train sta-
tions, administrative buildings, and cultural institutions shared a uniform 
neo-baroque or neo-renaissance appearance.67 Notwithstanding the pro-
found transformation of many Habsburg towns and cities around the turn 
of the twentieth century, the overall urbanization rate of the Habsburg 
Empire remained comparatively low. Except for several industrial enclaves, 
the country retained a mainly agricultural character: in 1913, more than 
half of the population of the Cisleithanian part of the empire lived in locali-
ties of less than 2,000 inhabitants, and nearly two-thirds in villages or even 
smaller settlements.68

Until the middle of the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire was 
distinctly more urbanized than the Tsarist and Habsburg Empires, and 
also most of Europe. We don’t have any numbers for the eighteenth cen-
tury, but in the 1830s and 1840s, 17 percent of the Ottoman population 
lived in towns of more than 20,000 inhabitants.69 Apart from that, Otto-
man cities were much larger than the ones in the Habsburg and the Tsa-
rist Empires. Toward the end of the eighteenth century, Istanbul, together 
with its suburbs, had a population of about 600,000; Cairo followed with 
210,000–260,000 inhabitants, and Saloniki (today Thessaloniki), Izmir, 
Aleppo, and Edirne had about 100,000 inhabitants.70 Even though Ot-
toman towns generally had no charters, they enjoyed a kind of unofficial 
autonomy. In most provincial towns, urban elites gathered in informal 
councils that often included Christians and Jews. These councils repre-
sented the town to the central government and had considerable room for 
political maneuvering.71 During the eighteenth century, when the central 
bureaucracy yielded much of its power to local rulers, the scope of local 
forces became even larger. Contested issues – for example, the rights of 
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non-Muslims and foreigners in the urban space – were therefore treated 
very differently in the different cities of the empire, which contributed to 
the highly divergent development of Ottoman cities.72 It was only during 
the Tanzimat period (1839–1876), when the government initiated a series 
of constitutional reforms, that local self-administration became codified. 
The formerly unofficial councils were now formalized, and their rights and 
duties systematized.73 The Tanzimat reforms greatly enhanced the signifi-
cance of the cities for the empire, as they became the main sites for the 
central government’s attempts to regain control over the provinces.74 The 
transformative impetus of the middle of the nineteenth century became 
especially visible in the cityscapes. The capital Istanbul was to be the first 
to undergo a far-reaching reconstruction. Oriented on contemporary Eu-
ropean cities and based on projects of mainly French architects and town 
planners, the network of streets was partly regularized, new building codes 
and regulations fostered a uniform residential fabric, and modern trans-
portation systems were introduced.75 Even if in the end the transformation 
of Istanbul’s urban fabric was not as radically implemented as initially pro-
posed, it influenced similar projects in provincial towns as well.76 Newly 
erected barracks embodied the state’s attempt to exercise more control 
over the cities. They were often located in the vicinity of new roads or rail-
ways in order to improve the mobility of the troops. Governor’s palaces, 
schools, and judicial courts became new landmarks in old city centers.77 
Tramways and other communal infrastructure were established, often fi-
nanced by foreign investors.78 Government initiative, however, was only 
one factor in the great transformation of Ottoman cities during the nine-
teenth century. Another was the increase in population, both natural and 
due to migration. Since the Ottoman Empire had opened its markets in the 
1838 Treaty of Balta Liman, foreign contractors settled in Ottoman towns 
and opened factories, which in turn attracted workers from the country-
side. Port cities were first and foremost affected by migration and popu-
lation growth and became a gateway for European influence, even if the 
adaptations to a European way of life were modified according to local 
needs.79 Istanbul’s number of inhabitants grew to 1,125,000 in 1912, Izmir 
grew from 110,000 to 300,000 inhabitants between 1840 and 1913, and 
Beirut climbed from less than 10,000 in 1800 to around 150,000 in 1914, 
measuring up to Salonica and Baghdad, which had themselves doubled 
during the same period. The general share of urban dwellers rose from 17 
to 22 percent between 1840 and 1913.80 At the same time, the share of 
Muslims among the empire’s population steadily grew, as Muslims from 
lost provinces resettled to remaining Ottoman territory. Between the mid-
dle of the nineteenth century and 1906, their proportion rose from 60 
to 74 percent.81 On an urban level, there was generally no strict segrega-
tion according to national or religious lines, and the different communities 
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interacted intensively with each other. Still, the significance of national and 
class affiliation grew during the nineteenth century.82

Common Dimensions of the Cities of Eastern Europe

Even though each of the three empires shaped its towns and cities in a 
distinct way, they had several crucial traits in common. A significant mo-
ment was their ambiguous relation to modernity.83 In Eastern Europe 
industrialization occurred comparatively late and unevenly, so that the 
three empires were not able to fully keep pace with the technological and 
economic development of Western Europe. They were thus often labeled 
as backward,84 and it was the shape of their cities that became the main 
yardstick for this assessment. The general verdict of backwardness, how-
ever, conflicts with historical evidence; it is sufficient to mention that the 
honor of having built the first undergrounds on the entire continent is 
claimed by Budapest and Istanbul. Moreover, historians of architecture 
and urbanism have rediscovered a particular adaptation of urban moder-
nity in the Habsburg Empire. It thrived on the diversity of Central Euro-
pean cities and the productive tension between an overarching imperial 
style and local adaptations that were to reflect the diversity of the empire. 
The Viennese model of urban development won international acclaim and 
was copied not only inside the Habsburg Empire.85 Still, the assessment 
of backwardness did play a role in the contemporary perception of the 
cities both by their own inhabitants and their visitors, and the theme of 
catching up with Western Europe left its imprint in the urban fabric. To 
this day, the map of St. Petersburg reflects the orientation of its builders 
to Amsterdam and Paris – cities which never felt a need to explain them-
selves.86 Similarly, the urban modernization of Istanbul in the nineteenth 
century was planned according to European models, most notably Paris, 
and involved foreign experts. However, this also shows that despite the 
backward image, the empire was actively adopting innovations in urban 
planning and governance.87 To a certain extent, these efforts can be read 
as a reaction on the allegations of being backward: the cities were in-
tended to prove these claims wrong.

The development of the cities of all three empires under consideration 
was to a certain extent influenced by the continental character of their 
states. Still, the contrast between contiguous and overseas empires should 
not be overstated.88 Oceanic empires were not necessarily more difficult to 
integrate, because in the pre-railway age territorial distances were easier 
to overcome on water than on land.89 For example, after the opening of 
the Suez Canal in 1869 and before the completion of the first railway line 
in Central Asia in 1888, a journey from St. Petersburg to Tashkent took 
much longer than the passage from London to Calcutta.90
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But even if the dichotomy of overseas and continental empires should 
not be absolutized, the lack of a sea barrier did have consequences that 
in some regards distinguished the cities of the different types of empires. 
While the emergence of the Western European colonial empires was con-
ditioned by technological innovations that enabled transoceanic shipping, 
the continental empires of Eastern Europe often rested on much older 
structures and incorporated territories that had maintained ties for a long 
time already. They were thus able to rely on trading points, transportation 
routes, and mediator groups that had been previously established. Cultural 
differences between the center and the peripheries of these empires were 
thus often moderated by historical connections or linguistic kinship. The 
population of a borderland town often had longstanding ties if not with 
the population of the core itself, then at least with some other established 
group of the empire. In the Tsarist Empire, Tatars regularly served as me-
diators between central agencies and their religious and linguistic kinsmen 
in Central Asia,91 and in Habsburg Bosnia, Serbs and Croatians took over 
a similar role as mediators between Vienna, Budapest, and Sarajevo.92 In 
the Ottoman Empire, it was the common adherence of the elites to Islam 
that connected the borderlands with the center in Istanbul. This meant that 
even in the most distant towns, the cultural gap between locals and rep-
resentatives of the center was partly bridged by shared cultural references 
and by mediators which found a common language with all groups con-
cerned. Continental ties between periphery and center also inhibited the 
establishment of a clear legal distinction between colonial and metropoli-
tan populations. The Tsarist Empire introduced the category of inorodtsy 
(literarily “of different descent”) in 1822s, but as this label was soon ex-
tended also to the empire’s Jews, it was not equivalent to the category of 
African sujets of the French colonial empire.93 In the Ottoman Empire, the 
main societal dividing line also did not correspond to geographic, ethnic, 
or cultural criteria, but rather passed between the askeri, who performed 
military or administrative duties, and the tax-paying reaya, both Muslim 
and Christian.94 The Habsburg Empire, lastly, declared in 1867 the equal-
ity of all citizens before the law. This provision, which principally rejected 
a systematic differentiation between purported colonizers and the colo-
nized, was later also included in the Constitution of Bosnia and Hercego-
vina.95 So while urban life in the western overseas empires was marked by 
the legal distinction between colonial and metropolitan populations, such 
hierarchies were less pronounced in the cities of the continental empires, 
although they also often exhibited segregated ethnic or religious quarters.

While the elites of the Western empires were inspired by one core nation, 
the empires of Eastern Europe were dominated by multi-ethnic elites, the 
loyalty of which was generally more often directed toward the sovereign 
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than toward a particular national project.96 This precluded an excessive 
orientation toward the metropolitan nation, characteristic, for instance, of 
French colonialism. On the other hand, when nationalism gained momen-
tum in the course of the nineteenth century, the perspective of a national 
homogenization of the entire empire – perceived either as a goal or as a 
threat – could seem more realistic in a contiguous empire than in an empire 
whose diverse possessions were scattered all over the globe. Discourses 
and practices of Russification, Germanization, Magyarization, or – in the 
Ottoman case in the very last phase of the empire after 1908 – Turkification  
were therefore much more politically sensitive than the merely theoretical 
assimilation doctrine of the French colonial empire.97 On an urban level, 
this led to fierce disputes about schools, churches, and other representative 
buildings of imperial power. A telling example is the disputes around War-
saw’s Russian Orthodox Alexander Nevskii Cathedral, which was com-
pleted by the Russian administration in 1912 and torn down by the Polish 
authorities less than 15 years later.98

At the same time, the closer ties between center and periphery sometimes 
also evoked a more pronounced discourse of differentiation, which high-
lighted religious or alleged civilizational and racial distinctions between 
different population groups and raised calls for apartheid regimes on a lo-
cal level.99 The question of differentiation became especially urgent in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, when constitutional arrangements 
spread. In contiguous empires, it was more difficult to exclude the popula-
tion of the periphery from political rights than in empires with a clear sepa-
ration between colony and motherland. In the cities of Eastern Europe, 
this led to increased struggles over political participation, representation 
in elective bodies, and, more generally, resources. Some of the chapters of 
this volume show in more detail how the national aspirations of competing 
ethnic groups shaped the development and the outlook of the cities.

Imperial Cities of Eastern Europe: A Research Program

In this volume, we suggest using the term “imperial city” in the context 
of Eastern Europe not as a counterpart of “colonial city” but rather as an 
umbrella term that can encompass cities in the core of the empire as well 
as in its borderlands. For us, an imperial city is a city where the empire 
manifests itself and which is marked by the imperial form of the state. 
This understanding of the relationship between city and empire is heavily 
indebted to the work of other scholars. We follow Driver and Gilbert in 
their approach of tracing empire in the urban landscape,100 but we expand 
their approach by overcoming the traditional division between “colonial” 
and “imperial” cities and by analyzing them together, as Tristam Hunt has 
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done for the British Empire.101 This enables us to draw on the findings of 
research on colonial cities as well as on metropolises of colonial empires 
and to deploy them for the investigation of the cities of Eastern Europe’s 
contiguous empires. We are convinced that research on continental em-
pires will profit from the historiography on maritime empires and their 
cities, even if the specificities of a continental empire need to be considered. 
It is therefore one aim of this volume to explore to what extent the spe-
cificities of continental empires shaped the outlook and the functioning of 
their cities and the daily life of their inhabitants.

It is important to note that we do not propose the imperial city as a 
new type of city on the same lines as, say, a garrison town or a residential 
city. Instead, we suggest the imperial city as a point of view for analysis. 
Investigating an imperial city means for us examining the significance of 
a given city for the empire and exploring marks of empire in its urban 
structure. In accordance with the most basic features of empire, the latter 
include, among others, the ostentatious display of power, the ethnocul-
tural heterogeneity of the population, and a hierarchical arrangement of 
the empire’s regions and population groups. These features can be found 
in very different kinds of towns and cities, irrespective of their size or their 
location. There are, however, three main groups of cities that are especially 
well suited to be investigated as imperial cities. First, there are cities in 
which the highest organs of the imperial state have a particularly strong 
presence – for example, capitals, former capitals, and residential or coro-
nation cities. Such cities are the most important sites for the expression of 
the power and the ideological foundations of the empire. In this volume, 
the contribution of Nilay Özlü on the ancient imperial palaces of Kremlin, 
Topkapı and Hofburg follow this path, but also that of Olga Zabalueva, 
who investigates the fate of a Moscow quarter in the direct vicinity of 
the Kremlin. An imperial city in this sense is not necessarily a metropolis. 
Smaller towns are often equally shaped by the imperial character of the 
state: provincial or district capitals also housed institutions of the imperial 
administration, and fortress cities accommodated garrisons of the imperial 
army. The chapter on Temeswar (Rom. Timișoara) by Robert Born shows 
how architecture in a provincial city was shaped by the capital and by ref-
erences to the ruling dynasty. Border towns served as gates into the empire 
and therefore were particularly equipped with imperial accessories. Florian 
Riedler uses the example of Niš, a town that changed hands between the 
Ottoman and the Habsburg Empires several times, to show how imperial 
ideologies were expressed in the city’s fortress. Formerly Ottoman Kars, 
discussed by Elke Hartmann, acquired under Tsarist rule a “European” 
cityscape, but in terms of demography and economics, it was dominated 
by Armenians. Second, towns that serve as trading centers of imperial 
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significance are also particularly shaped by the empire, even if their suc-
cess often rested on a relatively loose administrative integration into the 
structures of the empire. As port cities or railway junctions, they brought 
people and goods from different corners of the empire together, as Michel 
Abesser shows in the case of Rostov-on-Don. Research on cities of this 
group can particularly profit from research on colonial cities, as many of 
the classical colonial cities are port cities. The third group of cities that we 
propose to investigate as imperial cities are those with a significant share 
of inhabitants of a non-dominant population group of the empire. Being 
sites for the negotiation of the rights and the status of different ethnocul-
tural groups, they mirror the uneven treatment given by the imperial state 
to its diverse population. Yet, specific requirements of imperial rule mean 
that this does not necessarily coincide with the discrimination of minority 
groups, who are sometimes even given priority over otherwise dominant 
groups. In the Tsarist Empire, several towns were founded for specific non-
Russians – for example, Nakhichevan on Don, where Armenian merchants 
enjoyed large privileges, as described in the chapter by Michel Abesser. 
Another case is foreign cities that were incorporated into an empire. Here, 
the new authorities together with autochthonous inhabitants transformed 
the cityscape according to the new requirements and expectations, a pro-
cess that included elements of dismantling, preserving, and adapting the 
architectural and social heritage of the city, as shown by Aida Murtić in 
the case of Čaršija, Sarajevo’s old commercial district, and by Robert Born 
with Temeswar. Other towns had a special significance for non-dominant 
groups, such as Kazan for the Tatars of the Tsarist Empire. Gulchachak 
Nugmanova shows that much of Kazan’s relevance for both Russians and 
Tatars derived from its history as the capital of the Kazan Khanate. Other 
cities were home to an ethnoculturally mixed population and thus were 
claimed by different groups as “their” own, and sometimes also by rival 
empires, as Elisabeth Haid-Lener shows with regard to the multinational 
city of Lviv (Ukr. L’viv, Pol. Lwów, Germ. Lemberg, Russ. L’vov).

All such cities have been profoundly shaped by their respective empire(s). 
Their urban morphology with representative buildings and often segre-
gated ethnic quarters mirrored the ideological ambitions and the heteroge-
neity of the empire itself. Each of the three empires under consideration in 
this volume developed its specific architectural, societal, and performative 
solutions for representing the imperial state in the urban space. The impe-
rial character of a city emerged from the often contradictory dynamics of 
imperial rule on a local level, where factions of the established population, 
representatives of the political power center, and various other incoming 
groups collaborated and competed with each other, each one striving to 
enforce its own economic goals, political ideas, and ideological agenda.  



30 Ulrich Hofmeister

At the same time, it needs to be kept in mind that urban imperiality is not 
an objective, given feature, but the result of societal attributions. There 
is no universal answer to the question which elements of the urban land-
scapes can be regarded as specifically “imperial.” This differs from region 
to region, and it might change over time. In Sarajevo, the historicist façade 
of Hotel Europe served as an embodiment of imperial rule, as Aida Murtić 
shows in her chapter; in the Styrian city of Graz, however, an identical 
building would not have evoked any imperial connotations. A similar case 
can be made regarding Ottoman central domed mosques, which acquired a 
particular meaning in the Arab provinces that had their own architectural 
traditions.102 Finally, the gilded cupolas of Warsaw’s Russian Orthodox Al-
exander Nevskii Cathedral, mentioned above, acquired a specific imperial 
connotation in the Polish capital they would have lacked in the Russian cit-
ies of Tver or Tula. However, it was not only “metropolitan” architectural 
conventions and styles that were transferred to the periphery and thus be-
came charged as markers of empire. The same mechanism also worked 
the other way around: when the St. Petersburg Mosque was erected from 
1910 on, it was patterned after the grand mausoleums and madrasahs of 
Samarkand (Uzb. Samarqand). In the foreign setting of St. Petersburg, this 
style was used to celebrate the conquest of Central Asia and thus acquired 
a specific imperial meaning it lacked in Samarkand.

Moreover, the assessment of what is “imperial” and what not is subject to 
changes in the course of history. Such a re-configuration of codes and sym-
bols is especially apparent after regime changes.103 In Southeastern Europe, 
the alternation of Habsburg and Ottoman rule often led to a re-interpretation  
of religious buildings as markers of imperial power. Consequently, after a 
town changed hands, churches and mosques were regularly subject to de-
struction or conversion, as Florian Riedler discusses in his chapter on Niš. 
All these cases indicate that it cannot be universally defined which elements 
of the urban space can be regarded as “imperial.” It depends on the specific 
historical and cultural circumstances and can change over time.

After such an enumeration of imperial cities, one might ask if there are 
non-imperial cities at all, and if there are any cities that are not suited for 
investigation as an imperial city. This would be an ethnoculturally ho-
mogenous settlement without direct access to the main trading routes, and 
where the state does not appear to be an “alien” power. At first glance, all 
empires appear to have numerous sleepy towns in the province seemingly 
unaffected by the empire and its dynamics. If we look closer, however, we 
assume that hardly any provincial town remained completely independent 
of the structures of the imperial state. Even in remote settlements, adminis-
trative buildings were designed according to imposing models in the capi-
tal, monuments remembered historical deeds and figures of empire-wide 
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significance, and products and groceries found their way from distant cor-
ners of the state. To some extent, it is left to the creativity of the researcher 
to locate the traces of empire. We are confident that most Eastern Euro-
pean cities and towns will turn out to be fruitful sites for the investigation 
of empire in the urban space.
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3 The Imperial Palaces in 
Comparative Perspective
Topkapı, Kremlin, and Hofburg

Nilay Özlü

In his book Around the Kremlin, George T. Lowth compared the city of 
Moscow to Constantinople and emphasized the cosmopolitan character 
of both imperial capitals and their role in bridging the East with the West:

There is a charm peculiar to Moscow among the cities of the world. It 
is in itself the centre of the history of a people – a people one day fated 
to play a great part in the drama of the future. But at present the charm 
of Moscow is in its past story and in its present life. The interest of the 
past story of the city arises out of its peculiar position as the connecting 
link between the East and the West. In this its situation is something 
analogous to that of Constantinople, standing upon the confines of two 
divisions of the earth, and thus it has had to bear the discords of differ-
ent races and to be the scene of the conflicts of opposing peoples.1

The concept of the “imperial city” has many layers, nuances, and complex-
ities; and its definition still lacks scholarly consensus in the post-imperial 
world. Imperial capitals, on the other hand, provide fertile ground for 
analyzing and studying the imperial city as sites of imperial power and 
monarchic grandeur, as stages of royal ceremonials and ostentatious pro-
cessions, and as urban showcases of imperial architecture. Particularly Is-
tanbul, Vienna, and Moscow, the capitals and former capitals of the three 
continental empires, are prolific centers for a comparative discussion of 
how imperial ideologies were transmitted and disseminated and how these 
empires manifested themselves in the urban context. This chapter investi-
gates the architectural, administrative, and ceremonial configurations of 
the three capitals of the Ottoman, Habsburg, and Tsarist Empires, with a 
particular focus on their imperial palaces.

Imperial cities, particularly the imperial capitals, are spatially shaped, 
culturally defined, and architecturally marked by civil and religious monu-
ments, administrative buildings, public works and institutions, and, most 
remarkably, by imperial palaces. Strategically located and, more often 
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than not, surrounded by imposing walls, elevated towers, and monumen-
tal gates, palaces dominated the urban fabric of the pre-modern city as 
the epicenters of architectural glory, court culture, and ostentatious cer-
emonials. As stated by Lawrence Vale, the government centers, capitols, 
and palaces, apart from fulfilling bureaucratic or official needs, convey 
ideological messages as symbols of state power and identity.2 In the pre-
modern world, imperial palaces confirmed the continuity of the monarchy, 
manifested courtly power, and displayed the empire’s glory and endurance 
via court traditions, processions, and rituals. Thus they were accepted as 
urban imprints marking the longevity, patrimony, and legitimacy of the 
court. Moreover, imperial palaces – apart from defining and shaping the 
urban morphology of the city they were built in, with their vast areas, 
immense number of inhabitants, and parasitical formations – were config-
ured as a city-within-the-city. Therefore, imperial palaces themselves can 
be scrutinized as an imperial city with certain institutional, architectural, 
and urban characteristics.

This research discusses the role of palaces, both as architectural monu-
ments and as seats of monarchs, in defining and shaping the imperial city. 
Particularly focusing on the Tsarist, Ottoman, and Habsburg Empires, this 
chapter undertakes a comparative analysis of the imperial palaces of these 
neighboring rival empires. Apart from bearing the utmost political sig-
nificance as centers of the state and residences of the imperial households, 
these palaces also played a significant role in shaping the urban landscape 
of the three imperial cities: Vienna, Istanbul, and Moscow. Therefore, with 
their unique architectural features and remarkable morphologies, the im-
perial palaces became distinguishing landmarks of these cities and were 
positioned as visual and spatial insignias of the empires. The Hofburg, 
Topkapı, and Kremlin palaces were established during the late medieval 
era and, being the seats of royal dynasties for several centuries, they re-
sponded to the changing sociopolitical and urban contexts. These royal 
edifices reflected the political and ideological transformations of the state 
as their architectural, physical, ceremonial, and symbolic configurations 
changed over time.

Contrary to the illusion of stability and permanence, palaces alter with 
time, transforming their urban and natural environment with them. As 
suggested by Donald Preziosi, cities and their architectural components are 
not “perceived in a vacuum”; rather, their “formal and functional charac-
teristics are understood in relationship to those of other structures.”3 In 
other words, “cities and its parts engender, reflect, legitimize and sustain 
the lived realities of social groups.”4 Therefore, within the scope of this re-
search, I do not address imperial palaces as static architectural edifices; on 
the contrary, I position them as dynamic entities in constant relation with 
the city, as interactive institutions that responded to the sociopolitical and 



The Imperial Palaces in Comparative Perspective 51

urban transformations and changing power balances. The ongoing modi-
fications, renovations, and extensions that shaped the morphology of the 
palaces over centuries reflected the changing self-image and transforming 
visual ideologies of the empires.

These modifications were most apparent during critical times when the 
futures of the empires – or the dynasties – were at stake. From this per-
spective, rather than scrutinizing the early modern period, during which 
courtly power dominated the political arena, I will focus on the turbulent 
long nineteenth century, when all three continental empires faced drastic 
changes in their political, economic, and social structures. Hence, in this 
study, I aim to highlight the role of the imperial palaces in the urban layout 
of imperial capitals and touch upon the most significant transformations 
that took place during the long nineteenth century. Numerous studies have 
been conducted on imperial courts and palaces, focusing on the medieval 
and early modern eras when the imperial canons and royal decorum were 
established.5 However, the last century of these palaces, as witnesses of 
turbulent transformations, modernization endeavors, and eventually the 
collapse of these empires, has been mostly overlooked.

During the modernization of the Eastern European empires, the capitals 
and the imperial palaces transformed physically and symbolically, adopt-
ing new roles, meanings, and functions. Rather than tackling numerous 
new palaces built by the Ottomans, Habsburgs, and Romanovs during the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as showcases of modernization, pro-
gress, and grandeur, this chapter will focus on the transformation of the 
“premodern/medieval/traditional” palaces. My discussion revolves around 
the imperial palaces of the Topkapı in Istanbul, the Kremlin in Moscow, 
and the Hofburg in Vienna as the historic cores of the three continental 
empires. I address the transformation of these royal edifices during the 
modernization of the empires, simultaneous to the decline of the absolute 
authority of the monarchies. Therefore, this research deals with the strate-
gies of legitimacy developed by the Ottomans, Habsburgs, and Romanovs 
during the long nineteenth century and discusses their common and di-
verging features. Such an analysis also sheds light on the cross-imperial 
interactions and aspirations; offering a transnational perspective, it hopes 
to open a discussion on the comparative analysis of urban landscapes of 
“imperial cities.”

In this chapter, I focus on the developments and transitions within these 
three imperial complexes that blur the physical and symbolic boundaries 
between the ruler and the ruled, between the realms of the imperial and 
the mundane. In this regard, I discuss the opening of the royal grounds 
and imperial treasures for public visits. The sacred and secular collections 
preserved in the imperial palaces for several centuries started being dis-
played for distinguished guests as symbols of dynastic longevity, imperial 



52 Nilay Özlü

prosperity, and religious legitimacy as early as the eighteenth century. 
Nevertheless, the public display of the imperial regalia and royal treasures 
became a common practice by the nineteenth century. I analyze the sym-
bolic and museological implications of these displays in the context of the 
politics of imperial self-fashioning of the Austrian, Russian, and Ottoman 
Empires.

I also address some of the physical and architectural transformations 
that took place in imperial precincts, mainly focusing on the urban land-
scape surrounding the palaces. Apart from the addition of new wings and 
annexes to the palace proper, modern institutions, particularly museums, 
were erected within the precincts of the imperial complexes. In a similar 
manner, reconfiguration of the imperial gardens into public parks during 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is discussed as a political strat-
egy responding to the changing power structures, as well as social and 
urban trends of the era. The royal domains opened up for the use of the 
people, promoting their education and well-being. Therefore, during these 
turbulent times, the strict spatial and patrician division between the citi-
zens and the monarchy started to fade and became permeable within the 
imperial city. Under growing pressure to establish constitutional regimes, 
the monarchs of Eastern Europe had to renounce their ultimate author-
ity and demand popular support from their subjects. In this regard, the 
inauguration of imperial museums and the conversion of imperial gardens 
into public parks were not solely urban interventions for modernizing the 
cityscape but were manifestations of changing political power balances.

Urban Layout

The palace, being the seat of the court and the visual and political epi-
center of the empire, defined the urban layout of the imperial capitals and 
shaped the so-called “imperial style.” The imperial palaces of the Kremlin, 
Topkapı, and Hofburg within the urban fabric of Moscow, Istanbul, and 
Vienna employ comparable architectural morphologies, particularly for 
their urban environments. While the palaces defined the cityscape of the 
capitals, they were also shaped by the urban landscape and the sociopoliti-
cal structure. In other words, the imperial palaces were not unchanging 
and stable elements adorning the city; on the contrary, they were histori-
cally active participants in shaping and defining the urban fabric. As ad-
ministrative and ceremonial centers, the palaces and their environments 
were positioned as the markers of imperial processions and became places 
of attraction for the urban elite to inhabit and relate with the main public 
squares of the cities in question, promoting exuberant urban life and trade. 
Moreover, the immediate surroundings of the imperial palaces were mostly 
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adorned with various monumental civic, military, and religious structures 
characterizing the urban morphology.

Before the emergence of the Russian Empire, the timber Kremlin was 
founded as early as the thirteenth century at a triangular site along the 
Moskva River as a military base. The medieval citadel established the nu-
cleus of the urban precinct and has remained at the heart of the city of 
Moscow until this day; the city developed around this historical core pe-
ripherally. Kremlin literally means “fortified castle,” and its timber walls 
were replaced with white stone during the fourteenth century. The for-
tifications were reconstructed with red brick during the reign of Ivan III 
(the Great) (r. 1462–1505) in the late fifteenth century. Italian architects 
Pietro Antonio Solario, Marco Ruffo, Antonio Friazin, and Alevisio the 
Milanese were responsible for the construction of the fortification walls 
and the nineteen significant towers that characterized and monumentalized 
the Kremlin. There are five stepped gate towers, three circular towers at 
the corners of the triangular plot, and eleven watchtowers on the Kremlin’s 
walls. The main gate of the Kremlin opening to Red Square and St. Basil’s 
Cathedral also marked the ceremonial route for imperial processions. This 
gate was marked with the renowned Savior (Spasskaia) Tower, which was 
built in 1491, and its height was later extended with the addition of the 
clock tower in 1625. The gate and the tower of the Savior were the loci 
of royal ceremonies, processions, and triumphal parades, including coro-
nations, funeral corteges, campaign processions, and religious rituals in 
Tsarist Russia.6 The imperial complex of the Kremlin encompassed nu-
merous administrative, residential, and religious buildings, including the 
Palace of Facets, Terem Palace, and the Bell Tower of Ivan the Great. Reli-
gious structures were mostly grouped around the Cathedral Square, which 
housed the renowned Cathedral of Annunciation, Archangel Cathedral, 
the Cathedral of Assumption, and the Palace of Patriarchs. The Kremlin 
defined the administrative and religious center of the imperial capital and 
remained the main seat of the tsars until the eighteenth century.7

When Peter the Great moved the court from Moscow to St. Petersburg 
in 1712, the Kremlin lost its superior position yet kept its symbolic and 
ceremonial significance as the historical and traditional core of the empire. 
Being at the heart of the Russian motherland, Moscow and the Kremlin 
continued to host numerous royal ceremonies, such as coronations and 
weddings. Architectural modifications to the palace continued even after 
the relocation of the capital. Especially after the fire of 1737, the royal com-
plex went through comprehensive renovations. In 1787, the monumental 
Kremlin Senate was constructed by Matvey Kazakov in neoclassical style 
with the order of Catherine II (the Great) (r. 1762–1796). Following Na-
poleon I’s siege in 1812, the palace complex, which was severely damaged, 
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was renewed by the Commission for Construction in Moscow. Between 
1838 and 1848, the Great Kremlin Palace was constructed by Konstan-
tin Ton in Russo-Byzantine style. During the same period, a modern and 
monumental armory was designed by the same architect and inaugurated 
in 1851.8 Being the largest building in the Kremlin, the Great Kremlin Pal-
ace redefined the Kremlin’s view from the river Moskva, and together with 
the new armory, these new additions glorified the imperial complex and 
restored its former prestige. By the turn of the century, a grand monument 
to Alexander II was commissioned by Alexander III and unveiled in 1898 
during the time of Nicholas II. In this imposing monument that contrib-
uted to the renowned silhouette of the Kremlin, the bronze statue of the 
former tsar was centrally placed under a pyramidical canopy and flanked 
by colonnaded galleries overlooking Moskva River.

Similar to the Kremlin Palace, the Topkapı Palace in Istanbul was con-
structed along the water, over the Acropolis of Constantinople after its 
conquest by the Ottomans in 1453. The palace was constructed by Meh-
med II (r. 1444–1446, 1451–1481) as his second palace in the city and 
therefore known as the New Palace (Sarayı Cedidi Amire). Being located 
at the tip of the peninsula known as Seraglio (Ital., from saray = palace), 
the royal complex is surrounded by the Sea of Marmara, the Bosphorus 
Strait, and the Golden Horn. Due to its location at the edge of an already 
inhabited Byzantine capital and due to the geographical limitations of the 
peninsula, the city of Istanbul could not expand peripherally around the 
palace. Thus, the city developed across the Golden Horn toward the north 
and the east along two shores of the Bosphorus Strait.

The Topkapı Palace was already bordered by Byzantine city walls along 
the sea, and Mehmed II later added the imperial land walls (Suri Sultani) 
in 1478, creating a fortified citadel. There were seven external gates, four 
on the land walls and three on the sea walls. The palace’s main gate called 
the Imperial Gate (Babı Hümayun) marked the ceremonial route toward 
the main imperial mosque Hagia Sophia and the principal square of the 
city, the Hippodrome.9 The palace was composed of successive courtyards, 
dedicated to different functions, which were positioned from more pub-
lic to more private. These courtyards, each surrounded with walls, were 
pierced with majestic imperial gates.10

The palace underwent extensive renovations and remodeling during its 
life as the seat of the Ottoman rulers for almost four centuries. Major in-
terventions took place during the reign of Süleyman I (the Magnificent) 
(r. 1520–1566), monumentalizing the existing architectural program. By the 
late sixteenth century, the Harem section of the palace had been  expanded 
and reformulated. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries new 
sultanic pavilions were added to the complex and the timber summer 
palace was built at the tip of the Seraglio peninsula. Especially following 
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catastrophic fires and earthquakes, the Topkapı Palace underwent inten-
sive renovations, yet its initial architectural and ceremonial composition 
was preserved. During the course of the nineteenth century, new and mod-
ern institutions, such as barracks, military hospitals, ammunition depots, 
museums, and a school of fine arts, were erected within the precincts of 
the palace. The walls surrounding the Topkapı Palace were also partially 
demolished in 1870 during the reign of Abdülaziz (r. 1861–1876) for the 
construction of the Orient Express railway, which connected Istanbul to 
European capitals. Thus, the sultan’s privy lands were opened for public 
use and the palace grounds had become a symbol and an agent of moderni-
zation by the late nineteenth century.11

Geographically speaking, both the Topkapı and the Kremlin were built 
on hilltops, bordered by water on two sides and surrounded with impos-
ing walls, marked with imperial gates and towers. Thus, the two fortified 
palaces encompassing vast areas of land were defined as a “city within the 
city.” While the Kremlin constituted an actual walled city, around which 
the suburbs of Moscow developed, the Topkapı Palace was established at 
an already inhabited and developed capital of the Eastern Roman Empire. 
Unlike the Kremlin, which had developed and transformed over centu-
ries, the Ottoman Palace was commissioned by Mehmed II and built in a 
short period, between 1460 and 1478, and secluded from the rest of the 
vibrant port city of Constantinople by majestic walls. The imposing walls 
enclosing the Kremlin and Topkapı – both of which were built during the 
fifteenth century – have remained mostly intact to this day, and the sil-
houettes of these imperial palaces shaped the impressive and picturesque 
panoramas of Istanbul and Moscow.

In contrast, the Hofburg Palace was neither built on a hilltop nor by 
the water, and it was not surrounded by fortification walls. The medieval 
Swiss Court (Schweizerhof), establishing the core of the palace, was built 
as a part of the new fortifications of Vienna during the thirteenth cen-
tury, outside the Roman city that established the historic city center. Even 
though Vienna had become one of the seats of the Habsburg dynasty by 
the thirteenth century, the city only flourished after its declaration as the 
residence of the Holy Roman Emperor during the fifteenth century. The 
two Ottoman sieges of Vienna in 1529 and 1683, respectively, were crucial 
turning points in its history. Following the first Ottoman siege, the fortifi-
cations of the city were reinforced by state-of-the-art technology, and an 
empty band of land surrounding the city walls, known as a glacis, was left 
uninhabited, which became an integral element of Vienna’s urban develop-
ment. As Vienna developed into an imperial city, the Hofburg Palace also 
expanded and transformed; during the sixteenth century it took the form 
of a Renaissance palace.12 As the Hofburg continued to develop at the 
south-west edge of Vienna, adjacent to the city walls, the palace remained 
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the passage between the city center and the suburbs for many centuries, 
until the demolition of the city walls in the second half of the nineteenth 
century.

The Hofburg Palace, located adjacent to the city walls, was historically 
positioned as the entrance to the city proper, and access to Vienna took 
place through its royal gates. This route, heading toward St. Stephen’s Ca-
thedral, the city’s religious center, and its main square, Stephansplatz, was 
the main itinerary for royal and religious processions. Unlike most of its 
counterparts, the Hofburg was located at the periphery of the city and 
positioned as the threshold between the suburbs and the city center. It 
remained visually and physically accessible for the Viennese and was not 
segregated from the urban fabric with walls. The medieval morphology 
of the Hofburg, a quadrangular castle with four corner towers known as 
the Alte Burg, was almost completely transformed with subsequent addi-
tions and extensions. During the sixteenth century, a new wing known as 
the Amalienburg and a new Renaissance building known as the Stallburg, 
housing the imperial stables and later the royal art collection, were added 
to the complex. A new wing was constructed by Leopold I (r. 1658–1705), 
connecting the old and new sections of the imperial complex. Following 
the elimination of the Ottoman threat after the second siege of Vienna, the 
city enjoyed a period of prosperity and political stability during the eight-
eenth century. The Hofburg Palace underwent significant modifications – 
its corner towers were removed and the Court Library, the new Imperial 
Chancellery, and the court stables were constructed. The  renewal of the 
Michaelerplatz façade of the royal complex transformed the  architectural 
morphology of the palace, as well as its relationship with the  urban  context. 
The reign of Maria Theresa (r. 1740–1780) also marked a symbolic trans-
formation, when the strict distinction between the sections for men and 
women was blurred.13

Despite these extensions, the Hofburg’s integration with the urban fab-
ric of Vienna and its “permeability” remained unchanged.14 The concept 
of accessibility and visibility became even more evident when the walls sur-
rounding the inner city that bordered the royal complex were demolished 
during the mid-nineteenth century. During the reign of Franz Joseph I  
(r. 1848–1916), under the supervision of the imperial council, the inner 
city walls of Vienna were demolished, and the area was converted into a 
ring road that encircled the urban core of the city. The vicinity of the Ring-
strasse was adorned with numerous monumental buildings, including the 
City Hall, the Parliament, the Opera, the University, and the Museums of 
Art and Natural History. On the empty lot that emerged with the demoli-
tion of the city walls, a new ostentatious wing, known as the Neue Burg, 
was added to the Hofburg Palace. Also, an ambitious project for creating a 
large ceremonial imperial plaza (Kaiserforum) between the palace and the 
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museums was initiated. The project was interrupted due to the outbreak of 
World War I and it was never entirely completed. Still, the Hofburg Palace 
remained an integral part of the modernizing city that extended toward the 
Ringstrasse and positioned itself as a dynastic hub while successfully shap-
ing and integrating with Vienna’s urban development.15

Politics of Relocation

During the long course of their dynastic rule, the Ottoman, Habsburg, and 
Romanov rulers built numerous residences and summer palaces at various 
locations within their capital cities as well as in their imperial domains, 
while the late medieval palaces of the Topkapı, Hofburg, and Kremlin re-
mained as the main seat of the empires for many centuries. However, by 
the end of the early modern era, these traditional medieval palaces were 
being gradually neglected and abandoned in favor of new, modern, and os-
tentatious residences. The relocation of the imperial family, in this respect, 
was a clear political message and manifested a break with the past.

The most radical shift took place in Tsarist Russia during the early eight-
eenth century, when Peter the Great abandoned the traditional capital 
city, Moscow, in favor of his new capital, St. Petersburg, in 1712. While 
St.   Petersburg represented the modern and Westernized face of Tsarist 
 Russia, Moscow and the Kremlin were associated with traditional values 
and the historical roots of the empire and were believed to represent the real 
essence of the country. Even though the most significant pieces of the royal 
collections were transferred to St. Petersburg together with the royal family, 
Moscow maintained its prominence as a historical and ceremonial center, 
and imperial regalia continued to be kept in the Treasury of the Kremlin.16

Notably, coronation ceremonies were performed in the Kremlin. These 
ceremonies were conducted as grand public spectacles, where the entry 
procession of the emperor or the empress to Moscow, their arrival at the 
Kremlin through Red Square, and their greeting ceremony through the 
imperial gate of the Kremlin were celebrated with great pomp and splen-
dor. All coronation ceremonies between 1724 and 1896 were held in the 
Kremlin, performed to confirm the legitimacy of the ruler and to reinforce 
the sentimental relation of the tsar and the tsarina to their subjects.17 Es-
pecially during the turbulent nineteenth-century, when the legitimacy of 
monarchies was at stake, “invented traditions,” ruler visibility, and public 
spectacles gained even more significance as means of assuring imperial 
power and confirming dynastic continuity.18 In this context, the historic 
capital and the old imperial palace of the Kremlin were positioned as 
the symbol of the Russian imperial past, and coronation ceremonies were 
promoted with ostentatious processions, photo albums, public spectacles, 
and press coverage.
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The Ottoman case was also similar to that of Russia, even though Istan-
bul remained as the capital of the empire until the collapse of the Ottoman 
Empire.19 By the early eighteenth century, the Topkapı Palace started losing 
its principal position with the construction of several new summer palaces 
and pleasure gardens beyond the intra muros city of Istanbul, particularly 
along the Asian and European shores of the Bosphorus and the Golden 
Horn.20 The traditional Topkapı Palace was frequented less and less, and, 
eventually, by the mid-nineteenth century, it was completely abandoned by 
the imperial family. Sultan Abdülmecid I (r. 1839–1861) relocated the im-
perial household in 1856 to his newly built Dolmabahçe Palace along the 
European shores of the Bosphorus. This grand masonry structure designed 
by the Ottoman-Armenian architects Garabet and Nigoğos Balyan, with 
its neo-classical and rococo architectural style, 600-meter-long white mar-
ble facade, and ostentatious decoration, was accepted as a manifestation 
of Ottoman Westernization and modernization. During the course of the 
nineteenth century, the Çırağan, Beylerbeyi, and Yıldız palaces were also 
erected on the shores and hills of the Bosphorus and served as the main 
seats of the late Ottoman rulers, shifting the locus of power and the urban 
development of the city toward the north.

As the function of the Topkapı Palace as an imperial residence came 
to an end, its ceremonial and symbolic roles were emphasized, and the 
historic palace continued to be the venue for the ceremonies of utmost 
importance, such as accession and allegiance ceremonies, sword gird-
ing processions,21 royal funerals, weddings, and bairam (religious feast) 
greetings. Annual visits of the sultan to the Chamber of Sacred Relics, 
where the Holy Mantle of the Prophet Muhammad was kept, also started 
being conducted as flamboyant public processions from the new palaces 
to the traditional Topkapı Palace, representing the religious and politi-
cal role of the sultanate.22 It is also notable that a new imperial pavilion, 
Mecidiye Kiosk, was erected for Abdülmecid I. at the prestigious Fourth 
Court of the palace after the monarch’s move to Dolmabahçe Palace. 
This was a clear manifestation of the value attributed to the old Topkapı 
Palace by the Ottoman rulers even after its abandonment, and with its 
neo-classical and baroque architectural features, Mecidiye Kiosk visually 
and architecturally linked the traditional Topkapı to the new Dolma-
bahçe Palace.23

Unlike the Russian or Ottoman dynasties, the Habsburgs, as the Holy 
Roman Emperors, had several seats and residences in various cities of Eu-
rope. While Vienna had always kept its prominence, Prague housed the 
imperial court between 1583 and 1611. After the return of the dynasty to 
Vienna, the city flourished as the imperial capital, and new residences, such 
as Favorita, Laxenburg, or Kaiserebersdorf in the vicinity of Vienna, were 
erected or expanded.  Especially following the elimination of the “Turkish 
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Figure 3.1a  Funeral of Sultan Abdülaziz by the Middle Gate of the Topkapı Palace, 
1876.

Source: Le Monde Illustré, June 24, 1876, p. 412; Bibliothèque nationale de France, FOL-
LC2–2943, ark:/12148/bpt6k63714684.

Figure 3.1b  The funeral procession of Emperor Franz Joseph leaving the Hofburg 
Palace, 1916.

Source: Wikimedia, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Funeral_Franz-Joseph.webm.

Figure 3.1c  Coronation procession of Tsar Nicholas II by the Spassky Gate of the 
Kremlin Palace, 1894.

Source: Russian Historical Library, https://algoritm-centr.ru/en/greece-and-rome/velikii-greh-
kak-koronaciya-nikolaya-ii-obernulas-hodynskoi-davkoi.html

https://algoritm-centr.ru
https://algoritm-centr.ru
https://commons.wikimedia.org
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Threat” with the defeat of the Ottoman army in 1683, Vienna enjoyed 
economic prosperity and a growing population, and the city was adorned 
with impressive baroque monuments. During the eighteenth century, the 
Hofburg Palace was also expanded with the addition of new wings. Ad-
ditionally, flamboyant new palaces on a grand scale were also built around 
Vienna, such as the Belvedere and Schönbrunn palaces. The Schönbrunn 
Palace and gardens served as the primary summer residence of the royal 
family until the end of the empire, and especially during the last years of 
Franz Joseph, this baroque palace became the main residence of the impe-
rial family.24 Yet the Hofburg Palace retained its political and symbolic 
prominence and remained as the seat of the government and served as 
the winter residence of the royal family until the collapse of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire.

The Hofburg Palace also continued to serve as the stage for the most 
significant religious and royal ceremonies, such as coronation ceremonies, 
funerals, Corpus Christi processions, Anniversarium military ceremonies 
in commemoration of the dead, crowning anniversaries, and birthday cel-
ebrations of the rulers. Hence, the imperial palace remained as the chief 
ceremonial venue, manifesting the historical legitimacy of the ruling elite. 
Following the death of Charles VI, the House of Lorrain took over the dy-
nastic line in 1740 with the bond of marriage; nevertheless, the daughter of 
Charles VI, Maria Theresa, continued to rule the hereditary lands herself. 
Therefore, the Habsburg dynasty and their long hereditary line of succes-
sion became more crucial for justifying her rule, as well as the sovereignty 
of her successors. Especially during the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
ries, the palace was surrounded by public plazas, which were adorned with 
monumental statues of national heroes such as Empress  Maria Theresa, 
Archduke Carl, Prince Eugene, and Emperor Joseph II. Thus, the ceremo-
nial role and the architectural configuration of the traditional Hofburg 
Palace communicated the empire’s past, accentuating its link with the 
Habsburg dynasty.25

Hence, during the period of political and social transformations, the tra-
ditional imperial palaces of all three empires were utilized as symbols of dy-
nastic continuity and imperial legitimacy. The palaces adopted new roles as 
stages for ostentatious imperial ceremonies that were conducted for the public 
visibility and approval of the ruler. Therefore, these royal edifices continued 
to mark the route for the royal processions and remained significant impe-
rial hubs and urban landmarks in the transforming cityscapes of  Istanbul, 
 Moscow, and Vienna (Figures 3.1a–3.1c). In the turbulent sociopolitical con-
text of the nineteenth century, the traditional medieval palaces assumed new 
roles representing the history of the empire and confirming the hereditary 
rights of rulers, thus endorsing the legitimacy and durability of dynasties.
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The Imperial Collections

The imperial palaces were not only spatial manifestations of power but 
also the loci of imperial heritage, within which royal treasures and imperial 
regalia were collected and preserved generation after generation. Royal col-
lections, apart from their material and tangible value, were also considered 
as symbols of dynastic and religious continuity and legitimacy. The treas-
ures and heirlooms of the dynasty ranged from books and manuscripts to 
arms and armor, from sacred relics to jewelry, and from artworks to regal 
garments. These invaluable objects, either produced in royal workshops, 
brought in as war spoils, or offered as diplomatic gifts, provide insights 
about the material culture and artistic achievements of the empire. Previ-
ously exclusive to the gaze of courtiers, the royal collections became of 
scholarly interest and intellectual curiosity during the early modern period. 
Thus, the princely collections, imperial treasuries (Schatzkammer), cabi-
nets of curiosities (Kunstkammer), and royal collections of arts, armory, 
and antiquities started being displayed first to aristocratic circles and dip-
lomatic audiences, then to distinguished guests and visitors, and eventually 
to travelers and to the public at large.26 The treasuries of the Ottoman, 
Habsburg, and Romanov dynasties were no exception, with the royal col-
lections being displayed to certain visitors by the eighteenth century.

The Habsburgs were among the earliest to display their royal treasuries. 
The Habsburg Treasury, which included the imperial crown of the Holy 
Roman Empire, was comprised of ecclesiastical and secular collections, 
both of which had been kept at the sacristy of the Hofburg Chapel since 
the fourteenth century.27 By the sixteenth century, both collections had 
been moved to another wing of the Hofburg Palace and placed in spatially 
connected chambers, known as Schatzkammer. The collection, including 
relics, regalia, royal documents, artworks, curiosities, and jewelry, had an 
essential role in the Habsburg dynastic tradition and was enriched over 
time, especially with the incorporation of the insignia and the treasures of 
the Holy Roman Empire by the end of the eighteenth century. The Treas-
ury Chamber remained in the Swiss Wing, the oldest remaining section of 
the palatial complex, and underwent several restorations, especially during 
the seventeenth century. During the eighteenth century, the ecclesiastical 
and secular collections of the treasury were separated, an inventory of the 
collections was made, and some pieces were transferred to various other 
palaces for display.28

For instance, the royal art collection was sent to the Upper Belvedere 
Palace for display, and the Lower Belvedere was designated for the am-
ber and antiquarian collections. Similarly, the imperial arms collection 
was displayed in the Imperial Arsenal, which was built in 1855 near the 
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Belvedere Gate and served as a military museum. Following the decree of 
Emperor Franz Joseph I ordering the demolition of city walls in 1857, sev-
eral public institutions were established on the Ringstrasse that promoted 
and enriched artistic and intellectual life in Vienna. Two major museums, 
the Museum of Art History (Kunsthistorisches Museum) and the Museum 
of Natural History (Naturhistorisches Museum), were built across from 
the Hofburg Palace as a part of the Kaiserforum project. The collections of 
these two prestigious museums, known as Court Museums (Hofmuseen), 
were partially derived from the royal collections; in 1871 the treasury col-
lection was reorganized and in 1891 selected artworks were moved to the 
newly completed Museum of Art History. The Court Museums, as their 
names imply, were strategically positioned across from the Hofburg Palace 
and planned as a part of the ostentatiously expanded royal complex.29 The 
aim was to make the invaluable royal collections accessible to a wider pub-
lic and to glorify the monarchy via modern and scientific institutions. The 
Hofburg was positioned as an institution for public education, promoting 
imperial and national identity to the visiting public.30

Apart from the royal collections that were transferred to summer pal-
aces and public museums, a special treasury collection, consisting of the 
crown jewels and the ecclesiastical treasures belonging to the Holy Roman 
Emperors and the Habsburgs remained at the Treasury Chamber (Schatz
kammer) of the Hofburg Palace. The Treasury Chamber at the Hofburg 
included objects of political and religious value, which were accepted as 
symbols of dynastic power and legitimacy and therefore guarded in the 
historic Swiss Wing in line with the court traditions. The most celebrated 
items of the imperial treasury included insignia and regalia of the Holy Ro-
man Empire and the heirlooms of the House of Habsburg. The Ainkhürn 
(Unicorn) and the Agate Bowl from the fourth century, which was looted 
from Constantinople during the Latin invasion of the city in 1204, were 
considered the most precious possessions of the Habsburg collection, in 
addition to the Imperial Crown, Coronation Gospels, Imperial Cross, the 
Sabre of Charlemagne, the St. Maurice Sword (Reichsschwert), the Impe-
rial Orb (Reichsapfel), and the silk coronation robes belonging to the Holy 
Roman Emperors.31

Maria Theresa, being the last sovereign of the Habsburg line, ordered 
the opening of the Treasury Chamber for visits, which was enriched with 
the invaluable jewel collection belonging to her husband Francis Stephen 
of Lorraine. Walnut display cases with windows were installed in 1747 
to create a mesmerizing impact on the visitor.32 As the Habsburg dynasty 
came to an end with the reign of Maria Theresa, the public display of the 
ecclesiastical collection, together with the imperial regalia and insignia, re-
inforced the legitimacy of her rule and manifested the power and longevity 



The Imperial Palaces in Comparative Perspective 63

of the House of Habsburg. The public exhibit of the treasury came to 
a halt during the reign of her son, Joseph II, and the treasury remained 
closed until the nineteenth century.

By the nineteenth century, the royal collections, including the Imperial 
Treasury, Minerals Cabinet, Cabinet of Coins and Antiquities, and Zo-
ology Cabinet, together with the imperial apartments, were opened for 
public visits. As early as 1846, the ceremonial chambers of the Hofburg 
and the Imperial Treasury collection were opened to the public.33 The col-
lections were closed in wintertime, could be visited when the imperial fam-
ily was residing at their summer palace, and were open two days per week 
during the 1850s. During the 1870s, the number of visiting days was in-
creased to three days per week. Especially before the Vienna World’s Fair 
of 1873, the treasury collection and ceremonial halls of the Hofburg Palace 
were listed among the major cultural attractions of the city. According to 
the guidebooks of the era, which provide detailed information about the 
visiting procedures, the Imperial Treasury was open from May to Novem-
ber, on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays from 10:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m., 
and a written petition to the Imperial Chancellery had to be made a day 
in advance.34

The Ottoman notable Hayrullah Efendi, who visited Vienna in 1863, 
wrote in his memoirs that the arms museum, state treasury, emperor’s 
palace, and the library were among the major attractions of the city and 
open for visits. He proudly added that he even visited the imperial palace. 
According to his observations, the rooms of the Hofburg Palace, which 
opened into each other, were adorned with exquisite furnishings and pre-
cious tile stoves at each corner. On the invaluable marble tables were nu-
merous priceless antiquities on display. Hayrullah Efendi also noted that 
the palace walls were covered with paintings depicting old battle scenes 
between the Ottomans and Austrians.35

Hence, the Hofburg Palace and its royal collections laid the founda-
tions of the celebrated museums in Vienna. The imperial palace, with its 
surrounding vicinity, adopted an educational role and promoted the legiti-
macy of the Habsburg dynasty by accentuating its longevity and position-
ing it as the fathers/mothers of the nation. The imperial court, initiating the 
grand urban project of the Ringstrasse, situated the Hofburg Palace at the 
cultural and administrative core of the city, as the epicenter of art, civiliza-
tion, and progress. In this context, opening of the royal regalia, which was 
kept at the core of the Hofburg Palace, for public visits accentuated their 
sense of identity and belonging. The visits glorified the rooted history of 
the empire and its prosperity in the eyes of foreign and local visitors.

Similar to the Hofburg Palace, the Kremlin also included royal ateliers 
and several treasuries for preserving items of religious, historic, military, 
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and monetary value. Within the royal precincts of the Kremlin, apart from 
various administrative and religious buildings, there existed the Public 
Treasury, the Armory Chamber, the Stables Treasury, and the tsar’s private 
treasury. The Armory Chamber (Oruzheinaia Palata) in the Kremlin was 
founded in the sixteenth century as an arsenal for manufacture, purchase, 
and storage of firearms, jewelry, religious icons, and objects of everyday 
use for the royal family. Apart from housing ateliers for icon painters, 
gunsmiths, and jewelry makers, the Armory Chamber functioned as a re-
pository for royal treasures and military spoils.36 After the relocation of the 
royal family to St. Petersburg, a remarkable portion of the royal ateliers 
were transferred to the new capital. Still, the state regalia that were used 
for coronation ceremonies continued to be kept in the Kremlin.37

As the Kremlin Armory lost its industrial importance for housing royal 
workshops and court artisans, it was incorporated into a single institution 
and renamed the “Workshop and Armory Chamber” in 1727, becoming 
a venue for preserving objects of artistic, historical, and ceremonial value. 
During this era, palace grounds and royal collections were opened for 
 visits during the absence of the royal family. In fact, as early as 1718, the 
 Kremlin’s antiquities and jewelry collections were put on display in glass 
cases and shown to distinguished visitors. During the reign of Catherine  II, 
coronation dresses and ancient state regalia were also placed in the Work-
shop and Armory Chamber, in addition to historic suits of armor on life-
size wooden dummies.

The idea for constructing a new building for the preservation and public 
display of the collection and for making a scientific inventory of the items 
was taken up during the mid-eighteenth century. Eventually, on March 
22, 1806, the Armory Chamber was officially declared as a museum by 
the decree of Emperor Alexander I (r. 1801–1825), and construction of 
a new building to house the unified and expanded collections was com-
menced. Following its museumification, an inventory of the collection was 
made in 1807 and the objects that were previously sent to other palaces 
or departments were brought back. In 1810, again on the order of Alex-
ander I, the St. Petersburg Armory was abolished, and its collections were 
transferred to the Kremlin, positioning the old palace as the showcase for 
Russian artistic and military achievements as well as an emblem of Mus-
covite heritage.

In 1810, the construction of a new Armory Chamber was completed, 
but right after its inauguration the newly built museum building was dam-
aged by the fire of 1812, during Napoleon I’s invasion of Moscow. After 
Napoleon’s withdrawal, the collection that previously had been sent to 
Nizhnii-Novgorod was partially brought back to the Kremlin.38 Follow-
ing the restoration of the Armory Chamber, the collection was opened 
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to visitors in 1814. The exhibition of the collections followed a certain 
thematic path, which started with ancestral regalia in the Throne Hall, 
followed by the exhibition of the crowns of conquered kingdoms and dip-
lomatic gifts, and ended with the armament section where ancient military 
regalia were displayed. Thus, the Armory Chamber became Russia’s first 
national historical museum, where exhibits promoted the idea of dynastic 
glory, extensive territories, and military power of the motherland in the 
eyes of its people.39

After 1831, a museum director was appointed by imperial edict for sci-
entific museal study and maintenance of the collection, and a catalogue of 
more than 10,000 objects was compiled.40 In 1851, as a part of the Grand 
Kremlin Palace, a new Armory Chamber was constructed by the imperial 
architect Konstantin Ton at the southwestern corner of the Kremlin. The 
monumental neoclassical building had two stories and was designed to 
express the grandeur and prosperity of the Russian tsars. An invaluable 
collection of ancient state regalia, ceremonial robes, vestments of bishops, 
gold and silverware by Russian craftsmen, ancient arms and armor, royal 
carriages, and ceremonial harnesses were pompously displayed in the nine 
large halls of the new Armory Chamber.

During the nineteenth century, it was possible for tourists and travel-
ers to visit some parts of the Kremlin and the Armory Chamber to see 
the treasury of the tsars.41 According to Murray’s Handbook for Russia 
from 1865, the Armory at the Kremlin (Oruzheinaia Palata) was the “de-
pository of venerated historical objects, and of treasures hereditary in the 
reigning house,” which included the arts of the East and the West. The 
guidebook also informs its readers that the tickets for visiting the “Kremlin 
Treasury” could be obtained from the Chamberlain’s Office in the Senate 
building and that the collection was open from Monday to Thursday, from 
1:00 to 3:00 p.m.42

When the collection was closed to tourists, the students of the Stroganov 
Art School and artists studied the collections, and the armory became a 
prominent center for research and methodology.43 Hence the royal collec-
tions, primarily representing the rooted history and glory of the dynasty, 
were publicly displayed for educational purposes and positioned as prime 
examples of traditional Russian arts and crafts. The Romanovs, gradually 
distancing themselves from the idea of Westernization and St. Petersburg 
during the course of the nineteenth century, deliberately positioned the old 
capital of the empire and the Kremlin as the ultimate manifestation of Rus-
sian identity and national culture.44 In response to the idea of Russian Re-
naissance, museums and educational institutions were established in and 
around the palace with the aim of studying, glorifying, and resurrecting 
medieval Russian arts.45
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It is not merely speculation to suggest that the Ottomans were very much 
influenced and inspired by their most immediate rivals, the Austrian and 
Russian Empires. The Ottomans closely followed the developments of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire during the nineteenth century. The European 
tour by Sultan Abdülaziz in particular was a turning point in the diplo-
matic relations and interactions of the Ottoman Empire with European 
states. Attending the inauguration ceremony of the Exposition Universelle 
in Paris in 1867, Abdülaziz visited London, Koblenz, Vienna, and Buda-
pest, and was hosted by French, English, Belgian, Prussian, Austrian, and 
Hungarian rulers. During his visit to Vienna, Abdülaziz stayed at Schönb-
runn Palace and visited the major monuments and attractions of the city, 
including museums, palaces, gardens, theaters, and the city’s renowned 
fortifications. Abdülaziz also paid a visit to the art gallery at the Belvedere 
Palace and the military museum at Ambras Castle, showing a genuine in-
terest in the arms and armor on display.46

During the nineteenth century, World’s Fairs were among the most im-
portant international events that facilitated cross-imperial interactions and 
cultural exchanges. A couple of years after their royal participation in the 
Universal Exhibition in Paris, the Ottomans attended the 1873 World’s 
Fair in Vienna. Paying utmost attention to this event, Ottoman pavillons 
were established at the fairgrounds, as well as a one-to-one scale replica 
of the Fountain of Ahmed III. In addition to three prestigious academic 
volumes introducing the cultural richness, sartorial diversity, and architec-
tural eminence of the empire, some 200 pieces from the Imperial Treasury 
of the Ottoman rulers were sent to Vienna to be displayed publicly.47 Dur-
ing the assembly of the iron display pavilion, invaluable pieces from the 
Ottoman Treasury were kept safe at the treasury of the Hofburg Palace.48 
Emperor Franz Joseph I attended the inauguration of the treasury pavilion 
and, according to Ottoman sources, expressed his appreciation for the “el-
egance and good taste of the construction.”49 According to Osman Hamdi, 
who was the exhibition commissioner, “the Emperor seemed really inter-
ested in examining the precious objects contained in the windows of the 
Imperial Treasury, and in particular he was occupied with the fine arms, 
many of which belonged to our illustrious sovereigns.”50

In fact, Austrian interest in Ottoman treasuries was not limited to this oc-
casion, as the Topkapı Palace and its Imperial Treasury in Istanbul had been 
visited several times by Austrian aristocrats and dignitaries during the nine-
teenth century. In 1855 and 1856, for instance, Austrian aristocrats were 
given a permit to visit the Imperial Treasury, yet their insistent demand to visit 
the Chamber of Sacred Relics, in which the Holy Mantle of the Prophet Mu-
hammad was kept, was denied.51 A number of Habsburg dignitaries subse-
quently paid official visits to the Topkapı Palace and were shown the Imperial 
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Treasury, including Crown Prince Rudolf and his wife, Princess Stéphanie, in 
1884; the daughter of Emperor Franz Joseph, Princess Gisela, her son Prince 
Konrad, and her younger relative Prince Heinrich in 1908, and finally Em-
peror Charles I of Austria-Hungary and Empress Zita in 1918 (Figure 3.2).52

In contrast, the diplomatic visits of the Ottoman imperial family to Eu-
rope did not continue after the exceptional visit of Abdülaziz. To compen-
sate for his physical absence, Abdülhamid II (r. 1876–1909) exchanged 
photographic albums with numerous monarchs and sent prestigious ones 
abroad depicting vast geographies of the Ottoman Empire, including the 
Topkapı Palace and its treasury.53 Additionally, the sultan collected prints 
from all around the world, curating his celebrated photography collection 
in the Yıldız Palace. There are numerous pictures depicting Vienna and 
Moscow in his rich collection.54 The prints of Vienna primarily depicted 
the ambitious urban transformation project centered on the Ringstrasse. 
The newly built imperial museums, the Opera, the City Hall, and the 
boulevards in Vienna were portrayed with captions in German, French, 
and English, presenting the aspiring modernization of the Austrian capital.

In a similar fashion, there existed numerous prints from the Kremlin in 
the large photography collection of Abdülhamid II.55 Photographs depicted 

Figure 3.2  The Emperor of Austria-Hungary Charles I and his wife Empress Zita 
during their visit to the Topkapı Palace in 1918.

Source: Austrian National Library, 212.394-C.
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the renewed Armory Chamber of the Kremlin with its wide halls, in which 
numerous objects belonging to Russian imperial heritage were methodi-
cally displayed. The ostentatious and careful display of arms and armor, 
ceremonial garments, thrones, regalia, portraits, royal carriages, and ban-
ners in display cases must have been an inspiration for the Ottomans to 
display their own imperial heritage. The Ottoman captions underneath the 
photographs indicate Abdülhamid’s interest in the Kremlin Palace museum 
and verify the physical and symbolic relationship between the two ancient 
palaces and their collections (Figure 3.3). For instance, a photograph cap-
tioned as “Salle d’Armes” includes a note written in Ottoman Turkish:

The picture of the Treasury Chamber of the Russian Tsars in the Krem-
lin Palace in Moscow (This chamber is very similar to that of the Im-
perial Treasury in the Topkapı Palace [and] it is believed that a sword 
belonging to Hazret-i Zeynel Abidin is among the collection).56

Figure 3.3  Armory Chamber in the Kremlin displaying the thrones, armor, por-
traits, and other valuables captioned in Ottoman Turkish.

Source: Istanbul University, Rare Books Library, Abdülhamid II Albums, 91238-0022.
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Over the course of the nineteenth century, in line with other dynasties, 
the Ottomans opened their royal collections to visitors. Historically, there 
were several treasuries and collections kept in the first, second, and third 
courts of the Topkapı Palace, which included the collections of antique 
arms, royal harnesses, books and manuscripts, the Imperial Treasury, and 
the collection of sacred relics. Among those treasures, the Imperial Treas-
ury, housing the personal treasures of the sultans and located at the Third 
Courtyard of the Topkapı Palace, was of particular interest for the Euro-
peans and its doors gradually opened for distinguished foreign visitors by 
the mid-nineteenth century.57

It is documented that some sections of the palace and its outer gardens 
were already being shown to European ambassadors and high-ranking 
royals from the late eighteenth century. The Russian ambassador, together 
with the French and English ambassadors, was among the first notables 
that were granted access to visit the gardens of the Topkapı Palace, as 
stated in an imperial decree from 1805.58 In 1846 a double collection of 
antique arms and antiquities was also established in the atrium of the Im-
perial Armory, the former Byzantine church (St. Irene) located at the first 
court of the Topkapı Palace. The double collection was established by the 
Marshall of the Imperial Armory, Ahmet Fethi Pasha, who was formerly 
the Ottoman Ambassador to Russia, France, and Austria; he is believed to 
have visited the collections at Ambras Castle and the Lower Belvedere.59 
In the Imperial Armory, apart from ancient arms and armor, the costumes 
of the Janissary corps, which had been abolished two decades earlier, were 
also displayed on life-size mannequins.

While the military collection remained in the Imperial Armory, the an-
tiquities collection was renamed the Imperial Museum (Müzei Hmayun) 
and  in 1875 transferred to a fifteenth-century sultanic kiosk, known as 
the Tiled Pavilion, in the outer gardens of the Topkapı Palace. Later in the 
1890s, the archeological museum flourished under the direction of the re-
nowned Ottoman bureaucrat, painter, and archeologist Osman Hamdi. Be-
tween 1891 and 1907, a modern and monumental archeological museum 
was built (in three phases) in neoclassical style in the outer gardens of the 
palace by the famous Levantine architect of the time, Alexandre Vallaury, 
for the display of the expanding archeological collections (Figure 3.4).60

During the reign of Abdülmecid I, the inner courts of the palace and the 
royal pavilions opened to foreign visitors.61 Only after the sultan’s reloca-
tion to Dolmabahçe Palace did the Imperial Treasury at the Topkapı Palace 
open its doors to distinguished visitors, and windowed display cabinets 
were assembled in the first chamber of the treasury in 1856.62 Within time, 
the visits to royal collections and to the inner courts of the Topkapı Palace 
became more systematic, and the number of visitors increased consider-
ably. The display of some pieces from the Imperial Treasury in the 1873 
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Vienna World’s Fair must have triggered international attention toward 
the “exotic and rich” treasury of the Ottoman rulers. By the late nine-
teenth century, the Seraglio (Topkapı Palace) had become one of the most 
popular tourist destinations of Constantinople. According to a newspaper 
article from 1886,

[t]he great museum of Constantinople, though it is not so styled, is of 
course the Sultan’s Treasury in the Seraglio. […] The permission to visit 
the Seraglio is not so difficult to obtain […] Many people have visited it 
before […] It is a favor which can only be obtained from the Sultan by 
the mediation of one’s ambassador, and the visitor for whom the irade 
[imperial decree] is made out must be a person of rank or a specialist in 
art or possess some other qualifications to excuse the trouble he is giv-
ing both to the Embassy and to His Majesty.63

To visit the Imperial Treasury and the Topkapı Palace, one had to obtain an 
imperial decree (irade) from the palace through diplomatic channels. Ac-
cording to guidebooks of the time, entrance to the Imperial Treasury cost 

Figure 3.4 Imperial Treasury at the Topkapı Palace, 1880–1893.

Source: Istanbul University, Rare Books Library, Abdülhamid II Albums, 90838-0011.
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around USD 30 (approximately USD 900 in today’s currency) for a tourist 
group, which could include up to 20 people.64 During the palatial tour, in 
addition to the treasury collection, the inner courts and the imperial ki-
osks of the palace were also shown to visitors with a certain performative 
ceremonial. The tourists were also hosted at the imperial Mecidiye Kiosk 
and offered tobacco, Turkish coffee, and sherbet at its terrace. For instance 
in 1884, during the visit of Austrian Crown Prince Rudolf and his wife, 
Princess Stéphanie of Belgium, a small-scale political scandal broke out. 
According to Ottoman archival documents, when the crown prince and his 
wife arrived at the terrace of the Mecidiye Kiosk, it was recorded that the 
archduchess admired the beauty of the view, and as a response, the crown 
prince said that “I assure you that this very point will be your residence 
with the title Queen of the Orient.” According to the document, the King 
of Belgium, the father of the archduchess, disapproved these comments 
and reproached her.65

The visits to the Topkapı Palace were not exclusive to the members of 
the royalty. In fact, between 1878 and 1891, during the second quarter of 
the reign of Abdülhamid II, it is recorded that 531 foreign groups visited 
the palace and the Imperial Treasury. According to documents from the 
Topkapı Palace Museum Archives, among those visitors, 64 groups were 
from Russia and 23 groups were from Austria.66 However, the doors of 
the Topkapı Palace remained closed for Ottoman subjects throughout the 
nineteenth century, up until the end of Abdülhamid II’s reign. Unlike its 
contemporaries, the Ottoman state did not use the imperial collections for 
domestic propaganda or dynastic legitimacy, but rather utilized the royal 
collections as tools for promoting the self-image of the empire to the eyes 
of Westerners. Nineteenth-century Ottoman rulers choose to keep the pal-
ace and the heirlooms of their ancestors away from the public gaze, guard-
ing the aura of secrecy and seclusion of the imperial grounds, in line with 
the traditional Ottoman visual ideologies that promoted the invisibility of 
the ruler and his locus.67

Only after the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, the inner courts and 
royal collections of the palace became accessible for the Ottoman citizens. 
Following the declaration of the Second Constitution, in line with the de-
clining prestige and authority of the monarchy, the royal collections at 
the Topkapı Palace opened for domestic visits.68 In accordance with their 
nationalist ideology and aim to debilitate the authority and prestige of 
the sultanate, the Young Turks started controlling dynastic properties and 
opening imperial grounds to the public. For instance, the Imperial Armory 
at St. Irene, which was closed for visits during the Hamidian era, was also 
reorganized and renamed the Military Museum and opened to the pub-
lic. The Military Museum aimed at promoting nationalist ideologies and 
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patriotic feelings of Ottoman subjects, especially during the tough years of 
the Balkan Wars and World War I.69 Likewise, it is documented that thou-
sands of foreign and local visitors, most of them students, poured into the 
Imperial Treasury of the Topkapı Palace to visit the world-renowned riches 
of the Ottoman sultans.70 Following the museumification of the royal col-
lections, the Imperial Treasury thus attained an educational role, and the 
heirlooms of the Ottoman dynasty were displayed publicly, creating a 
sense of national belonging and loyalty.

Over the course of the long nineteenth century, the royal apartments 
and imperial treasuries of the Ottoman, Romanov, and Habsburg dynas-
ties started being displayed to visitors via parallel strategies of self-display. 
Dealing with legitimacy crises, monarchies developed various tactics to 
affirm their sovereignty and popularity, such as increasing the permeabil-
ity between the imperial and the non-imperial or establishing a symbolic 
and spatial link between the monarch and his subjects. In this context, 
the gradual museumification of royal complexes had direct and indirect 
implications for imperial capitals, rendering novel ways for experiencing 
and perceiving imperial pasts. Having access to once forbidden quarters 
of imperial palaces created a sense of privilege, admiration, and belonging 
for the onlooker, but at the same time broke the spell of mystery and invis-
ibility of the monarchy.

In fact, the imperial palaces displayed themselves not only to the actual 
visitors – their textual and visual depictions also made them accessible to a 
wider populace. Travel accounts, guidebooks, newspapers, and illustrated 
journals of the time depicted the unimaginable wealth of the sovereigns. 
Apart from increasing the number of travelers – thanks to developments in 
transportation – postcards and photographs of imperial capitals, historic 
palaces, royal processions, and dynastic treasures circulated publicly, and 
some were sent as gift albums to other courts, establishing a visual net-
work among monarchies. Therefore, a shared vocabulary of imperial self-
fashioning, based on interaction, emulation, and competition, appeared 
among the empires of Eastern Europe.

During this period, imperial ceremonies and public processions in-
creased in splendor and visibility, confirming the authority and popularity 
of sovereigns. Particularly the traffic between the new and old palaces was 
orchestrated as grandiose urban spectacles. In this context, palaces and 
their monumental gates marked sublime points of reference in the urban 
fabric, defining the routes and the ultimate destinations for these royal 
processions. The ceremonials, therefore, spread beyond the confinements 
of royal precincts and became public events, shaping the spectators’ vision 
and experience of the city.
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Universities, art academies, research institutions, libraries, and modern 
museums were also founded in and around the imperial palaces, position-
ing them as centers of academic and artistic knowledge. In a similar fash-
ion, imperial gardens, dedicated to the pleasure of the royal family, were 
converted into public parks for the benefit of the citizens. For instance, 
in 1823, the northern part of the imperial gardens of the Hofburg Palace 
was reconfigured as a public park and renamed Volksgarten. Even though 
the Hofgarten (Burggarten) remained closed for the public, the imperial 
domains of the Volksgarten, as suggested by its name, were opened to the 
populace and, even more so, dedicated to public wellbeing. In a similar 
manner, following the Napoleonic wars, Tsar Alexander I ordered the con-
version of the Kremlin’s imperial gardens that were stretching outside its 
western walls into a public park. The park, known as Kremlin Gardens, 
was inaugurated for Muscovites in 1823 and later renamed Alexander 
Gardens.71 Following their Austrian and Russian rivals almost a century 
later, the Ottoman ruler Mehmed V Reşad (r. 1909–1918) approved the 
conversion of the imperial gardens of Gülhane at the Topkapı Palace into a 
public park. Inaugurated in 1914 with the efforts of the mayor of Istanbul 
Cemil (Topuzlu) Pasha, the Gülhane Park was dedicated solely to pub-
lic health and welfare, and any activity that might generate income was 
strictly prohibited.72 The project could be interpreted as a political out-
come of the constitutional monarchy that was declared in 1908, enforcing 
control over dynastic properties.

These urban interventions, in fact, could also be considered as the ac-
tions of shattering monarchies that were struggling to maintain their rule 
during the turbulent times before the Great War. The Ottoman, Tsarist, 
and Habsburg Empires all collapsed following World War I, and their im-
perial legacies were appropriated and utilized by the subsequent regimes. 
The Tsarist Empire was the earliest to come to an end after the revolution 
of 1917. The Bolsheviks brought an end to the monarchy and the Soviet 
State was founded under the leadership of Vladimir Lenin (1870–1924). 
Since St. Petersburg was considered too close to the West and vulnerable 
to external interventions, the capital of the new state was also changed – 
Moscow was declared the capital in March 1918 and the Kremlin was 
selected as Lenin’s residence. Thus, the Kremlin Palace once again became 
the seat of the government, and the same year, the memorial monument of 
Tsar Alexander II was removed, and his statue was demolished. Addition-
ally, several tsarist monuments, including the Church of Konstantin and 
Elena, the Ascension Convent, and the Small Nicholas Palace were de-
stroyed by the Soviet regime in 1929 and replaced by the Military School 
of the Central Executive Committee. The modern building of the State 
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Kremlin Palace (Palace of Congresses) as a grandiose monument of Soviet 
architecture was erected in 1961 near the Trinity Tower.73

In 1924, following the death of Vladimir Lenin, a memorial mauso-
leum was built at Red Square adjacent to the Kremlin walls. During this 
period, however, public visits to the Kremlin were not allowed, since the 
memory of the Tsarist Empire and the massacre of the dynastic family were 
still fresh in the public memory.74 The Kremlin reopened for public visits 
four decades later, and the Kremlin Museums were established as late as 
1961. After reopening during the Soviet era, the collections of the Armory 
Chamber were reorganized, this time not to reflect the dynastic past of the 
tsars or the glory of the empire, but the merits of Russian fine arts and 
craftsmanship.

As discussed above, after the relocation of the royal family in 1856, the 
Topkapı Palace grounds were virtually converted into a museum district 
even before the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. After World War I, the 
Ottoman Empire was defeated, and Istanbul was occupied by the Allied 
powers. Strategic locations within the city – including piers, train stations, 
and military bases, as well as the outer gardens of the Topkapı Palace – 
were taken under the control of the occupation forces. In response, Turkish 
resistance forces, organized in Anatolia under the leadership of Mustafa 
Kemal, defeated the Greek forces and took control of Istanbul. In October 
1923, a year after the abolishment of the monarchy, the Turkish Republic 
was founded, and Ankara was declared the new capital of the new state. 
Thus, Istanbul lost its historical position as the imperial capital, and all im-
perial properties and dynastic collections were appropriated in the name of 
the nation. The Imperial Treasury and the collection of the Sacred Relics at 
the Topkapı Palace were sent to Ankara, where these powerful symbols of 
the sultanate were kept away from the public gaze.75 In 1926, the first pub-
lic sculpture of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was erected within the precincts of 
the Topkapı Palace, at the tip of Seraglio Point, a spot that is historically 
and politically significant. The statue, while demonstrating the modern, 
secular, and Westernized facets of the new republic, manifested the legiti-
macy and authority of the “founding father of the Turkish nation” over 
the palace of his ancestors.76

In April 1924, approximately six months after the foundation of the 
Turkish Republic, the Topkapı Palace was officially inaugurated as a state 
museum by order of Mustafa Kemal and his cabinet of ministers, and the 
palace-museum was put under the direction of the Museums of Antiqui-
ties. The museumification of the imperial palace was a powerful political 
statement, declaring the end of the Ottoman era and affirming the Turkish 
nation as the sole inheritor of Ottoman heritage. While the treasury col-
lection and the sacred relics were confined at Ankara for several decades 
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until 1963, the rest of the royal collections were displayed at various halls 
and kiosks of the Topkapı Palace. The items were catalogued, classified, 
and displayed as distinct collections, such as silverware, porcelains, paint-
ings and portraits, carriages and harnesses, textiles, manuscripts, and so 
on. Additionally, various collections of books and manuscripts were uni-
fied, registered, and catalogued. Eventually, the Topkapı Palace Museum 
Library with more than 20,000 manuscripts and books was established 
at the former palace mosque. Similarly, the archival documents kept in 
the palace vaults and treasures were classified under the Topkapı Palace 
Museum Archives. When the treasury and the sacred relics collections 
were sent back to their original locations in the Topkapı Palace during the 
1960s, these items of extreme political and religious significance started 
being displayed as objects of “national heritage” in a secular museum set-
ting, stripped from their former dynastic, ceremonial, or political connota-
tions. The collection venerated a distant yet glorious past of the Turkish 
nation.

Like the Ottoman and the Tsarist Empires, the Austro-Hungarian Em-
pire also disintegrated after World War I. In 1918, after the collapse of 
the empire, Emperor Charles left the country and took the private jewelry 
of the imperial family with him into exile. The Austrian Republic was 
founded in 1919 and remained independent until the annexation by Nazi 
Germany in 1938.77 Adolf Hitler made his infamous balcony appearance 
at the Neue Burg wing of the Hofburg Palace in 1938, and the collection of 
the Holy Roman Empire at the Hofburg Palace was sent to Nuremberg by 
the Nazis. After World War II, Vienna remained as the state capital of the 
Republic of Austria and the Hofburg Palace functioned as the presidential 
residence. The treasury, which was held outside the country for almost a 
decade, was returned to the Hofburg only after 1946. In 1956, the Hof-
burg Treasury opened for touristic visits and was organized as a double 
collection of secular and ecclesiastical treasuries in its original location at 
the Swiss Court.78

The imperial palaces and imperial collections, after the collapse of the 
empires, conveyed ambiguous messages of history and patrimony. The im-
perial legacies were instrumentalized, nationalized, and utilized to legiti-
mize the new ideologies, and palaces were reformulated as state museums 
and/or seats of the new regimes (Figures 3.5a–3.5c). The possession and 
display of imperial treasuries, objects of extreme political and religious 
significance, became a contentious issue, and the collections were kept 
away from the public eye during the aftermath of the empires for several 
decades. Only after World War II, when the legacy of empires was mostly 
erased from the public memory, were the imperial collections opened to 
the public in modern and secularized museum settings.
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To conclude, the traditional imperial palaces of the Russian, Ottoman, and 
Austrian Empires went through architectural, symbolic, and spatial trans-
formations, especially during the last century of the monarchies. All three 

Figure 3.5a  Unveiling of Mustafa Kemal’s statue on the grounds of the Topkapı 
Palace, 1926.

Courtesy of Cengiz Kahraman.

Figure 3.5b  Unveiling ceremony of the Prince Eugene monument on Heldenplatz, 
1865.

Source: Wien Museum Inv.Nr. 9572/1, https://sammlung.wienmuseum.at/en/object/809826/

Figure 3.5c Demolition of the statue of Tsar Alexander II, 1918.

Source: Kulturologia, https://kulturologia.ru/blogs/260120/45288

https://kulturologia.ru
https://sammlung.wienmuseum.at
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modernizing empires, which were considered as bridges between the East 
and the West, were striving to be a part of the league of European powers, 
politically and culturally. Architecture, especially of royal residences, was an 
effective means for manifesting their modernization endeavors. They also de-
veloped strategies for sustaining their power and control over their vast ter-
ritories and multi-ethnic populations. Hence the imperial palaces and royal 
collections were attributed new meanings as glorious representations of the 
dynastic past and the heroic history of the empire. While they emulated the 
“Western” model, the Russian, Ottoman, and Austrian Empires also learned 
from and competed with each other and developed new politics of represen-
tation. The imperial palaces, as embodiments of their imperial history and 
hereditary rights, were given new functions and positioned as active agents 
for the modernization of the state and the imperial city, but they also acted 
as spaces for remembering and forgetting. Post-imperial reconfigurations re-
contextualized imperial palaces and imperial treasuries as national heritage, as 
well as agents of public memory. This study aims at raising comparative ques-
tions about the parallels and divergences between these continental empires 
in terms of their strategies for representing and remembering the past and for 
utilizing imperial spaces as political tools for changing ideologies.
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4 Temeswar as an Imperial 
City in the First Half of the 
Eighteenth Century

Robert Born

It was with a mixture of admiration and irritation that Nicolae Iorga 
(1871–1940) described his first impressions after arriving in Temeswar in 
the autumn of 1905:

Timişoara is a large, solemn and sombre city, built on orders, according 
to strict administrative guidelines. It is the utmost artificial and Aus-
trian city I have encountered so far, but at the same time it is the most 
well-proportioned, the most rational, the most subjected to building 
and maintenance norms.1

The most renowned Romanian historian of the past century visited the 
Banat capital when the city, under the official name of Temesvár, was an 
important economic and cultural center on the southern periphery of the 
eastern (Hungarian) half of the Dual Monarchy.2 Iorga’s visit was part of 
an extended research trip during which he gathered materials for the two-
volume publication on the Romanian population in Hungary. This work 
was aimed at strengthening the sense of cohesion of the Romanians within 
the still young nation-state with their co-nationals that lived in the various 
territories of the Dual Monarchy.

Following the break-up of Austria-Hungary, the Banat was partitioned 
according to the stipulations laid down in the 1920 Trianon Peace Treaty, 
and currently, it belongs to Romania, Serbia, and – a small part of the area –  
to Hungary. Recently, Timişoara was in international headlines when 
Dominic Fritz, a citizen of the Federal Republic of Germany, was elected 
mayor of Romania’s third largest city in autumn 2020. As an explanation 
for his spectacular success, the media pointed to the multi-ethnic character 
of the Banat capital. Similar arguments were also used in Timişoara’s ap-
plication in 2016 to become one of the three European Capitals of Culture 
in 2021. The slogan of the successful candidacy was “Shine your light – 
Light up your city!”3 The metaphor of light recalled the influence of the 
ideals of the Enlightenment, through which the city has remained a center 
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for the dissemination of civic cultural values. The application thus took 
up a three-decade-long debate, centered on whether the multicultural di-
versity of the Banat capital enabled the emergence of a civil society and a 
distinct local political consciousness.4

This distinctive cultural constellation is reflected on the one hand by 
the variants of the city’s name – the Romanian Timişoara, the German 
Temeswar, the Hungarian Temesvár, and finally the Serbian Temišvar. 
Moreover, the reference to the Banat capital as “Little Vienna,” which 
became popular by the mid-nineteenth century at the latest,5 was presented 
as an embodiment of the historically forged ties between the Banat and 
Central Europe.6 Similar to Lviv (Ukr. L’viv, Pol. Lwów, Ger. Lemberg) 
and Chernivtsi (Ukr. Černivci, Germ. Czernowitz, Rom. Cernăuți) in 
Ukraine or Bielsko-Biała (Ger. Bielitz-Biala, Czech: Bílsko-Bělá) in Poland, 
which also claim the title “Little Vienna,” the Baroque, Historicist and 
Art Nouveau buildings in Temeswar also function as indicators of a cul-
tural belonging to the Central European (Habsburg-influenced) cultural 
sphere. Artistic testimonies from the eighteenth century are often linked 
to the narrative of the Habsburg civilizing mission, which transformed 
the Banat from a terra deserta into a prosperous region. This narrative, 
which is widespread in the historiography and in numerous literary works, 
was decisively informed by Francesco Griselini’s (1717–1787) description 
of the country in 1780.7 This work, penned by an Austrian civil servant, 
praised the Habsburg rule and also influenced the assessment of the Ba-
roque period. Correspondingly, the bid book of the 2021 Capital of Cul-
ture application states: “When European Baroque was exhausted from all 
perspectives, the Habsburg Banat was building a new world, known as 
provincial Baroque. Paradoxically, for Timişoara, Baroque is the moment 
of historical and cultural Enlightenment.”8 This explanatory model for the 
delayed reception of the Baroque as an Enlightenment impulse represents a 
striking departure from the widespread perception of the Baroque in East 
Central Europe until 1989. In the Eastern Bloc, this phenomenon and, con-
sequently, the artistic productions and buildings of the eighteenth century 
retained an ideologically precarious position due to their association with 
the church and the aristocracy and were held in low esteem.9 In alignment 
with the thematic focus of the volume, some of the previously mentioned 
views will be critically discussed. The focus lies on the political, economic, 
and confessional concepts implemented by the new Habsburg sovereigns 
in Temeswar and the Banat during the eighteenth century. Here, continui-
ties with the preceding Ottoman period, in which the city underwent its 
first imperial phase, will also be addressed. This complex of questions is 
also of particular relevance against the background of the just mentioned 
thesis of a Central European cultural landscape created ex novo by the 
Habsburgs. Previous studies of the Baroque in the Banat in general and in 
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Temeswar in particular have often focused on individual structures. When 
reconstructing the individual layers of Temeswar as an imperial city on 
the periphery of the Habsburg Empire, the aim is to analyze not only the 
changes in the texture of the city – buildings, functionaries, and different 
ethnic groups – but also the media employed in the staging of the dynasty 
and the institutions associated with it. So far, mainly the buildings associ-
ated with the Habsburgs have been studied. This chapter will additionally 
study previously neglected artifacts such as sacral monuments, inscrip-
tions, and heraldic emblems in greater detail. In this context, the panegyric 
textual productions from the surroundings of the ruler’s court in Vienna 
form an integral part of the comparative framework. In this way, the ques-
tion of the existence of an official art policy, which is particularly sig-
nificant for the thematic complex of imperial cities, will also be discussed. 
Consequently, this essay is also intended as a contribution to research on 
the spatial presence of the Habsburgs, as well as on the performativity of 
power and authority.10 In the sense of a precise contextualization, the most 
important stages of the historical development of the city of Temeswar and 
the Banat region are first outlined.

Medieval Temeswar as a Frontier Stronghold

The growth of Temeswar in the Middle Ages was favored by its topo-
graphical location and several special environmental characteristics. These 
include the location on an important overland route from Central Europe 
to the Serbian Empire and the Bulgarian Empire, which led through an 
extensive swamp area in the vicinity. The town itself was surrounded to 
the east, south, and west by islands of marshland created by the irregular 
course of the branches of the Bega River, which were referred to by the Ro-
manian population as the Small Temesch (Rom. Timişul Mic), and which 
are not to be confused with the Temesch (Rom. Timiş) mentioned in the 
town’s name. This natural protection and the link to the trans-regional 
road network were important incentives for Charles I Robert (Hung. I. 
Károly/Róbert Károly, 1288–1342) to establish his residence in Temeswar 
in 1315. While the royal court stayed there, the city was provided with 
a new stone reinforcement. In addition, the independently fortified royal 
palace was built as an annex to the south.11 Outside the city walls, the 
settlements of the then-called Small Palanka (an area entrenched with pali-
sades, attached to the fortress) south of the castle and the so-called Great 
Palanka north of the fortified city developed over time, where artisans and 
merchants resided.12 After the relocation of the royal court to the resi-
dence in Visegrád (Ger. Plintenburg) in 1323, the town did not diminish in 
reputation by any means, especially in comparison with the neighboring 
episcopal seat in Csanád. This is indicated by the considerable number of 
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church buildings and chapels in the town known from sources, as well as 
the regular visits of rulers, above all Sigismund of Luxembourg (Hung. 
Luxemburgi Zsigmond, 1368–1437), King of Hungary (from 1387), in 
whose presence the Hungarian Diet met in the city in 1397.13

By the end of the fourteenth century at the latest, a city council entitled 
to use a seal existed.14 The responsibilities of this body, however, were in-
creasingly reduced in the fifteenth century as the city became the seat of the 
commanders of the southern defense network of the Hungarian kingdom 
as Ottoman incursions became more frequent after the defeat of the cru-
sader army at Nicopolis in 1396.15 This militarization hindered municipal 
development on the one hand, but it also prevented the city from being 
captured for almost a century on the other.

In the aftermath of the battle at Mohács in 1526 and the Ottoman 
occupation of the Hungarian capital Buda (Ger. Ofen; Turk. Budin) in 
1541, the area around Temeswar was first controlled by the partisans of 
John Zápolya (Hung. Szapolyai János, 1490–1540) and, from 1551, by 
his rival for the Hungarian crown, Archduke Ferdinand I of Habsburg 
(1503–1564). During these years, the city’s fortifications were modernized 
by Italian specialists, but these measures did not bring the desired long-
term outcome. Neither could the fierce resistance of the garrison under the 
command of István Losonczy avert the seizure of the city by the Ottoman 
army in the summer of 1552.

Temeswar/Temeşvar as a Political and Military Centre in the 
Ottoman Empire

The military success of Kara Ahmed Pasha (d. 1555) heralded the first “im-
perial” phase in the city’s history. Temeswar (Turk. Temeşvar) remained 
part of the Ottoman Empire for 164 years, longer than any other city in 
historical Hungary.16 The new sovereigns made the city the center of the 
Eyâlet (Governorate) of Temeşvar, the second major Ottoman province 
in Hungary, whose territorial layout repeatedly changed. As the highest 
representatives of the sultan, the beylerbeys (governors) resided, with few 
exceptions, in Temeşvar. Jointly with the neighboring Eyâlets of Buda and 
Bosnia, the Eyâlet of Temeşvar constituted, from the end of the sixteenth 
century, a cornerstone of the system for safeguarding the border with the 
Habsburg realm of power and for the control of the Ottoman vassals, es-
pecially the Principality of Transylvania.17

During the century and a half under Ottoman rule – the first imperial 
phase of the city’s history – both the appearance of the town and its ethnic 
and confessional structure underwent changes. The extent of these trans-
formations can be reconstructed on the basis of tax registers and chronicles, 
as well as the reports of Western and Eastern travelers, which occasionally 
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also contain illustrations. Important additions and clarifications of these 
data were brought by the archaeological investigations carried out over 
the last two decades.18

Immediately after the takeover of the city, two mosques were founded 
by Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent (r. 1520–1566). These were possibly 
converted church buildings. Over the years, new mosques were successively 
built. The increasing number of places of worship reflects the vitality of the 
settlement at the beginning of Ottoman rule. For instance, eleven mosques 
are documented in 1569, and a decade later there were 15 places of wor-
ship. Further mosques were then built in the seventeenth century, prob-
ably including one founded by Sultan Murad IV (r. 1623–1640). Additional 
buildings were also commissioned by the top echelons of the administra-
tion.19 Around the Islamic places of worship, several quarters (Turk. ma-
halle) developed.20 The transformations in the urban fabric have parallels 
with developments in other regions of Southeastern Europe or in the Hun-
garian Kingdom following their incorporation into the Ottoman Empire.21

The bulk of the non-Muslim population lived in the settlements outside 
the city walls, where wooden construction dominated. The analysis of the 
tax records shows that the number of Hungarian-speaking inhabitants had 
declined by the end of the sixteenth century. An important document from 
this period is a letter written in 1582 to Pope Gregory XIII (r. 1572–1585), 
requesting the dispatch of a priest. The letter in Hungarian with a seal also 
mentions István Herzeg as a head magistrate, thus testifying to the survival 
of municipal institutions under the Ottomans.22

The main part of the non-Muslim population in the Eyâlet belonged 
to the Greek Orthodox Church. This included Serbs and Vlachs (Eastern 
Romance speakers), who had progressively arrived from areas south of 
the Danube. In addition, Wallachians (Romanians) who had immigrated 
from Transylvania settled in the eastern central areas of the Eyâlet. Serbs, 
Romanians, and Vlachs were part of the garrisons of the castle and served 
in the militias responsible for safeguarding the traffic routes.23

Considering the inclusion of the Orthodox population in important 
parts of the security infrastructure, it comes as little surprise that several 
Greek Orthodox monasteries in the Banat were permitted by the new sov-
ereigns to remain active. In addition, at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century, the Metropolis of Temeswar came into being, whose layout was 
orientated on the Ottoman administrative units and was under the control 
of the Patriarchate of Peć (Turk. İpek).24 The leaders of the Metropolis pre-
sumably resided in the vicinity of the church dedicated to St. George in the 
Great Palanka. The latter withstood the siege of 1716 and was described in 
the 1718 fire code of Temeswar as an older structure with a lofty tower.25

Lastly, the ethnic and confessional mosaic of the city was rounded off 
by the Armenians, the Christian and Muslim groups of Roma, and the 
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Sephardic Jews. Sections of this community had immigrated from Saloniki, 
as evidenced by the tombstone of the surgeon and rabbi Azriel Assael,  
who died in 1636.26

The changes in urban texture were certainly influenced by the damage 
in the aftermath of the numerous sieges of the city by imperial troops.27 
And one of the most extensive attacks on the fortress of Temeswar took 
place in the course of the so-called Great Turkish War, which was ended 
by the peace agreements reached in Karlowitz (Serb. Sremski Karlovci) in 
1699. Through these provisions, about a third of the province (the eastern 
areas) came under imperial rule. Since Temeswar was the most important 
remaining political and military center of the Ottoman Empire north of the 
Danube after the loss of Buda in 1686, the reinforcement of the fortifica-
tions was pursued with great vigor. The works included not only the old 
city walls. In this phase, the Great Palanka was also fortified with palisades 
and the garrison was staffed. Later, scattered groups of Hungarian rebels, 
who had fought against the Habsburgs under Francis II Rákóczi (Hung. II 
Rákóczi Ferenc 1676–1735) after 1703, also settled in the city.28

Changing Empires in the Banat of Temeswar

In the course of the Austrian–Ottoman–Venetian War, the imperial troops 
laid siege to Temeswar, which surrendered after 42 days on October 13, 
1716. The capitulation agreement stipulated that the garrison and their 
families, as well as the Hungarian insurgents, were allowed to leave the 
fortress with their belongings. The remaining population groups were free 
to join the departing representatives of the Ottoman state power or to re-
main in the city under the new sovereigns.29

The capture of Temeswar was celebrated with thanksgiving services in 
all the important cities of the empire. In Vienna, Ignaz Reiffenstuel S.J. 
(1664–1720) in his celebratory sermon in St. Stephen’s in the presence of 
the imperial family sketched out the vision of an eastward expansion of 
the Habsburg sphere of power to the eastern rim of the Black Sea.30 These 
ambitious goals were not achieved, but with the takeover of Belgrade in 
August 1717, the Habsburgs secured control of another important center 
in southeastern Europe. The military successes at Peterwardein (Serb. 
Petrovaradin), Temeswar, and Belgrade achieved under the command of 
Prince Eugene of Savoy-Carignan (1663–1736) were extensively staged in 
a wide variety of media, and their allegorical interpretations became stand-
ard themes for the glorification of Emperor Charles VI (r. 1711–1749).31

As president of the Court War Council, the main organ responsible for 
the military security of the empire, Prince Eugene was aware of the strate-
gic importance of Temeswar and the Banat region for securing the border 
with the Ottoman Empire. The former therefore drafted a comprehensive 



92 Robert Born

agenda in a letter to Charles VI immediately after the surrender of the Ot-
toman garrison in Temeswar, underlining the importance of preparing a 
holistic program to restructure the Banat, which would encompass politi-
cal as well as economic and ecclesiastical aspects.32 In the autumn of 1717, 
a first project in this direction was commissioned by the cavalry general 
Count Florimund de Mercy (1666–1734), who was appointed commander 
of the Banat immediately after the seizure of the fortress of Temeswar.

In the peace treaty concluded with the Ottoman Empire at Passarowitz 
(Serb. Požarevac) in 1718, Eastern Slavonia, Northern Serbia, the northern 
part of Bosnia, and Lesser Wallachia were assigned to the Habsburg Empire 
alongside the Banat as additional territories. They were subsequently or-
ganized as three separate special domains of the sovereign and subordinated 
to the Commissio Neoacquistica, newly created in 1719.33 The latter was 
made up of representatives of the Hofkriegsrat (Court War Council), the 
Hofkammer (the Court Chamber, overseeing finances), and the Ministerial 
BancoDeputation, one of the four financial departments of the empire 
that received customs and toll payments from the various provinces of the 
empire.34

The responsibility for the establishment of the military and administra-
tive structures in the Neoaquistica was entrusted to experienced military 
men who, first, had gained a good insight into the conditions on the ground 
through their participation in the campaigns and, second, possessed le-
gal, economic, and administrative expertise, such as Count Mercy and 
the field sergeant general Franz Anton Paul Count Wallis von Karighmain  
(1678–1737), entrusted with the command of the fortress.

As Josef Wolf has shown, the genesis of the domain state of the Banat of 
Temeswar represented a classic territorial formation imposed from above. 
Yet it should be seen not only as the result of rulers, dynasties, and officials 
but also as the intended outcome of a process of communication in which 
state organs reacted to complex social problems and the grievances of sub-
jects.35 In implementing this administrative model, the Habsburg sovereigns 
pursued both military-strategic and fiscal goals. Simultaneously, efforts 
were made to hinder a reincorporation of the Banat of Temeswar into the 
Kingdom of Hungary in order to impede support for a Hungarian uprising 
through the Sublime Porte, as had been the case during the Rákóczi insur-
rection.36 At the same time, the Temeswar base was intended to enable con-
trol over Transylvania.37 In his report of 1734, Mercy’s successor in office, 
Johann Andreas Count Hamilton (1679–1738), described this function as 
follows: “the Banat of Temeswar and the fortress of Belgrade are not only 
the bulwarks against the hereditary enemy but also the bridle that keeps the 
other countries as Transylvania and Hungary in line.”38 In the assignment 
of this control function for Transylvania, another similarity to the function 
of the fortress of Temeswar under the Ottomans becomes apparent.
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These undertakings were praised as outstanding achievements in con-
temporary publications, above all in the treatise Augusta Carolinae Virtu
tis Monumenta (1733).39 In this text, the political measures, as well as the 
buildings erected on behalf of the emperor, were titled monumenta in refer-
ence to Roman terminology.40 For a long time, Antonius Höller SJ (1698–
1770), who is mentioned on the title page, was considered the author of 
this publication. However, he was only the “promoter” of the treatise, 
which was written by Franz Keller SJ (1699–1762), professor of rhetoric at 
the University of Vienna.41 Since the 1980s, Höller/Keller’s work has been 
invoked as an important evidence for the existence of an art policy jointly 
steered by Emperor Charles VI with a circle of advisors.42 More recent re-
search, however, sees the treatise as a commentary or reflection on a series 
of imperial enterprises.43 Although Höller/Keller mentioned several pro-
jects in the Neoaquistica, the treatise has only been selectively examined 
in studies dealing with the early phase of Habsburg rule in the Banat.44 In 
the following, therefore, individual areas of imperial activity in the new 
provincial capital will be contrasted with the accounts in the tract. In view 
of the strong steering of the Banat authorities by the Viennese institutions, 
such an approach appears rewarding. Moreover, the planning of the new 
city layout of Temeswar and its partial implementation took place in paral-
lel with the restructuring of the imperial building system, such as the cen-
tralization of the Imperial Construction Office (Hofbauamt) between 1716 
and 1743 under the director Gundacker Count Althan (1665–1747).45

One further measure, the effects of which were particularly noticeable 
in the Banat from the third decade of the eighteenth century onward, was 
the systematic build-up of a military engineer corps. After the experiences 
of the Great Turkish War, during which the imperial army had largely 
depended on French and Italian specialists, Prince Eugene accelerated the 
founding of schools for the training of engineers and fortification engineer-
ing in Vienna (1717) and one year later in Brussels and Prague.46 Land 
surveying and cartography techniques strengthened the spatial grip of the 
Habsburgs as sovereigns in the territories newly acquired at the beginning 
of the eighteenth century.

The construction of a belt of fortifications stretching from Transylvania 
to the middle reaches of the Danube was also largely the initiative of Prince 
Eugene, who was very familiar with current developments in France, espe-
cially the chain of fortifications along the borders of that country planned 
by Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban (1633–1707). The central components 
of the defense system on the Habsburg-Ottoman border were the fortifi-
cations in Osijek (Ger. Esseg), Peterwardein, Belgrade, and Temeswar in 
the south, as well as Weißenburg (Hung. Gyulafehérvár, today Rom. Alba 
Iulia) in Transylvania. These fortress-towns, the majority of which were 
situated at communicative nodes, not only provided military protection 
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from outside and enabled control inwards but also functioned as a monu-
mental reminder of the power of the imperial sovereign in the farthest cor-
ners of his domain. In this spirit, when the foundation stone was laid for 
the Weißenburg complex on November 4, 1715, the town was renamed 
Alba Carolina or Karlsburg. The bastioned structure was completed dur-
ing the lifetime of the eponymous emperor in 1738.47

The Ethnic-Denominational Configuration in Temeswar  
at the Onset of Habsburg Rule

Following the surrender and the joint withdrawal of the Ottoman garrison 
and the Hungarian insurgents from Temeswar, the majority of the city’s 
non-Muslim population decided to remain there. These were 466 Rascians 
(Serbs and Romanians, Ger. Raitzen), 144 Jews, and 35 Armenians.48 It 
was with these communities and their institutions that the medieval layer 
of the city’s history lived on.49

The new sovereigns reaffirmed the ecclesiastical hierarchy of the Greek 
Orthodox Church in the Banat in accordance with the “Illyrian Privi-
leges” that Emperor Leopold I (r. 1658–1705) had granted to the Serbs 
who had fled the Ottoman Empire in 1690. These involved the free prac-
tice of religion, exemption from tithe payments to the Catholic clergy, and 
the freedom to elect their own spiritual leader. The imperial diploma of 
protection and the national privileges were subsequently renewed on sev-
eral occasions. The leadership in all the spiritual as well as secular matters 
of the Rascians was assumed by the top echelons of the Greek Orthodox 
Church. In addition to the Serbs, the Greek Orthodox Romanians were 
also placed under this denomination. A special measure was the auto-
cephalous status granted by Emperor Charles VI to the Metropolitan of 
Belgrade. Furthermore, his jurisdiction was extended to the Banat and 
Austrian Wallachia.50

Although the actual power in the Banat capital was concentrated in the 
hands of the military, the Court Chamber aimed to maintain remnants 
of the autonomous municipal administration and to develop it further.51 
The knowledge about the structures that existed at the beginning of the 
Habsburg rule is rather vague and comes from the city monograph pub-
lished in 1853 by Johann Nepomuk Preyer (1805–1888). For his work, 
the then-mayor of Temeswar used several records and chronicles that have 
not survived. Preyer mentioned Nicola Muncsia, a municipal judge of 
the Rascians, who traveled between the Temeswar suburbs and the impe-
rial camp as a courier of the Greek Orthodox bishop during the siege of 
1716. Muncsia also retained the judge’s position in the Magistrate of the 
Rascians, appointed by the Habsburg provincial administration in 1718.  
It appears that this magistrate also continued to use the old seal of the 
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Greek Orthodox community with the depiction of St. George during this 
transitional phase.52 Presumably, the seat of the magistrate remained near 
the bishop’s church in the settlement outside the ramparts (Great Palanka), 
as during the Ottoman period (Figure 4.1).

On January 1, 1718, the German magistrate of Temeswar was formed, 
headed by the Bavarian-born barber surgeon Tobias Balthasar Holdt 
(1660–1721) as town judge. Together with the Rascian Magistrate, its task 
was to enforce measures to maintain public safety and hygiene, collect 
taxes and, above all, enforce the fire authority’s regulations.53

The idea of parity between the two large groups of Rascians and the set-
tlers who had migrated from the Holy Roman Empire, which appears in 
the founding of the two magistrates, is deceptive. In reality, there was an 
initial attempt to implement spatial segregation, whereby the Catholic set-
tlers from the empire were allowed to live within the enclosed area, while 

Figure 4.1  Copper Engraved Plan of Temeswar after Its Takeover by the Habsburg 
Troops, around 1740. 

Source: Matthäus Seutter, Temeswaria Oppidum Superioris Hungariae [Temeswar, Town of 
Upper Hungary], Augsburg, ca. 1740. State and University Library Bremen, http://gauss.
suub.uni-bremen.de/suub/hist/servlet/servlet.hmap?id=247967.

http://gauss.suub.uni-bremen.de
http://gauss.suub.uni-bremen.de
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the other ethnic groups and denominations were to live in the suburbs. 
Similar configurations are also known in Belgrade, where the Catholic set-
tlers lived in the Wasserstadt (Water Town) on the banks of the Danube, 
while the Serbian population lived in the Sava-City.54 The two settlements 
in Belgrade also had their own magistrates.55 The system of spatial segrega-
tion of ethnic and confessional groups practiced in Temeswar and Belgrade 
recalls the practice that prevailed in both cities under the Ottomans. How-
ever, this was not a continuation of this custom under the new Habsburg 
sovereigns. Comparable strategies of segregation are also documented for 
the aforementioned vast restructuring of Karlsburg in Transylvania, where 
there were no Ottoman antecedents.56

Among the groups settling in the suburbs, the Armenians formed a spe-
cial community. On the city maps, a cluster of “Armenian houses” were 
recorded in the north of the Great Palanka until shortly after the mid-
dle of the eighteenth century.57 These were the houses of Armenians who 
had already settled in Temeswar prior to 1716, as well as members of 
the community who had moved to the city after the fall of Belgrade in 
1739 and from Transylvania and Moldavia. As specialists in textile crafts, 
specifically leather production, they were purposefully recruited from the 
Ottoman Empire. At the same time, the Armenians cultivated family and 
business networks, which turned this community in Temeswar into an in-
fluential protagonist in East-West trade.58

Finally, another important trans-imperial group were the Jews. The local 
Sephardim community grew, with new members moving in from the Ot-
toman Empire and Belgrade, as well as several families of Ashkenazi Jews 
from Bohemia and Moravia. As in the other Habsburg territories, the Jews 
in the Banat were under the direct protection of the Habsburg administra-
tion and paid a special tax (Judentax, later Toleranztax) to the Chamber. 
Through the transfer of licenses to produce beer or brandy, they became 
important partners of the imperial army. Despite considerable wealth and 
close relations with the administration, Jews were initially not allowed to 
settle inside the fortress. However, this provision was repeatedly circum-
vented by members of the Jewish communities by renting houses inside the 
fortress.59

The Confessional Policy under Emperor Charles VI

From the outset, one of the main focuses of imperial policy was to impose 
a majority Catholic population structure, or at least ensure the dominance 
of this denomination – through the controlled influx of Catholic settlers, 
a confessional counterweight to the predominantly Protestant Transylva-
nia should emerge.60 Besides the settlers from the German-speaking area 
and the South Slavic Catholics (Šokcy and Bulgarians), there were also 
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immigrants from the Italian Habsburg Territories and from Spain. The 
latter had fought on the side of Charles III, later Emperor Charles VI, 
during the confrontations over the Spanish crown and were forced into 
exile after its defeat.61

Initially, the Jesuits and Franciscans were entrusted with pastoral care. 
Whereas the Jesuits, who had accompanied the army as field chaplains,62 
were already on the ground, the Franciscans were specifically recruited.63 
In 1718, after the German magistrate had petitioned the provincial ad-
ministration for the establishment of a parish church as a starting point, 
the Bosnian Franciscans received permission to move to the interior of the 
fortress, where they were assigned a mosque building for use as a church. 
Emperor Charles VI had already endowed a Jesuit mission in the fortress 
in October 1717. The four priests and one lay brother, who spoke different 
languages, initially lived in three so-called Türkenhäuser (Turkish houses) 
on the property next to the city’s former main mosque, which had been 
established by the Ottomans in a medieval church.64 This building has been 
identified repeatedly as the church of St. George, mentioned in medieval 
sources.65 After 1718, the building served as the town parish church with 
the new patrocinium Ad Mariam Serenam.66 In a very short time, the most 
important parts of the liturgical furnishings were imported from Vienna. 
Among them were three bells, which were added to the (probably) still 
intact medieval tower in 1719, together with a cross.67 The latter was a 
bestowal from the South Slavic Catholics, which proves that it was the 
Catholic confession and not the ethnic affiliation that had been the decisive 
criterion for the granting of permission to settle inside the fortress.

During the following years, the influence of the state on pastoral care was 
extended as Charles VI pledged to shoulder the expenses resulting from 
the endowment of new parishes and the construction of new churches in 
addition to his patronage rights.68 This action fueled the conflict with the 
Bishop of Csanád, to whom the Habsburg authorities had assigned Szeged 
as a seat. This important center of the Csanád bishopric had already been 
taken by the imperial troops in 1686/1699. From there, Bishop Ladislaus 
of Nádasdy (Hung. Nádasdy Lászlo, 1662–1729) presented his first claims 
to the bishopric territory, which in the meantime had come under Habs-
burg control, even before the peace treaty in Passarowitz.

His attempt to publicly substantiate these claims through a canonical 
visitation in the Banat capital met with resistance from the Jesuit mis-
sion there, which feared an infringement of its missionary authority. 
Also, the city commander of Temeswar – Franz Paul Count of Wallis – 
showed a similarly negative attitude.69 For the administrations in Vienna 
and Temeswar it was of utmost importance to prevent the ecclesiastical- 
canonical affairs of the diocese, whose territory was a domain of the House 
of Habsburg, from being handled by a Hungarian nobleman as bishop.  
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The confrontations flared up once again when the succession to the late 
Nádasdy, who died in 1729, was at stake. The Viennese authorities and 
the administration in Temeswar were finally able to push through their 
preferred candidate, Adalbert Freiherr von Falkenstein (1730–1739).70 In 
order to compensate for the lost goods and tithes, the bishops and the can-
ons were to be paid from the state treasury.

A further step in the interlocking of the imperial administration and the 
ecclesiastical hierarchy was the decision to move the seat of the bishop of 
Csanád to Temeswar.71 This imperial resolution from November 1733 was 
possibly also a reaction to the relocation of Metropolitan Mojsije Petrović 
(1677–1730) from Belgrade to Temeswar. The Greek Orthodox dignitary 
stayed in the Banat capital for almost a decade from 1721 onward, as he 
considered it to be considerably more secure than Belgrade.72

These measures to bolster the Catholic denomination in the Banat re-
gion are featured in the aforementioned tract Augusta Carolinae Virtutis 
Monumenta as radiant models of the piety of Charles VI: “it is the county 
of Temeswar, where the emperor’s exceedingly God-fearing piety becomes 
most apparent.”73 In coordination with this statement, the illustration of 
the section presenting the imperial Aedificia Sacra shows the personifica-
tion of the Temeswar region alongside other female personifications of the 
provinces placed in front of an altar, behind which appears the figure of 
Religio. On this sheet, the restoration of buildings dedicated to religious 
worship in the former lands of the St. Stephen’s Crown and the eastern 
Neoaquistica territories appears on par with prominent imperial founda-
tions, such as the St. Charles Church in Vienna.

Early Initiatives for the Structural Redesign of the Urban Space 
in Temeswar under Charles VI

According to the records, at the onset of Habsburg rule, there were 227 
houses and four mosques within the fortification, 112 houses and one 
mosque in the Great Palanka, and 62 houses and two mosques in the 
Small Palanka. Due to practical considerations, the Islamic prayer houses, 
a powder tower, and the damaged former castle were used as storage fa-
cilities during this phase.74 In addition, repair work was carried out on 
the buildings inside the fortress that accommodated the soldiers of the 
garrison as well as members of the administration, along with selective 
reinforcements of the Ottoman fortifications.75

The most pressing measures in this phase included the creation of the 
infrastructure for the building works and for the maintenance of the gar-
rison and the working staff. Consequently, the erection of a flour mill was 
considered just as urgent as the construction of brick kilns, lime kilns, 
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and sawmills. The bricks were state monopoly articles with standardized 
dimensions. For the coordination of construction activities in the Banat, 
which included not only military structures but also the erection of cam-
eral buildings (office buildings, chancelleries, granaries, and factories) and 
churches, a building department was founded in Temeswar.76 This body 
was also responsible for drafting the plans, which were then sent to the 
Court War Council, the Court Chamber, or the Imperial Construction 
Office in Vienna for inspection. Those authorities also made efforts to 
mobilize skilled artisans. Three hundred “imperial craftsmen” (masons, 
carpenters, and brickmakers) arrived in the Banat in 1718 alone, many of 
whom subsequently settled in Temeswar and constituted a large part of the 
citizenry in the following years.77

Successive settlements of different institutions and functionaries in Te-
meswar impacted the planning of the new fortifications and the new city 
layout. In addition to the Imperial Administration of the Banat, the Gen-
eral Military Command, the Customs Directorate, the Forestry Office, the 
Upper Salt Office, the Directorate of Construction, the Provincial Court of 
Justice (Landesauditoriat), and the residence of the Catholic bishop were 
to be located within the bastioned fortress.78

On April 25, 1723, the solemn ceremony of laying the foundation stone 
for the new fortification, which was to simultaneously define the frame-
work for the urban center, took place. The inscription embedded at the 
festive ceremony honored the merits of Prince Eugene, who had wrested 
the province from the Ottomans through the victory at Peterwardein in 
the name of Emperor Charles VI, and also mentioned Count Mercy as the 
officiating commander of the province.79

However, construction work on the bastioned enclosure did not begin 
until nearly a decade later (1732).80 A similar picture emerges regarding 
the new fortifications in Belgrade. This delay in the start of construction 
was probably also a consequence of the precarious financing of these 
large-scale projects. Since Temeswar and Belgrade were deemed to be 
the “bulwarks of Christendom against the hereditary enemy,” a finan-
cial contribution from the clergy had been requested in 1720. Initially, 
this demand was only reluctantly met. Then in 1725 Pope Benedict XIII  
(r. 1724–1730) sanctioned a five-year levy. The contributions collected 
during that period from the German Hereditary Lands, the Hungarian 
lands, and the Habsburg territories in Italy, such as Naples, Sicily, and 
Milan, eventually amounted to almost two million florins.81

Because of the marshy terrain around Temeswar, extensive hydraulic 
engineering work had to be carried out in the run-up to the construction 
work. Alongside the excavation of canals to drain swamps, a 16-mile-long 
canal was built between 1728 and 1732 to direct the course of the Bega 



100 Robert Born

along the southern flank of the fortifications. One objective of this was to 
supply the city with potable water and the manufactories in the neighbor-
hood with industrial water. In addition, the watercourse made it possible 
to bring in the huge quantities of wood needed for the foundations of 
the buildings in the swampy underground.82 Another artificial waterway, 
the Bega-Canal between Temeswar and Betschkerek (today Zrenjanin in 
Serbia), was designed to enable the transport of agricultural products and 
goods manufactured in the Banat across the rivers Tisza and Danube to 
other regions of the empire and the neighboring Ottoman Empire.83 One 
important destination inside the Habsburg Empire was the port of Fiume 
(today Croat. Rijeka), which handled the export of agricultural products 
from Hungary and the Banat westwards.84

Alongside these economic objectives, the canals functioned as important 
tools for the self-staging of the state and the ruler in the same way as the 
network of roads, which was simultaneously being developed.85 Corre-
spondingly, the hydraulic construction works figure prominently in the 
Augusta Carolinae Virtutis Monumenta. In the sixth vignette of the title 
page of the chapter dealing with the Aedificia Oeconomica, the figure of 
Heracles, who appears here as the representative of Charles VI, orders the 
river deity to pour water into a canal; the accompanying quotation from 
Virgil alludes to the winning of arable land by draining the marshes.86

The erection of the bastion-shaped ramparts and the structuring of the 
inhabited areas inside and outside the fortress did not follow an overall 
plan. A synopsis of the known plans for the phase 1723–1735 revealed 
in part significantly diverging concepts regarding the layout of the defen-
sive structures and especially the arrangement of the settlements outside 
the ramparts. Of these designs, one variant that has survived in copies in 
Budapest, Dresden, Bern, and Stockholm is worthy of special attention. 
The Europe-wide distribution of the copies leads to the assumption that 
it was a design whose realization was planned but later abandoned. The 
plans illustrate a main fortress with the crown work of St. Catherine situ-
ated to the east, in which barracks and other functions were to be located 
alongside the medieval church of the namesake saint. Further to the east, 
the “Rascian Town” (the former Small Palanka) were to be built as an 
outer work in front of the fortress. Both the interior of the fortress and the 
“Rascian Town” were to be structured as regular square building blocks, 
interspersed by squares.87 Judging from a note on the version of the plan 
for a tripartite fortification preserved in Bern, the project was designed by 
Nicolas Doxat de Morez (1682–1738),88 a military engineer with Swiss 
Calvinist background, who had entered the imperial army in 1712.89

It is conceivable that Doxat de Morez was also involved in the planning 
of the Transylvanian Barracks (Siebenbürger Kaserne) in Temeswar. Such 
an attribution is supported by information in the diary of Metropolitan 
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Mojsije Petrović, who referred to Doxat’s stay in the city.90 The complex 
was completed between 1723 and 1728, thus before the work on the bas-
tioned ramparts commenced. With a total length of almost 500 meters, the 
Transylvanian Barracks were simultaneously one of the earliest monumen-
tal representatives of a building type that remained an important medium 
for visualizing the presence of the state up to the dissolution of the Hab-
sburg monarchy.91 However, the earliest structures of this type were built 
at the end of the seventeenth century, immediately after the Great Turkish 
War in Hungary, and only functioned for a short period.92 A second wave 
of larger complexes emerged under Charles VI in Lower Austria, Temeswar, 
and Belgrade (Württemberg Kaserne). In the Hereditary Lands, the erection 
of these buildings was promoted by the estates in an attempt to lessen the 
burden of quartering placed on the civilian population.93 Similar consid-
erations appear to have played a role in Temeswar as well. In the above-
mentioned petition of 1718, the new municipal council appealed to the 
imperial administration to promote the construction of barracks to alleviate 
the housing situation within the fortress. According to a 1717 survey, more 
than half of the so-called Türkenhäuser were used to house the garrison.94

With the installation of the monumental complex of barracks in Te-
meswar and Belgrade, the provincial administration and the Court War 
Council were certainly pursuing additional goals, too. Alongside ensuring 
rapid mobilization and more effective provisioning, the concentration of 
soldiers in one building enabled extensive control and disciplining.95 The 
Württemberg barracks in Belgrade, built at the same time as the facility in 
Temeswar, also served as the residence of the governor there.96 Compara-
ble quartering of officials presumably also took place in Temeswar.

It was not only the sheer length of the facade (483 m) that made the 
Transylvanian Barracks impressive.97 Its tower, erected above the main 
entrance, was also the first landmark of the new city layout. The double-
headed eagle with the monogram of Emperor Charles VI affixed to the 
top of the tower at the completion of construction work in 1728 is the 
earliest-known example of a public display of an imperial emblem in Te-
meswar.98 Inscriptions or heraldic references to the Habsburg dynasty were 
probably positioned in other parts of the city as well. Analogous to the 
Caroline Fountain in Karlsburg, which was adorned with eagle figures and 
presented in an illustration in the Augusta Carolinae Virtutis Monumenta, 
corresponding symbolic markings were presumably also found on some of 
the six public fountains in Temeswar indicated on a city plan of 1734.99 
The panegyric tract mentions these hydraulic devices together with com-
parable installations and fountains in Vienna and Belgrade. In the case of 
Temeswar, the transfer of water into a new canal network, made possible 
by a sophisticated machine, is praised.100 This is likely to be the city’s first 
water tower, built in 1732, whose designer has not yet been identified.101
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Besides the military engineers, members of the Jesuit mission, such as 
Konrad Kerschensteiner SJ (d. 1728), also participated in resolving the 
tasks related to the water supply, which were essential for urban develop-
ment, as well as the draining of the marshes. He had moved from Buda 
to Temeswar at the request of the Banat administration. In Buda, he had 
coordinated the construction of the Jesuit college and an aqueduct.102 Fur-
thermore, Augustin Haller von Hallerstein SJ (1703–1774) taught aspiring 
military officers about matters of fortification and hydraulic engineering 
at the school opened by the Jesuits in the Banat capital in 1726.103 In the 
report of 1734 mentioned at the outset, Johann Andreas Count Hamilton, 
the second governor of the Banat, emphasized the particular importance 
of spreading the basic rules of the faith and of “geometry and ethics in the 
German language.” For the implementation of these goals, the Jesuits were 
to receive the best possible support from the imperial administration.104

Further special measures taken by Charles VI mentioned in the chapter 
on the Aedificia Civilia were the paving of streets and the improvement of 
street lighting in Naples, Temeswar, Vienna, and Prague.105 The paving of 
the streets in Temeswar, which began in 1722, was an extremely prestig-
ious project, as the stones needed for it had to be transported over long 
distances by ship and by the rural population as corvée work. In addition 
to local prisoners, people who had been sentenced in Vienna to forced 
labor at the fortress construction site in Temeswar were also used for the 
laying of the paving stones.106 Street paving and lighting were considered 
measures to control disease and ensure hygiene, order, and safety and were 
cited in political tracts as examples of “Policey.” Under the umbrella of the 
broad term “Policey,” regulations for the administration of almost all ar-
eas of social life were subsumed.107 Correspondingly, they also influenced 
the urban planning concepts developed at the turn of the eighteenth cen-
tury. France played a leading role in this process.108

Unlike in absolutist France and the planned cities in the bordering terri-
tories of the Holy Roman Empire, such as Karlsruhe and Mannheim, there 
were hardly any monuments to the rulers in the towns built or redesigned 
under the aegis of the Habsburgs.109 One little-noted exception to this 
practice is the equestrian statue of Charles VI at the entrance to the for-
tress in Karlsburg.110 Already in contemporary panegyric, the widespread 
abandonment of this classical vehicle of imperial representation had been 
highlighted as a hallmark of Habsburg virtue. In a series of panegyric texts, 
the modesty and piety of the Habsburgs were contrasted with the vanity 
and extravagance of the French king. This was often combined with the 
praise of the exceptional piety of the Austrian and Spanish lines of the 
House of Habsburg. In the self-understanding of the Habsburgs, the Pietas 
Austriaca was a hereditary trait of this dynasty, comparable to the imperial 
office, the very symbol of divine grace (Figure 4.2).111
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A further way of acknowledging the presence of the sovereign and, at the 
same time, maintaining the memory of the re-founding of the city was the 
naming of the bastions.112 This “patrocinal land seizure” (Karner) or “po-
liticization of the city boundaries” (Kemp), which can also be observed in 
Temeswar, began as a phenomenon in the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries. In this process, the gates and bastions that had been under the protec-
tion of saints in the Middle Ages were re-designated with the names of rulers 
and military commanders.113 In Temeswar, the bastions were dedicated 
to Charles VI and his imperial consort Elisabeth-Christine (1691–1750).  
Later, the names of the successive rulers Theresa, Francis, and Joseph were 
added. Three other bastions commemorated significant figures of the early 
days of the Habsburg city: Prince Eugene, Count Mercy, and Johann An-
dreas Count Hamilton. Finally, the only bastion without a namesake was 
the Castle Bastion (Schlossbastei). This center of the medieval and Ottoman 
fortress was retained in the new fortress but was relegated to the back-
ground as a storage facility. Henceforth, the Parade Square (Paradeplatz, 
today Piața Libertăți) and St. George’s Square (Sankt Georgplatz) before the 
Jesuit Church, whose triangular shape stands out from the otherwise struc-
tured grid of the urban space, served as new points of reference in the city.

The Imperial Component of the Sacralization of the Urban Space 
in Temeswar

Within this special constellation, it appears indicative that the first public 
monument in Temeswar and the entire Banat province was a statue of 
St. John of Nepomuk erected on the Parade Square.114 Starting in the late 
seventeenth century, the devotion of John of Nepomuk functioned as a 
connecting bracket for the conglomerate of Habsburg territories.

His veneration in Temeswar had already begun immediately after the 
handover of the two mosque buildings to the Bosnian Franciscans and 
Jesuits in 1718. The chronicle of the Jesuit mission referred to John of 
Nepomuk in those years as a “Bohemian saint.”115 This mention in the 
sources illustrates that the two religious orders actively promoted the ven-
eration even before the elevation of John of Nepomuk to the honors of the 
altars. The number of venerators, however, may have been far greater than 
the Bohemian countrymen groups from the ranks of the administration, 
the military, and the townspeople. The particular patronages of John of 
Nepomuk included protection against floods as well as against war, both 
of which were ubiquitous occurrences in Temeswar and the Banat.116

According to a report in the Viennese Chronicle (Wiener Diarium) on the 
feast of John of Nepomuk celebrated in Temeswar on May 16, 1721, he is 
mentioned as the “specially chosen patron saint of this Banat.”117 This is 
astonishing, however, as the solemn beatification did not take place until 
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May 31, 1721, by the freshly elected pontiff Innocent XIII (r. 1721–1724). 
Certainly, the installation of the statue of the Bohemian cleric on the Parade 
Square in Temeswar in 1722 had been promoted by the representatives of the 
emperor. Similar initiatives are known from the Habsburg territories in Italy 
(Messina, Naples, Capua, Pavia) and from Austrian Wallachia.118 Frequently, 
the local garrisons were involved in the inauguration ceremonies, thus con-
ferring an official character to these celebrations. That the devotion was 
supported by the imperial house is also evidenced by the fact that between 
1720 and 1721, Charles VI and his spouse Elisabeth-Christine intervened 
in the process of canonization by submitting petitions to Pope Clement XI 
(r. 1700–1721).119 Also at the same time, the first representations appeared, 
showing John of Nepomuk together with members of the imperial family. In 
this light, it is hardly surprising that Charles VI and the Bishop of Csanád, 
Count Nádasdy, designated John of Nepomuk as the “special patron and 
protector of the entire Banat” in 1726.120 That decision preceded Nepomuk’s 
official elevation to the honor of the altars by three years. When appointing 
him as the patron of the Banat, the emperor followed a proposal formulated 
by the provincial administration in 1724. In the same year, a confraternity 
of Nepomuk placed under the patronage of the Immaculate Conception was 
founded on the initiative of the Bosnian Franciscans in Temeswar.121 Mem-
bers of this sodality were both the senior officers of the fortress garrison and 
the president of the civil-military provincial administration.122 Prototypes for 
the Temeswar confraternity were the associations in Prague (1696) and Vi-
enna (1709). The latter was joined by the imperial family in 1717.123

An additional example of the connection between the imperial agenda 
and the veneration of John of Nepomuk is the church dedicated to the 
Bohemian saint, which was the first new sacred building in the fortress. It 
was erected between 1733 and 1736 by Italian craftsmen with the support 
of the provincial government.124 The pediment of the facade was originally 
surmounted by an imperial double-headed eagle with scepter, crown, and 
sword.125 Similar imperial emblems are also found on sacred buildings in 
the capital, such as the Church of the Servites and the Church of Santa Ma-
ria de Mercede of the Spanish Hospital (today Priesterseminarkirche), con-
secrated in 1723. This institution, founded by Charles VI, was intended to 
accommodate the family members of the sovereign’s subjects who had fol-
lowed the ruler to Vienna from Spain or the former Spanish provinces.126

Fortification Construction and the Remodeling of the Urban Space

Facing the church of the Bosnian Franciscans, the seat of the German magis-
trate was built between 1731 and 1736 over the ruins of an Ottoman bath. 
In the upper section of the building, also known as the German Town Hall 
(Teutsches Rathaus), the new coat of arms of the town was prominently 
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displayed. Regarding the symbolic politics in the new Banat provincial capi-
tal, it seems significant that the Habsburg administration had designed a 
new seal for the German magistrate. With this paternalistic gesture, the new 
sovereigns replaced the probably still existing medieval town seal, which 
showed a figure fighting with a dragon-like creature (probably the symbol 
of a heresy).127 The new coat of arms showed a palisade fortification with 
a gate flanked by two towers in the center, with open door wings.128 It is 
highly probable that this was meant as a reference to the Ottoman Forforos 
Gate, through which Prince Eugene had entered the city. This structure, 
together with the so-called Lusthaus des Paschas (Pleasure House of the Pa-
sha) to the north of the Great Palanka, in which the imperial headquarters 
were located during the siege, was preserved as a place of remembrance.129

The inscription placed on either side of the relief presented the new for-
tifications erected under the guidance of Count Mercy as a counterpart to 
the Ottoman ramparts. This presentation was combined with wishes for 
longevity under the wings of the glorious Habsburg eagle and the benefi-
cent scepter of Austria.130 The final passage of the inscription thus appears 
as a description of the also newly installed coat of arms of the Banat of 
Temeswar, on which two eagles protect the central armorial field showing 
a tower gate. Above the central field is the princely crown, and in front 
appear the crossed scepter and sword above a banner with the inscription 
Providentia Imperatorum.131

The Providentia Augusti, the ever-vigilant care for the empire, occupied 
a prominent position in the catalogue of virtues of the Roman emperors 
and was closely linked to their initiatives to raise fortifications to guard 
against external threats. The image of a military camp gate on the reverse 
of a series of fourth-century A.D. coins commemorating the emperors’ 
leadership in securing the borders probably served as a reference for the 
motto and the central escutcheon on the coat of arms of the Temeswar 
Banat.132 This analogy, which has remained unnoticed until now, will be 
contextualized through further studies by the author.

However, the fortifications praised in the inscription had not even been 
completed at that time. As mentioned earlier, the large-scale construction 
started in 1732 with up to 180 masons and seven military engineers building 
the ramparts and galleries under the supervision of a building administra-
tor. There were also numerous artisans who worked as independent con-
tractors. At times, the rural population was also forced to corvée works.133 
In 1734, the Charles Bastion in the north and the Eugene Bastion in the 
west were completed, as can be seen from the inscription plaques placed in 
those areas, the wording of which has been preserved in transcripts from 
the nineteenth century. It is likely that similar inscriptions were also origi-
nally on the outer sides of the other bastions. Both plaques on the outside 
of the Eugene Bastion celebrated the namesake. Their chronograms alluded 
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to the completion of the fortress wall over the foundation stone in 1734, 
the conquest of the city in 1716, and the capture of the city by the Otto-
mans in 1552.134 The inscription on the Charles Bastion emphasized the 
new beginning after 164 years under the “Turkish yoke.” The founding 
of these new bastions by the “Austrian Jupiter” took place in the name of 
religion and in the service of the “Austrian nation.” The emphasis on the 
firmness and strength of the new fortifications was intended as a reference 
to Emperor Charles VI’s personal motto constantia et fortitudine.135

The elaborate chronograms and the recurrent topoi of the imperial pan-
egyric suggest a leading role of the local Jesuit mission in the elaboration 
of these propagandistic statements. Furthermore, the listing of the most 
recent developments in the Banat capital – in part even projects in the 
planning stage – in Höller/Keller’s tract is indicative of a circulation of 
information and concepts between Temeswar and the imperial capital, in 
which Jesuit actors played a leading role not least due to their function 
as confessors of a series of Habsburg rulers. In addition – not least out 
of gratitude to Charles VI, the founder of the Temeswar Mission – the 
Jesuits acted locally as the most important promoters of imperial positions 
through festive church services and musical and theatrical performances 
on the anniversaries of the takeover of the city by the imperial troops and 
the holidays associated with the members of the imperial house (birthdays, 
festivals of the patron saints).136

It appears that around 1733 plans were developed to establish a gener-
ously proportioned square in the northern part of the fortress. The new 
cathedral of the bishopric of Csanád and the episcopal residence were to be 
built there alongside the new building of the Generalate (Ger. Generalat-
shaus).137 In the plans drawn up between 1733 and 1735, these facilities 
appear as monumental complexes whose elongated façades and block-like 
structures show clear analogies to buildings such as the Palace of the In-
valides (Ger. Invalidenhaus), a hospital and barracks for disabled soldiers 
in Pest, one of the most ambitious imperial construction undertakings of 
the time.138 These conceptual analogies to the complex in Pest, which was 
designed and realized under the aegis of the Imperial Construction Of-
fice, suggest that the planning in Temeswar was modeled on specifications 
from central institutions in Vienna.139 A further indication of this is the 
hierarchical staging of the administrative functions in the cityscape that 
can be discerned from the plans. The episcopal ensemble was to become a 
dominant element of the cityscape, but without competing with the facili-
ties of the secular institutions. In this way, the plans for Temeswar differ 
significantly from episcopal residences that were planned contemporane-
ously in Hungary, whose marked isolation from the urban area, according 
to Miklós Mojzer, had its roots in the self-image of the bishops residing 
there as feudal lords of the respective territories.140
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The Emergence of a Multi-Confessional and Multi-Ethnic  
Urban Space

The defeat of the Habsburgs in the Turkish War 1738–1739 and the ensu-
ing plague epidemic in the Banat marked a dramatic rupture in the activi-
ties of the Viennese institutions in this region. Even though Temeswar had 
not been besieged during the conflict, marauding units led by Romanian 
harambasas (senior commanders of hajduk/brigand groups) caused mas-
sive damage to the civilian settlements and installations under construction 
in the Banat. Moreover, a fire destroyed a considerable part of the Great 
Palanka in 1738, including the wooden building of the old Greek Ortho-
dox bishop’s church. The fire had been set intentionally by the Habsburg 
authorities in an attempt to contain the expansion of the epidemic in the 
largely depopulated Great Palanka. Altogether, more than one-fifth of the 
city’s residents fell victim to the rampant epidemic.

Upon the return of the territories south of the Danube-Sava line and 
Lesser Wallachia to Ottoman control, as stipulated in the peace treaty 
of Belgrade in 1739, Temeswar emerged as an important center for the 
military security of the empire.141 As a consequence of the acts of war 
and the subsequent reorganization of territorial boundaries, the Banat 
became a destination for migratory movements once again. These were 
Romanian and Bulgarian groups from Lesser Wallachia, as well as groups 
of Serbs who fled to the Habsburg territory. Furthermore, in 1739, the  
commander-in-chief of the Habsburg troops, Georg Olivier Count of Wallis  
(1673–1744), granted permission to the Sephardic Jews, who had fled Bel-
grade, to settle in Temeswar.142

With the death of Charles VI in 1740, the Banat once again became the 
subject of Hungarian claims for reincorporation. At the Coronation Diet in 
Preßburg (Hung. Pozsony today Bratislava in Slovakia) in 1741, Empress 
Maria Theresa consented in principle to this demand, but pointed out that 
reincorporation would not be feasible given the prevailing war with Prus-
sia. Along with the peace treaty of Dresden, in which the Habsburg Empire 
gave up large parts of Silesia, a restructuring of the administration of the 
Banat was initiated in 1745. The newly created Commissio Aulica in Ba
naticis, Transsylvanicis et Illyricis (The Court Commission for the Banat, 
Transylvania and the Illyricum) under the presidency of Count Ferdinand 
Kollowrat-Krakowsky (1682–1751) was at first placed under the control 
of the empress as an advisory body and was then transformed into a court 
deputation in 1747. The latter was to govern both the territorial units of 
the Banat and Transylvania as well as the “Illyrian Nation,” the contem-
porary term used for the Serbian Orthodox population irrespective of their 
concrete settlement area. These were the territories of Banat, Slavonia, 
and Syrmia, whose Greek Orthodox confessional communities rejected a 
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reincorporation of these territories into the Kingdom of Hungary, as well 
as the Serbian diaspora in Inner Hungary.143 In addition, the new adminis-
trative institution was intended to counteract the initiatives of Tsarist Rus-
sia, which since the early 1750s strove to act as a protector of the Greek 
Orthodox groups in the region.144

This restructuring of the administration, partly influenced by external 
political developments, impacted the configuration of the interior of the 
fortress and the suburbs of Temeswar. In order to integrate the Rascians to 
a greater extent, the area of jurisdiction of their magistrate was redrawn. 
The jurisdiction of the latter was extended to the area of the settlement 
Fabrique developed northeast of the fortress, whose name alludes to the 
manufactures built there before 1739, as well as to the new settlement of 
Mehalla in the southeast. In addition, Rascian merchants gained the op-
portunity to purchase real estate within the fortress. Consequently, the 
Rascian community gained new opportunities to position its image within 
the urban space.

The primary arena for the staging of this community was the square site 
under construction in the northern part of the fortification (see Figure 4.2). 
On the narrow western side of the square, an ensemble of buildings was 
created in which the leading institutions of the Rascian population were 
located. The centerpiece of this complex was the new Greek Orthodox ca-
thedral, built from 1740 onward, and the adjacent residence of the eparch. 
The rapid mobilization of financial resources from the Serbian-Romanian 
diocesan fund and subsidies from Karlowitz, as well as donations from 
parishioners, enabled the completion of the congregation’s room between 
1744 and 1748. The towers, which were originally planned, were not 
built until 1791. Thus, the Rascian parish managed to complete the main 
church of their diocese faster than the Roman Catholic Episcopal Church 
on the opposite narrow side of the square, which had already commenced 
in 1736.145 At the end of the western front of the square, the Rascian com-
munity’s school building was erected (Figure 4.3).

The Rascian complex was completed with the town house of the Ras-
cian magistrate, which was built to the north of the Episcopal Residence 
between 1758 and 1761 following a design prepared in Vienna.146 The 
dimensions of the council building vastly exceeded the requirements, so 
that from 1771 the council hall was initially rented out for theatre per-
formances. In 1776, the entire building was even turned into a (German) 
theatre. This transformation took place at a time when corresponding in-
stitutions were being built in the major cities of the Kingdom of Hungary, 
such as Buda, Preßburg, or Hermannstadt (today Rom. Sibiu) in Transyl-
vania. Theatres were considered indicators of urbanity in those years and, 
according to the ideas of some Cameralist authors, in addition, fulfilled a 
moral and educational function.147
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Along the southern longitudinal sides of the square, the Governor’s 
House and the Palace of the President of the Provincial Administration 
were erected, while on the narrow eastern side, an additional monumental 
landmark was built in the form of the Roman Catholic Cathedral Church. 
The foundation stone for this sacred building, which had been donated by 
Charles VI, was laid as early as 1736, but the work could not be completed 
until 1776. This imperial endowment was deemed to be an act of piety 
and, beyond that, the cultivation of tradition. Such interpretations are sup-
ported not only by the aforementioned central illustration of the Aedificia 
Sacra in Höller’s treatise but also by the charter of the foundation stone 
of the new cathedral of the venerable bishopric of Csanád. At the same 
time, the inscription indicated that the re-establishment of the cathedral 
was only possible within the secure framework of the new fortification, 
whose construction was made possible by constantia et fortitudine, the 
virtues mentioned in Charles VI’s personal devise.148 In accordance with 
the particularly representative aspirations, the elaboration of the design 
was carried out in the Viennese Imperial Construction Office. Stylistic ar-
guments and above all the analogies to prominent buildings erected under 
the patronage of Charles VI even speak to a leading role of the head of this 
institution, Joseph Emanuel Fischer von Erlach (1693–1742) in the design 
process. Another indication of a relationship with this group of imperial 
buildings is provided by the sculptural elements of the cathedral church, 
which were not fully executed but have been preserved in a facade view 
from 1762. The crowns and double-headed eagle sculptures presented 
there appear in similar form in the designs for the transformation of the 

Figure 4.3  Former Complex of Buildings of the Rascian Community in Temeswar 
with the Bishop’s Residence, the Greek Orthodox Bishop’s Church, and 
the Rascian School (from left to right). Photo by Robert Born, 2020.
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Abbey in Klosterneuburg into an imperial residence and spiritual center 
after the model of the Escorial in Spain, a project in which Joseph Ema-
nuel Fischer von Erlach also played a leading role. In Temeswar, only the  
double-headed eagle on the lower pediment as well as two further coun-
terparts in the interior of the church was realized of the originally planned 
imperial emblems.149 Other imperial symbols in the interior are the larger-
than-life statues of St. Charles Borromeo and St. Teresa of Avila, the pa-
trons of Charles VI and his successor Maria Theresa (r. 1740–1780), under 
whose reign the church was completed.150

These sculptures seem to be interlocked with other monuments in the 
city – first and foremost with the Trinity Column on the square in front 
of the church. The monumental sculptural ensemble, together with the  
St. Rosalia Chapel, built outside the fortifications but no longer preserved, 
is one of the most impressive monuments commemorating the menace 
posed by the plague and Turkish troops to the city’s population.

The column was created in 1740 in a Viennese workshop by order of 
the Administration Councilor Johann Anton de Jean (Deschan) Hannsen 
(1686–1760) and was subsequently transported by ship to Temeswar. 
Upon arrival, the column was first installed with the support of profes-
sionals of the provincial administration on the square situated between 
the Transylvanian Barracks, the residence of the Jesuit Mission, and the 
Administration Council (Landesadministration).151 The surviving written 
explanations of the program allow for a reconstruction of the original in-
tentions of the founder. According to this, the statues of Saints Francis Xa-
vier, Anthony, and John of God, which were originally placed around the 
monument, were intended to represent the three religious orders (Jesuits, 
Franciscans, and Brother Hospitallers) active in the city. The three reliefs 
placed on the column shaft depict the scourges of plague, famine, and war. 
On the next level, the figures of Saints Rochus, Sebastian, Charles Borro-
meo, and the heremit Rosalia, lying in a cave, are grouped together. Some-
what higher up, and thus slightly more prominent, is the Banat patron saint 
John Nepomuk, together with St. Barbara, the patron saint of miners and 
of the dying, and King David. A special feature is the emblem of the impe-
rial eagle, which is hidden today and on the chest of which the Temeswar 
coat of arms was affixed. The uppermost completion is the group of the 
Holy Trinity, with God the Father and Christ crowning the Blessed Lady.152 
Conspicuously, the crown was designed in close imitation of the Rudol-
phine (Habsburg) House Crown.153 The prominent staging of the emblems 
of imperial highness was intended to show the closeness of the local elites 
with the ruling house. After the estate was sold by Johann Anton de Jean 
Hannsen in 1742, the votive column was dismantled. The re-erection on 
the square between the two Roman Catholic and the Greek Orthodox epis-
copal churches did not take place until after October 1755.154
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Almost at the same time, the so-called Marian or Nepomuk Column was 
erected on the Parade Square. The votive monument was commissioned by 
the Nepomuk Congregation and replaced the aforementioned statue of the 
Bohemian saint on the square. In accordance with the patrocinium of the 
sodality, John of Nepomuk appears here below the statue of the Immacu-
lata. Similar to the Trinity Column, this monument was also manufactured 
in a Viennese workshop and brought to Temeswar on the waterway.155

The erection of the two votive monuments in the city’s main squares 
conforms to a practice whose most prominent antecedent was the imperial- 
controlled sculptural appropriation of space in the imperial capital in the 
second half of the seventeenth century. Thereafter, this practice was rep-
licated in almost all the cities of the empire. The propagandistic exalta-
tion of the Pietas Austriaca thereby superseded the pillories, which had 
been installed in the main squares since the Late Middle Ages, and which 
were among the most significant markers of municipal legal authority. So 
far, research has primarily interpreted the erection of the two monuments 
in Temeswar as a form of overcoming the crises triggered by the latest 
plague and war. In addition, the iconographic program of these financially 
very lavish monuments served to implement a dynastic model of piety. As 
shown by the example of the devotion of John of Nepomuk, this demon
stratio catholica also provided an offer of identification to almost all social 
classes. Thus, the donors, who belonged to the top echelons of the provin-
cial administration in Temeswar, were able to showcase their confessional 
identity as well as their loyalty to the imperial house in a tangible way.156

We can also observe comparable constellations among the donations of 
liturgical furnishings for the sacred buildings in Temeswar. Most of these 
were also ordered by the heads of the Banat administration in Vienna.157 
In their selection of subjects, they also reacted to currents of popular 
piety and at the same time propagated central components of the post- 
Tridentine confessional culture. Moreover, the works donated to the 
churches were linked to the monuments in the public space performatively 
by way of processions, which brought about a sacralization of the public 
space. In a similar way as in the imperial capital, where the Corpus Christi 
procession attained a state-significant note through the participation of 
the imperial family,158 the heads of the secular and military administration 
in Temeswar became important actors in the celebrations on the occasion 
of this feast. The processions started at the Jesuit church and proceeded 
to the residences of the fortress commander, the provincial governor, the 
councilor, and the church of the Bosnian Franciscans. Altars were set up 
at each of the stations. Prominently involved in the procession were repre-
sentatives of the military as porters of the canopy and the town magistrates 
who followed, bearing torches.159 For a long time, processions remained a 
constant element of public life. The procession to St. Rosalia’s Chapel was 
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an annual event until the onset of the First World War. Not least because 
of this, the Roman Catholic denomination remained particularly present 
in the public sphere of the fortress. Similar public events were held by the 
Greek Orthodox believers in the suburbs. Within the fortress, the complex 
consisting of the Episcopal Church and the Rascian School and Town Hall 
was the scene of assemblies of the Serbians, where national demands were 
increasingly articulated.160

In contrast to the Roman Catholic and Greek Orthodox groups, the 
Jewish communities at first had no official representation. It is likely that 
both communities settled inside the fortress only after the dramatic events 
of 1738–1739. The situation of the communities initially deteriorated dur-
ing the reign of Empress Maria Theresa, who was notorious for her hostile 
attitude toward Jews. During the War of the Austrian Succession (1740–
1748), the city’s Jews had been repeatedly summoned to leave, but they 
were then able to remain in the city after paying a dramatically increased 
tolerance tax.161 The empress’s negative attitude is documented by a plan 
presented to the monarch at a meeting with her advisors in 1749. At that 
time, the two Jewish communities used a vaulted room in the former Otto-
man fortress gate, which had been preserved as a commemorative place of 
the entrance of Prince Eugene as a house of prayer.162 During the aforemen-
tioned meeting, a proposal was made to the Empress to establish a Jewish 
quarry opposite the Rascian Town Hall.163 By moving to this area, the sec-
tion of the former Ottoman city gate was intended to be made available for 
the construction of a Greek Catholic and Armenian church.164 The empress 
rejected the project and personally noted on the plans that she “did not 
want the Jews in the city.” The formation of a Jewish quarter inside the 
fortress was nonetheless pursued, as can be seen from the city plans drawn 
up after 1758.165 Two synagogues were built close to each other after 1760. 
The construction of these buildings was accompanied by imperial authori-
ties.166 This episode illustrates that the much-vaunted coexistence of ethnic 
groups and confessions in Temeswar today is less a result of an enlightened 
policy of the Habsburg rulers than a reaction to the changed foreign policy 
constellations and, moreover, the outcome of protracted negotiations at 
the local level.

The originally planned Greek Catholic and Armenian churches in the 
neighborhood have not been built. The first Greek Catholic church was 
presumably constructed only around 1770 in the Fabrique suburb. This 
was a simple building whose sober design shows significant similarity to 
the parish churches built at the same time in the other suburbs of the Ba-
nat capital and in the newly established rural settlements. The parallels 
between these areas were not limited to the formal design of the religious 
buildings. The newly planned Temeswar suburbs after 1744, as well as the 
rural settlements, were organized according to a regular grid with a central 
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square around which the church and other most important functionar-
ies were grouped. Between 1764 and 1772, 34 villages were built for the 
colonists who had immigrated to the Banat. Over 9,000 houses were con-
structed in a similar way to the churches and the buildings for the officials 
based on normed plans.167 The typified designs for specific construction 
tasks – which had been developed under the special preconditions existing 
in the Neoaquistica, where building operations were directly subordinated 
to the Viennese central administration or the regional commanders – were 
supposed to meet economic and functional requirements.168 The standard-
ized building types and settlement models developed in this area were ex-
tensively implemented during the colonization of Galicia at the end of the 
eighteenth century. The uniformly designed buildings, together with the 
votive columns, remain important visual markers of the former Habsburg 
Empire in East Central and Southeast Europe to the present day.

With the interventions in the natural environment and the centrally con-
trolled population policy (settlement of colonist groups in coordination 
with mercantilist policy), the spread of this uniform architecture had a 
decisive impact on the appearance of the cultural landscape on the middle 
reaches of the Danube.

These operations and, in particular, the environmental interventions (me-
lioration; introduction of new monocultures) led to a profound transfor-
mation in the country’s structure, which has clear parallels with the other 
settlement initiatives of European powers, such as those under Catherine II 
(r. 1762–1796) in southern Russia and the poblaciones established under 
Carlos IV (r. 1788–1808) in Spain, as well as the settlements established 
in North America during the eighteenth century.169 The settlements in the 
Banat designed on a drawing board and the connected system of land use 
were already criticized in the eighteenth century. The most prominent dis-
approving statements came from Emperor Joseph II (r. 1765–1790), who 
already at the beginning of his co-regency requested a change in the consti-
tutional status of the Cameral Banat and influenced the empress’s decision 
to agree to a reincorporation into the Kingdom of Hungary. With the in-
corporation in 1778, the Banat was subordinated to the Hungarian county 
system, thus concluding a period of intensive activities of the Viennese 
authorities in a peripheral region of the empire.

Concluding Remarks

The genesis of Habsburg Temeswar as an imperial center in Southeastern 
Europe presented here was, contrary to widespread opinion, not a lin-
ear progression. The realization of the new, regularly structured Baroque 
city complex and the massive fortifications is marked by a multitude of 
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changes in plans, which were at times caused by developments in foreign 
policy or catastrophes such as the plague epidemic of 1739. Nevertheless, 
the construction of the new city complex was one of the most elaborate 
urbanistic projects of the eighteenth century in the Habsburg Empire and 
at the same time a field of experimentation for planning in which military, 
economic, and, above all, denominational aspects were the determining 
factors. The confessional segregation of the inhabitants practiced until 
the middle of the eighteenth-century stands in striking contrast to today’s 
widespread image of a Baroque city shaped by the Enlightenment. In ac-
cordance with the intentions of the Habsburg rulers to establish Temeswar 
as a military-confessional outpost of the imperial capital Vienna in the 
border region to the Ottoman Empire, the military facilities and the sacral 
buildings formed the most important platforms for the visualization of the 
imperial house. In addition to the few, but lavish, imperial endowments 
on site, the monuments erected by the top echelons of the administration 
played an important role in the visualization of the ruling dynasty. The 
concentration of these elements and their design by leading artists of the 
time visualizes the rank of Temeswar as an imperial city. In addition, these 
monuments, closely associated with a post-Tridentine agenda, also func-
tion as a visual link between Temeswar and the empire’s centers of Vienna, 
Prague, or Buda.
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Izraelita Magyar Irodalmi Társulat Évkönyve 34 (1912): 293–341.

 



Temeswar as an Imperial City 127

Diplich, Hans. Die Domkirche in Temeswar: Ein Beitrag zu ihrer Baugeschichte. 
Munich: Südostdeutsches Kulturwerk, 1972.

Engelberg, Meinrad von. “Partielle Autonomie und ‚Stellvertretende Repräsenta-
tion‘ oder: Gibt es ein ‚habsburgisches‘ Stadtbild?” In Les villes des Habsbourg 
du XVe au XIXe siècle: Communication, art et pouvoir dans les réseaux urbains, 
edited by Ludolf Pelizaeus, 135–54. Reims: Éditions et Presses universitaires de 
Reims, 2021.

Fata, Márta. “Karl Alexander von Württemberg: Kaiserlicher General und Statt-
halter von Serbien.” In Die Türkenkriege des 18. Jahrhunderts. Wahrnehmen –  
Wissen – Erinnern, edited by Wolfgang Zimmermann and Josef Wolf, 43–71. 
Regensburg: Schnell & Steiner 2017.

Feneşan, Cristina. Cultura otomană a vilayetului Timişoara (1552–1716). 
Timişoara: Editura de Vest, 2004.

Fodor, Pál. “Das Wilajet von Temeschwar zur Zeit der osmanischen Eroberung.” 
SüdostForschungen 55 (1996): 25–44.

Forțiu, Sorin. “Despre prima atestare a denumirii BANATVS TIMISVARIENSIS 
(1685).” Analele Banatului, Serie Nouă, ArheologieIstorie 14, no. 2 (2006): 
67–113.

Garms-Cornides, Elisabeth. “Pietas Austriaca – Heiligenverehrung und Fron-
leichnamsprozession.” In 300 Jahre Karl VI. 1711–1740: Spuren der Herrschaft 
des “letzten” Habsburgers, edited by Stefan Seitschek et al. 185–97. Vienna: 
Österreichisches Staatsarchiv, 2011.

Gerő, Győző. Turkish Monuments in Hungary. Budapest: Corvina Press, 1976.
Gräf, Rudolf, and Sandra Hirsch, eds. Herrschaftswechsel: Die Befreiung Te

meswars im Jahre 1716. Cluj-Napoca: Editura Academia Română, 2016.
Griselini, Francesco. Versuch einer politischen und natürlichen Geschichte des te

meswarer Banats in Briefen an Standespersonen und Gelehrte, Erster Theil. Vi-
enna: Johann Paul Krauß, 1780.

Hamilton, Johann Andreas Graf von. “Chronographia Bannatus Temessiensis sub 
auspiciis novi gubernatoris edita (1734).” In Quellen zur Wirtschafts, Sozial 
und Verwaltungsgeschichte des Banats im 18. Jahrhundert, edited by Josef Wolf, 
47–127. Tübingen: Institut für Donauschwäbische Geschichte und Landeskunde, 
1995.

Hausmann, Guido. “Die Unterwerfung der Natur als imperiale Veranstaltung, 
Bau und Eröffnung des Ladoga-Kanals in Russland im frühen 18. Jahrhundert.” 
Frühneuzeit Info 19, no. 2 (2008): 59–71.

Hegyi, Klára. A török hódoltság várai és várkatonasága. Vol. III. A temesvári, 
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Kopeczny, Zsuzsanna. “Reşedinţa regală medievală de la Timişoara (The Medieval 
Royal Residence from Timişoara).” Analele Banatului, Serie ArheologieIstorie 
21 (2013): 211–31.

Korhecz Papp, Zsuzsanna, and Borbála Fábián. “A Kapisztrán Szent Jánosról 
nevezett Ferences Rendtartomány barokk művészeti öröksége / The Baroque Art 
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5 Imperial Power, Imperial Identity, 
and Kazan Architecture
Visualizing the Empire in a 
Nineteenth-Century Russian Province

Gulchachak Nugmanova

The imperial idea of a great state was a central concept of Russian history 
beginning at least from Peter I.1 It was this idea that turned Muscovy into 
the Russian Empire and that inspired the government of Catherine the 
Great to start an ambitious project, unprecedented in scale, of transform-
ing the medieval structures of all Russian cities. The architectural model of 
an imperial city first materialized during the construction of the new capi-
tal of St. Petersburg. From the second half of the eighteenth century, it was 
implemented by the government throughout the vast expanse of the rest 
of Russia through the strict regulation of building activities, including the 
artistic styles of the edifices. This project was implemented throughout the 
long nineteenth century and was filled with new content and demonstrated 
various forms of visual expressions of the imperial idea on the periphery 
of the empire.

In this chapter, I explore the creation of an imperial image of the pro-
vincial city of Kazan. Kazan was the former capital of the Kazan Khanate, 
which had separated from the Golden Horde in 1438. The conquest of the 
Khanate of Kazan by Ivan IV the Terrible in 1552 was a key event in Rus-
sian history. It was this event that Muscovites associated with the transfor-
mation of Muscovy into a tsardom. Subsequently, the annexation of this 
ethnically non-Slavic region was interpreted as the beginning of Muscovy’s 
imperial expansion and its transformation into a multinational empire.2

The Kazan campaign was seen by contemporaries as a crusade against Is-
lam for the spread of Orthodox Christianity. According to the understand-
ing of the time, the victory could only be won by transforming the former 
capital of Islam into a Christian city – i.e., by destroying mosques and 
building Orthodox churches in their place. The first Orthodox churches 
in the conquered city were erected in two or three days on sites indicated 
personally by Ivan the Terrible and were sanctified in his presence. The 
discovery of the icon of the Mother of God of Kazan near the kremlin in 
1579 was perceived as an important piece of evidence of the divine blessing 
of the Kazan conquest. The monastery founded in the same year on this 
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site enjoyed therefore the special favor of the Russian monarchs, and the 
icon became the patroness of the Romanov dynasty.

Thus, Kazan evolved from the capital of the Tatar Khanate, which played 
an important role in trade relations between the West and the East, into the 
principal town of the Russian administration in the east of European Rus-
sia with a multiethnic and multicultural population. At the beginning of 
the nineteenth century, the population of Kazan numbered 17,000 people, 
mostly Russians. The second largest group of 5,000 people were Tartars, 
living compactly and separately from the Russians in the Tatar settlement, 
a special part of the city.3 Sergei Solov’ev, Russia’s leading historian of 
the nineteenth century, presented the conquest of Kazan as “an inevitable 
event of the general course of history in Eastern Europe,” conditioned by 
the aspirations of the Russian state to the “rich countries” of the East. Due 
to the geographical, historical, and symbolic significance of Kazan, the 
city was ascribed a special civilizing mission, associated with planting “the 
fruits of European science and enlightenment in a remote and half-wild 
land,” as Solov’ev put it.4 The administration of the vast eastern territories 
required appropriate institutions. Kazan was defined as the center of a 
huge educational district stretching from the Volga to the Far East, as well 
as of a military and a judicial district. In the words of Robert Geraci, the 
city became a true “window to the East” for Russia.5

This chapter shows how the state’s vision of an imperial city was real-
ized in Kazan in the nineteenth century, which was a time of romanticism, 
historicism, and national revival. During this period, the idea of the glory 
and greatness of the country and, at the same time, of the specific place of 
individual regions in history was formed in the Russian public conscious-
ness. I am interested in what role the region’s past and the importance 
attached to the city in the official ideology of the Russian state played 
in representation of the empire in the emerging urban landscape of Ka-
zan. New urban accents and local historical and architectural monuments  
are the focus of my attention, with the kremlin – which was viewed by  
St. Petersburg as a captured Tatar fortress – at the center.

The growth of national self-awareness engulfed not only the Russians 
but also the ethnic and religious minorities of the empire. The Muslim Ta-
tars of Kazan with their own architectural traditions and their own sites of 
historical memory formed a significant part of the population of the city. 
I analyze how these traditions interacted with state norms and legislation 
and what tools and approaches were used by the authorities and by the 
local population.

The inseparable connection of the national idea with the religious one 
as the main component of the people’s self-identification in the nineteenth 
century requires a special consideration of the construction regulations of 
religious buildings. The design of prayer houses was based on the romantic 
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idea that the peculiarities of a national culture were determined by its ori-
gins. However, the example of Kazan shows that architectural models is-
sued by the government were often at odds with local traditional practices. 
The preferential treatment of Russian Orthodoxy as the main state religion 
by the authorities worsened the situation of the non-Christian communi-
ties in the country. In Kazan, the emergence of a Jewish community, whose 
religious claims were perceived as especially painful by the local authori-
ties, exacerbated the situation. In the light of national and confessional 
movements, I am thus also interested in the fate of Kazan’s Tatar settle-
ment, which appeared soon after the conquest of Kazan and which was 
integrated into a single urban space by the regular plan of 1768. A striking 
manifestation of these processes was the territorial re-establishment of the 
Old Tatar settlement around Sennaia Square, which became a symbol of 
the national revival of the Tatars at the beginning of the twentieth century. 
In general, the architectural processes in Kazan demonstrate the experience 
of the empire and the construction of an imperial identity in an annexed 
non-Russian and non-Orthodox region.

Imperial Images in Urban Space

Catherine II visited Kazan in 1767, and during this trip, which she under-
took to “get acquainted with the eastern regions of the state,” the Empress 
discovered the ethnocultural diversity of the empire and realized the need 
to unite the peoples inhabiting the country around common European val-
ues and culture.6 In a letter to Voltaire, written from Kazan, she called this 
plan of hers “to sew a dress that would be suitable for everyone.”7 Its im-
plementation acquired a distinct spatial expression through the creation of 
unified architectural and urban forms for Russia’s towns and cities, based 
on European norms of regularity. All cities were now supposed to be built 
according to a regular plan, which had to be approved by the Empress and 
thus acquired the force of law.8 The city was conceived as a unique archi-
tectural ensemble, the appearance of which would correspond to general 
European artistic norms. The canons of “Europeanness” were determined 
by the emperor, who personally approved the facades of the buildings.

Kazan became one of the first cities to receive an approved city plan. 
Catherine signed it in March 1768, less than a year after her trip to Kazan. 
It radically changed the medieval layout of the city and successively con-
solidated the historical structure of the city center (Figures 5.1a and 5.1b). 
The boundaries of the city were significantly expanded by incorporating 
the suburban settlements into the city limits. The traditional three-part ra-
dial-ring structure of Kazan had included the historical core – the kremlin –  
which was surrounded by a posad (suburb), whose wooden walls had 
already disappeared in the 1730s, and numerous slobodas (suburban 
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settlements) further outside.9 The stone kremlin had been built at the con-
fluence of the Kazanka and Bulak rivers in place of the Tatar fortress during 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (see Figures 5.1a and 5.1b,C). The 
market square with the Gostinyi Dvor (merchant center, G) and Ioanno-
Predtechenskii (John the Baptist) Monastery (H) adjoined the kremlin’s 
Spasskaia (Savior) Tower on the south. Voskresenskaia Street stretched 
along the crest of the hill from here. The transverse axis embraced the 
kremlin in an arc and connected the Gostinyi Dvor with the Bogorodits-
kii (Mother of God) Monastery (D) founded shortly after the conquest 
of Kazan. By the early nineteenth century, the street structure was fully 
adapted to the principles of regularity. The straightened streets were lined 
with two-story buildings with flat facades in the early neoclassical style. 
Thus began the formation of Kazan as an imperial city with a spectacular 
architectural appearance.

Since the reign of Peter I, architecture in Russia has served as a means 
of expressing the state’s main political and ideological concepts, which al-
lowed Evgenia Kirichenko to count it among the most state-controlled of 
all types of arts.10 The central political role of architecture was derived from 
its perception as the fastest (especially in comparison with the transforma-
tion of social institutions) and the most convincing means of demonstrat-
ing new values. The regularity that formed the basis for the organization 
of Russian settlements since the rule of Catherine II was an architectural 
metaphor for the decisive role of the imperial state in organizing society. 
The power center and the rest of the empire were embodied in the plans 
of cities in the form of an urban center and uniform residential quarters. 
Regular urban development made the sovereign’s oversight of the empire 
visible, which even followed the facades of private houses. Model projects 
unified the urban environment, turning it into an illustration of equality of 
all in the eyes of the monarch. The image of the city was associated with its 
center, as the domain of spiritual and social life, and national and religious 
landmarks were concentrated here as well.

In architecture, neoclassicism is considered the universal language for 
expressing imperial ideas. In Russia, this style entered its heyday from 
the second half of the 1770s, programmatically announced in the project 
of the Troitskii (Trinity) Church of the Alexander Nevskii Monastery in 
St. Petersburg by Ivan Starov. In Kazan, new ensembles and buildings were 
created in key spaces and significant parts of the city. Here, the first build-
ing designed in the new style was the Bogoroditskii Monastery just outside 
the kremlin. This monastery had an enormous ideological significance for 
the dynasty and the empire, as it had been built at the place where the icon 
of the Mother of God of Kazan had allegedly been found in 1579, who 
then became the patroness of the Romanov dynasty. Visiting the monas-
tery may have been one of the goals of Catherine’s Kazan visit of 1767, as 
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she was the first Russian monarch to use the ceremonial opportunities of 
trips to demonstrate her power.11 In 1790, the year of the consecration of 
the Troitskii Church in St. Petersburg, Catherine II commissioned Starov 
to develop a church project for the Kazan Bogoroditskii Monastery, which 
she remembered from her visit to Kazan.12 Starov’s project was approved 
by Catherine in 1791, but it owed its implementation to the arrival of 
Emperor Paul I in the city, in whose presence the first stone of the church 
was laid in 1798.13 Paul visited Kazan in connection with the planned con-
struction of the Kazan Cathedral in St. Petersburg, which was conceived 
by the emperor as a place to store a copy of the icon of the Kazan Mother 
of God. The copy had been made immediately after the discovery, and in 
the eighteenth century it was moved from Moscow to the new capital by 
Peter I. Paul’s trip to the place of the icon’s discovery, on the eve of the 
construction of the St. Petersburg Kazan Cathedral, which was designed to 
become a symbol of Russian statehood, confirmed the special veneration 
of the icon as the heavenly patroness of the House of Romanov.14

During his journey to Kazan, the emperor was accompanied by his eld-
est sons – Konstantin and Alexander, the heir to the throne. The latter, 
upon his ascension to the throne as Alexander I, provided annual funding 
until the church of the Kazan Bogoroditskii Monastery was completed in 
1808.15 It was still under construction when the entire monastic complex 
was redesigned. Its territory almost doubled by incorporating the adja-
cent undeveloped areas. The ensemble conceived around the church was 
a symmetrical composition with an oval square framed by a colonnade 
and monastic buildings located along its perimeter.16 The layout obviously 
mirrored St. Peter’s Square in Rome, the most famous monument of the 
Christian world. However, it was actually based on the Kazan Cathedral in 
St.  Petersburg by Andrei Voronikhin with its famous semicircular colonnade 
facing Nevskii Prospect (built 1801–1811). The fact that the two churches 
in Kazan and St. Petersburg were dedicated to the same icon determined 
the semantic connection between them, which the creator of the monastic 
ensemble in Kazan visualized through architecture. The first contained the 
original of the icon of the Mother of God of Kazan, and the other its copy.

Even though Alexander I approved the Bogoroditskii Monastery pro-
ject in 1810 and allocated funds for its implementation, buildings were 
erected only along the northern arc of the oval square in the first half of 
the nineteenth century. Only the visit of the chief prosecutor of the Holy 
Synod in 1861 provided the impetus to return to what had been intended.17 
The next year the abbess expressed the desire to complete the ensemble. 
According to Russian building legislation, a project approved by the em-
peror remained valid for 50 years, and then lost its legal force. More time 
had passed since Alexander I had approved the Bogoroditskii Monastery 
project. Nevertheless, it was “in this symmetrical arrangement” that the 
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abbess wanted to complete the monastic complex.18 The desire to imple-
ment the neoclassic project was so strong that it did not succumb to the 
direct instructions from the metropolitan officials urging the drafting of 
a project to meet the present needs of the monastery and to disregard the 
projects of 1810, which had lost their validity after more than 50 years, 
as the officials argued.19 Its implementation was timed to coincide with 
the celebration of the 300th anniversary of the acquisition of the icon of 
the Mother of God of Kazan in 1879. In 1910–1913, on the initiative of 
Grand Duchess Elizabeth Feodorovna, and by the design of her favorite 
architect Alexei Shchusev, a crypt was arranged in the basement of the 
cathedral at the place where the icon had allegedly been found. The open-
ing ceremony was held in the presence of the princess herself, and the holy 
place was named “Kazan Caves.”20 The inclusion of the monastery into 
the program of celebration of the Romanov dynasty’s 300th anniversary 
demonstrated for the last time its significance for the imperial family and 
for the empire as a whole.

The ensemble of the monastery demonstrated a commitment to classi-
cism unusual for the second half of the nineteenth century. The nineteenth 
century saw the rejection of the absolutization of antiquity and the classi-
cal tradition as an eternal artistic norm and the recognition of the histori-
cal significance of one’s own national heritage. The new trend primarily 
affected church construction. In Russia, it was expressed in a targeted state 
policy aimed at building Orthodox churches exclusively in the Russian 
style. The idea to revive the Russian style was rooted in the study of ancient 
structures. Their ancient appearance and the very fact of their preservation 
acquired an independent value. In Europe, such tendencies first emerged 
as a result of the upheavals caused by the French Revolution and the Na-
poleonic Wars. In Russia, they were caused by the Patriotic War of 1812. 
The victory increased the relevance of the topic of conquest, which was 
the essence of the representation of Russian imperial power. The places of 
the glorious victories of Russian soldiers were now supposed to be marked 
with new architectural structures. In Kazan, the need for an architectural 
visualization of the conquest of the former capital of the Kazan Khanate 
was especially felt by the authorities. Thus, they turned their attention to 
places and structures that were directly related to the conquest of Kazan.

In the midst of a general patriotic upsurge, the abbot of the Kazan Us-
penskii (Assumption) Monastery (Figure 5.1a,A), which had been founded 
in 1552 near the mass grave of Russian soldiers who fell during the capture 
of Kazan, started an unexpected development with a modest initiative. In 
1811, the abbot applied for permission from the authorities to replace the 
decayed wooden pillar above the burial site with a stone one. However, 
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Alexander I rejected the idea and suggested building a memorial church on 
this site to commemorate the Orthodox soldiers killed during the conquest 
of Kazan. He approved a project developed by architect Nikolai Alferov 
and arranged for an annual payment from the treasury until the end of the 
construction. Moreover, an all-Russian public collection to raise funds was 
announced, which raised more than 100,000 rubles.21 In 1823, the memo-
rial church was built (Figure 5.1a,B), and in 1832, on the 280th anniver-
sary of the capture of Kazan, it was renewed and decorated with portraits 
of Tsar Ivan the Terrible and Emperor Nicholas I inside.22 The emperor 
visited it in 1836 and prayed in the crypt for a long time.23 After that, it 
was this memorial church on the bank of the Kazanka River that embodied 
the historical events of 1552 instead of the Bogoroditskii Monastery. It 
became a mandatory place to visit for the members of the imperial family. 
It is indicative that this nineteenth-century “monument to the conquest 
of Kazan” was included in the state register of local historical and archi-
tectural heritage, which had been created during the implementation of 
Nicholas I’s decree of 1826 concerning the collection of data on ancient 
buildings and a prohibition against their destruction.24

The main architectural and historical monument in Kazan, however, 
was the kremlin complex, whose buildings were primarily included in the 
above-mentioned list of local heritage in 1827 (Figure 5.2).25

According to archival documents reflecting the implementation of the 
imperial decree of 1826, the Blagoveshchenskii (Annunciation) Cathedral 
and the Church of Cyprian and Justina were built on the territory of the 
kremlin by the order of Tsar Ivan the Terrible right after the conquest 
of Kazan. Nearby was the chief commandant’s complex from the late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth century, which had been erected from 
the remains of the khan’s abandoned palace. It was in the capacity of a 
khan’s palace that it was declared as an ancient historical and architectural 
monument. The nearby church was recorded as a “former Tatar mosque 
turned into a church,” and the adjoining “solid stone tower in the form of 
a pillar” as its minaret.26 In reality, this tiered structure was a watchtower 
of Russian origin, which had been built as an entrance to the governor’s 
residence. It nevertheless became known as Suiumbeki Tower, named af-
ter Suiumbeki, who was the widow of the last Tatar khan Safa Girei and 
ruled the Khanate as a regent from 1549 on. The myth of the Tatar origin 
of Suiumbeki Tower had taken root in the public consciousness and was 
supported both by Russian authorities and by the faith of the Tatar com-
munity. When a tilt in the tower was discovered in 1907, Kazan Muslims, 
“driven by religious feelings,” expressed their readiness to fully cover the 
costs of its repair.27



142 Gulchachak Nugmanova

The stone walls of the kremlin were erected by the Russian government 
at the end of the sixteenth and during the seventeenth century in place 
of the Tatar wooden fortress, which had occupied the kremlin’s northern 
part. Nevertheless, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, it was gener-
ally considered a conquered Tatar fortress. That was also how Nicholas I 
perceived it, according to the memoirs of Alexander Benckendorff, who 
accompanied the emperor in his walk “along the walls of the ancient krem-
lin once long resisting Moscow’s power.” According to Benckendorff, that 
was when the idea came to the emperor “to resume the ancient khan’s pal-
ace in the taste of that era when the Tatar yoke dominated over Russia.”28 
The declared “restoration of the khan’s” palace was of course symbolic. 
The proposed building was intended to be a residence for the governor 
of Kazan and for the members of the imperial family during their visits 
to Kazan. The emperor determined that the palace should be constructed 
near Suiumbeki Tower and ordered that the “plan for this resumption” 
should be presented to him. The search for an architectural image of the 
palace started immediately after the emperor’s departure with a project by 
the official architect of Kazan province, Foma Petondi,29 and took seven 
years. Nicholas I watched the progress of the case attentively, concerning 
himself with the details. During the consideration of the project proposals, 

Figure 5.2 View of the Kazan Fortress by Vasilii Turin.

Source: Perspektivnye vidy gubernskogo goroda Kazani risovanyi s natury, litografirovanyi 
i izdanyi Vasiliem Turinym [Perspective views of the provinicial city of Kazan, drawn from 
nature, lithographed and published by Vasilii Turin]. Moskva, 1834.
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Nicholas I formulated a clearer vision for his Kazan residence, which was 
supposed to be “decent without any luxury.” He imagined it in the form 
of a complex that made up “one whole with the remains of the ancient 
building near the Suiumbeki tower.”30 Petondi’s project was rejected, and 
the emperor approved a project by the St. Petersburg architect Vasilii Mor-
gan that was designed in late-classicist style.31 However, in 1843, after 
construction had already started, changes radically altered the project’s 
architectural appearance. Alterations were made by Konstantin Ton, Rus-
sia’s leading architect at that time, who was also entrusted with the design 
of the Grand Kremlin Palace in the Moscow Kremlin. Ton reworked the 
facade of the governor’s palace in Kazan, reproducing a reduced replica of 
his Moscow palace using the same palette of forms and signs in Russian-
Byzantine style, which became the symbol of the reign of Nicholas I.32  
Thus, in the architecture of the Kazan palace, following its Moscow origi-
nal, the concept of the reign of this emperor was materialized. The assimi-
lation of the images of the two residences in Kazan and Moscow indicated 
the historical connection between the former capital of the victorious Mos-
cow state and that of the defeated Kazan Khanate. Nicholas I himself did 
not have a chance to live in his Kazan residence. However, it became a 
place of official receptions for subsequent members of the imperial family, 
who were frequent guests in Kazan.

The emperor was categorical about the governor’s proposal to build a 
new church in place of the seventeenth-century church, allegedly built on 
the ruins of the khan’s mosque. According to experts, it could not be re-
stored due to its poor physical condition. However, Nicholas I attached 
great importance to this restoration and insisted that the old church should 
be restored to its original form.33 At this time, an understanding of the 
value of an ancient structure as a historical monument was formed, which 
resulted in an appreciation for not only the symbolic but also the physical 
preservation of ancient monuments.34

Great importance was also attached to the renovation of the main re-
gional Blagoveshchenskii (Annunciation) Cathedral, one of the most im-
portant buildings inside the kremlin. The development of the first project 
was prompted by the expected arrival of Nicholas I to Kazan in 1834. The 
Orthodox citizens of Kazan, according to a common practice in Russia, 
hoped to hold the ceremony of laying the first stone of the new cathedral 
in his presence.35 The new cathedral was planned as a monumental struc-
ture in the center of the kremlin.36 That year, however, the emperor did 
not reach Kazan as the roads were washed away by rains, which forced 
him to turn back to the capital from Nizhnii Novgorod. When Nicholas 
finally arrived in Kazan in 1836, a whole series of new projects emerged. 
They reflected the radical turn in the field of church building that took 
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place during those years.37 Created in a transitional period, when the state 
shifted to the Russian style in church architecture, they were inspired by 
the Cathedral of Christ the Savior in Moscow by Konstantin Ton, which at 
that time existed only as a project, approved by the emperor and accepted 
for construction. Architects used the same set of forms and details bor-
rowed from the practice of the ancient Russian church architecture such 
as keeled outlines, zakomaras (curvilinear finishing of the end of the face 
of a vault on a church wall), blind arcade belts on the drums of the heads, 
etc. While all projects implied the demolition of the existing sixteenth- 
century church, the monarch demonstrated a completely different approach 
in Kazan. He examined the existing church thoroughly and ordered it to 
be preserved. It was to be expanded to the west only. The emperor himself 
even measured the space for this extension. Thus, thanks to the monarch, 
the church of the sixteenth century, including its three apses built exactly 
where Tsar Ivan the Terrible had indicated, remained available for public 
viewing. Old architectural details as a strip of archetypal Pskov ornament 
encircling the drum of the central dome and running around the top of 
the middle apse, as well as a belt of blind arcade adorning the apses and 
drums, recalled that the temple had been built by Pskov masters in the 
reign of Ivan the Terrible.

The cathedral was located on the supposed site of the Tatar mosque 
Kul-Sharif. Together with the general-governor’s palace that included the 
alleged khan’s building, it formed an ensemble that expressed the state idea 
of the union of Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationality in its architecture. 
The “Tatar” Tower of Suiumbeki, finally, represented an indigenous com-
ponent connected to the Empire’s non-Russian people.

Great importance was given to the kremlin’s Tainitskaia and Spasskaia 
Towers. Tainitskaia Tower was built in the sixteenth century on the site of 
Nur-Ali Tower, which had been blown up during the siege of Kazan. It was 
from there, on October 4, 1552, two days after the capture of Kazan, that 
Tsar Ivan the Terrible entered the khan’s ruined fortress. Spasskaia Tower 
marked the place where the tsar’s banner had stood during the battle. After 
the victory, Ivan erected a cross and set up a tent-church with a traveling 
altar at that site. Tainitskaia Tower was gradually destroyed by annual 
flooding. Nevertheless, during his visit in Kazan, Nicholas I flatly refused 
to demolish it, ordering it to be strengthened with buttresses.38 Moreover, 
he ordered a military church to be arranged in Spasskaia Tower.39

The way the kremlin was rebuilt in the middle of the nineteenth century 
under Nicholas I visibly expressed the idea of the re-conquest of the Kazan 
fortress. While restoring the iconic buildings, the emperor symbolically 
reconstructed the historical events of the mid-sixteenth century, identify-
ing himself with Tsar Ivan the Terrible. It was a period of stylistic changes 
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in the country, characterized by the rejection of the classical heritage and 
the revival of the national Russian style, which was the style of ancient 
Orthodox churches.

The memorial church on the Kazanka River and the renewed kremlin –  
which both related to a key event in local and imperial history, the con-
quest of Kazan – became an organic part of the city’s nineteenth-century 
image and formed the basis of a new visual identity of Kazan representing 
its past. The contemporary imperial mission of Kazan, on the other hand, 
was embodied outside the kremlin by the university and the merchant 
center Gostinyi Dvor, the two architectural ensembles forming major ac-
cents on either end of Voskresenskaia Street.

The establishment of the university in 1804 contributed to the forma-
tion of Kazan as a center of cultural colonization of the vast region from 
the Volga to the Far East. It was located in a former gymnasium build-
ing (I).40 Between 1820 and 1825, the architect Petr Piatnitskii, who had 
arrived from St. Petersburg, united the gymnasium and the neighboring 
houses into one extended building with a colonnade of Ionic columns.41 It 
marked the beginning of the formation of one of the best masterpieces of 
Russian neoclassicism and the creation of a new image of Kazan as a uni-
versity city. From 1833 to 1838, it was developed into an ensemble with a 
library, physical and chemistry laboratories, an anatomical theater, and an 
observatory, which occupied the entire block. It fully embodied in its archi-
tecture the imperial significance of an educational institution of the Enlight-
enment.42 The rector Nikolai Lobachevskii directed the construction. The 
splendor of the university, which met all the requirements of this period, 
made a great impression on Nicholas I in 1836, who said that the university 
buildings were the best of any he had ever seen.43 In the middle of the uni-
versity block, there was a symmetrical ensemble with a semicircular square 
surrounded by a colonnade. Upon the emperor’s suggestion, a monument 
to the famous Russian statesman and Kazan native Gavriil Derzhavin was  
installed in the center of the square to finalize the ensemble.44

After years of reconstruction in the neoclassical style, there was a grow-
ing tendency from the mid-nineteenth century on to return Russian cities 
to an allegedly more traditional appearance through the construction of 
Orthodox churches in the Russian style.45 This, however, did not concern 
the central part of Kazan. There, in contrast, the concept of regularity 
gained a new impetus in the completion of already launched ensembles 
and the creation of new ones. Thus, in 1878, while constructing the new 
Voskresenskaia (Resurrection) Church near the university on Voskresen-
skaia Square in place of the old church (J), the demand to follow neoclassi-
cal forms was prescribed in the design assignment from the very beginning, 
contradicting the general orientation toward the Russian style in church 
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building. Its architect Genrikh Rozen further stressed the project’s compli-
ance with the task in the explanatory note assuring that it had been de-
signed in accordance with the given program.46 A monumental five-headed 
cathedral with a majestic central dome on a massive drum and facades 
with classical composition, albeit constructed using an innovative nude 
brickwork technique, corresponded to the style of the nearby university 
complex. The square itself became part of the university quarter in 1893 
with the celebration of the hundredth birthday of Nikolai Lobachevskii, 
the famous mathematician and former rector of Kazan University. A bust 
of the scientist was installed in its center.

The grandiose merchant center Gostinyi Dvor, the revenues from which 
went to the city budget, served as the architectural embodiment of the 
economically prosperous city under the management of Russian authori-
ties.47 The early nineteenth-century two-story building, built in place of a  
seventeenth-century trade complex with funds allocated from the state treas-
ury by the order of Emperor Paul I, encompassed the entire quarter along 
the perimeter and faced Voskresenskaia Street with a mighty 18-column  
portico under a triangular pediment. At the end of the nineteenth century, 
a new square appeared here in front of the western building of the Gostinyi 
Dvor and the building of the City Duma (city council), with a monument 
to Emperor Alexander II as its main element.

The monument was erected as part of a movement that was encour-
aged by the state to perpetuate the memory of the author of the Great 
Reforms, one of which concerned the city governments.48 In 1889, the 
City Duma announced an all-Russian competition for a monument to 
the emperor. The members of the Kazan Duma were in a hurry, since 
many cities in the country – not only large ones but also district centers –  
had already seen monuments built. The results were summed up at the 
beginning of 1890. The democratic selection procedure was consistent 
with the spirit of the time. An exhibition was organized for the towns-
people in the halls of the Duma building, where they could vote for 
almost a month. The residents of Kazan, the local architectural commu-
nity, and the Duma members expressed their preference for two projects 
by Vladimir Shervud, which took the first and second places in the design 
competition. Presented under the mottos “Slava” (“Glory”) and “Ve-
likomu” (“To the Great”), they reflected the pathos of this countrywide 
activity to glorify the Russian monarchy. They were both intended to 
convey the idea of royalty and the greatness of state power through the 
“dear image of the Great Monarch” and his “glorious deeds,” expressed 
in their titles, which combined were “Slava Velikomu,” or “Glory to the 
Great.” The first variant was a colossal bust of the emperor; the second 
one his full-length figure.49
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The winner of the competition was the only one who took the specifics 
of Kazan into account. These were most pronounced in the first version. 
The sculptor embodied the civilizing mission of Kazan for the countries of 
the East in the seated figure of a sage embracing a youth with his left hand 
and pointing to an open book with his right. The composition decorated 
one of the sides of the pyramidal pedestal, the foot of which was trimmed 
with untreated blocks of stone. According to the artist’s idea, the staircase 
leading upward was supposed to remind the people of Kazan’s influence 
on the local tribes, “still uncultured,” which the city led gradually to the 
Enlightenment.50 However, it was Shervud’s second project that was cho-
sen for implementation, where the full-length figure of the emperor was 
placed on a pedestal.

All competition projects in Kazan, like all monuments to Alexander II in 
Russian cities since the end of the nineteenth century, contained symbolic 
attributes of state authority – i.e., the imperial crown, scepter, orb, and 
coat of arms, as well as a symbolic representation of the monarch’s merits 
such as the abolition of serfdom, the introduction of a system of local self-
government, military and judicial reforms, and the support for the South 
Slavic peoples under Ottoman rule. Many of these elements were also pre-
sent in Shervud’s project, where the deeds of the emperor were described 
on boards placed on the sides of the pedestal, at the bottom of which 
winged snakes, borrowed from the coat of arms of Kazan, hold wreaths of 
glory, connected by garlands. In considering the project, Emperor Alexan-
der III, who played a vital part in the creation of the imperial monuments 
to his father in the country, made changes to the Kazan statue.51

Two possible dates for the opening of the monument were discussed. 
October 2 was the day of the capture of Kazan in 1552, the day that 
determined the fate of Russia as an empire. October 22 was the day of 
celebration of the icon of the Kazan Mother of God who became the heav-
enly patroness of the reigning dynasty. However, the 1894 celebration was 
canceled because of the death of Emperor Alexander III. The following 
year, the city authorities intended to time the event to the day of the is-
suance of the decree on the reform of city government in 1870, resulting 
in the establishment of the Kazan City Duma, but their application was 
rejected. By the highest will, the opening of the monument was scheduled 
for August 30, on Emperor Alexander II’s Day.52 The memorialization of 
the imperial family was the exclusive prerogative of the emperor.

The square was renamed Alexander Square and became an important 
part of the city center. In its appearance, it embodied both a new vision 
of the empire, expressed through self-government, a key concept of “Eu-
ropeanness” of that time, and the ideas of royalty and greatness of state 
power, transmitted through the “dear image of the Great Monarch.”  
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The monument to the emperor pointed to the significance of the millennial 
power of the Russian monarchs.

Thus, at the end of the nineteenth century, as before, the concept of the 
empire was manifested through an expressive public space, indicating its 
genetic and substantive connection of the visual urban narrative with the 
ideas of regularity, which was the clearest architectural expression of the 
imperial idea of state greatness. In Kazan, the relatively early appearance 
of a regular plan favored the birth of the traditions of classicism, which 
flourished in the first half of the nineteenth century thanks largely to state 
support. The sustainability of these traditions in the subsequent period 
of the second half of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries can be 
explained by the relevance of the idea of empire in the conquered region 
endowed with a special role and by the continuing need to visualize it by 
means of architecture.

Kazan’s identity was based on its past as the former capital of the Ka-
zan Khanate, annexed to the Russian state by conquest. In the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, the conquest of the region was interpreted as its 
inclusion not only in a more powerful but also in a more orderly, more civ-
ilized, and culturally more advanced state structure. This idea was embod-
ied in Kazan’s architecture of the nineteenth century, the expressive image 
of which was formed by its main structures – the kremlin, the Bogorodits-
kii Monastery, the ensemble of Voskresenskaia Street with the university 
and the Gostinyi Dvor, and the memorial church on the Kazanka River. 
The marked neoclassicist appearance of the central space of Kazan was 
maintained throughout the century due to the need to visualize the idea of 
empire in the capital of a conquered region. Russian power appropriated 
Kazan’s historical past and architectural heritage, both Tatar and Russian, 
using them for representative purposes.

Representing Ethno-Confessional Diversity

It is obvious from the above-mentioned letter of Catherine II to Voltaire 
that the ethno-confessional diversity seen firsthand in Kazan amazed the 
empress. The image of a vast multicultural country that appeared before 
her eyes predetermined the subsequent state policy aimed at smoothing out 
the differences. One of the best means to unite peoples was, according to 
the empress, religious tolerance. The architectural embodiment of the re-
ligious tolerance declared by Catherine was the construction of two stone 
mosques with baroque facades in Kazan. Erected in the Old Tatar Sloboda 
on the personal order of the Empress, they marked not only the revival 
of the monumental religious architecture of the Kazan Tatars, which had 
been lost more than 200 years earlier, but also a radical shift in state policy 
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toward Russian Muslims. Catherine II’s 1773 decree “On tolerance of all 
faiths” legislatively consolidated the multi-confessional nature of the Rus-
sian Empire. There were already eight mosques in Kazan at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century. Then, however, the imperial policy of religious 
tolerance of the Age of Enlightenment was replaced by a policy of direct 
demonstration of the superiority of the Russian Orthodox Church. This 
will be illustrated by the practice of constructing non-Orthodox religious 
buildings in Kazan.

The image of a multi-confessional empire was created by regulating the 
appearance of religious buildings. The need for state regulation of the style 
and appearance of religious buildings of different faiths arose during the 
reign of Nicholas I, when the religious revival, which had started in Europe 
at the turn of the nineteenth century, affected all confessions. It was imple-
mented through the creation of model projects for religious buildings not 
only in Russian but also in other ostensibly national styles, bearing visible 
signs of belonging to a particular religion.53

When Catherine II ordered the construction of the stone mosques in 
Kazan, a type of wooden rectangular mosque with a minaret on a gable 
roof was developed, which had become traditional in the region since the 
conquest of Kazan (stone mosques were banned). The mosques allowed by 
Catherine, although they had baroque facades, corresponded to this tradi-
tion, as did all subsequent ones, built in the dominant style of early clas-
sicism. The model mosque approved by the emperor in 1829 interrupted 
this established practice.

The model project for mosques, created in the Building Committee of 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs in 1829, was inspired by a depiction of a 
fourteenth-century türbe (mausoleum) recently discovered in the Kazan 
province during the execution of the decree of 1826 concerning the collec-
tion of data on ancient buildings and a prohibition against their destruc-
tion. The appeal to heritage reflected the romantic ideas of the era that a 
national culture was determined by its origins. The centric structure in the 
form of an octagonal prism was approved “as a general model for mosques 
in Russia.”54 However, it was never implemented in the Kazan province, as 
it ignored the traditional type of a rectangular building with a gable roof 
and minaret above. The model project was expensive and did not meet 
local climatic conditions – the flat roof kept snow from shedding; more 
importantly, it was difficult to reproduce in wooden structures.

This forced the Muslim communities to appeal to the government in 
1843 with a request to develop a new model project in accordance with 
the custom of the Muslims, and which would replace the model of 1829, 
the centric composition of which the petitioners associated with a cross. 
To make it more convincing, they submitted architectural projects with 
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descriptions attached. The mosques they suggested followed the tradition 
and consisted of two or three halls in a row and had a mihrab and a 
covered porch in the front, as well as a minaret on the roof.55 Good pro-
portions and well-drawn details of the minarets, most likely copied from 
existing mosques, testified to longstanding practice. By adopting the neo-
classical style, the Muslim community desired to associate with the impe-
rial idea expressed through it.56 This, however, meant that the projects 
did not correspond to the architectural and stylistic concept of the time, 
according to which religious buildings were supposed to visibly express 
in their appearance their belonging to a particular confession. Therefore, 
the projects suggested by Muslims were rejected, and new model mosque 
projects were developed for them in the Building Committee of the Min-
istry of Internal Affairs. The new projects took into account the wishes 
of the Muslims for a specific internal layout. But this time, the idea of a 
mosque was perceived through the European fascination with the Orient. 
It prompted government architects to turn to alternative sources and im-
ages of Islamic architecture – namely, to the mosques of the Middle East, 
again forgetting about the traditions of their “own East,” the Tatars of the 
Volga region. Four model projects of wooden mosques met the planning 
requirements requested by Muslims.57 However, endowed with domes and 
up to six free-standing minarets, they again proved to be unsuitable for 
small rural communities. Only one of them, which was the simplest design 
with only one minaret adjoining the main building, entered the building 
practice in Kazan. It turned out to be in demand even after the decree of 
1862 abolished the compulsory adherence to model projects. However, 
mosques built according to this model were mostly located in cities where 
wealthy philanthropists financed the construction.

The stone Sennaia Mosque on the commercial Sennaia Square in Kazan 
(K), erected in 1845 by the merchant Ibragim Iunusov, was modeled after 
the mosque with one minaret. At the merchant’s request, rows of shops 
joined the building. These changes to the model project necessitated re- 
approval by the emperor. Nicholas I approved the project of a mosque with 
shops, the income from which the merchant intended to donate to benefit 
Tatar orphanages in Kazan.58 Two other cases where this model project 
was used relate to smaller towns in Kazan province. In 1859, the same 
sample was chosen by the merchant Khasan Iakupov for the construction 
of a wooden mosque in Chistopol’, a small town in the province of Kazan. 
A similar wooden mosque was supposed to be erected in Tetiushi in 1854, 
but the project remained unrealized since the Tetiushi Muslims declared it 
“inconvenient and burdensome.”59 In 1879, they submitted a project for 
approval that responded to the tradition, with a rectangular log construc-
tion under a gable roof and minaret in its center.60 Thus, it seems that in 
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the entire province of Kazan, only two mosques were built according to the 
model project of 1843, and of the four variants of this series, only one was 
used – the cheapest. The demand to have religious buildings constructed 
in accordance with plans approved by the emperor forced communities to 
delay even repairing them for many years.61 In 1862, Alexander II canceled 
the decree on the compulsory adherence to model projects in the construc-
tion of mosques, authorizing projects “which parishioners would find con-
venient.”62 This led to a spike in mosque building in Tatar settlements.

The Sennaia Mosque in Kazan reproduced the model project, contrary 
to its original purpose, in stone rather than wood. It was this composition 
with one minaret above the entrance that formed the basis of all five-stone 
mosques built in Kazan after the decree of 1862. Thus, the imperial model 
project was received by the Kazan Muslim community and initiated a new 
tradition of monumental architecture of the Kazan Tatars. This model re-
tained its relevance in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
during the period of growth of a national identity. It was this composition 
of the state model project of 1843 with one free-standing minaret that 
acquired a new decor during this period, when Tatar developers, wishing 
to express their religious affiliation through architecture, reproduced their 
own images of the “East” on its basis. Likewise, a few decades earlier, the 
creators of model mosque projects had fantasized about the “East” using 
the artistic language of European Orientalism. The standard composition, 
now with a traditional pitched roof instead of a dome, was “dressed” in a 
set of “oriental” decorative motifs adopted in Russian stylization practice, 
such as horseshoe-shaped and pointed openings, geometric arabesques, 
colored stained-glass windows, stalactite cornices, castellate “Arabian” 
parapets, motley coloring, portal entrances, glazed multicolor tiles, etc. 
High multi-tiered minarets were made according to Arab and Turkish 
models. Local medieval Bulgar-Tatar monuments could also be taken as a 
basis for the new images. This stylistic approach, coupled with local tradi-
tions, formed a distinctive branch of the Muslim cult architecture – the 
Tatar one.63

From the second half of the nineteenth century, a new government 
policy aimed at creating a Russian Orthodox state, which required the 
maintenance of the Orthodox Church as the national religion. This policy 
aggravated the relationship of confessional communities with the authori-
ties, which had to balance satisfying the rights of religious minorities with 
protecting the main religion of the state. The construction of non-Christian 
prayer houses caused serious conflicts, the resolution of which required the 
involvement of the central authorities.

One telling example is Usmanovskaia Mosque (L), which was built in a 
border quarter between the Russian and Tatar parts of Kazan. Its location 
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near the Orthodox Church of Tikhvin (M) provoked extreme indignation 
from Kazan Bishop Antonii in 1867. In a complaint to the chief prosecu-
tor of the Synod, he described the building as a “humiliation of the dig-
nity of the Orthodox faith.”64 Such a statement on the part of an official 
representative of the titular religion became possible only as a result of the 
government’s course of direct demonstration of Russian superiority. The 
decree of Catherine II on religious tolerance of 1773 prohibited the inter-
vention of the Orthodox clergy in the affairs of other confessions, leaving 
their decision to the secular authorities. Now the Orthodox clergy became 
one of the main actors in matters of religious construction.

The distance between mosques and Orthodox churches was regulated 
by the requirement “that there should be no temptation in faith for Chris-
tians and newly baptized Tatars living with the Mohammedans,” which al-
lowed everyone to freely interpret the degree of this temptation. Annoyed 
by the allegedly excessive proliferation of mosques in Kazan, where they 
were located “one near the other and across one street, obviously unnec-
essarily,” Antonii demanded that the already completed mosque should 
be demolished or turned into a residential building. However, an inquiry 
undertaken by order of the minister of internal affairs concluded that the 
construction was legal. The number of parishioners in the nearest mosque 
significantly exceeded the norm, so that on holidays the building could not 
accommodate all worshipers. The place was inhabited by Tatars, and there 
were no cases of members of the Orthodox flock defecting to Islam in Ka-
zan.65 Governor Nikolai I. Skariatin personally shared the bishop’s views, 
but, being a state official, he was bound to ensure the peaceful coexistence 
of all confessional groups in the province and was forced to admit that 
halting the already authorized construction would be inexpedient, which 
could only lead to the “irritation of the minds of the Mohammedans.”66

The law did not dictate the exact distance between mosques and Or-
thodox churches. However, when the Kazakovskaia Mosque was erected 
in 1875, the degree of “temptation for the Orthodox Russian people,” 
contrary to the law, was primarily measured by the distance to the Church 
of the Four Evangelists.67 The opinion of the local Orthodox authorities 
in the construction of non-Christian religious buildings played a decisive 
role in the period under review. Meanwhile, the position of the consistory 
was at times obviously illegitimate. Thus, it justified the refusal to build 
a second mosque in aforementioned Chistopol’ on the grounds that the 
Orthodox population, which was significantly larger in number, was quite 
satisfied with two parish churches. The appearance of a new mosque for 
Muslims, of whom there were not even a thousand in the city, would be 
considered “extremely unpleasant.” The Muslims of Chistopol’ petitioned 
the Senate, which recognized the petition as legal.68
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The emergence of another non-Christian community in Kazan in the 
second half of the nineteenth century – the Jewish one – was a matter of 
great concern for the local authorities. By the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Jewish population had grown, and the community needed its 
own prayer building.69 Alexander II’s decree of 1868 gave Russian Jews 
the right to establish prayer houses in the cities, with spiritual boards “to 
manage the internal arrangement and economy,” upon recommendation 
of the governor and permission of the minister of internal affairs.70 The 
growth of the Jewish population was caused by the expansion of their per-
mitted area of residence. Certain categories of Jews were now allowed to 
settle outside the Pale of Settlement, i.e., the territory to which permanent 
Jewish residency had been restricted since 1791. Russian legislation differ-
entiated between synagogues and prayer houses.71 While both served for 
worship for Sabbath and holiday prayers, synagogues were representative 
buildings that were built in exceptional cases in large cities of the Pale of 
Settlement, where there were large and wealthy communities. Outside the 
Pale of Settlement, it was only allowed to open houses of prayer, which, 
in essence, performed the functions of a synagogue, but did not have the 
right to be called so.

In Kazan, a small Jewish community had existed for many years in an 
unregistered form, renting premises for their prayers in the house of the 
merchant Smolentsev on Malaia Prolomnaia Street opposite the back wall 
of the university complex. In 1889, the Jewish community began to peti-
tion for the official opening of a prayer house, which would not only allow 
it to build its own building for the performance of religious rites but also 
to record the acts of the civil status of Jews – births, marriages, deaths. 
However, Governor Petr Poltoratskii refused on the grounds that, in his 
opinion, an insignificant number of Jews lived in the city.72 The next peti-
tion in 1895 was left unanswered altogether.73 A year later, in response 
to a third petition, the governor acknowledged the growth of the Jewish 
community, but he still considered their number too insufficient, compared 
with other faith groups, to open a prayer house. In his letter to the Minister 
of Internal Affairs, Poltoratskii frankly stated that he was unwilling to al-
low further “influx of this element into the city.”74

By the end of the nineteenth century, most cities not only in central 
Russia but also in the Volga region had acquired government rabbis and 
houses of worship. Kazan was a rare exception. Meanwhile, this question 
went far beyond the construction of a prayer house. More significant was 
the problem of elementary civil rights, which, as it turned out, the Jewish 
citizens of Kazan were completely deprived of. Due to the lack of a rabbi, 
more than a hundred Jewish families lived, married, and died without of-
ficial registration and, therefore, in complete lawlessness. Accordingly, the 
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children descended from these marriages were formally considered illegiti-
mate. In this situation, the Kazan police chief, unlike the governor, found 
the appointment of a state rabbi and the organization of a prayer house 
“even desirable.”75 In 1897, the Ministry of Internal Affairs gave permis-
sion to set up a prayer house in Kazan.76

The question of the location was put on the agenda. The current loca-
tion of the prayer house in the rented house of Smolentsev on Malaia 
Prolomnaia Street was a problem for the Kazan authorities because of its 
central position. Unlike mosques, the location of Jewish prayer houses 
was clearly regulated by law. They had to be distanced from Orthodox 
churches by at least 100 sazhen (213 m) in case they were located on the 
same street, and by 50 sazhen (a little more than 100 m) if on a different 
one. The Bogoiavlenskaia (Epiphany) Church was the nearest church to 
Smolentsev’s house. The shortest distance between them was more than 
200 sazhen through a passage from Malaia Prolomnaia Street to Bol’shaia 
Prolomnaia, and more than 300 sazhen if the long way around was taken. 
Thus, the distance was completely in line with the building law. Neverthe-
less, the governor addressed this issue to the spiritual consistory. When 
making the request, the governor provocatively used the term “syna-
gogue” instead of a prayer house, the former of which was banned in 
cities like Kazan. Since the construction of synagogues outside the Pale of 
Settlement was prohibited, the consistory could not and did not have the 
right to give its consent to the opening of a synagogue in Kazan, and even 
less so in the city center under any circumstances.77 During the next four 
years, the Jewish community proposed several alternative sites for their 
prayer house. Yet none of the various options that fit into the legal frame-
work satisfied the authorities, who feared that the future prayer house 
would overshadow the nearby Orthodox churches in size and architec-
ture.78 The authorities persistently recommended to the Jewish commu-
nity to give up the idea of constructing a new building and instead to limit 
itself to buying a finished house on the periphery. Finally, after four years, 
a site satisfying both sides was found. Purchased from a Tatar owner, it 
was located not far from the Tatar quarters and, most importantly, out-
side the central part of the city. However, construction was postponed for 
another three years due to the disapproval of the project by the authori-
ties (this will be discussed below). When the project was finally approved 
in 1904, a part of the property had already been sold. The search for a 
new site took another eight years.79 A favorable resolution of the problem 
was facilitated in 1912 by the intention to erect the State bank building 
on Smolentsev’s plot.80 It was here that the community had been renting 
the house for many years, and now they were threatened with being left 
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without premises. The authorities were forced to agree to a house on the 
same Malaia Prolomnaia Street. The place was now acceptable, being the 
“backs” of Bol’shaia Prolomnaia and Voskresenskaia streets and there-
fore relatively sparsely populated. Thus, the search for the construction 
site took 15 years. Construction was permitted on the condition that the 
praying house did not differ from the surrounding residential buildings, 
both in size and appearance.81

Russian legislation did not regulate the architectural design of syna-
gogues and Jewish prayer houses, which in the Pale of Settlement were 
simple functional buildings. From the middle of the nineteenth century 
in Western Europe, the Jewish architecture of Moorish Spain became 
a stylistic reference point for the construction of synagogues, making 
them a symbol of Jewish culture. The search for the image of synagogues 
as a form of expression of confessional affiliation reflected the aspira-
tions of the Jewish people in the context of the national movements 
of that time. The same hope fed the St. Petersburg Jewish community 
when, following the example of European co-religionists, it chose for 
its capital synagogue the “strictly Moorish style” to imitate the Alham-
bra. Tsar Alexander II, when considering the St. Petersburg project in 
1880, ordered it “to keep a more modest size,” but he approved the 
Moorish style of the building. Thus, he officially recorded this style for 
future Russian synagogues. The Orthodox Church, which strengthened 
its status under the next emperor, tried to prevent the spread of syna-
gogues throughout the country. In fact, however, the second synagogue 
in the ancient capital of Moscow had already been built under the guise 
of a prayer house. In order to avoid the indignation expected from 
representatives of the Russian Orthodox Church, the oriental style was 
not even considered for this building. It was designed in a classical 
style, anachronistic for the 1880s, with a portico and a dome, which, 
at the request of the central authorities, was demolished shortly after 
its erection. The oriental style that had taken root in the synagogues of 
Western Europe did not apply to Jewish prayer houses in nineteenth-
century Russia.

The situation changed radically at the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, a time of growing national and religious problems. The social up-
heaval taking place in the country demanded that the authorities resolve 
many pressing issues, including national and confessional ones. It led to the 
so-called First Russian Revolution and the decree of 1905 “On strengthen-
ing the principles of religious tolerance.” As a consequence, a number of 
grandiose Jewish prayer houses were erected in the empire in these years, 
including in Samara in the Volga region. The monumental red-and-white 
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striped brick building with a massive four-sided dome topped with a Star 
of David and facades rich with oriental details was a great challenge for 
the Russian authorities, who sought to limit the claims of the non-Russian 
population to express their national identity.

The design of the Jewish prayer house for Kazan, drawn up in 1901 
by the city architect Konstantin Oleshkevich, became the subject of a 
three-year secret correspondence between the Kazan governor and the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs. The gaps in construction legislation allowed 
the authorities to freely interpret its provisions in the interests of the 
state religion, dealing not only with such technical issues as the location 
in relation to Orthodox churches but also with the artistic style. The ex-
planation of the deputy minister of internal affairs, given in connection 
with Oleshkevich’s project to Kazan’s provincial government, expressed 
the position of the authorities in this matter. In his interpretation of the 
law, Jewish prayer houses should be placed in existing ordinary build-
ings. And in the case of new construction, they should not have the ap-
pearance of a Jewish religious building – elements such as domes, towers, 
emblems, or other similar decorations were to be avoided.82 The con-
struction of houses of worship outside the Pale of Settlement was a new 
phenomenon. This interpretation by a high-ranking official was based 
solely on the existing practice of building houses of worship within the 
Pale of Settlement at a time when the question of expressing confessional 
affiliation had not yet arisen. In fact, the law did not say anything about 
the appearance of houses of worship, requiring only that the projects be 
approved by the authorities.

Oleshkevich’s prayer house did not have the obvious appearance of a 
Jewish religious building. But it still stood out from the mass of Kazan’s 
buildings, which were unified under the influence of state model projects. 
In the eclectic façade with small four-sided towers on the sides, an arched 
entrance marked with a rosette window, and a row of double windows, 
the governor observed an “Oriental style that gave the building a special 
character.”83 The governor started a correspondence with the Department 
of Spiritual Affairs of Foreign Confessions. He also pointed to the build-
ing’s length, too excessive in his opinion, which actually was only a little 
more than 12 meters in length along the street. The governor again assured 
the central authorities that the prayer house was not needed, explaining 
the Jews’ petition exclusively by their commitment to isolate themselves 
from the local Russian population.84 The project, which had already been 
approved by the Kazan construction department, was ordered to be rede-
signed by simplifying the façade so that it would not have the “character-
istic features of a synagogue.”85 Thus, in fact, the real dissatisfaction on 
the part of the Kazan administration was caused by their unwillingness to 
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acknowledge one more “alien” community in their city, which was already 
inhabited by a large number of non-Christians, with whom relations were 
also uneasy at that time.

The new social situation had a beneficial effect on solving the prob-
lem of the Kazan Jews. In December 1904, the Department of Spir-
itual Affairs of Foreign Confessions suddenly recognized that it was 
possible to approve Oleshkevich’s 1901 project, which by this time, 
however, had lost its relevance due to the loss of part of the site, as 
mentioned above.86 It took eight years to develop a new project, as the 
Orthodox clergy in Kazan continued to obstruct the local Jewish com-
munity in their search for a new construction site despite the changes 
in the country. The Kazan Jewish community did not settle in its three-
story building until 1915, almost half a century after the 1868 decree 
permitted the construction of Jewish prayer houses. Designed by the 
Kazan province engineer Nikolai Andreev, it had no domes. Yet, highly 
recognizable details and symbols such as horseshoe-shaped openings, 
niches-tablets, stylized Torah scrolls, etc., demonstrating the building’s 
confessional affiliation, were included in the fashionable Art Nouveau 
façade, receptive to the art of the East.87 Through the new style, Kazan 
Jews found their own architectural language to express their cultural 
and religious identity.

The favorable position of the Tatar elite during the Enlightenment con-
tributed to the acceptance of European culture and the formation of new 
traditions, including the tradition of religious architecture. However, while 
the Tatars reinterpreted this new culture through imperial architectural 
practices, the Jewish elite directly borrowed their cultural landmarks from 
Europe to demonstrate a modernized Russian Jewry.

The highest state power had to balance between the patronage of the 
Russian nation and the Orthodox religion on the one hand and the pro-
tection and patronage of people with a different culture and faith on the 
other hand. The history of the construction of houses of worship of non-
Christian religions in Kazan showed that the authorities clearly realized 
the need to satisfy the religious needs of the non-Orthodox inhabitants 
of the empire. On the one hand, attempts at forced baptism had shown 
their ineffectiveness in relation to Jews and Muslims. On the other hand, 
starting from the eighteenth century, an orientation toward the European 
experience of relative religious tolerance arose. However, ancient fears 
and prejudices continued to determine the mood of the authorities, which 
seemed averse to any indulgence in relation to the non-Christians. Local 
Orthodox authorities, both secular and spiritual, found themselves in the 
position of mediators between the state and the population. In carrying 
out the laws and regulations of the central authorities, they often created 
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more obstacles than these laws and regulations suggested, thereby joining 
the xenophobia of a significant part of the Orthodox population and in 
many ways inspiring it.

Tatar Quarters in the Unified City Space

Until the middle of the eighteenth century, numerous slobodas (suburban 
settlements) surrounded Kazan. In two of these settlements, the Old and 
the New Tatar sloboda, lived the Tatar population of Kazan. The first was 
founded shortly after the taking of the city by the Russians at the mouth 
of the Bulak River on the left bank of Lake Kaban, where the Tatars were 
evicted from Kazan. An extensive Muslim cemetery separated it from the 
Russian town. The emergence of the New Tatar settlement, located at some 
distance away from the city, was a result of a large-scale Christianization 
campaign during the 1740s. After newly baptized Tatars were settled on 
the territory of the Old Tatar settlement, part of the Tatar population pre-
ferred to move to a place newly allocated by the government.

The plan of 1768 drastically changed the urban space of Kazan, covering 
not only the Russian-Orthodox city inside the walls but also its periphery 
comprised of ethno-confessional “Others” such as Muslim Tatars and Or-
thodox minority groups like Old Believers. The regularized Tatar quarters 
were incorporated into one city space and into a single system of straight 
and wide streets and squares, one of them having been arranged directly 
on the place where the Muslim cemetery was. The regulation of the artistic 
style of mass housing was carried out with the help of model projects cre-
ated by the state, which were mandatory for urban developers. Thus they 
solved the problem of the lack of qualified architects in the province and –  
what was especially important for the authorities – controlled the emerg-
ing architectural appearance of the cities. The practice of forced architec-
tural unification came in conflict with local urban planning features and 
residential traditions. It was resolved by adapting the state norms to the 
local conditions by using alternative architectural and planning solutions. 
For example, a consequence of the small size of the properties in Kazan 
in comparison with the capital led to the use of only fragments of model 
facades, or their free interpretation. Regulations demanded that houses 
be built directly on the line of the street. The custom of placing a manor 
house at the center of a plot, which was best preserved in Tatar dwelling 
tradition, forced the adherents of this tradition to put auxiliary buildings 
instead of a residential building on the line of the street.

However, the most striking response to the demands of the state was 
the mass designing of “individual projects” in Kazan, which required ap-
proval from St. Petersburg. The Russian building legislation provided for 
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the possibility, as an exception, to build “not in everything according to 
exemplary projects.”88 However, such an individual project required the 
emperor’s approval, which significantly complicated the construction pro-
cess. Nevertheless, developers in Kazan took up the challenge. The main 
reason for the rejection of the facades published in the capital was that 
they were developed based on the tastes and economic conditions of the 
capital’s residents. A house designed to occupy the entire front of the site 
did not correspond to the nature of the development and the way of life of 
the provincial city, regardless of the ethnocultural affiliation of the owners. 
A more traditional type of small house was required, as well as a variety of 
services, shops, and outbuildings, which were an indispensable part of Ka-
zan estates and were not provided for in the capital’s albums. If the draw-
ing delivered from Kazan did not pass muster, a new one was developed in 
the capital. After approval by the emperor, these drawings also acquired 
the status of a model project and were adopted into widespread practice, 
used by both Russian and Tatar developers. The houses built according to 
the Kazan model projects were one- and two-story buildings with three, 
five, and seven axes of windows on the main facade. Most popular among 
both the Russian and Tatar populations were three-axis houses.

It should be especially noted that we are not aware of cases where Ta-
tar developers requested individual projects. Legislation, public interest in 
stylistic diversity, supported by a preference for drawings of buildings of 
various countries and times, and cultural contacts of Tatar merchants with 
eastern countries gave the Tatars the opportunity to create images reflecting 
their ideas in the appearance of their homes. However, they did not seem to 
have taken advantage of this opportunity. One gets the impression that they 
were quite satisfied with the available samples, both sent from the capital 
and developed in Kazan, which they adapted to their ideas, affecting mainly 
the internal structure of the estate and the house. Kazan facades, rather sim-
ple in architecture, contained elements and details of state models. Thus, the 
European tradition was once again revised, taking into account the tastes 
and needs of the Kazan dwellers. These projects were the result of the adap-
tation of state norms to local conditions, reflecting the characteristics of so-
cial rather than national ordering, both Russian and Tatar. To a significant 
extent, it was these local model projects that determined the appearance 
of Kazan. As a result of the strict legislative and administrative regulation 
of construction in cities, the state task was fulfilled – the districts of Kazan 
acquired a unified face. Thanks to the success of imperial integration, the 
Tatar quarters did not outwardly differ from the Russian part of the city.89

From the second half of the nineteenth century, with the growth of na-
tional self-awareness, the need arose among Kazan Tatars to emphasize their 
Tatar identity by external means. A conscious attitude toward “Tatarness” 
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developed at the turn of the twentieth century, when the minds of the Ta-
tar bourgeoisie and the emerging intelligentsia were seized by notions of a 
national revival. In architecture, this was expressed through national mo-
tives, previously alien to the facades of Tatar houses, which until then had 
reproduced state model projects. New design details included inscriptions 
in Arabic script on the pediments, as well as bay windows, multi-layered 
stalactite-like consoles, color glass, and keeled windows and doors. They 
were drawn from the local traditions, which still existed in Tatar villages.

The driving force behind these transformations was the Tatar-Muslim 
population, who rallied toward nation-building. It was led by the finan-
cially secure and ideologized Tatar national bourgeoisie, which, moreover, 
now had its own representatives in the local government. The commer-
cial and business life of the Kazan Tatars was concentrated in the vicinity 
of Sennaia Square, formed in accordance with the regular plan of 1768 
and completely renewed between the 1860s and 1910s. Along with its 
own “Tatar Gostinyi Dvor,” the so-called Usmanov’s building, erected be-
tween 1860 and 1888, signs of modernity such as cinemas appeared on the 
square. In addition to specific goods (Tatar leather shoes, for example), the 
appearance of the square, similar in architecture to other trade areas in the 
city, was distinguished by colorful signs mentioning Tatar surnames, local 
place names, and oriental institutions – merchant Apanaev’s hotel “Apa-
naevskoe Podvorie,” hotel rooms “Bulgar,” “Caravanserai,” etc. However, 
Sennaia Square is also associated with another phenomenon that goes be-
yond the framework of the architectural and urban structure and its com-
mercial function. Between 1880 and the 1910s, Sennaia Square became the 
center of the entire socio-political and cultural life of the Tatars. The need 
for public buildings appeared in Tatar society for the first time, the absence 
of which had been satisfied by using the apartment buildings located here. 
The editorial offices of numerous newspapers and magazines settled in ho-
tel rooms, and the intelligentsia, who thought and talked a lot about the 
fate of the Tatar nation in those years, lived in these hotels.

The special role of Sennaia Square in the life of the Tatars was related to 
the implementation of the regular plan of 1768, which radically changed 
the fate of the Kazan Tatar settlement that appeared in the suburbs soon 
after the conquest of Kazan.90 According to this plan, the square was de-
signed on the site of the Muslim cemetery, and the moat separating the 
city from the suburb was laid right through the territory of the old set-
tlement, dividing it into two parts. The first part included Sennaia Square 
and was to be inhabited by Russians. Tatars were ordered to move to the 
re-planned outer part of the old settlement in a suburb on the other side of 
the moat. However, from the very beginning, the eastern side of Sennaia 
Square was built up with the shops of Tatar merchants, since, contrary to 
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the 1768 plan, the Tatar quarters did not disappear from this part of the 
city. After the settlement’s division, the Tatars who lived here did not move 
to the place assigned to them in the suburb, but remained and formed an 
independent Muslim parish. Tatar estates filled the regular blocks, in one 
of which a new stone mosque was built in 1798.

In 1818, while petitioning for the construction of another mosque here, 
Gabida Kitaeva, the Tatar widow of a merchant, called this now officially 
Russian part of the city an “Old Tatar Sloboda” from the name of the old 
Tatar settlement, which existed here before the implementation of the reg-
ular plan of 1768.91 The reference to a physically non-existent settlement 
in a completely transformed urban space is significant. In the minds of the 
inhabitants, this territory continued to remain the old Tatar settlement, 
illustrating the conservatism of the mass consciousness both in toponymy 
issues and in the perception of the living space as a whole. The realization 
of place, passed down from generation to generation over centuries, was 
preserved in the collective memory of the population. The persistence of 
the image of the ancient Muslim cemetery in the memory of the people, 
where residents recorded the location of the graves of their grandfathers 
and great-grandfathers, “tying” them to modern buildings, was noted by 
Shihabeddin Mardzhani in the second half of the nineteenth century.92

The sacredness of the place resulted in the purposeful replacement of the 
Russian population by the Tatars and the spread of the Tatar quarters. As 
stated above, during the implementation of the regular plan, the eastern 
side of Sennaia Square was built up with the shops of Tatar merchants 
while its southern part was occupied by Russian possessions. After a fire 
in 1859, one of the richest Tatar merchants, Zigansha Usmanov, bought 
up all the plots belonging to the Russians on the southern side of Sennaia 
Square and many in the adjacent quarters.93 They were settled by Tatars, 
and this allowed a new Muslim parish to be registered in Kazan and the 
construction of the Usmanovskaia Mosque to begin. Then other merchants 
followed Usmanov’s example. As a result, at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, Tatars owned almost all possessions on Sennaia Square, except 
for the northwest corner occupied by Russian Old Believers. Tatars also 
owned houses in other parts of the city. But it is important that in the 
area of Sennaia Square, the former Old Tatar settlement was actually re-
constructed. The square itself played an important role in the Tatar social 
movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century and became 
a symbol of the Tatar national revival.

The success of the empire’s architectural policies led to the result that 
the Tatar quarters did not outwardly differ from the Russian part of the 
city. The Tatar homeowners of Kazan reacted quite positively to the pro-
ject of the “internal colonization” of the empire, the goal of which was 
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formulated by Catherine II as integration, the creation of a single social 
space according to common “European” rules. Formed in the course of 
mutual compromises and projections, a regular space with a European 
look, interpreted in a peculiar way and adapted to traditions, laid the foun-
dation for the formation of a new urban Tatar-Muslim architectural and 
urban planning culture. Tatars did not object to the geometric planning of 
city blocks with the arrangement of the squares near mosques, modeled on 
the squares in front of churches in European cities. However, they firmly 
demonstrated their adherence to the tradition and defended the borders of 
the Tatar settlement. We can say that the European form was adapted to 
express a specific Tatar content and endowed with its own meanings.

Conclusion

The city of Kazan is particularly suited for analysis through the concept of 
the imperial city as discussed in the first chapter of this volume. The radical 
reconstruction of its cityscape since 1768 provided Kazan with an outlook 
that fully corresponded to the latest urbanistic ideas formulated in the cap-
ital. At the same time, the example of Kazan captures the different modes 
of colonization in overseas empires and inland empires. The architectural 
and urbanistic processes described in the chapter were embedded in the 
general doctrine of a cultural development of the Russian province. Tsa-
rist authorities of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries perceived their 
activities in the provinces, including the non-Orthodox regions, as civiliza-
tional uplifting of a seemingly backward population. As it seemed to them, 
they were bringing there the basics of European culture and rational or-
ganization of life, which were supposed to unite the diverse population on 
common principles. The coercive nature of implementation by measures of 
a consistent government policy in architecture and urban planning gives 
grounds to consider the process through the prism of “internal coloniza-
tion,” inherent in continental empires.94

However, the specificity of Kazan as a conquered city with a significant 
Tatar-Muslim population also gives it the features of external colonization. 
In both cases of external and internal colonization, the achievements of 
the allegedly advanced Western civilization were introduced into a differ-
ent environment. However, with external colonization, such an introduc-
tion, even ideally, cannot lead to a complete fusion of the culture of the 
metropolis with the culture of the colony, while in the case of internal 
colonization, such an insurmountable barrier between these cultures does 
not exist. Since the barrier between the culture of the capital on the one 
hand and the culture of the ethnically Russian provinces on the other hand 
(which still included various other ethno-confessional groups) has never 
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been impenetrable, and the contact has never been unidirectional, a pow-
erful feedback loop can be observed here. Many features (as, for example, 
the estate way of life) of the traditional Russian worldview remained valid 
for the residents of the capital as well. They were not perceived as exotic 
details of indigenous life; on the contrary, they were considered as impor-
tant Russian features, as traditional values, in many respects no less signifi-
cant than, and not contradicting, the European cultural innovations being 
introduced. The absence of cultural barriers between the metropolis (i.e., 
the capital, St. Petersburg) and the “colonized” territory (the rest of the 
Tsarist Empire) turned this process into a series of mutual reflections – i.e., 
a series of messages from center to periphery and vice versa. The cultural 
message of the metropolis returns to it from the depths of the provinces 
in a somewhat transformed form (e.g., as a project of a typical facade 
adapted to local conditions); here it is again corrected (offering some kind 
of compromise solution) and returned to the province, etc.

The case of Kazan with its Tatar-Muslim population, which distin-
guished the city from cities of the culturally homogeneous Russian prov-
ince, allows these complex dynamics of mutual influence and feedback to 
be clearly traced. The Tatar population represented a tangible cultural bar-
rier in relation to the St. Petersburg authorities. The cultural identity of the 
Tatars, which could not always be overcome by administrative means, was 
fully recognized by the imperial government. Nevertheless, the process of 
interaction between the provincial townsfolk (both Russian and Tatar) and 
the St. Petersburg authorities, viewed through the prism of architecture, 
fits perfectly into the scheme of dialogic relations of internal colonialism. 
The province also sends a meaningful message to the center, although not 
as defiantly as the metropolis. In the case of Kazan, this message had a 
distinctly orientalist character, but it was not about decorative orientalism 
at the level of external forms, nor was it about Said’s orientalism as an 
attribution by European culture to the imaginary homogeneous “East” of 
certain common internal qualities, but about deep orientalism associated 
with civilizational categories.
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6 Bound by Difference
The Merger of Rostov and 
Nakhichevan-on-Don into an  
Imperial Metropolis during the 
Nineteenth Century

Michel Abesser

Nikolai E. Vrangel, a Baltic noble, businessman, and father to the famous 
White Army General Piotr N. Vrangel, arrived in Rostov in 1879, eagerly 
awaiting new challenges. He was involved in the Russian Steam Navigation 
and Trading Company and was amazed by the opportunities offered by the 
city’s dynamic population growth and the expansion in its trade and industry. 
For most of his contemporaries in Moscow and St. Petersburg, the city and its 
surrounding region had remained peripheral terra incognito for most parts of 
the nineteenth century. In his memoirs, written in German exile and character-
ized by nostalgia for the vanished Russian Empire, Vrangel describes Rostov:

This absolutely unique city didn’t remind one of the average Russian 
centers. It arose and grew independently and silently like the cities in 
free Amerika, but not by the power of bureaucrats that governed Rus-
sia, not by the strong nobility, the rich merchants, or the enlightened 
intelligentsia, but by men, dark people [simple peasants], gathered from 
all corners of Russia.1

While Vrangel later goes on to idealize this stratum of true peasants as the 
means to resurrect “dead Russia” from Bolshevik rule, the dynamics of 
demographic growth and city development laid out here by Vrangel seem 
unusual for an autocratic and estate-based empire.

Rostov developed in the second half of the eighteenth century from a 
small suburb of the Russian military fortress St. Dmitri Rostovski on the 
embankment of the Don, 46 kilometers above its estuary where it spilled 
into the Sea of Azov. Within half a century, the city had transformed into 
one of the Russian Empire’s foremost Black Sea ports and economic centers  
due to its beneficial geographic location, the unusual migration dynamics 
described by Vrangel, and a unique proximity to the Armenian colony of 
Nakhichevan, located a few kilometers east of Rostov on the other side of 
the military fortress of St. Dmitri. Nakhichevan was founded at the end 
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of the eighteenth century and flourished due to privileges granted by Em-
press Catherine II to thousands of Armenian merchants and peasants who 
left their homeland in Crimea. During the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Armenian community of Nakhichevan, bestowed with trade and 
self-administration privileges, became a vital node in trade and artisanship 
networks in the Black Sea region. In Vrangel’s narrative, which refers to 
the 1870s, Nakhichevan is mostly absent, likely because both cities had 
grown by then into one urban area. Nevertheless, Nakhichevan remained 
an independent city.

From Vrangel’s perspective, Nakhichevan appeared as the loser in a century- 
long quest for modernization. He attributed part of Rostov’s success to 
mistakes made by the Armenian local government – for example, sending 
energetic and talented settlers away. These would go on to populate Ros-
tov. Similarly, the Armenians of Nakhichevan failed to “get along with the 
engineers,” which would result in the construction of the junction station 
of the new railroad in Rostov instead.2 Although historically doubtful in 
its details, Vrangel’s general overview was accurate. From the second half 
of the nineteenth century, Rostov outranked Nakhichevan in terms of size 
and demographic and economic growth. In 1914, Rostov ranked among 
the three fastest-growing urban economies of the empire.

The argument that Nakhichevan paled into insignificance is, however, 
problematic, both for the difficulties in distinguishing the two cities from 
one another and their intermingled socioeconomic development from the 
late eighteenth century. As regional maps from the 1850s on suggest, it 
was difficult to differentiate the two cities. A geographical survey from 
1862 suggests that both would “comprise a coherent territorial whole but 
not an administrative one.”3 The leading encyclopedia BrokgauzEfron re-
minded its readers in 1897: “Recently Nakhichevan has expanded towards 
Rostov so drastically that one needs to look into the old plan of 1811 to 
rediscover their actual political border.”4 Leaving the administrative divi-
sion aside for a moment, both cities constituted one urban conglomerate 
of imperial importance.

To a certain extent, the territorial segregation of its populations resem-
bled that of colonial cities in other parts of the world, but with a genuine 
“native population” absent. Both displayed features of a settler city based 
on city plans made of rectangular grid systems subdivided into building 
blocks.5 Yet, Russians and Armenians never positioned themselves in a 
hierarchical relationship typical of European colonialism. While ethnicity 
played an important role in demarcating administrative order and privi-
leges and as a marker of nationality in the late nineteenth century, class 
remained an equally important category for framing conflict and coopera-
tion that could at times transgress ethnic boundaries. Both populations 
embody key features of the Russian imperial experience – namely, ethnic 
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utilization and (the limits of) migration management. From the seventeenth 
to the early twentieth century, the crown made use, to varying degrees, 
of Armenian merchants, peasants, and clerics with the aim of positioning 
the empire within Eurasian trade networks and colonizing the expanding 
southern periphery. Of the empire’s Armenian colonies, Nakhichevan on 
Don allows for the best long-term micro perspective on how these goals 
evolved and changed locally through negotiation and conflict.

Rostov’s increased pace of development from the 1840s, on the other 
hand, was fueled by waves of uncontrolled migration from the Russian 
heartland and the Ukrainian territories. It is precisely this uncontrolled mi-
gration that Vrangel idealized in his retrospective view of Rostov. The city’s 
history sheds particular light on the limits of autocratic control over the 
Russian imperial expanse, both in terms of strategies for urban develop-
ment and control of the movement of its people. At the same time, Rostov 
remained noticeably absent from imperial projections until the beginning 
of the twentieth century. While it became the undisputable economic center 
of the Don Region, the Russian Empire imagined and administered this 
area mainly as the heartland of the Don Cossacks according to political 
premises that prioritized maintaining their military capabilities. Only from 
the early twentieth century onward did the state adjust its politics to the 
cities’ size and economic importance. Rostov, then the third-largest export 
hub of the empire, was promoted to the status of a gradonachal’stvo, a 
status reserved for larger or strategically important cities. Making Rostov 
a main administrative center of the south did late justice to the results of a 
long-term process of urban development the empire had set in motion by 
nurturing the Armenian colony of Nakhichevan a century earlier, while not 
deploying a particular imperial vision and strategy for Rostov’s fate dur-
ing the nineteenth century. Both Rostov and Nakhichevan merged during 
the nineteenth century and embodied particular characteristics of Russian 
imperial policy that shaped their socioeconomic as well as urban develop-
ment significantly. Nakhichevan became an early embodiment of imperial 
policy toward the Armenians, rendering them “agents and recipients”6 of 
Russian imperialism. Rostov testifies to the importance of social and eco-
nomic forces that had been unleashed but could not entirely be controlled 
by the Russian autocracy. The discrepancy between its geographical and 
economic importance and the lack of a coherent political strategy toward 
its development makes the “Imperial Cities” prism suitable for further ex-
ploring inherent tensions of center-periphery relations for urbanization in 
Eurasian land empires.

Thus, an isolated perspective of one of the two cities based on their ad-
ministrative division – a division that was only resolved by the Bolsheviks 
in 1929 – does not do justice to the importance of this dual urban struc-
ture for the dynamic of imperial development in the Don region. Residents 
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would develop converging or conflicting local identities through daily 
interaction, and infrastructural challenges that would require the coop-
eration of local elites with neighbors would be subjected to very different 
systems of administration and taxation. Before many of these systems had 
been homogenized in the course of the Great Reforms of Alexander II that 
took place from 1856 on, the two adjacent cities resembled an “Empire of 
Difference,” as the Russian Empire has been characterized,7 in miniature.

The second reason for the argument against Nakhichevan’s paling into 
insignificance is, however, even more important. To understand Rostov’s 
economic success between the foundation of a Russian customs post in 
1749 on the Don and the Revolutions of 1917, we have to understand 
the intermingled dynamics of the Armenian colony and the Russian town. 
Contrary to Vrangel’s interpretation, Rostov’s success very much depended 
on Nakhichevan. Rostov’s economic and demographic boom in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century heavily relied on the trade networks, 
markets, and production that the Armenians had established in the first 
half of the nineteenth century. Between its foundation and the conquest 
of the Caucasus in the mid-nineteenth century, Nakhichevan served as a 
hub linking the Armenians as imperial mediators of diplomatic and eco-
nomic interests with St. Petersburg, the Ottoman world, and the Caucasus. 
A gradual succession between Nakhichevan and Rostov as motors of re-
gional development set in from the 1830s onward, a process accompanied 
by constant conflict and negotiation between the two communities. The 
resulting regional dynamic of this succession laid the foundation of what 
enthusiastic historians have referred to as the “Rostov miracle”8 from the 
1860s onward; but perhaps more importantly, it speaks to the unique his-
torical experience of empire-building through cities that characterized the 
northern Black Sea littoral during the first half of the nineteenth century, 
before the Great Reforms.

The following chapter argues that four particular features distinguish 
the conglomerate of Rostov and Nakhichevan from other imperial cities of 
the late Russian Empire as an imperial center and gateway to the south and 
the Black Sea. These are (a) a lack of a cohesive imperial design and de-
velopment plan from St. Petersburg (as Vrangel and other  contemporaries 
already observed), (b) a peculiar succession between the two cities as mo-
tors for developing the region and adjacent networks, (c) an intensive in-
teraction between its inhabitants, and (d) the gradual merging of these 
two towns into one urban conglomerate. A perspective on the entangled 
history of Rostov and Nakhichevan allows for a debate about the varieties 
of administrative, economic, and socio-ethnic markers suitable for defin-
ing the boundaries between imperial cities and their surrounding regions. 
Politically defined as a community of taxpayers with very limited oppor-
tunities for self-administration, Rostov and Nakhichevan, both part the 
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governorate of Ekaterinoslav, formed an administrative exclave within the 
Don-Cossack territories of the upper Don River lands and its delta in the 
southwest. Given the increased economic and demographic entanglement 
between the exclave and the Don Cossack territory, an argument could be 
made for an imperial region as well. If we think of the interethnic division 
of labor as one characteristic of imperial cities in Eurasian empires, a strict 
delimitation of urban and rural becomes more complicated – all the more 
so as economic entanglements in the case of Rostov and Nakhichevan sub-
verted the high density of administrative demarcations dividing the local 
imperial subjects into different legal regimes.

The first section of this chapter focuses on the two cities’ emergence, 
their economic profile, and interaction in the period between the late 
eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, positioning the two within the 
southern Russian provinces that experienced a profound social, ethnic, 
and economic transformation during this period. The chapter addresses 
in particular the economic dimension of the cities’ trade, industry, and 
markets that allows us to approach the question of succession between 
the two as well as changes in the ethnic division of labor, characteristic of 
the empire until the mid-nineteenth century. The second section aims at 
exploring how during the nineteenth-century local cooperation between 
the neighboring communities gradually superseded various outstanding 
conflicts, while still leaving tensions that might occasionally burst into the 
open. Disputes about the uses of land and the river Don as the lifeline for 
both cities shed light on conflicting concepts of justice that were projected 
by these neighboring communities. The final part engages with the loss 
of political privileges of Nakhichevan during the Great Reforms and the 
final decades of the Russian Empire in which the increasingly multiethnic 
society of the imperial metropolis was transformed through rapid socio-
economic modernization, which included both greater prosperity as well 
as an increase of nationalism.

Dynamic Imperial Periphery of the South – Trade and 
Urbanization in the Pre-Reform Period

As for the appropriation of New Russia at large, the eighteenth-century 
history of Rostov and its beginnings reflect the connection between mili-
tary and economic motives of imperial expansion.9 In 1749, the Russian 
government established a customs post where the city would later be lo-
cated. This was a response to the increased trade between Don Cossacks 
and Ottoman subjects, most of them either Armenians or Greek who were 
traveling through the Sea of Azov and the mouth of the Don upstream. 
After Russia lost its newly conquered possessions on the Sea of Azov to the 
Ottoman Empire in the Peace of Pruth of 1711, the territorial regulations 
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of the Peace of Belgrade in 1739 made the area the only bottleneck through 
which limited exchange to the Black Sea world was possible. Rostov’s early 
urban development thus relied on the preexisting transport routes and 
trade hubs of the Russian-Ottoman borderlands.

The founding of the fortress of St. Dmitri Rostovski in 1761 would 
play a crucial role in finally subjecting the Don Cossacks to imperial con-
trol and also in the military campaigns of the Russian-Ottoman Wars 
(1768–1774, 1787–1791), including equipping a Don flotilla.10 The Don 
and the Zaporozhian Cossacks were the two largest Cossack societies that 
originated in the autonomous East Slavic nomad warrior communities of 
the fifteenth-century “wild field” located between the Russian and Ot-
toman Empire and Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. After the Musco-
vite Empire had relied on Cossacks in its successful campaigns against 
Poland-Lithuania and the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, Russia’s gradual expansion into the Black Sea region was 
accompanied by the Cossack’s subjugation to the crown, the end of their 
political independence, and integration into the empire. The fortresses’ 
patron Dmitri Rostovski (who would later give his name to Rostov) sym-
bolized the particular imperial vision that the crown projected onto this 
construction. Dmitri, born Daniil Tuptalo of Zaporozhian Cossack origins 
in 1651, would rise through the clergy as a pious reformer and composer 
of church music who loyally supported Peter the Great. Canonized in 
1757, Dmitri’s biography reflected the subjugation of the Cossacks to the 
Russian crown, positing an idealized mutual relationship between social 
promotion and loyalty.

Given the enormous distance between the imperial center and this pe-
riphery, separated by the steppe (often referred to as an “ocean” by con-
temporaries), state control over as vast an area as the Don region remained 
volatile. Its attempts to control migration processes into these new ter-
ritories constitute a case in point. A constant task the fortress garrisons 
undertook was to send out expeditions throughout the district to catch 
runaway serfs, while the crown regularly reminded Cossack atamans to 
dispatch fugitive peasants back to their masters in the north.11 As with 
other areas of the Northern Black Sea coast, the fortress and its beneficial 
location attracted a growing number of migrants, mainly from Ukrainian 
territories. The growing suburb east of the fortress would be granted the 
status of a city in 1802. At the time, the town had approximately 3,000 
residents (Figure 6.1).12

Nakhichevan and its five surrounding villages were founded in 1779 by 
Armenians resettled from the Crimean Khanate. The process of resettle-
ment, set into motion by Catherine II, drained the weakened Crimean Khan-
ate of its most important economic actors and became part of the grander 
scheme of the empress and Count Potemkin of settling non-Russians with 
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beneficial skills and crafts to transform the “wild field” of southern Russia 
into a prosperous region. The court’s constant support for the Armenian 
settlements was founded on historical experiences of the seventeenth cen-
tury when the Russian state had started providing Armenian communities 
with privileges and monopolies over long-distance trade to benefit from 
their trading networks linking India and Persia with Western Europe.13 The 
Archbishop of all Armenians in the Empire Iosif Argutinsky (Ovsep Arlu-
tyan), who was closely associated with the empress and aware of the eco-
nomic potential of Nakhichevan for the Russian state, became an ardent 
and influential supporter of the project. He advocated for financial sup-
port, a generous assignment of land, and a set of far-reaching privileges.14 
Benefitting from the privileges of self-government, the remission of taxes 
and services, and generous financial support from Armenian communities 
in Persia and India, Nakhichevan quickly became a flourishing town of 
traders and craftsmen with 5,000 residents at the turn of the century.15 The 
community of settlers originated from very different social and economic 
backgrounds in Crimea, ranging from poor peasants of the hinterland to 
well-connected and prosperous merchants from the trading port of Kaffa/
Feodosia. The new economic and political conditions for trade and pro-
duction in Nakhichevan seem to have offered opportunities for upward 
mobility to many of them.16

While the Russian Empire’s acquisition and development of the terri-
tories of New Russia can by no means be described as a linear success 
story, Armenian trade and its networks, in addition to the establishment 
of various crafts and their influence on the regional economy, add up to 
a relative success story of enlightened colonialism.17 Flocks of goats and 
sheep, many of them imported from Crimea, provided local crafts with the 
necessary raw materials. Tanneries, soap and candle making, and wool-
washing facilities were established on the embankment of the river. Saddle 
and shoe-making were among the first industries to flourish within the city. 
Soon more elaborate crafts developed, depending on imported materials 
from the inland such as iron, copper, silver, and gems, as well as raw silk 
from the Persian Empire, which Armenian artisans transformed into agri-
cultural tools and weapons, as well as jewelry and more refined silk cloth. 
By 1825, statistics counted 33 manufactories (among them fish and meat 
processing, tanning, paper production, and others) in Nakhichevan, while 
Taganrog, the administrative center 80 kilometers west on the shores of the 
Sea of Azov, had 26, and Rostov only 12. In 1822, there were 2,940 regis-
tered craftsmen (out of a total population of approximately 8,000).18 The 
Armenians of Nakhichevan also occupied a superior position compared 
to the empire’s other Armenian communities. Its artisans and merchants 
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contributed more than half of the total guild fees while constituting less 
than one-third of the empire’s Armenian population (Figure 6.2).19

Armenian artisan products satisfied the small but growing demand 
among the Cossack population and the surrounding villages. Extensive 
networks of Armenian merchants distributed saddles, jewelry, or weapons 
to the Caucasus; delivered caviar and silk via ship to the Ottoman Em-
pire and the Mediterranean; and transported cattle and horses acquired 
in the steppes and foothills of the Caucasus to Moscow and Poland, sup-
plying armies and the central European market. Soon after their reset-
tlement, trade networks to the Armenian communities of the Caucasus 
and in Astrakhan that had been interrupted were renewed and expanded. 
This allowed access to annual cattle markets in Russian fortresses of the 

Figure 6.2 Official plan for Nakhichevan from 1811.

Source: Polnoe Sobranie Zakonov Rossiiskoi Imperii (sobranie pervoe), Kniga chertezhei i 
risunkov (plany gorodov) [Complete Collection of Laws of the Russian Empire (first collec-
tion), Book of drawings and illustrations (town plans)], St. Petersburg (Tipografiia II Otdele-
niia Sobstvennoi E. I. V. Kantseliarii), 1839. 
The Church of Gregory the Illuminator, the main Apostol of the Armenian Church, and the 
surrounding market rows form the very center of the city whose most prominent feature 
became the rectangular grid system. Production facilities were mostly located on the Don 
embankment, while the line in the west demarcates the border to Rostov and the wriggled 
line in the east the border to the Don Cossack territories.
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Caucasian foothills and fostered trade relations with the peoples of Circas-
sia. In 1808, 50 families moved to Stavropol while retaining strong ties to 
their home colony. Later similar networks were established toward Ekate-
rinodar (today Krasnodar) and Yeisk in the Azov and Eastern Black Sea 
region, while Nakhichevanians gradually expanded their ties to Voronezh 
and the centers of Ukrainian provinces, such as Kharkov (Ukr. Kharkiv) 
and Kiev (Ukr. Kyiv).20 These networks transformed the area into an ex-
change hub between East and West, North and South, but also between the 
empire and the Black Sea world.21

When compared to other new cities of Southern Russia, Rostov pro-
vides an interesting case study for an imperial city as it received much 
less attention and imperial “nourishment” than, for instance, Odessa 
(Ukr. Odesa) or the capital of the Don Cossack Host Novocherkassk 
that quickly gained military and strategic importance after its founding.22 
Within this region, which was at some distance even from the regional 
capital of Ekaterinoslav (today Ukr. Dnipro), Taganrog had been favored 
and was promoted by St. Petersburg as the administrative center of the 
area. This was partially due to its historical importance as it was founded 
by Peter the Great, thus preserving some semblance of continuity after 
the Russians regained control from the Ottomans in 1776. At the same 
time, Taganrog’s position directly on the Sea of Azov seemed better for 
trade than Rostov’s river location. Taganrog’s unfavorable geographical 
conditions for export by ship came into play only during the course of the 
nineteenth century, when bigger ships struggled with the shallow waters 
of its docks. The shoals of the Don river-mouth were equally perilous, 
yet Rostov’s position as a terminal of the Don River ship trade networks 
and main storage point for various goods from central Russia and the 
Urals shifted the balance from Taganrog toward Rostov by skipping one 
 additional step of transshipping.

Given the preference St. Petersburg gave to Taganrog during the late 
nineteenth century, the customs post that had served as a nucleus for 
the first settlement and the construction of the fortress of St. Dmitri was 
moved to Taganrog in 1776, seven years after Russian troops had regained 
control over the city. In 1803, Rostov, Nakhichevan, and Mariupol were 
subjected to the Taganrog gradonachal’stvo “for the benefit of Taganrog 
trade.”23 The imperial administration excluded important seaports such 
as Odessa, Nikolaev (today Ukr. Mykolaiv), and Taganrog from the gov-
ernorates of the New Russian provinces and organized them as territorial 
units called gradonachal’stvo, for better control and more direct promo-
tion of economic and demographic development. A gradonachal’stvo was 
a territorial-administrative unit in the late Russian Empire. It consisted of 
larger or strategically important cities and their surrounding lands, ad-
ministered by a gradonachal’nik. Excluded from the territory and admin-
istration of their respective guberniya, these territorial units were directly 
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subject to a general governor and the Ministry of Interior for more direct 
control of their development, determined both by status (Moscow, St. Pe-
tersburg) and/or strategic location (Sevastopol, Odessa). During the first 
third of the nineteenth century, Taganrog remained the main port with 
the customs and quarantine posts, staple right, the trade court, and the 
first state gymnasium in the region.24 In 1835, Rostov was separated again 
from the Taganrog gradonachal’stvo and subjected to the Ekaterinoslav 
governorate administration that resided in the distant provincial capital 
Ekaterinoslav. The history of Rostov and Nakhichevan in the first half of 
the nineteenth century illustrates that St. Petersburg overestimated the im-
portance of port cities directly on the Sea of Azov. The location on the river 
Don provided the city with a decisive geographical advantage, opening up 
a natural economic hinterland extending to the Urals and the central grain 
areas in the Russian heartland. Furthermore, Rostov’s geographical im-
portance grew over every decade of imperial engagement in the Caucasus, 
both as an important hub for military deployment and supply and as a 
port for expanding trade relations with the so-called “mountain people.”

Certain interventions by the imperial authorities into Rostov’s fate dur-
ing the first half of the nineteenth century influenced its economic develop-
ment significantly. The fortress of St. Dmitry had already lost its primary 
military importance following the peace treaties of Küçük Kaynarca in 
1774 and particularly Adrianople in 1829, which had moved the Russian-
Ottoman border to the Caucasus and the Danube. Rostov’s fortress was 
consequentially dismantled in 1835, and its space was quickly occupied 
by new buildings and streets. The imperial authorities in St. Petersburg 
lacked a coherent vision for the development of the Don region other than 
its military importance as a privileged area for the Don Cossacks. In this 
period, a more elaborated regional policy would depend on a more differ-
entiated knowledge of the region’s dynamics and an understanding of the 
city’s economic potential. The renewed establishment of a customs post 
in Rostov in 1836 dramatically transformed the city’s importance from 
military to economic. The closer proximity of Count Mikhail S. Vorontsov, 
the energetic governor of New Russia (1823–1844) residing in Odessa, 
resulted in a cohesive strategy for managing migration and developing the 
economy of the region.25 Establishing the customs post considerably eased 
exports, thus boosting Rostov’s economic development, and significantly 
increased the financial scope of its administration, 35 years prior to the re-
form of the city administration that laid the foundation of an independent, 
yet limited city budget in the empire’s cities. Vorontsov ordered ten percent 
of the revenue to be allocated to the city’s annual budget. Within just ten 
years, the trade volume in Rostov increased 30 times, surpassing that of 
the gradonachal’stvo of Taganrog. While the total volume of trade in 1823 
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was under 150,000 silver rubles, the opening of the customs post increased 
the volume from 342,000 rubles in 1836 to 2.8 million ten years later.26

The year 1836 became a watershed for the increasingly interconnected 
economies of Rostov and Nakhichevan. The export trade in Nakhichevan 
experienced a “death blow”27 by the customs post’s installation, which 
led to an outflow of Armenian firms and capital to Rostov. While before, 
both cities’ embankments would be used to store and transship goods on 
their way to Taganrog, Rostov now directly drew most of the goods dedi-
cated for export. Still, in 1833, Nakhichevan outranked Rostov in terms 
of population (approx. 14,000/8,500), stone houses (228/22), merchants 
(191/153), and also shops (647/40; Taganrog: 188).28 However, the in-
fluence of Armenians on Rostov’s local economy and its practices since 
the beginning of the nineteenth century had provided many opportunities 
for Russian merchants, peasants, and artisans to build upon. Only later 
would these processes eventually lead to an inversion of the economic rela-
tions. While Armenian brick factories provided the very building material 
needed for Rostov’s growth, Armenian windmills, more efficient with their 
rotating house and windmill sails that could be permanently adapted to 
changing wind, also processed much of the region’s grains until the 1870s. 
The economic success of Rostov’s two annual fairs in the mid-nineteenth 
century was based on an increased demand from peasants, Cossacks, no-
mads, and merchants from the region and more distant parts of the empire 
that Armenian crafts- and tradesmen had created and supplied in the first 
decades of the century. Nakhichevanean industries such as tanning, can-
dle making, tool manufacture, or wine and liquor production increased 
the city’s attraction for merchants from Odessa and abroad, who settled 
permanently in Rostov or opened a branch of their own business there. As 
early as the mid-nineteenth century, Rostov offered not only the chance for 
merchants to export raw materials but also, increasingly, ways of process-
ing them locally before export. More importantly for merchants from Ros-
tov, their Armenian counterparts would provide credit for more elaborate 
business operations, which in an age of a chronic capital shortage and lack 
of banks provided a significant locational advantage. At times, Russian 
merchants achieved temporary access to Armenian trade networks to pur-
chase rare goods from greater distances.29 The contact with Armenian and 
Western merchants influenced (local) Russian economic culture, a culture 
that in the pre-Reform period was generally dominated by “suspicion and 
mistrust of the commercial Armenians.”30 Being exposed to the successful 
business practices of Armenian merchants in close proximity could encour-
age Russian merchants to adapt.

A prominent characteristic of Armenian business practices was the ea-
gerness to keep revenues and expenses balanced and, if need be, radically 
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cut expenses. Much of the Armenians’ reputation among Russian mer-
chants as greedy derived from this economic behavior, today considered 
rational.31 Accordingly, merchants would purchase goods at the end of 
trade fairs around Rostov, when prices would have dropped. Repeat-
edly, this caused their Russian counterparts to complain to the head of 
the gradonachal’stvo in Taganrog about the Armenians’ “unchristian trad-
ing practices,”32 reflecting both Russians’ more customary and traditional 
forms of exchange as well as the deployment of religious differences for 
“othering” the economic competition vis-à-vis the authorities. However, 
the practices of Rostov merchants’ economic culture did not remain static 
and gradually changed with the city’s burgeoning entanglement with the 
Black Sea trade. From the 1840s onward, an increasing number of Rus-
sian merchants sold their goods at the Rostov trade fair in late summer 
at prices significantly beyond the value of the goods. Their aim was to 
quickly accumulate cash money, in chronically short supply within the 
country, in order to travel to the northern grain-producing provinces to 
buy grain and linen seeds; these they could sell to Greek and English trad-
ers in Rostov with considerable profit margins.33 This growing flexibility 
in the Russian merchant’s price calculations is indicative of substantial 
changes in economic practices and mentality set in motion by cooperation 
and competition with their Armenian counterparts. Rostov’s two annual 
fairs, which experienced continuous growth since the 1820s, provided ap-
propriate stages for these changes and foreshadowed the future economic 
dominance of Rostov as a hub for long-distance and regional trade. In the 
late 1840s, the Rozhdestvo-Bogorodniko fair with a total volume of three 
million rubles constituted the largest fair in the wider region, outranking 
the fair of the governorate capital Ekaterinoslav (1,000,000 rubles) and 
Taganrog (1,200,000 rubles).34

The gradual succession of Nakhichevan by Rostov as the economic 
center over the next three decades is evident from changes in trade volume 
and structure, modes of production, and the ethnic profile of merchants. 
In 1862, Nakhichevan still exceeded Rostov in its number of manufactur-
ing facilities (25/20), yet Rostov generated six times as much production 
value (54,000/300,000 rubles).35 Tanning, one of the foremost Armenian 
industries, now generated enormous profits for Russian merchants due to 
mechanized production processes. Wool washing and processing, another 
traditional segment of Nakhichevan’s early economy, experienced simi-
lar mechanization and sectoral boom. The resulting demand for workers 
who would require some training and qualification in the use of machin-
ery made higher wages necessary. These in turn could cause temporary 
shortages in the labor market, taking Russian office clerks, for example, 
away from the Armenian self-administrative organ, the magistrate.36 Both 
industries illustrate that the rising entrepreneurial class of Rostov was able 



The Merger of Rostov and NakhichevanonDon 183

to accumulate both professional knowledge and skills and the necessary 
capital for such ventures. The merchants of Nakhichevan, on the other 
hand, seem to have been neither willing nor able to accumulate the neces-
sary investments.

However, the statistics of the 1850s suggest further underlying changes 
in the trade structure of both cities. The small joints and booths of the 
Nakhichevanian bazaars that many Western visitors admired and color-
fully described in their Orientalizing testimonies still outmatched those of 
Rostov in number (368/211). Nevertheless, professional and bigger shops 
designated for all-year retail trade now prevailed in Rostov and suggested 
a more constant and demanding variety of customers.37

Rostov’s economic prospects as perceived by contemporaries encour-
aged international trading companies to open representations on the spot 
and also some of their representatives to settle in the town on a permanent 
basis. The Greek merchant Ivan Skaramanga, a member of one of the most 
influential Greek family networks in the Black Sea and the Eastern Medi-
terranean with offices already existing in Odessa, Nikolaev, Mariupol, and 
Taganrog, settled in Rostov soon after the customs post went into opera-
tion.38 He extended his family’s business activities to grain export from 
the region and stimulated shipbuilding by lending money to Russian mer-
chants and captains. The first civil shipyard opened in 1837. Within this 
atmosphere of economic awakening, a report from the Ministry of the In-
terior in 1840 estimated that Rostov could surpass Odessa as the empire’s 
main export port for grain by the end of the century if a feasible long-term 
strategy could be found for dealing with the shallows at the mouth of the 
river Don.39 For the Russian public in the heart of the empire, however, 
knowledge of Rostov remained rather vague. The first article with an in-
depth description of the city was published only in 1850 in one of the so-
called “thick journals” of the epoch.40 And while the economic trajectories 
of both cities increasingly diverged, their interrelation and connectedness 
seem to have prevailed for quite some time in the imagination of the re-
gional public. During a debate about the priority of the port of Taganrog 
over that of Rostov in 1864, the mayor of Taganrog Nikolai T. Dzhurich 
concluded an intense argument with his Rostovian counterpart, Andrei M. 
Baikov, with the statement that “Rostov is being founded by the Armeni-
ans who have excessive advantages in trade.”41

The Region as a Stage for Cohabitation and Conflict

While economic indicators provide the necessary perspective on changes in 
commerce and production and their related effects on both ethnic societies, 
negotiations, and conflicts over land and the river Don reveals the dynam-
ics of appropriating the prospective shared urban space of the imperial 
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metropolis. Given the sheer size of the empire and its hierarchical and 
relatively weak and inefficient bureaucracy, some of these contestations 
would last for decades until resolved or overtaken by later developments. 
One central issue between the communities was land. When founding the 
Armenian colony at the end of the eighteenth century, the imperial state 
partitioned the land for the fortress and its settlements on terms that very 
much favored the Armenians. Twenty-four thousand hectares were split 
into 4,000 for the fortress and 20,000 for the Armenian settlement. More 
land was added after a land survey of the Don-Cossack areas. The fact 
that the first decree of Catherine II regarding the colony had granted only 
12,000 hectares to Nakhichevan in 1779 suggests that delegates of the Ar-
menian community in the capital had been successful in representing their 
interests at the court through informal channels.42

With the population of Rostov growing significantly faster than that 
of Nakhichevan from the 1850s on, the proportion of land held by each 
city served as a constant source of conflict. The Armenian magistrate fre-
quently complained about the “wild settlements” erected by runaway 
peasants from the center of the empire.43 These very attempts to uphold 
authority over an ethnically homogeneous settlement would later inspire 
Vrangel’s comments, cited above, on Nakhichevan “sending away ener-
getic and talented settlers who would then populate Rostov.”44

Thousands of settlers and adventurers, lured by the promise of economic 
and social improvement and the myth of a secure space in the south (“From 
the Don, no one gets handed over” – “S Dona vydachi net”),45 built houses 
and huts either close to the Don or to the markets, ignoring borders be-
tween the two communities. For Armenians, settling outside their own ter-
ritory in the late eighteenth century could increase the risk of being robbed 
or murdered by vagabonds or Cossacks.46 Several cases of such attacks 
against residents in the five Armenian villages surrounding Nakhichevan in 
the early period of the two cities (1790–1820) led the local courts and the 
commander of the fortress to get involved.47 The Vicegerent of Taganrog as 
well as the governor in Ekaterinoslav clearly understood the security issues 
connected to the question of land property as they reviewed and demanded 
better protection of such property.

However, the greater share of land for the Armenians remained condi-
tional on its agricultural use. Within the context of the leveling of adminis-
trative heterogeneity and privileges from the 1850s on, the state demanded 
statistics for cattle. According to observers, the Armenian community 
grossly exaggerated these in order to prevent the transformation of the ter-
ritory into state land.48 The Armenians seem to have benefited from the re-
cent experience of the Greek community in Mariupol that had understated 
the number of their cattle for fear of higher taxation and lost significant 
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parts of their communal land to the state as a result.49 The uneven distri-
bution of land between the two cities, however, remained unchanged. Up 
until World War I, Nakhichevan could compensate for its smaller trade 
revenues in comparison to Rostov by renting land to carpenters, traders, 
and businessmen, thereby significantly increasing its annual budget.50

From the foundation of the settlements onward, the river Don, a trading 
artery and source of fish, was one of the main reasons for conflict between 
Armenians in Nakhichevan, the mostly Russian citizens of Rostov, and 
Cossacks. The arrival of the Armenians amplified the preexisting conflict 
between Russians settled around the fortress and Cossacks regarding fish-
ing rights in the lower Don and its delta. Don Cossacks felt that their 
monopoly on fishing and customs-free trade granted by the tsars in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a monopoly that provided them with 
a considerable source of income, had been violated. The court in St. Pe-
tersburg was forced to mediate these conflicts throughout the nineteenth 
century.51 The distribution of the Don embankment by the state among the 
communities resulted in an “equally unequal” distribution: The Imperial 
Senate fixed the partition of the embankment for the first time in 1812. It 
granted Rostov the western half of the right embankment where its harbor 
was located and Nakhichevan the eastern half of the right embankment 
with its main harbor and the whole of the left embankment opposite both 
cities and the fortress.52 An additional small Armenian trade harbor to-
ward the Sea of Azov, however, was located at the mouth of the tributary 
Temernik, west of Rostov within the territory that had been granted to 
Rostov. The emerging competition between the two cities as export hubs 
for grain, iron, meat, and fish unfolded from the early nineteenth century 
on and resulted in concerted efforts to block Nakhichevan’s trade port 
by merchants from Rostov, who claimed their rights to the area. This led 
to a drastic drop in Armenian exports from that port between 1820 and 
1823 (from 2,229 to 326 tons).53 In reaction to complaints and petitions 
by the Armenian magistrate to the chancellery of the governorate and 
St.  Petersburg, the senate reaffirmed the division of the embankment in fa-
vor of Rostov in 1828, leaving the Armenian part of the right embankment 
as Nakhichevan’s only remaining port.54 However, the strategic value of 
this part increased significantly with the construction of a pontoon bridge 
across the Don prior to 1825. As a result, an increasing flow of goods from 
the Caucasus and its foothills arrived in Nakhichevan.55

With both the Russian and Armenian trade ports on the right side of the 
river and the two cities gradually expanding, the officially demarcated bor-
ders did not always necessarily correspond to the daily trading practices 
of storing and repacking the goods. After Vorontsov’s installation of the 
customs post and its contribution of ten percent to Rostov’s city budget, 
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the members of the Armenian magistrate argued on spatial grounds for a 
share of that income. They claimed that many goods were actually stored 
on Nakhichevan’s section of the right embankment of the Don before be-
ing shipped and that Rostov already possessed two large fairs that pro-
vided considerable sources of income.56 Although the governor denied the 
claim by pointing out that only five percent of the exported goods actually 
came from Nakhichevan, the case set statistical evaluations in motion and 
increased the attention that the governorate authorities accorded to the 
prosperity of the cities. Given the practice of exporting goods from the 
countless warehouses on the right embankment, any distinction between 
the two cities had already become blurred.

With the two cities gradually emerging as economic centers, the river 
would turn into a locus of contestation in trade. In 1840, Armenians started 
building shops on the left embankment of the Don, opposite Rostov’s port, 
and bought most of the incoming food from the surrounding areas, food 
that previously had been sold directly on the market in Rostov to the urban 
population of the city.57 The Cossack providers benefitted from the Ar-
menian restructuring of the region’s market, as time and effort for selling 
their goods on the local market could be spared. According to complaints 
and petitions by Rostov officials, the resale of fish, grain, vegetables, and 
meat to the residents of Rostov by Armenians led to an increase in market 
prices and hardship among the poorer strata of the local population. It re-
mains unclear, however, to what extent increased market prices can really 
be attributed to the Armenian entry into the food trade in Rostov: neither 
did an Armenian monopoly exist that would prevent others from entering 
competition, thus reducing prices, nor can we rule out Rostov’s population 
growth as the key factor for this particular price increase. The imperial 
authorities, however, seem to have adopted the narrative of the Armenians’ 
economic agility threatening the public order. A year later, the governor 
would give in to a petition and forbid this form of trade.58

In order to adapt both cities to administrative, economic, and infrastruc-
tural modernization, the river increasingly required technical, administra-
tive, and financial cooperation. Both city councils collaborated in building 
a new bridge in the 1860s59 and in accumulating the financial means to 
rent an expensive dredge able to deepen the river for the passage of larger 
ships in 1899.60 Later on, a common horse tramline serviced main streets 
and squares in both cities. The Delta Committee, founded in 1865, became 
an institution of merchants, experts, and state administrators of different 
nationalities that explored the delta, attracted financial support from the 
state, and realized different projects to deepen the last 20 kilometers of 
the river between the cities and the Sea of Azov.61 In 1916, after dredg-
ing the Don Delta’s main shipping channel back to a depth of ten feet 
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(approx. three meters) during the summer months, the dredge financed by 
the Delta Committee would remove a newly emerged sandbar blocking the  
Nakhichevanean port.62

City + City = Metropolis? Homogenization, Multi-Ethnicity,  
and Nationalism as Factors of Urban Development

The economic and political privileges granted to Nakhichevan by Em-
press Catherine are key to understanding the success of the colony in its 
first decades. However, they also caused envy among their immediate 
neighbors and suspicion and critique within the imperial bureaucracy. 
Armenians within the empire perceived the final abolishment of local self- 
administrative privileges in the wake of the Great Reforms in the southern 
periphery  negatively. From the viewpoint of a multiethnic empire, how-
ever, this  caesura in the city’s history and the processes leading to it defy 
easy interpretation. The 1872 abolition of the magistrate and its substitu-
tion with an elected city duma as part of the wider municipal reforms oc-
curred during a distinct period in imperial policy toward the former “wild 
field.”  Willard Sunderland has termed this “Reformist Colonization.”63 
One overall development during this period was the standardization of 
state rule and administration in the wake of the Great Reforms, a pro-
cess that led to the reduction of privileges and special administration for 
various non-Russian communities, be they German settlers, Armenians, 
Greeks, or Cossacks. At the same time, Ronald Suny convincingly argues 
that the 1860s and 1870s were the “zenith of Armenio-Russian collabo-
ration”64 with respect to their engagement in the campaigns against the 
 Ottoman Empire in the Caucasus with the aim of conquering the histori-
cally claimed Eastern Armenian territories.

The Armenian privileges granted by Catherine the Great had been 
contested since the beginning of the short reign of her son Paul. Cath-
erine’s decrees had exempted the colonists from the recruit levy, the poll 
tax, and other payments; they had established a system of local self- 
administration with an elected magistrate that exercised judicial and fi-
nancial authority; and they had guaranteed that the land surrounding the 
town would be accorded to the Armenians as compensation for property 
left behind in Crimea. The latter point remained a particular object for 
dispute. With each new ruler on the Romanov throne, these privileges had 
to be confirmed, so the Armenian magistrate would assemble a delega-
tion of respected citizens to appeal to the court in St. Petersburg for their 
confirmation, often supported by high-ranking members of the Armenian-
Gregorian clergy or nobles residing in the center, such as members of the 
Lazarev family.65 These appeals turned out to be particularly successful 
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in the case of Emperor Paul I, who even granted the privileges in perpetu-
ity (that status was later revoked by Alexander I). Over the course of the 
nineteenth century, however, several of these privileges were abolished or 
modified, many in relation to changes in the estate structure of the empire 
with its attempts to unify categories of economic status.66

Prior to the Reform era, there had been attempts by the imperial bu-
reaucracy to focus on conflicting aspects of the two legal systems, aim-
ing in particular at a greater degree of transparency. While conducting 
an audit of the Taganrog gradonachal’stvo in 1844, the St. Petersburg 
senator Mikhail N. Zhemchuzhnikov complained about conflicts between 
the Armenian self-administration and Russian law, especially the lack of 
separation between the judicial and police authority of the Armenian mag-
istrate.67 Because of his review, the Ministry of Justice created the first Rus-
sian translation of the local law code, that originated in the Armenian law 
code from the older Astrakhan community and the medieval Armenian 
law code Gosh Mitrash. However, the reform was postponed again until 
the 1848 creation of a new civil code for the empire as a whole.

Gradual shifts in managing the “empire of difference” also provided 
potent narratives for various opponents of ethnic and religious privileges, 
narratives that could mix with emerging notions of Russian nationalism. 
The previously discussed conflicts reveal that the regional and local elites 
of the Don and the Ekaterinoslav provinces cultivated an ambivalent po-
sition vis-à-vis the Armenian colonists of Nakhichevan and its rural sur-
roundings. The mayor of Rostov from 1862 to 1869 and 1884 to 1889, 
Baikov showed a rather hostile attitude toward his immediate neighbors. 
In 1866, the provincial assembly of the Ekaterinoslav Governorate ap-
pealed to the Senate demanding the abolition of all Armenian privileges 
and the “adjustment of judicial practices of the Magistrate.”68 After com-
plaining about the constant refusal and protests of the Armenians to even 
consider the potential advantages of making local administration more ef-
ficient, the assembly petitioners asked:

And can one still speak of privileges now, when there is one wish in all 
the Russian lands that all the Russian lands will be pure Russian, that 
they will be united together, that all living on them will be subjected to 
one law, carry one burden, and that an end will be put to this existing 
state within a state, so harmful for the economic life of the people?69

The urgency for reform of Nakhichevan’s self-administration increased 
with the continuous inflow of Ukrainian and Russian peasants into the area 
and the consolidation of the two cities. The Great Reforms of Alexander II 
aimed at the profound modernization of the state, economy, and societal 
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relations and were built upon the premise of a more efficient administra-
tive and legal system and corresponding state institutions. A leveling of 
differences in the administrative and judicial systems coexisting within the 
empire was a direct consequence of these reforms, fostered particularly by 
a new generation of bureaucrats.70 The Judicial Reform from 1864 and the 
imperial decree “Rules on the abolition of magistrates and judicial town 
halls” from 1866 set into motion the process of dismantling Armenian self-
administration. The first step occurred in 1868 when police authority was 
separated from the magistrate and Nakhichevan became part of the Ros-
tov police district administration. Although available statistics for 1866 
indicate a crime rate four times lower than for Rostov, tight budgets meant 
that the magistrate constantly struggled to hire enough policemen.71 After 
the extension of the system of city dumas to all the cities of the empire in 
1870, a new duma in Nakhichevan was elected in 1872, ending the city’s 
status as an autonomous colony.

The privileges granted by Catherine in the spirit of enlightened absolut-
ism fell victim to an expanding and homogenizing imperial state whose 
politics of modernization would increasingly overlap with politics directed 
against non-Russian nationalities in other regions of the empire. Some 
local elites framed these claims of homogenization as genuine Russian in-
terest, while some non-Russians criticized the abolition of seemingly ef-
fective organs of self-administration. Yet a closer look at the magistrate 
as an urban institution does not lead to a glowing assessment of the local 
Armenian pre-reform institutions. The position of the Armenian mayor, 
once in office, remained virtually uncontested and uncontrolled. Office-
holders tried to circumvent checks by the so-called “five-head duma,” 
whose election was often influenced by the mayor in order to surround 
himself with close allies and relatives.72 Gaps in record keeping indicate 
a lack of transparency and prolonged inquiries by skeptical imperial au-
thorities. Attentive Western visitors characterized the institution of the 
mayor as an archaic, patriarchal, and traditional form of authority.73 The 
local court systems as well as the police seem to have been increasingly 
beleaguered with cases deriving from the growing (illegal) inflow of work-
ing migrants from the Russian heartland. Here, the intervention of the 
imperial state also meant more competent personnel and resources. Ac-
cordingly, the majority of the city’s population reacted rather indifferently 
to the closure of the magistrate. As Levon V. Batiev has noted, there were 
no public protests.74 Even though one of the motives for the reform articu-
lated by regional bureaucrats was the adaptation of local government to 
the increased influx of Russians into the community of Nakhichevan, the 
new city duma and its census-based electoral system ensured an Armenian 
majority for the ensuing decades.
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Over the last half-century of the Russian Empire’s existence, both  cities 
coalesced into one urban conglomerate with inverted economic roles. 
From 1809 to 1913, Rostov’s population increased from 3,000 to almost 
200,000. The abolition of serfdom in 1864 and Rostov’s connection to 
the imperial railway network in the 1870s caused a drastic demographic 
dynamic during the second half of the nineteenth century: while the popu-
lation increased by six times during the first 50 years of the nineteenth 
century, the period between 1860 and 1913 witnessed a 12-fold increase. 
In comparison, Nakhichevan experienced moderate development both in 
total numbers and in dynamics of growth following the Great Reforms. In 
1779, around 12,600 colonists from Crimea settled at the fortress. From 
1857 to 1913, its population grew from 14,500 to 50,000 residents.75 
While both cities increased in ethnic diversity, Nakhichevan became more 
ethnically heterogeneous. Non-Armenians contributed most of its demo-
graphic growth from the second half of the nineteenth century. In 1904, 
63 percent of the 32,709 residents were Armenians, 33 percent of Rus-
sian or Ukrainian origin, and three percent of other nationalities. Prior to 
World War I, Rostov’s population consisted of 79 percent Russians and 
Ukrainians, seven percent Jews, and five percent Armenians.76 With the 
opening of a stock exchange in 1867 and the modernization of harbor and 
storage facilities in Rostov, most Armenian trade and businesses moved 
their headquarters to the center of Rostov. Some merchants generated con-
siderable revenue from renting out houses they owned in Rostov and do-
nated parts of it to various Armenian charities. The wine trader Adzhemov 
bequeathed two houses in Rostov to the city of Nakhichevan, creating 
15,000 rubles of rent, which the city invested in a technical school for 
Armenian children from poor families.77 In contrast to the rapidly growing 
Rostov, Nakhichevan’s reputation was less hectic, thus attracting the Rus-
sian and foreign business elites eager for weekend houses.78 Nakhichevan 
also benefitted from Rostov’s rapid population growth, with house owners 
renting out rooms to a growing number of clerks and workers and their 
families (Figure 6.3).

Economic divergence accompanied these processes of urban merging 
and ethnic blending. The traditional Armenian crafts, crucial to Nakhi-
chevan’s early economic success, were threatened by increased mechaniza-
tion by the mid-century and had mostly vanished by around 1900. The 
teacher, national activist, and member of Nakhichevan’s duma Ervand O. 
Shakhaziz observed that

the old crafts such as horseshoeing, blacksmithing, manufacturing 
of arms, felting, hat making, timbering, tailoring, gold- and silver- 
smithing, tinning, tile manufacturing, baking, saddle-making, and others  
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have either come to an end or are about to do so, and this allows one 
to say, in confidence, that at present Nakhichevan has neither crafts nor 
craftsmen.79

Some entrepreneurs from Nakhichevan successfully adapted and trans-
ferred classic Armenian trades into the modern era. The trading houses 
of Magdesiev and Balabanov ran two of the biggest oil-fueled mills in 
the region, mills that had rendered many Armenian windmills redundant. 
After the abolishment of the Cossack trade monopoly on coal mining in 
1863, merchants developed a strong position in this segment of the mar-
ket, with some representatives supplying the Black Sea and Caspian fleets 
with coal.80 The abundance of land belonging to the city of Nakhichevan 

Figure 6.3  Map of Rostov-on-Don 1917, ed. by the City Board of Rostov and its 
land surveyor Mamontov.

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plan_of_Rostov-on-Don_1917.jpg 
The map depicts the city in a period of rapid demographic and economic growth, partially due 
to its position as a hub between the different railway networks of the Caucasus region (bridge 
over the Don), New Russia (south, right embankment), and Central Russia (northeast). Sev-
eral new factories emerged along the railway tracks entering the city’s territory from the east. 
Within only 20 years’ time, new, mostly wooden, living quarters arose west, northwest, and 
east of the historical center due to massive migration pressure. Tramlines not only linked the 
main parts of the city with each other but also neighboring Nakhichevan.

https://commons.wikimedia.org
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allowed lucrative long-term rent contracts for the construction of factories 
and storage facilities for raw materials and kerosene.

Rostov, on the other hand, transformed from a “small and dirty town 
without gas lights and mostly roofs made of reed”81 into a modern me-
tropolis. It surpassed Taganrog in foreign trade volume in 1860, its share 
of grain exports through the Sea of Azov having risen from one-third to 
one-half within a decade.82 Economic growth affected its hinterland as 
well – parts of the Don Cossack community that traditionally had han-
dled most of the shipping of goods to both cities on the Don managed to 
monetize their ethnic division of labor and made substantial profits in the 
transport sector. With 9.4 percent of Rostov’s total sales volume in 1902, 
manufacturing remained insubstantial in comparison to trading. The first 
industrial installation, a foundry established in the 1850s, profited from 
the extraction of coal and iron ore in the northern Krivoi Rog region. Em-
blematic of Russian industrialization, the installation remained dependent 
on state government orders for years.83 At the turn of the century, Rostov 
ranked among the six cities with the most dynamic growth, partly because 
its trade opportunities attracted capital of various origins. Despite the mul-
tiethnic appearance of its elites, 56 percent of the capital invested in joint 
stock companies came from ethnic Russian investors, while approximately 
27 percent came from abroad, 13 percent from Russian Jewish business-
men, and 3.5 percent from Cossack entrepreneurs. Both the absence of sig-
nificant Armenian capital as well as the “ethnic concentration” of capital 
in specific sectors speak to the particular circumstances of the region as a 
commercial center. Ninety-three percent of foreign capital was invested in 
the trade sector, while Jewish capital led in industry and Cossack capital 
was almost exclusive to infrastructure.84

The lack of imperial engagement in the metropolis’s fate remained con-
stant throughout the reform period of Alexander II. There were calls for 
stricter administration, such as that by Pavel E. Kotsebu, governor-general 
to New Russia and Bessarabia. Repelled by the cosmopolitan character 
of Rostov’s port and center, he claimed that the city had been taking ad-
vantage “of an almost direct communication with foreign lands” that 
“offers the full freedom for unpunished illegal actions and foreign influ-
ence,” but his remonstrations remained without consequence.85 In 1888, 
however, Rostov and Nakhichevan were excluded from the governorate 
of Ekaterinoslav and unified with the Province of the Don Cossack Host. 
Earlier attempts by the duma of Rostov to petition for the creation of a 
new governorate including Taganrog and Azov, with Rostov at its center, 
went nowhere.86 The territorial and administrative reorganization that 
eventually subjected both cities to the War Ministry fits into the grander 
scheme of abolishing privileges and gradually homogenizing imperial rule 
by territorial reorganization.87 Earlier restrictions related to the lands of 
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the Cossacks were suspended, and non-Cossacks and foreigners received 
permission to buy land and invest. Uniting these most prosperous cities 
with the Don Cossack lands clearly aimed at overcoming the economical 
backwardness of a region that ranked at the bottom of most economic 
statistics for the Russian regions, despite its abundant resources and fer-
tile lands.88 This reorganization affected non-Russian groups differently. 
St. Petersburg transferred Armenian peasants to the category of state peas-
ants and forced them to buy land earlier granted by the privileges for a 
fixed price over a period of 40 years.89 Now excluded from the governorate 
of Ekaterinoslav, Rostov and Nakhichevan no longer constituted the most 
Eastern part of the “Pale of Settlement,” an administrative territory in the 
western and southern parts of the empire in which the Jewish population 
was legally allowed to reside. Further in-migration to the regional Jewish 
community of around 8,000 members was forbidden, and its further de-
mographic growth resulted from reproduction within the existing commu-
nity. Although a certain improvement in agriculture and trade within some 
strata of the Cossack society took place, it remains difficult to assess the 
overall economic and social success of the unification.90 In 1904, the impe-
rial authorities revoked the unification and excluded Rostov and Nakh-
ichevan from the Don territories once more. They conferred the status of 
a gradonachal’stvo on them, acknowledging Rostov’s increased economic 
importance for the empire.91

Despite their growing economic entanglement and the increasing con-
solidation of the two urban structures into one, Rostov and Nakhichevan 
remained two separate political entities until the end of the empire. The 
duma of Nakhichevan repeatedly refused attempts by the Rostov city duma 
to unite the two cities, as the Armenians would have become a minority in 
a unified city duma. In the final decades of the empire, the overwhelming 
majority of Nakhichevan’s citizens were Russians. The restrictive electoral 
law of 1892 constrained the suffrage of the middle class and increased the 
control of the civil administration of the Don Cossack Host over the city’s 
administration. Yet the strict electoral census system that allowed only a 
fraction of the residents of one city to vote for representatives in its duma 
ultimately ensured the political dominance of the Armenian elites, as most 
of the city’s real estate (possession of which granted suffrage) belonged to 
the Armenians. Thus, a system that in general is associated with the repres-
sion of an emerging Russian civil society by the autocratic state became 
the means to ensure the political power of a minority ethnic elite whose 
population underwent an unfavorable demographic development. As late 
as 1913, a local Russian campaign aimed at a re-measurement of landed 
property in Nakhichevan. By enlarging Russian property at the expense 
of Armenian, Armenian dominance of its duma would be reduced. The 
campaign was unsuccessful.92
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The Armenians’ resistance to any attempts at administrative unification 
resulted from the constant competition with its direct neighbor and the 
experience of relative loss of economic importance. In an age of increas-
ing nationalism (due both to national movements and imperial policies 
of Russification), the growth of Rostov combined with the loss of Nakhi-
chevanian privileges might seem to fit a narrative emphasizing polarities 
separating “Russians” from “Armenians.” The increasingly nationalized 
political discourse under the reign of Alexander III and Nicholas II, as 
well as the process of transferring both cities to the Province of the Don 
Cossack Host in 1887–1888, rendered the vague category of Russian na-
tionality a predominant factor within debates on urban consolidation and 
economic prosperity.93 The uneven socioeconomic development of the 
Province of the Don Cossack Host and the related status loss of the Cos-
sack community increased the attraction of nationalistic narratives among 
certain strata of the Cossack and Russian population.94 Cossacks felt a 
growing contrast between their symbolic military role for the Russian state 
and their declining economic status. The opening of the province to the 
investment of outsiders increased the popular perception that foreigners, 
as personified by Jews and Armenians, were catalysts of a capitalist mod-
ernization in which the Cossacks felt increasingly left out.95 Thus, writing 
in 1912, the local historian Andrei M. Grekov claimed in books and news-
paper articles that the Armenians “received land in the interest of develop-
ing the region, which they did not do, but rather enriched themselves at the 
expense of the Russian population.”96

The numerical predominance of Don Cossacks in the Rostov area and 
the increasing number of lower-class laborers from central Russia that mi-
grated there changed the popular images of the Armenians as well as the 
growing Jewish communities of Rostov. Again, socioeconomic transfor-
mation influenced the parameters of this broader shift. Rapid economic 
development drew an ever-greater unskilled workforce from the Russian 
heartlands to the Don – the share of “peasants” within Rostov’s estate 
structure increased from 45 percent in 1897 to 72 percent in 1907.97 This 
fundamental change in the city’s social composition not only provided fer-
tile ground for sentiments popular among the newly-urbanized Russian 
lower classes who were more responsive to nationalist mobilization than 
townspeople acquainted with multiethnic urban life over long periods of 
time. This social transformation of the urban society also fueled the emerg-
ing political crisis of the empire. State enterprises such as the Southern 
Caucasian railroad became centers for the mobilization of social demo-
cratic workers, heralding the upcoming First Russian Revolution. It was 
here that one of the first general strikes took place in November 1902, 
receiving nationwide attention.98 The most fundamental outburst of radi-
calized national sentiment and antisemitism occurred between October 18 
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and 20, 1905, when a pogrom incited by a Russian mob and Cossack units 
cost the lives of more than 150 Jews, injuring 500 more while destroying 
shops and warehouses. Prior events in Kishinev (today rom. Chișinău) and 
Odessa had generated an empire-wide atmosphere of fear among the Jew-
ish population, whose communities warned each other and started estab-
lishing self-defense units; in Rostov, these were successful in pushing back 
some of the attackers.99

Among the cosmopolitan-minded economic elites of Rostov, Russian 
national sentiments do not seem to have been prominent at the turn of 
the century. Some of the existing Societies for Mutual Credit, which pro-
vided local entrepreneurs with capital, began to restrict their activity to 
Russians only, yet their total share of the credit market remained insignifi-
cant.100 Most of the local political elites seemed to be aware of the correla-
tion between the cities’ economic success and disregard for the ethnic and 
national categories of its dwellers and businessmen. A petition from the 
Rostov duma to the Ministry of War prevented the expulsion of several 
thousand Jews from the area in 1887, which the ministry had intended 
to implement on the grounds that Rostov’s Jews no longer resided in the 
Pale of Settlement following the unification with the Cossack Province.101 
In the last decades of the nineteenth century, with the state as protector of 
minorities in retreat or even actively engaged in repressing national move-
ments, certain elite individuals became beacons of a multiethnic imperial 
culture.102 The Armenian merchant and former mayor of Nakhichevan 
Karp M. Gairabetov headed the district assembly in the 1870s.103 Within 
this imperial metropolis with two centers, the expectations of urban eco-
nomic and social improvement and healthy competition sufficed to keep 
these nationalist categories at bay. The opening of a public library in Na-
khichevan in 1886 inspired a group in Rostov that led to the founding of a 
similar institution that same year. Increased investment in the construction 
of public schools in Rostov was followed by a wave of newly constructed 
Armenian schools in the 1870s and 1880s.104 Prior to World War I, both 
dumas discussed the possibility of founding a single university for both 
cities.105

Conclusion

Nikolai E. Vrangel’s reflections on Rostov’s origins as a product of ordi-
nary true Russian people confirmed a widespread narrative in the late nine-
teenth century. A regional folk calendar from 1887 described the 1830s as 
the true turning point in the city’s history: “The ‘uninvited’ [i.e., fugitive 
Russian peasants] flocked here from everywhere and with enterprise, en-
ergy, and straightforwardness made up the capital and created the force 
that now needs to be reckoned with.”106 This narrative reflects one attempt 
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by contemporaries to navigate drastic socioeconomic and political changes 
by idealizing the origins of the city, simplifying the narrative, and sweep-
ing away contradictions. At its core, this narration combined the denial 
of significant influences of non-Russians on the region’s development, an 
idealization of the simple Russian man as pursued by the Russian intelli-
gentsia, and emphasis on the myth of freedom and the high social mobility 
in New Russia in contradistinction to the serfdom that characterized the 
mainland. This trope, popular throughout the political spectrum of the 
late imperial society, was explored by Grigorii P. Danilevskii in his popular 
novel Runaway Peasants in New Russia (Beglye v Novorossii).107

From the perspective of both the imperial manifestations within cities 
and their significance for the empire’s political, economic, and social fab-
ric, Rostov and Nakhichevan constitute peculiar cases within the urban 
landscapes of the Russian Empire. The longue durée perspective of this 
chapter has highlighted the shifting functions both cities fulfilled within 
the empire at particular times. After losing its importance as a frontier 
town and fortress to the Ottoman Empire at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, the attention (and imagination) of imperial authorities shifted away 
from Rostov. With the center now attributing military significance to No-
vocherkassk as the newly founded capital of the Don Province, Taganrog 
long found favor as the primary locus of economic growth and imperial 
administration. For the inhabitants of Rostov, the Armenian colony of Na-
khichevan must have appeared as the most visible manifestation of the 
imperial state until the 1840s. Nakhichevan resembled the protected and 
administrated “otherness” within the multiethnic empire’s south. Differ-
ences between Nakhichevan and Rostov derived from the privileged allo-
cation of land to the former, freedoms associated with self-administration, 
and the oriental appearance of Nakhichevan and its markets. Yet the very 
proximity between the two communities allowed for participation in the 
Armenians’ economic endeavors, setting cross-cultural influences in mo-
tion that would later benefit Russian merchants.

Due to Rostov’s double disadvantage when compared to other Black 
Sea ports – aggravated conditions for ship trade due to the shallow Sea 
of Azov and the challenging delta of the Don – its success remained far 
from certain at the time. Consequently, the crucial decision to re-establish 
a customs post in 1836 was based on the assessment of Governor Mikhail 
Vorontsov. Only in 1888 did the imperial elites apprehend the metropolis’ 
economic potential as an imperial trade hub and its capability for advanc-
ing the socioeconomic conditions of the Don Cossacks.

Nakhichevan’s history displays similar patterns. With the vanishing of 
Catherine’s enlightened absolutist approach toward ethnic management of 
the “wild field,” no further imperial vision was attached to the Armenian 
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colony.108 The process of abolishing the Armenian privileges in the 1860s 
and 1870s is characterized by the hesitation of people in authority at the 
center and initiatives taken by regional competitors. Rostov and Nakh-
ichevan both constituted imperial cities whose histories clearly reflect key 
challenges of the Russian imperial experience of the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, such as the dynamics of migration and economic growth 
or the adaptation of administrative frameworks within a multiethnic pop-
ulation. Yet both examples indicate that the imperial center was by no 
means the key protagonist of urban development – just one among differ-
ent actors.

In a way, the absence of an imperial development strategy and symbols 
of imperial grandeur and the close and often conflicting relationship be-
tween Russians and Armenians (as well as the Greek, Jewish, or German 
inhabitants of the region) all served as catalysts for increasing prosperity. 
The Armenian trade networks and craft portfolio of the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century helped develop an economic hinterland and mar-
ket that the empire’s supreme Black Sea port, Odessa, would lack.109 The 
river Don and trade routes first established by Armenian traders secured a 
constantly rising inflow of goods long before the railway reached Rostov 
in 1870. These advantages even outweighed the difficulties of accessing the 
Sea of Azov and the mouth of the river Don. The urban multiethnic com-
munity and its economic networks that emerged after the Great Reforms 
were a product of the beneficial and conflicting relationship and negotia-
tions between Russian and Armenian merchants and local elites. This con-
stitutes part of the reason for the pre-Reform periods unleashing growth 
in commerce, population, and urbanization unknown to other parts of 
the empire. This chapter has shown that a longer historical perspective 
allows for an evaluation of the importance of interethnic relations for the 
economy of imperial cities.

The exceptional feature of the case of Rostov and Nakhichevan is that 
it eludes a clear definition of a distinct city. The study has shown that, 
depending on the chosen perspective and questions, imperial cities can be 
conceptualized as more flexible, either by their political-administrative de-
marcation, their economic embeddedness (e.g., as a hub connecting dif-
ferent networks), or the socio-ethnic markers that define them as (often) 
multiethnic habitats. These different options to survey and demarcate the 
imperial urban space not only provide more analytical clarity but can 
be linked to the experiences of contemporary imperial residents as well, 
whose differences in gender, faith, class, and estate certainly influenced 
their conception and experience of urban life.

While Rostov and Nakhichevan became increasingly undistinguishable 
on the city maps in the 1870s, the proximity between its inhabitants in 
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daily economic, social, and political life provokes associations with other 
multiethnic cities such as Riga, Odessa, or Baku, which also had neigh-
boring but ethnically homogeneous neighborhoods.110 The contemporary 
visitor could distinguish the two parts of the metropolis despite increasing 
ethnic and economic intermingling through the location of Armenian or 
Russian Orthodox Churches and through the use of a more pronounced 
Armenian architectural style described as “northern modern.” This style, 
which combined Russian classicism with Armenian elements, emerged in 
the 1870s.111 The administrative division, however, meant the coexistence 
of different modes of taxation and obligations within a few square miles. 
At the turn of the century, a resident of Nakhichevan could consider its 
duma and administration to be a bulwark against the growing presence of 
Russian residents within “his” city. Yet such a position would also depend 
on his or her respective class, as neither a rich merchant nor an industrial 
worker would necessarily comprehend his urban environment exclusively 
through the lens of nationalism. These city administrations could foster 
projects that connected their citizens’ identities to both the nation and 
particular aspects of the empire they represented at its periphery. Rostov 
experienced a long public debate about the erection of a sculpture of Peter 
the Great prior to World War I, while in 1894, the duma of Nakhichevan 
planned and financed a monument for Catherine the Great with delay, 
originally intended to commemorate the 100th anniversary of the city.112 
However, as the infrastructural, architectural, and social results of mutual 
cooperation between the dumas of both cities have shown, every one of 
the resulting bridges, tramways, or main streets simultaneously manifested 
the empire’s claim to modernity and prolonged its multiethnic essence in 
an urban context.
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7 Guarding the Imperial Border
The Fortress City of Niš between 
the Habsburgs and the Ottomans, 
1690–1740

Florian Riedler

While in their own self-descriptions, many empires had only loosely de-
fined borders or no limits at all, historians have acknowledged the actual 
importance of imperial borderlands. For all of the land-based eastern em-
pires in the focus of this volume, border regions had a special role in the 
way they were established and expanded as well as in the evolution of 
their politics, military, and culture.1 Despite the fascination for imperial 
metropolises, the role of cities in imperial borderlands has also attracted 
scholarly attention. Especially in relatively sparsely populated steppe or 
mountain zones, cities acted as anchors and as hubs of infrastructure that 
guaranteed imperial rule; they were even more important in other areas of 
inter-imperial competition that were characterized by established urban 
networks.2 Such historical constellations deserve more attention, not the 
least because it has been argued that the way imperial politics shaped cities 
in borderlands has had an impact on ethnic conflicts in urban environ-
ments to this day.3

This chapter will use the research perspective proposed in this volume 
to show how imperial rule characterized Niš in today’s Serbia and how 
especially the border between the Ottoman and the Habsburg Empires 
was instrumental in that process. Until this border was established at the 
end of the seventeenth century, Niš (which was also called Niş by the Ot-
tomans and, in a neo-Latin form, Nissa by the Habsburgs) was a small 
town located in the interior of the Ottoman Balkans. In the sixteenth 
century, a period for which we have more or less exact figures, it had a 
population around 300 households with a majority of Muslims and a mi-
nority of less than 20 percent Orthodox Christians. Its bridge provided a 
safe crossing over the river Nišava, on the northern right bank of which 
the city was located. Consequently, it was as a convenient stop on the 
route from Istanbul to Belgrade for traveling officials, the Ottoman army, 
and merchants.4
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Because of the ongoing Habsburg-Ottoman War at the end of the sev-
enteenth century, Niš gained in importance and attracted the attention of 
Ottoman imperial politics. As a consequence, the city witnessed a sudden 
transformation, which was reflected in its material infrastructure and in 
the structure of its population and urban life. Until the last quarter of the 
nineteenth century, Niš remained characterized to varying degrees by its 
role as a city in a border region where Ottoman imperial rule was repre-
sented vis-à-vis its neighbor. This situation highlights how different ele-
ments of imperial rule play out in the Ottoman context. While mapping 
the impact of specific Ottoman imperial policies on the city, this chapter 
argues that these policies were always relational – i.e., they have to be con-
ceived as mutual reactions to the imperial competitor beyond the border. 
As a consequence, imperial border cities were shaped by a high degree of 
adaptations and transfers from both sides, which were instrumental in de-
fining a common standard among rival empires.

The first section of the chapter will introduce the border region resulting 
from the conquest of Hungary by the Habsburg Monarchy after 1683. The 
specific ideological nature of the inter-imperial conflict, the geo-political 
constellation, and the state of military technology gave strong points and 
fortresses a high degree of significance in this border region. As a result, 
not only Niš but also other cities in the region were transformed into for-
tress cities with this type of military infrastructure becoming the prime 
manifestation of the empire in the city.

The following two sections will focus more closely on Niš and on its 
fortress as the dominant architectural feature that defined it as an imperial 
city. Section two will discuss Niš as an object of Habsburg military strategy 
and will examine the representation of city and fortress in plans and im-
ages that were circulating in Europe. The next section will turn to the Ot-
toman side and its strategy to develop the fortress not only as the key piece 
of military infrastructure but also as a theatrical display of imperial power.

As the last section argues, the transformation of Niš into a border city 
also had far-reaching consequences for its population structure as well as 
the intercommunal relations between the different religious groups living in 
the city. Ottoman imperial urban governance combined two approaches: 
on the one hand, it re-asserted the Muslim character of the city, also in 
contradistinction to the imperial competitor; on the other hand, it aimed 
at reestablishing Niš as a city where different religious groups could coex-
ist after the eruption of violence during the wars. While the chapter will 
focus on the first half of the eighteenth century when the imperial features 
of Niš were most pronounced, it will close with a survey of the nineteenth 
century. In addition to the imperial capitals that are usually the center of 
attention, cities on the periphery can also serve to expose the evolution of 
forms of imperial power from a long-term perspective.
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The Relocation of the Habsburg-Ottoman Border

Niš rather suddenly evolved from a small market town on the overland 
route from Istanbul to Belgrade to an imperial fortress city when the  
Habs burg-Ottoman border was relocated from Upper Hungary 500 kilo-
meters to the south-east around the turn of the seventeenth century. In the 
years after the Ottoman defeat at Vienna in 1683, the whole northern bor-
der of the Ottoman Empire from the Adriatic to the Black Sea came under 
pressure. In a series of wars during the late seventeenth and first half of 
the eighteenth century, the members of the anti-Ottoman coalition called 
the Holy League (Venice, the Habsburg Monarchy, the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, and later also Russia) were able to push the Ottoman 
border to the south. The league, which was brokered by the pope, realized 
the old project of a common Christian front against the Ottomans as rep-
resentatives of Islam and therefore emphasized the religious justification 
for a war that had also imperial goals. The Habsburg Monarchy made 
the biggest territorial gains by conquering Hungary, Transylvania, Banat, 
and Slavonia. Between 1718 and 1739, the Habsburgs temporarily ruled 
Belgrade and its hinterland south of the Danube. While the Habsburg-
Ottoman border ran along the Sava and Danube rivers before and after, 
during this period it came closest to Niš, which became the principal city 
on the Ottoman side of the border (Map 7.1).5

The reversal of the Ottoman Empire’s position from a military offensive 
to the defensive had a fundamental effect on the formation of the new 
border. Before the wars of the Holy League, the border with the Habsburg 
Monarchy was conceived in Ottoman imperial ideology in the traditional 
terms of the “ever-expanding frontier” and was organized as a zone open 
for raiding. Especially in the 1699 Treaty of Karlowitz (today Sremski Kar-
lovci in Serbia), this approach was abandoned, and the new Habsburg-
Ottoman border was demarcated as a line border, by dint of which the 
Ottoman negotiators hoped to secure its remaining territory from further 
attacks. The adoption of a line border with the Habsburgs continued a 
trend that had already started in the border areas to Venice and the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth.6

Together with transforming the conception and character of the border, 
the Ottomans’ military posture also emphasized the importance of for-
tresses as defensive military infrastructure. Regarding this aspect, the new 
border was modeled after the old Habsburg-Ottoman border, which had 
formed in Upper Hungary after the formal annexation of central Hun-
gary by the Ottomans in 1541. At that time, the militarily weaker Habs-
burg side had relied on fortresses to check the Ottoman advance. In their 
propaganda, these fortresses were praised as the expression in stone of 
the old rhetorical figure of the antemurale Christianitatis, the Christian 
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bulwark against an external enemy. In the two decades after the first Ot-
toman siege in 1529, the Habsburgs completely overhauled the medieval 
fortifications of Vienna; in the second half of the sixteenth century, other 
cities and smaller border posts in western and northern Hungary as well 
as in Croatia were likewise modernized or, as in the case of the Croatian 
Karlovac (Germ. Karlstadt), newly founded. Especially the fortresses clos-
est to Vienna such as Győr (Germ. Raab) and Komárno (Hung. Komárom, 
Ger. Komorn) on the Danube were essential to block the direct Ottoman 
advance on the Habsburg heartland.

These fortifications were largely planned by military architects and en-
gineers from Italy who had perfected the design of polygonal, star-shaped 
fortifications with low-lying, earthen ramparts able to withstand the in-
creasing firepower of artillery. Another new feature was bastions, from 
which the besieging enemy could be fired upon very effectively. This for-
tress design, which was adopted and refined all over Europe, was called the 
trace italienne after its inventors.7

Vienna

Karlovac

Bihać

Kanizsa

Győr

Komárno

Nové Zámky

Petrovaradin

Timișoara

Vidin

Belgrade

Niš

Sofia

Sarajevo

Buda

T
r
a
n
s
y
l
v
a
n
i
H

u
n

g a r
y

B

o
s n i a

C
r o

a t i a B
a
n
a t

S
e r b i a

Sava

Danube
Danube

S

l
a
v
o
n i a

Sava

1683 Ottoman border

1699 borders of Karlowitz

1718–39 Habsburg territory

1739 Habsburg border K
o s o v o

Nišava

a
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1739. Cartography by Florian Riedler, 2022.



Guarding the Imperial Border 215

The towns on the Habsburg-Ottoman border shared the fate of many 
European cities in contested regions, among them big cities such as Turin, 
Lille, and Antwerp, which were transformed in radical ways by their for-
tifications from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries. These places were 
affected by what Martha Pollak calls “military urbanism.” Fortresses in 
such cities were places to represent the military power of the absolutist 
state vis-à-vis enemies not only from without but also from within. With 
their ramparts and access ways, they radically intervened in the fabric of 
organically grown medieval cities and thus gave the state more control over 
city populations and the traditional leadership. Moreover, the representa-
tion of cities also changed, with their citadels becoming major landmarks 
in plans, city views, and paintings. In many cases, the new military func-
tion also affected urban self-representation in processions and festivities.8

The Ottoman side did not directly adapt the fortress design described 
above but continued to use palisade constructions called palanka to fortify 
their border cities in Hungary. However, it quickly became well-acquainted 
with their adversary’s innovation (not only in Central Europe but also in the 
Mediterranean theatres of war on Crete and Malta, for example) and also 
found effective ways to deal with the new trace italienne. Such fortresses 
could be overcome with adapted siege tactics and better artillery, as the con-
quest by the Ottomans of numerous Habsburg and Venetian fortress cities 
in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century shows. Some of them such 
as Győr and Komárno were quickly reconquered by the Habsburgs; others 
such as Bihać (Germ. Wihitsch, Turk. Bihac) in Bosnia, Kanizsa (Germ. Ka-
nischa, Turk. Kaniye) in western Hungary, and Nové Zámky (Germ. Neu-
häusel, Turk. Uyvar) in today’s Slovakia remained in Ottoman possession. 
The Ottomans continued to rely on these fortifications because they appreci-
ated their military value; in a process that will be described below in greater 
detail, they also began to adopt the polygonal design of these fortresses.9

In their offensive after 1683, the Habsburg military had to reconquer 
these Ottoman border fortresses before they could advance deeper into 
Ottoman territory, taking Buda in 1686 and Belgrade in 1688. As in other 
places, immediately after conquering Belgrade, they started modernizing 
the fortifications they had taken over from the Ottomans. They employed 
a Venetian or Levantine engineer called Andrea Cornaro who had served 
in the defense of Candia (today Iraklion) on Crete, which the Ottomans 
had besieged intermittently from 1647 to 1669. This military engineer, 
who was by no means an exceptional case, offers an interesting example 
of the transfer of ideas and acculturation through war. When the Otto-
mans retook Belgrade in their counter-offensive of 1690, Cornaro switched 
sides – there are conflicting accounts whether he was forced or did it  
voluntarily – completed his work in Belgrade, and also fortified Timișoara 
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(Turk. Temeşvar, Germ. Temeschwar) in the latest style of the French chief 
military engineer Vauban. Moreover, he trained a number of Greeks and 
Armenians in the art of modern fortress design, who continued his work.10 
In the religiously charged language of an Ottoman chronicle, the fortified 
cities on the new border were awarded the honorary title of “Bulwarks of 
Islam” (seddi sedîdi İslâmiyye), which exactly mirrored the expression of 
antemurale Christianitatis.11

Instead of Belgrade, Petrovaradin (Germ. Peterwardein), a medieval 
Hungarian and later Ottoman castle roughly 100 kilometers upstream on 
the Danube, became the cornerstone of the Habsburg border defense sys-
tem.12 The situation changed again when the Habsburgs returned to Bel-
grade in 1716 and rebuilt it over the next 20 years as their imperial border 
city. The transformations in Belgrade can serve as a comparative case not 
only for Habsburg border cities (e.g., Timișoara)13 but also for Niš and 
other cities on the Ottoman side. The fortress of Belgrade was modern-
ized in two phases with money raised by the pope for this purpose. The 
city west to the fortress was enclosed with a fortified line and regularized 
with a grid of perpendicular streets. Administrative buildings as well as a 
number of Catholic churches for the new bishop and the main Catholic 
orders were erected. For practical purposes, but also to show the symboli-
cal subjugation of Islam – all the Muslim inhabitants had already left the 
city – some of these churches used existing mosque buildings. This part of 
the town was given to German settlers, who were considered more loyal 
than the local Christian Orthodox population. Although their bishop was 
also privileged, the latter had to live in a quarter outside the wall similar 
to the Jews. The German population formed the elite, but their loyalty was 
tested by the heavy-handed military administration of the city. The major 
conflict between the military and civilians centered on the labor duties the 
latter were supposed to render for the upkeep of the fortress.14

Ironically, these fortifications were destroyed by the Habsburgs army it-
self before it surrendered Belgrade to the Ottomans after the war of 1737–
1739. Now the situation was reversed again: Belgrade became the principal 
Ottoman fortress on this section of the border; the German inhabitants left 
the city, the Muslims returned, and their mosques were restituted. With the 
exception of the last Habsburg-Ottoman War of 1787–1791, the border 
established in 1739 remained intact for the Ottomans until 1867 when 
they ceded Belgrade to the autonomous Principality of Serbia and for the 
Habsburgs until 1918.

Similar to Belgrade, other cities were also deeply affected by the new 
border, which oscillated for a time in the Sava-Danube area before it as-
sumed its final position. The following section will focus on Niš and its 
transformation into a Habsburg fortress city since it was first conquered 
by the Habsburg army in 1689.
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The Fortress of Niš and Its Representation

In the campaign season of 1689, the Habsburg military decided to con-
tinue their advance from Belgrade further south along the road to Istan-
bul. After smaller encounters in what is today central Serbia, the decisive 
battle with the main Ottoman army was fought at Niš, 230 kilometers 
to the south-east of Belgrade. The Habsburg army was able to storm the 
Ottoman camp and take the city, which had been fortified in the previous 
year by the Ottoman commander of the Hungarian front with a ring of 
palisades and a ditch.15

After this victory, Niš became the base for further Habsburg military ex-
peditions west into Bosnia, south into Kosovo and Macedonia, north-east 
to Vidin in today’s Bulgaria, and also further along the road to Istanbul. 
However, the supply lines were overextended so that the few advance units 
that reached the basin of Sofia were not strong enough to attack the city. 
In the winter of 1689–1690, the War Council in Vienna considered falling 
back to Belgrade altogether, but the local commanding general insisted on 
organizing the defense in the upcoming campaign season from Niš.16

As it turned out, this defense was not successful and the Habsburg oc-
cupation of Niš ended after roughly one year in September 1690. From an 
urbanistic perspective, however, the decision to base the Habsburg army 
there affects Niš to this day. In the spring of 1690, under the supervision 
of a Habsburg military engineer, soldiers and local peasants built the first 
version of the fortress that still dominates the northern bank of the river 
Nišava today. The area was later used by the Yugoslav People’s Army as 
a military base, before it was converted into a park in the 1960s. Built 
under time constraints and with restricted financial and material resources 
at hand, this first fortress was no more than a line of earthen ramparts pro-
tected by a ditch and a covered way that enveloped the whole city on the 
north shore of the river. Although the fortress was renovated and upgraded 
regularly during the eighteenth century when it was in Ottoman possession 
again, its principal design – i.e., the outline of the bastioned ramparts – did 
not change significantly and has been preserved to this day. It had a simple 
but slightly irregular polygonal shape to protect the city and, with the ad-
dition of a no-longer-extant fortified bridge-head on the south bank of the 
Nišava, to provide a secure river crossing. According to the contemporary 
military doctrine, the purpose of the fortress was to delay the Ottoman ad-
vance; a more serious resistance would have required additional fortifica-
tions, especially in the surrounding hills, which the Habsburg army could 
neither build nor man under the given circumstances.17

Despite its shortcomings, the fortress forced the Ottoman army to invest 
four weeks in a siege when it arrived from Sofia at Niš in the summer of 
1690. Following common siege tactics, the Ottomans enclosed the city 
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with their own trenches and started to dig perpendicular trenches in the 
direction of the ramparts to be able to approach under cover. In Septem-
ber, these trenches reached the outer perimeter of the covered way and the 
ramparts came within range of mining activity or assaults by the janis-
saries, the core troops of the standing Ottoman army. Consequently, the 
Habsburg fortress commander negotiated a surrender with the Ottoman 
side and was allowed to withdraw with his men, their light weapons, and 
supplies toward Belgrade.18

Because of the rather short occupation, Niš was never turned into a full-
fledged imperial Habsburg city. Unlike the example of Belgrade discussed 
above, there was no time to rearrange urban life in the middle of a war. In 
fact, it seems that very few civilians remained in the city after its Muslim 
inhabitants had fled. After the reconquest it was the Ottomans’ turn to 
reintegrate the city into their imperial framework. But before we turn in 
greater detail to this process in the next two sections, let us consider the 
field of representation where Niš, or rather Nissa as it was called by the 
Austrians, lingered for a little bit longer in the Habsburg imperial sphere 
and turned, so to speak, into a virtual Habsburg imperial city.

Like the Habsburg victory at Niš in 1689, which had been celebrated 
in numerous propaganda publications, the fortress also became part of 
different media associated with the successful war against the Ottoman 
Empire. Hand-drawn fortress plans immediately circulated in the Hab-
sburg military; they were possibly copies of the original plans made by 
the Habsburg military architect Peroni when he designed the fortress in 
the spring of 1690.19 Some of them were clearly produced for represen-
tational purposes – e.g., a copy inserted into a yearly campaign report 
bound in red velvet, which was possibly presented to Emperor Leopold I 
(r. 1658–1705). On this copy of the fortress plans, the seven bastions were 
named after the emperor himself, his children, and other members of the 
House of Austria: Elisabeta, Leopold, Carel, Eleonora, Joseph, Theresia, 
and Antonia. There is hardly a clearer way to integrate the new fortress 
into the imperial-dynastic project; at the same time, this representation 
also reveals the virtual nature of the enterprise as it is hardly conceivable 
that these names had any significance on the ground and were more likely 
an attempt to flatter the emperor.20

To mobilize support for the war, a print of the fortress was made from 
one of these drawings that aimed at a wider audience. The print’s caption 
claimed to depict the military situation in August 1690 at the moment when 
the Ottoman army was besieging the city. As a design element, which had 
already been used in prints illustrating the 1683 siege of Vienna, it showed 
the Ottoman trenches approaching the fortress walls from the north-west. 
The engraver was Johann Martin Lerch, who has been characterized as an 
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“unofficial propagandist of the court” and thus clearly connects this print 
to imperial politics.21 In an Italian version, the fortress plans were also inte-
grated into a contemporary atlas and collection of famous fortress cities.22 
In this way, Niš – or rather Nissa – became known to the European public 
first and foremost as a fortress like so many others in Europe. From this 
rather restricted perspective, it is telling that in all the drawings and prints 
the space encircled by the ramparts was left blank – apart from its military 
function the city was not considered interesting.

Due to the geopolitical situation, the Habsburg military kept collecting 
information on Niš, and wider public interest was rekindled in the subse-
quent wars during the first half of the eighteenth century. The city was not 
directly involved in the Habsburg-Ottoman War of 1716–1718, in which 
the Habsburgs gained the Banat as well as Belgrade and its hinterland, 
which was now ruled as the Kingdom of Serbia directly by the crown. 
The new border ran through what is now central Serbia/Šumadija, which 
made Niš the first major city on Ottoman territory. Because it was the only 
Ottoman fortress on the road from Belgrade to Istanbul, for a period of 
20 years it was one of the most important cities in the Ottoman Balkans. 
On the occasion of the demarcation of the new border, and possibly again 
later, a Habsburg military engineer was able to draw a new plan of the 
fortress, this time also including the settlement that had formed on the op-
posite (left bank) side of the river. Effectively a spy, he had to draw from 
observations without being able to employ any land surveying methods or 
geodetic instruments.23 Neither this plan nor a detailed account of the visit 
to Niš by Cornelius Driesch,24 secretary of the Habsburg ambassador on 
his way to Istanbul, indicate that they were aware of the fortress’s prior 
Habsburg history. The likely reason was that by this time, following a suc-
cession of modernization projects, the fortress was already perceived as an 
integral part of Ottoman Niš. The next section will deal with this process 
of Ottomanization and Niš’s urban development in greater detail.

Although the 1718 spy map was clearly made for military purposes and 
initially not accessible to the wider public, it became the basis for several 
prints, which were published with slight variations during the next dec-
ade.25 They added a street grid to the fortress and the left bank city, details 
which had been not important for the military maps of 1690. As a conse-
quence, they looked more like ordinary city plans, where Niš was labeled a 
“Turkish border fortress,” with the stress on the border fortress, as I would 
argue. The way in which this label triggered certain expectations of the 
prints’ audience became apparent when one of them was re-issued in 1737 
on the occasion of the second Habsburg occupation of Niš.26 This print 
adds to the already known city plan a small vignette depicting the events. In 
the background, it shows a generic fortress city with ramparts and towers 
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(and steeples?) under siege; in the foreground, four men on their knees offer 
a set of keys to a group of noble officers emerging from a large tent. While 
the officers wear knee-long coats and high boots, the inhabitants who ob-
viously present to them the keys of the city in the background wear long, 
flowing garments. In the whole scene, these clothes, which could be read as 
oriental, together with what could be a turban lying on the ground at the side 
of one of the kneeling men, are the only indication that the surrender was 
not located on one of the many theatres of war in other parts of eighteenth- 
century Europe. For the artist, the template “surrender of a fortress” ap-
parently seemed more appropriate here than any stereotypical depiction 
of a victory over the Turkish arch-enemy, which in the eighteenth century 
often used images connoting antiquity. At the same time, the genre forbade 
any exoticizing approach as it developed from the late seventeenth century 
in European arts after the immediate Ottoman threat had already waned.27

Lasting just two and a half months, this second Habsburg occupation 
of Niš was much shorter than the first and this time had only a marginal 
effect. When the Habsburg army appeared in front of the city, its Ottoman 
commander negotiated a favorable surrender: the Ottoman garrison with 
their light arms, together with the Muslim inhabitants, was allowed to 
leave the city. The Habsburg army even provided the carts for transporting 
the movable property of the civilian population. During the occupation, 
the Habsburg army produced a series of more accurate maps of Niš and 
even devised a plan to totally overhaul the fortifications of the city. How-
ever, these plans had to be shelved, because when the Ottoman main army 
arrived in full strength a couple of months later, the Habsburg commander 
capitulated under similar terms.28

Because Habsburg-Ottoman relations quickly normalized after the 
peace of 1739, the interest in Niš waned. Moreover, from a geopolitical 
perspective, Niš was overshadowed by Belgrade, which again became the 
Ottoman border fortress to the Habsburg Monarchy. Accordingly, there 
were no further prints, and only the Habsburg military kept collecting in-
formation on Niš, which it withheld from the public. Only in the middle of 
the nineteenth century was the city rediscovered by European travelers as 
a quintessential Ottoman Balkan city with all the Orientalist stereotyping 
this implied at the time.

The Ottomanization of the Fortress

The militarization of Niš was kickstarted by the Habsburgs during their 
short first occupation but was consolidated by the Ottomans over the fol-
lowing decades. When the Ottoman army re-occupied the city after the 
Habsburg surrender in September 1690, its appearance had changed 
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dramatically from when they had left approximately one year earlier. Ac-
cording to a contemporary chronicler, it had turned from a palanka into 
an “immense earthen fortress.”29 The contemporary Ottoman historian 
Defterdar Sarı Mehmed Pasha, who was a high financial officer and also 
had military experience, describes the change even more elaborately:

By digging long ditches on all four sides of the accursed pagan city 
and introducing strong and solid bastions and creating and fortifying 
encircling walls filled with earth, a strong fortress came into being with 
palisades entirely [around] the space of one arrowshot to the outside of 
the ditch and a covered way and many similar things [such as] buildings 
and many tunnels, so that it was surpassing the limits of description.30

These fortifications became the main focus of the Ottoman central govern-
ment’s investment in the city. Over several decades, the ramparts were con-
stantly renovated and the space inside, after the houses and mosques had 
been repaired, was filled with new barracks, army storehouses, powder 
magazines, and administrative buildings. This construction activity was 
the most visible side of the process that made Niš an Ottoman imperial 
city, integrating it into the Ottoman border defense system.

Similar to modern infrastructure projects, early modern fortresses were 
permanent construction sites. Even if they were not attacked, they had to 
be constantly repaired and maintained.31 The first such repair was already 
ordered by the sultan himself when he visited Niš in 1695.32 Beyond mere 
maintenance, the Ottomans also had plans to re-design and extend the 
fortifications. As already mentioned, Peroni’s minimal design clearly re-
flected the constraints of time, building material, and money the Habsburg 
army faced. Therefore, shortly after the end of the war in 1699, a general 
overhaul of the fortress was launched on which the chronicle of Defterdar 
Sarı Mehmed dwells at length, because of the unfortunate outcome of the 
project.33 It started with a feasibility study that revealed how the Ottoman 
military planned to modernize the fortress:

Chief miner Mehmed came and inspected the place and found out that 
‘the necessary things to construct four bastions outside the ditch with 
the exception of lime, stone and bricks, i.e. only carpenters, workers, 
carts and the like would altogether cost 361,435 kuruş.’ And when he 
arrived there, he presented a plan that he had drawn and on the basis 
of this plan his building design was approved, because his word was 
trusted. So a building official was nominated and agents were sent to the 
districts of the Rumeli province with permission [to recruit] a certain 
amount of carts, fortress workers and other workers.
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By building four outlying bastions, probably in the style of ravelins, the Ot-
toman military architect wanted to protect the approach to the ramparts. 
The whole report in the chronicle conveys the routine manner in which 
the project was initiated. But then things started to go wrong – again, the 
parallel to modern infrastructure projects is striking:

So they began to tear down the old walls of the fortress and to dig a 
wide ditch on the outside and undertook several such things in this 
manner and with the approaching winter they stopped. According to 
the design that Mehmed had proposed a shaping [of the ditch] into 
a long and deep form was necessary. Apart from high costs it would 
have meant a total injustice and hard labor to the peasants of the dis-
trict. In contrast, would it have been executed following the old style 
[i.e. without completely redesigning the fortifications] there would have 
been enough money. As a consequence, in the new year the fortress was 
left in the present state to be set down in another manner.

Costs escalated, and there seem to have been complaints by the workers 
as well as slow progress so that deadlines could not be met. The risks in-
volved in constructing this sort of military infrastructure are immediately 
apparent, as are the reasons why so many fortresses were in bad shape, 
even if they were essential from a military standpoint.

Defterdar Sarı Mehmed’s explanation for what happened brings us back 
to the specificities of the Habsburg-Ottoman inter-imperial conflict. The 
historian’s verdict is harsh, charging the architect with treason: “In one 
word, the so-called Chief miner Mehmed wickedly destroyed the sultan’s 
fortress.” Here, the difficulties of infrastructure development are reduced 
to sabotage, which is ultimately explained by the historian with Mehmed’s 
identity as a European (Frenk), who had switched sides and converted to 
work for the Ottoman military. The episode again reveals the importance 
of adaptation and acculturation in the border zone and the role of foreign 
military experts. As in all empires, they were very common in the Ottoman 
context, but in the still-charged atmosphere of a war, they could also serve 
as scapegoats.34

While this plan for a complete re-design and extension of the fortress 
failed spectacularly, it shows that the Ottoman military had adopted the 
polygonal design for one of its most important fortification projects. In 
other places, such modernization plans were implemented successfully, 
such as in Kiliia (Turk. Kilya) at the mouth of the Danube and in cit-
ies on the Dniestr River, which formed the border to Poland-Lithuania 
and later to Russia, including Khotyn (Turk. Hotin, Pol. Chocim), Bender, 
and Bilhorod (Turk. Akkerman). In these places, bastioned fortresses 
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were constructed to strengthen older fortifications at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century and sometimes extended again in the late eighteenth 
century.35

The next renovation of Niš fortress, ordered in 1716 when a new war 
with the Habsburg monarchy was imminent, was more successful. Five 
hundred workers and 200 construction specialists from the surrounding 
districts were sent to the construction site for which 33,000 trees were 
cut.36 This material may have also been used to build the ring of palisades 
around the left bank part of the city, which can be seen very clearly on the 
1718 spy map mentioned above.

When Niš replaced Belgrade as the main Ottoman border city after the 
peace of 1718, another modernization project was launched to support 
the new role of the city. Although the huge sum of 390,000 kuruş was to 
be invested over a period of three years, this time the general design of the 
fortress was not changed. The complexity of such a large project caused 
some typical problems: the sipahis of the surrounding districts – i.e., the 
holders of military prebends, who were ordered to assist in the construc-
tion work – complained about the workload, just as the other districts 
in Ottoman Europe did about their financial contributions, and at one 
stage the governor of Niš was investigated over the embezzlement of funds. 
However, the government was determined to complete the construction so 
that the main part of the new fortress could be inaugurated at a ceremony 
in July 1723 at which the governor and other high-ranking officials were 
awarded robes of honor.37

The result of this modernization concerned not only the fortress as a mil-
itary object but also as a complex representing Ottoman imperial power at 
the border. Defining the appearance of the fortress to this day, moderniza-
tion was the final step in its Ottomanization. Perhaps the largest share of 
labor and money was invested in the ramparts. All the bastions, together 
with the curtain walls in between them, were clad in stone, which gave 
the overall impression of durability and strength. Even more eye-catching 
were the four new gate houses of the Istanbul Gate, the Belgrade Gate, the 
Vidin Gate, and the Sofia Gate, which were executed in the same material.

The most important of these gate houses, the merlon-decorated Istan-
bul Gate, is located immediately at the bridge where the southern tip of 
the fortress comes close to the river. Similar to other examples, such as 
the Imperial Gate in Topkapı Palace in Istanbul, there are two niches in 
a decorated frame to the left and right of the vaulted gateway ending in 
a simple “honeycomb vault” (muqarnas), a common decorative element 
of Ottoman architecture. Above the gateway, a long Ottoman inscription 
is placed on a rectangular plate, which gives 1723 (1136 AH) as the date 
for the completion of the fortress. The body of the heavily Persianized 
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Ottoman text celebrates the reigning sultan, Ahmed III (r. 1703–1730), 
who is praised as a victorious conqueror and peacemaker. In line with con-
temporary court poetry, he is likened to mythical kings like Alexander the 
Great and Dareios but also depicted as a defender of religion.

And besides all things [the sultan] created the fortress of Niš and, simi-
lar to Alexander, thereby put an iron barrier in the way of the enemy. 
The fortress had iron gates and Rhodes and Candia envied him because 
of this city.38

Analogous to Alexander, who fortified the Caucasus to keep out the bar-
barians of the north, Ahmed protects the country with the fortress of Niš. 
The comparison with Rhodes and Candia on Crete opens the horizon 
to the Mediterranean frontier of the Ottoman Empire, where the war of 
1716–1718 had begun with the Ottoman attack on the Venetian Morea 
(Figure 7.1).

Belgrade Gate, the second gate which is still extant today but closed, 
is located only 150 meters from Istanbul Gate at the southern tip of the 
fortress, but on its south-western flank. It is decorated with two columns 
at either side of the gateway and a panel above it, which may have been 
designed to hold an inscription, but today remains empty. It is less splen-
did than the Istanbul Gate but was probably decorated more richly than 
the two other gates, which were less frequented and are not preserved in 
their original form. For foreigners from the north such as merchants or 
Habsburg ambassadors on their way to Istanbul, the Belgrade Gate must 
have functioned as an entry not just to the city but to the Ottoman Empire 
in general. Usually, these travelers used the road coming from Belgrade, 
which passed the fortress to the west, to reach the bridge.

These gates marked the entry into the fortress as a state space, especially 
the area at its southern tip accessible through the Istanbul and Belgrade 
Gates. Here, administrative buildings were concentrated such as a still ex-
tant arsenal, a guardhouse, and the seat of the city commander. This new 
government area added to older forms of imperial presence in the city such 
as Hünkar (Sultan) Mosque named after Murad I (r. 1359–1389) during 
whose reign Niš was conquered for the first time by the Ottomans. This 
mosque, which was rebuilt several times, was located more to the north 
near the Vidin Gate but is no longer extant. The main part of the fortress 
consisted of civilian quarters, as we will see in the next section.

Until the end of Ottoman rule in 1878, the fortress basically remained 
in the state it had taken in 1723. There is constant documentation about 
repairs in the eighteenth century, but after Belgrade had become Ottoman 
again in 1739, the Ottoman state understandably felt no urgency to invest 
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in the military infrastructure of Niš. Only when the Habsburg army cap-
tured Belgrade in the last Habsburg-Ottoman War of 1788–1790 did the 
fortress of Niš became strategically important again for a short time. But 
because the status quo ante was quickly restored after the peace treaty, a 
modernization of Niš was not considered necessary afterward.39

Imperial Urban Governance

The wars of the late seventeenth and first half of the eighteenth century 
that resulted in a new border and the fortification of Niš also affected 
urban life and the city population. The most immediate effect was the gar-
rison of the fortress, which from now on made up a considerable part of 
the city’s population. After 1699, the number of soldiers stationed in the 

Figure 7.1 Istanbul Gate of Niš Fortress. Photo by Florian Riedler, 2016.
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fortress was still relatively small, amounting to just 273 men immediately 
before the war of 1716–1718. During the war, this number rose to perhaps 
15,000 before dropping again to approximately 5,500 in 1727–1728.40 
Still, this was a considerable number for a small town, which according to 
the census of 1710 comprised fewer than 500 households.41 The popula-
tion of Niš later increased, especially after 1718 when many Muslim refu-
gees from Belgrade and the Banat settled in the city. A whole new quarter 
emerged between the fortress and the river along the road to Belgrade, 
which was aptly named the Belgrade Quarter, and the refugees also popu-
lated the city on the left bank.42

Although they were the personnel of the imperial government, the janis-
sary garrisons of eighteenth-century fortress cities were a particular un-
ruly group. In Niš two major mutinies in 1719 and 1721 erupted over 
outstanding pay, but apparently also because of the government’s peace 
policy.43 From this milieu a certain Patrona Halil emerged – for a time he 
was stationed in Niš and in nearby Vidin on the Danube – who incited a 
janissary revolt in the capital, which in 1730 overthrew Ahmed III.44 In 
this way, the militarization of the border had direct repercussions on the 
imperial center, too.

Besides the fact that there was now a regular garrison in the city, the 
militarization of the border also affected the local civilian population. It 
can be argued that the majority of the Muslim male population in the re-
gion was involved in the military – some as locally recruited soldiers, oth-
ers in less direct ways.45 Together with the many Muslim refugees among 
the city population, this created a siege mentality, nurturing mistrust and 
suspicion, especially against the Christian population, which was periodi-
cally accused of collaboration with the enemy. It is true that in all the 
wars the Habsburg military recruited irregulars from among the Christian 
subjects of the sultan, so the accusation was not entirely unfounded. When 
Niš was surrendered by the Habsburgs in 1690, members of such irregular 
Christian militias fell into the hands of the Ottomans and were executed 
as bandits.46 When the Ottoman army reconquered areas occupied by the 
Habsburgs, there were also reprisals against the civilian Christian popula-
tion, large parts of which fled to Habsburg territory north of the Danube.47

The following wars periodically increased the level of distrust toward 
the local Christian population, sometimes with very tangible effects at the 
urban level. During the war of 1716–1718, for example, all the Chris-
tian inhabitants of the fortress area in Niš were forced to sell their houses 
and move to other parts of the city; this security measure was later also 
implemented in Vidin where it was explicitly justified by the “law of the 
frontier” (kanuni serhad). This shows the direct effect of the geopolitical 
situation on the emergence of a policy of separation.48
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In contrast, it was easier for groups that were considered loyal to the 
Ottoman state to find their place in the city. The Jews are one example: a 
group of Sephardim had already founded a new synagogue in Niš in 1695. 
The Jewish community clustered in the heart of the left-bank city imme-
diately on the riverbank, until it was deported and killed in the Second 
World War. Their synagogue was rebuilt in 1925 in an art deco style and 
today is a museum.49 The Roma (Kıptı) constituted another separate group 
among the inhabitants of Niš. They defied the usual Ottoman state cat-
egorization of its subjects according to religion, because among them were 
Muslims as well as Christians. The 1718 spy map already indicated that 
they were living in the suburbs of the left-bank city. In 1737, the whole 
community left Niš together with the Muslims and therefore could easily 
resettle when the city became Ottoman again.50

Ottoman governance of urban diversity sometimes could acquire a po-
litical dimension as shown by a drastic intervention that occurred after the 
short Habsburg occupation in 1737. The loyalty of the Christian commu-
nity was again at stake, but this time not of its ordinary members but of the 
Orthodox leadership. While the grand vizier was in the city to prepare the 
advance on Belgrade, the local Muslim elite accused the bishop of Niš of 
having collaborated with the Habsburg occupiers. Consequently, the grand 
vizier confiscated the bishop’s church, St. Nicholas, which was situated out-
side the left-bank city. It was converted to Fethiye, the Conquest Mosque.51

This was a late example of a practice that had been more widespread dur-
ing the fourteenth-century expansion of the Ottoman Empire when many 
churches in Anatolia and the Balkans had been converted into mosques, 
some of them bearing this same name, Fethiye. But there were also ex-
amples of later church conversions, most prominently the Pammakaristos 
Church in Istanbul, the main church of the Orthodox Patriarchate, which 
became Fethiye Mosque in the late sixteenth century (celebrating the con-
quest of Georgia and not, as was usual, the conquest of the city where the 
converted church was located).

The conversion of St. Nicholas in Niš mirrored the behavior of the Hab-
sburgs who, apparently on the order of the emperor himself, had turned a 
mosque into a church during their short occupation.52 As we have also seen 
above in the case of Belgrade, such conversion stories were quite common 
on both sides. They have been interpreted as the expression of dominance 
of one religious community (or rather the states that identified with them) 
over another. By alternately appropriating a religious building of the other 
community, they asserted their own superiority. In the case of Niš, what 
perhaps triggered imperial intervention into a local issue was a situation 
where the border of the Muslim religioscape was congruent with the bor-
der of the state.53
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It must be stressed that for the Ottoman authorities such violent inter-
ventions never encroached on the general right of non-Muslims to live in 
the city. In the case of St. Nicholas, it seems that the grand vizier mainly 
targeted the bishop; there is reason to believe that the Orthodox commu-
nity retained a church inside the left-bank city.54 In fact, balancing acts of 
symbolic subjugation, there was an overall Ottoman policy of reconstruc-
tion that aimed at securing the Christian population in the new border 
provinces as an important tax base for the state. During the first war, in 
1690 and 1691, the authorities resettled prisoners taken from among the 
Christian population of the reconquered areas in their former homes and 
also allowed them to rebuild their churches instead of selling them off as 
slaves to other parts of the empire. As a general policy, the grand vizier 
initiated a reform of the poll tax non-Muslims had to pay that would take 
into account the economic circumstances of the individual tax payer.55

This policy explains the continuous presence of an Orthodox community 
in an urban context such as Niš, which developed into the most dynamic 
part of the city population despite certain episodes that fostered mistrust. 
According to the census of 1710, Christians already accounted for over 20 
percent of the total civilian population and grew disproportionally over the 
following decades. In the late eighteenth century, a Habsburg spy claimed 
that half of the 2,000 households of Niš were Christian.56 In the nineteenth 
century, this balance would tip and Niš became a majority Christian city.

In sum, the border situation also left a deep imprint on the population of 
Niš. Imperial policies were instrumental in reviving urban life and govern-
ing the relations between the different communities. In order to increase its 
tax base, the empire tried to ease tensions and guaranteed a place for all 
the groups in the city, though these were arranged in a hierarchical way.

Conclusion: Changing Manifestations of Empire

From the last decade of the seventeenth to the middle of the eighteenth cen-
tury, the two empires competing in the new border region south of the Dan-
ube and the Sava became very present in Niš. They built the fortress, which 
stood for a new phase in the history of the city, as the most ostentatious dis-
play of imperial military power. While a Habsburg military engineer could 
pride himself on the original design, it was the continuous investment of 
money and manpower by the sultan that saved the fortress from the wear 
of time. The Istanbul Gate in particular came to symbolize Ottoman impe-
rial power very similar to the decorated gatehouses in Baroque fortresses 
in Europe. This gate created such a lasting visual impression that it even 
became part of the coat of arms of the modern Serbian city of Niš, which 
otherwise does everything to gloss over the Ottoman period of its history.
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Besides building military infrastructure, the Ottoman state also took 
measures to reconstruct the urban life and population in the city, which 
was periodically affected by the imperial wars. Ottoman imperial govern-
ance fostered urban diversity: it guaranteed a place for different ethno- 
religious communities in the city, which in the eyes of the state were im-
portant resources, and integrated them into a hierarchical order mirroring 
the Islamic legitimacy of the empire. As the result of fierce inter-imperial 
competition, this hierarchy was highly politicized, causing suspicion and 
tensions from the highest to lowest levels of urban society. This was a 
particular problem for the local Orthodox Christians who were caught 
between the imperial fronts.

As much as the border was a cause for war and destruction, it also gave 
rise to urban growth in Niš. The city’s 20 years as the main border fortress 
(1718–1739) and the following 30 years of peace, which was a period of 
increasing trade and economic expansion all over Ottoman Europe, were 
particularly important. The fortress, which had formerly included the ci-
vilian city, became part of a larger settlement area in which the opposite 
left bank became dominant, where most of the population now lived and 
where economic activity was concentrated. In the second half of the eight-
eenth century, a local elite formed that steered the city through the period 
of unrest and crisis in the two decades around 1800 when the imperial 
center was virtually absent from large parts of the Ottoman Balkans. At 
that time, Niš was threatened not by the Habsburg army – the Monarchy 
remained a friendly neighbor except for the short war of 1788–1791 – but 
by internal Ottoman warlords such as the Pasha of Vidin or the Serbian 
rebels in the Pashalik of Belgrade.

The constant effort by the imperial government to recentralize the em-
pire began to gain momentum in the 1820s until it peaked in a reform 
program called the Tanzimat, which was officially adopted in 1839. By 
modernizing its military, administrative, legal, and educational systems, 
the Ottomans wanted to stay on par with the European states and be ac-
cepted as an equal power. It can count as a diplomatic success that in the 
Crimean War against Russia (1853–1856), Britain and France sided with 
the Ottomans while the Austrian Empire observed a benevolent neutrality.

During this war, the fortress of Niš, which was guarding the internal bor-
der to the autonomous Principality of Serbia, underwent a long-overdue 
modernization. Its ramparts were repaired and several new military build-
ings together with a new governor’s palace were erected inside the fortress. 
Additionally, four forts (tabya) were built at some distance from the for-
tress to secure the approach from the north, finally realizing the strategic 
considerations from the beginning of the eighteenth century. While these 
works were supervised by one Captain Şmit and Monsieur Blum from the 
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Imperial School of Engineering in Istanbul, the labor was provided by Ot-
toman soldiers as well as by all the citizens of Niš – Muslims, Christians, 
and Jews.57 The degree to which the Tanzimat state was dependent on such 
contributions becomes evident from the fact that they had to be publicly 
recognized. On a hand-drawn, colored plan of the fortress,58 the four new 
forts carry individual names: one was named Mecidiye Fort after Sultan 
Abdülmecid and one after the Governor of Niš, Ismail Pasha; two were 
named after the regular army and the reserve, Nizamiye Tabyası and Redif 
Tabyası; and the last was called Ahali Tabyası, the People’s Fort. In this 
naming practice, we can see in a nutshell one of the new approaches of the 
Tanzimat – namely, the attempt to broaden the basis of Ottoman imperial 
rule by democratizing it within the limits of absolutist rule, an approach it 
shared with its imperial neighbors in Europe.

The fortress was no longer the best means to express the presence of the 
empire in the city in a modern way. Rather, it was the utilitarian buildings 
and public infrastructure such as a hospital, an orphanage cum vocational 
school, many roads, and even the new cathedral that were built under 
Governor Midhat Pasha (1860–1864) that symbolized the new way of in-
terpreting the imperial city. In the end, the fortress did not even retain 
its military value. When the Serbian army advanced on Niš during the 
Ottoman-Russian War of 1877–1878, the heavily outnumbered Ottoman 
garrison surrendered and left the city together with most of the Muslim 
inhabitants.
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8 Empire after Empire
Austro-Hungarian Recalibration of 
the Ottoman Čaršija of Sarajevo

Aida Murtić

When the news from Berlin reached Sarajevo on July 5, 1878, merchants 
and artisans shut down the shops in Čaršija, the city’s commercial center, 
and streamed to their homes, using a familiar form of urban protest to 
display a revolt against the decision taken by the Congress of Berlin.1 Con-
vened to resolve the Eastern Question, the meeting of the Great Powers 
resulted in border changes: the Congress awarded Austria-Hungary the 
right to occupy and administer the Ottoman provinces of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina while nominally preserving the sovereignty of the Sultan over the 
territories. With a mandate to guarantee peace and order, and to improve 
the state of affairs that Ottomans supposedly could not handle, Austro-
Hungarian troops marched into the provinces and reached the city of Sa-
rajevo on August 19, 1878. Crushing the resistance of local groups, they 
put an end to four centuries of Ottoman rule.

With the acquisition of Bosnia-Herzegovina, people of divergent iden-
tifications, loyalties, and political consciousness joined Austria-Hungary. 
Groups of South Slavs, with a significant Muslim population for the first 
time in history, became part of the monarchical mosaic of peoples and 
cultures. The proclamation to the inhabitants conveyed a clear message, 
announcing the arrival of a new order and promising that all internal dif-
ferences would be peacefully negotiated:

Your laws and institutions should not be arbitrarily overthrown, your 
customs and practices should be protected. Nothing should be changed 
by force without careful consideration of what you need […]

The Emperor-King knows your complaints and wishes for you 
welfare.

Under his mighty authority, many peoples live next to each other and 
speak their own language. He rules over the followers of many religions 
and everyone freely professes its own faith.2
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The task of administering Bosnia-Herzegovina was given to the Joint Min-
istry of Finance and the freshly established Provincial Government (Zem
aljska vlada, Landesregierung). For the next 30 years, Bosnia-Herzegovina 
was kept in an ambiguous legal position until the moment of annexation 
on October 7, 1908, when the ideas, fears, and hopes of Ottoman restora-
tion were officially discarded. The satellite province was integrated into the 
Austro-Hungarian structures as a Reichsland belonging to neither part of 
the Dual Monarchy. The character of this evolving relationship between 
the imperial core and the new province shaped the attitudes, policies, con-
struction programs, and investment schemes for the city of Sarajevo.

In the process of becoming part of another multicultural empire, Sara-
jevo joined the network of Austro-Hungarian cities carrying the burden of 
its Oriental otherness. The city needed to be restructured and expanded – 
not only to accommodate a growing population, new urban quarters, and 
public infrastructure but also to represent symbolically the new function 
as the provincial capital (Landeshauptstadt). Already home to an ethni-
cally and religiously diverse population, the city became a destination for 
military personnel, bureaucrats, and newcomers from different parts of 
Austria-Hungary. Imagined as a “Bosnian Eldorado,”3 the physiognomy 
of rapidly changing Sarajevo often served to narrate the success story of 
the Austro-Hungarian modernization mission in the land promoted as 
“the European Orient.”4

The four decades (1878–1918) of Austro-Hungarian presence in Sara-
jevo is a well-studied period of the city’s history that has received the at-
tention of both local and international scholars who looked at models of 
urban modernity, architectural styles and building types, architectural pro-
fessionals, and communities as actors of change.5 Taking a path less trav-
elled, this chapter uses the case of Čaršija,6 the craft and trade quarter of 
the Ottoman-era Sarajevo, to explore the role of inherited urban fabric for 
the construction of the new urban vision. Looking at the mechanisms of 
reinscribing the Ottoman past of Čaršija onto the new present, it examines 
how elements of the earlier urban paradigms not only survived throughout 
the period discussed in the text but also became ingredients of the new 
imperial self-conception. Tracing what the people and the city were left 
with after the Ottomans were gone, the chapter questions how the Austro-
Hungarian administrators envisioned being imperial in the world of per-
sisting Ottoman urban legacies. The critical lens focuses on investigating 
what it meant to accept and work with what is already there in the city, 
to make it significant for the new political union, and to make the empire 
manifest in the existing urban structure. A point worth highlighting is that 
reckoning with the Čaršija lifeworld was embedded in the larger imperial 
concern of how to rule Muslim subjects and how to approach their spaces, 
customs, and rituals. Hence, the old commercial center of Sarajevo at the 
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turn of the nineteenth century entered the picture as a terrain of ambiva-
lence, as professionals and authorities tolerated its vernacular peculiarities 
and enthusiastically embraced imperial additions.

The transformation of Čaršija occurred in tandem with the transforma-
tion of disciplinary practices of architecture and urban planning, as well 
as tools and techniques of understanding urban forms. This chapter draws 
attention to the diversity of mediums through which ideas about the city 
quarter were formed and new vocabularies and descriptions were crafted. 
In addition to textual sources, Čaršija is discussed using a variety of visual 
genres such as photography, architectural plan, postcard, and painting, 
additionally seeking to demonstrate how image-making was a constitutive 
part of the imperial city-making.7 Čaršija of Sarajevo, therefore, existed 
not only as a field of intervention but also as an object of discourse and a 
repository of images and associations.

The Realms of Čaršija

Čaršija was the dominant urban figure of Ottoman Sarajevo, shaped from 
the fifteenth century onward as a concentrated center with the main market, 
religious, commercial, and public buildings. Following the clear formula of 
Ottoman urbanism, the agglomeration of Čaršija in the valley was function-
ally separated from residential neighborhoods (mahala) on the slopes. Being 
a public arena of the city, Čaršija played a role in bringing together individ-
uals and groups from different social strata and religious and ethnic groups. 
Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, and Orthodox communities are commonly iden-
tified as important collective actors in Sarajevo’s urban history. As a locus 
of religious and intellectual culture, the city quarter accommodated insti-
tutions and symbols of all four religions, and its topography was marked 
by the presence of churches, mosques, synagogues, religious schools, and 
libraries in close proximity. Developed as a dominantly horizontal entity, 
Čaršija was composed of a dense network of shopping streets, each serving 
different craft and trade guilds, and as such, it was a place of knowledge 
and skills of the city’s diverse urban societies. In other words, the realms of 
sacred, commercial-artisanal, and everyday life coexisted in Čaršija.

Not only the monumental religious and public buildings as bear-
ers of significance but also the fabric of vernacular (minor) architecture 
shaped Čaršija’s character (Figure 8.3). Its basic unit was the dućan,8 a 
type of artisanal (work)shop, organized as pragmatic space for both 
production and sale of goods. It was income-producing property, often 
built to support pious endowments (vakuf). As a connective tissue of 
Čaršija, clusters of shops surrounded commercial buildings such as cov-
ered markets (bezistan), khans (han), and public baths (hamam) and in-
tegrated them into larger units of urban fabric and systems of urban life.  
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The greatest in number but the simplest in construction, dućans were per-
sistent creations whose wood-built formats were continually reproduced. 
Fires, a frequent occurrence, demanded periodic rebuilding of the matrix 
of shops, and that was often done by replicating what existed before.9

Merchants and artisans organized in professional guilds (esnaf) and 
acted as strong social agents in Čaršija, keeping control of spatial organi-
zation of production, quality, and prices.10 Their prestige and dominance 
collapsed when the Ottoman governor Omer Pasha Latas dissolved the 
organizations in 1851, seeking to end resistance against institutional re-
forms (Tanzimat). On top of that, the productive apparatus of Čaršija sig-
nificantly changed when a number of artisans made strategic choices to 
abandon handwork and became entrepreneurs focused on external trade 
and import of manufactured goods.11

The Austro-Hungarian conquest brought additional waves of changes in 
Čaršija that dissolved many urban economic networks, disqualifying some 
of the previously powerful actors and giving rise to new elites. Separation 
from one empire and inclusion into the other as observed from within the 
craft and trade quarter appeared not as a radical break but as a reconfigu-
ration of the existing urban system, requiring institutional changes, inven-
tive adaptations, and complex local negotiations.

The Great Fire of 1879

The first encounter of the Austro-Hungarian imperial administration with 
the landscape of Čaršija was born out of urgency. Just a year after the 
takeover of Bosnia-Herzegovina, on the night of August 8, 1879, a sudden 
fire destroyed the greater part of Sarajevo. The fire consumed the area of 
36 streets located between the bridges of Careva ćuprija and Ćumurija, 
leaving private houses, shops, and public buildings in ruins, and affecting 
almost the entire community of Čaršija’s merchants and artisans. Among 
the buildings damaged by this fire were four mosques, the Franciscan 
church, the Sephardic synagogue, the German consulate, the Hanikah (Sufi 
lodge), and two khans. The uncontrolled fire that spread from the depot of 
a merchant named Schwarz in Latinluk (Catholic quarter)12 is considered 
as one of the defining moments in the urban history of Sarajevo that assists 
in separating temporal registers and reflections on the form of the Late 
Ottoman Čaršija (before the fire) and the reconfigured Austro-Hungarian 
Čaršija (after the fire).

A series of five photographs that Ignaz Funk13 took in the aftermath 
of the devastating event provides a glimpse of the affected city fragment. 
Capturing the collapse of urban space, the photographs were addressed 
to Emperor Franz Joseph and sent on August 12, 1879, and most likely 
were not intended for broader audiences.14 The panoramic view with a 
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focus on the bridge to the Latinluk quarter presented here (Figure 8.1) 
is impressive in its ability to show the vulnerability of the material fabric 
of the old commercial center and the disappearance of small structures 
to which Ottoman-era Čaršija owed its very character. Since wood was 
the predominant building material used for the construction of dućans, 
the fire easily reduced lines of shops to waste together with all the goods 
and work that merchants and artisans held within. Everyday objects and 
pieces of furniture were floating in the Miljacka River as ghostly relicts 
of the lost mundanity. Yet, there are signs of life in this disaster scene. 
Military personnel and citizens were moving amid the ruins, inspecting the 
burned-down sites and seeking to salvage whatever they could. Although 
the city area was largely reduced to skeletal architectural remains, a num-
ber of stone structures remained standing, demonstrating an ability to last. 
The photograph compels the viewer to conceptualize the fire event as a 
reminder of Čaršija’s fragility as well as an indicator of radical possibil-
ity. The rubble of Čaršija as recorded here represents a transitional scene 
determined by things that were no longer there and a new world whose 
contours were not yet visible.15

Figure 8.1  Čaršija after the great fire of 1879. The emphasis is on the surviving 
bridge with the remains of Latinluk and the rest of Čaršija (on the right).

Source: Austrian National Library, PK 904.
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The self-conviction of being exemplary administrators seemed to crum-
ble as the pages of regional newspapers were filled with the news of the 
fire in the recently acquired province, describing the event as catastrophic 
and the city as completely destroyed. Voices from Prague were particu-
larly critical, disapproving the expansionist Orientpolitik of the Austro-
Hungarian foreign minister Gyula Andrássy and suggesting that the fire 
of Sarajevo was more than a simple accident. “The future of the Austrian 
politics in the Balkans hinges on the ruins of the Bosnian capital,” wrote 
Epoche, raising the question of who should rebuild the city, for whom, and 
with what means.16 “The State? But which state?” the newspaper asked, 
speculating if the “Man on the Bosporus [the Ottoman Empire]” would 
use the chance to exercise its functions and intervene in rebuilding Sara-
jevo, or how Austria and Hungary would eventually arrange to share the 
costs of reconstruction.17 Sultan Abdülhamid II did approach the Austro-
Hungarian ambassador in Istanbul, but only to express his regrets and 
sympathy for the city as well as his conviction that the Austro-Hungarian 
government would do everything to deal with the consequences of this 
accident.18 Developing a reconstruction response for Sarajevo, hence, re-
quired forging new bonds with the Dual Monarchy as much as settling 
accounts with the old empire.

As the damage was estimated at 20 million forints, an amount that 
was almost seven times larger than the annual budget for civil purposes 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1880, the financially precarious and tech-
nically unequipped local government was put to a hard test and needed 
specialized assistance to rebuild the city.19 Seeking to prove to Sarajevans 
that the Monarchy empathized with their misfortune, appeals were sent 
through press announcements to the Austro-Hungarian population asking 
for donations that would help alleviate the misery of the city. Members of 
the imperial family – Emperor Franz Joseph I, Empress Elisabeth, Crown 
Prince Rudolf – set examples by providing emergency aid for the city and 
fire victims, which was followed by philanthropic gestures by dignitaries 
of the empire and key institutions such as the Joint Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs.20 Local governments, such as the mayor of Salzburg, also invited 
their citizens to financially support the recovery of Sarajevo, whose pros-
perity under the protection of the empire was interrupted by the sudden 
disaster.21 In addition, individual and small donations were collected in the 
Bureau of Bosnian Affairs of the Joint Finance Ministry in Vienna, in the 
office of Wiener Zeitung, and in the offices of the city administration and 
police headquarters in Prague.

The active involvement of the imperial and provincial networks in devel-
oping an emergency response for Sarajevo served to demonstrate that the 
empire was responsible for the city and that the imperial bonds of solidar-
ity were strong. For the new administrators, it was crucial to replace the 
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image of chaos and arbitrariness in the former Ottoman province with a 
promise of progress and to see Sarajevo rise from the ruins as soon as pos-
sible. Determined to rebuild the city, they propagated the image of Sarajevo 
as worthy of modern development, investment, and support. Reacting to 
the news about the devastating fire, companies and suppliers of construc-
tion materials from Austria-Hungary started approaching the provincial 
government, sending telegrams, catalogues, and promotional materials. 
Directly offering products and expertise, entrepreneurs and enterprises ex-
pected to enter a new and yet unexplored regional market.22 Their opening 
move was also an invitation to the provincial actors to partake in the im-
perial circulation of techniques and concepts of architectural intervention.

Local people had their own interpretation of the fire event, speculating 
that it was an arson attack.23 They blamed the Austrian newcomers for 
deliberately razing Čaršija to the ground to justify future clearances and 
regularizations that otherwise would have been much more difficult to ac-
complish. For administrators and elites, the devastating fire of 1879, often 
framed as a natural disaster, indeed appeared as a catalyst of change, giv-
ing a patina of legitimacy to the modernization agenda. Out of the rubble 
of Čaršija, modern planning instruments for Sarajevo and tools of admin-
istrative control of its development would be born.

Regulating and Rebuilding Čaršija

Physical transformation of Čaršija after 1879 went hand in hand with 
reorganizing the disciplinary practices of architecture and urban plan-
ning that influenced its urban form. Tracking down the ways in which 
new approaches to planning and building allied with or disrupted the 
established ones, hence, appears worthy of scrutiny. In the eyes of Austro- 
Hungarian commentators, Ottomans were inefficient and incapable of 
significant infrastructural and organizational achievements. The strategy 
of devaluing the imperial predecessor’s accomplishments was used to help 
justify and legitimize the self-proclaimed “task of desavagizing and mor-
alizing.”24 By pushing the past away, the Austro-Hungarian administra-
tion was selective about the Ottoman policies and structures it was to 
uphold. Precisely for this reason, the recognition and extension of validity 
of the Ottoman Street and Buildings Act and its translation into the Ger-
man language, made soon after taking control of Bosnia-Herzegovina,  
deserves a special consideration. The law, introduced as a part of a Tan
zimat reform package in 1863, defined among other things principles 
for street widening, fire protection procedures, and façade and building 
height regulations. The translated Strassen und Bautengesetz vom  7. 
Džemaziulevel 1280  (1863),25 therefore, is not simply a document re-
sulting from the act of changing languages but also a strategic zone of 
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encounter between ideas, value systems, and patterns of thought in dif-
ferent cultural and socio-political contexts that also share a set of as-
sumptions about what a modern, aspirational city should look like and 
how it should be governed. Published to give guidance to authorities in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, the document was a sign of acceptance of the Ot-
toman ways of doing things until opportunity arose for better solutions. 
Although applied with varying degrees of rigor, the Street and Buildings 
Act served as the sole legal guardian of the construction activities until 
the additional set of detailed building norms for Sarajevo was adopted.

The regulation plan for rebuilding the area of the city affected by fire 
(Regulierungsplan)26 from 1880 was the first in a line of planning docu-
ments that inaugurated novel protocols of seeing and governing Čaršija 
(Figure 8.2). Palimpsestic in nature, the plan entered into debate with the 
old street matrix, combining on a single sheet of paper an outlook on the 
existing urban fabric with a vision for future development.27 Rendering 
knowable the city fragment destroyed in the fire of 1879, the Regulierung-
splan codified and gave a clear indication of old street arteries, plots that 

Figure 8.2  Regulation Plan for rebuilding the area of the city affected by fire, 
adopted on March 11, 1880.

Source: Historical Archives of Sarajevo, ZKP-514.
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were subject to new regulations, areas that had been destroyed by fire and 
considered ruins, and structurally sound individual buildings that could 
stay standing. The physical boundary of the intervention area was not 
based on administrative borders or site surveys; it was thought to prag-
matically encompass the affected sections of the city. Without marking the 
lines of division, naming or framing the craft and trade quarter, the contact 
between the intervention zone and surrounding areas was not addressed 
at all at the time. Rather than proposing grand architectural schemes for 
Čaršija, the plan was based on preservation and technical correction of the 
Ottoman street grid. Providing a sense of order, the plan postulated the 
idea that the old urban fabric could absorb new building types, proposing 
plots where a Catholic cathedral with a square and a city hall should be 
built.28 Reflecting the key concerns of the new science of city planning at 
the turn of the century such as public hygiene, sanitation, and circulation, 
the plan placed great importance on the issue of widening and regularizing 
streets in Čaršija, introducing four categories of streets and proposing that 
straight arteries cut through the existing labyrinth-shaped pattern of the 
city quarter.

In this analysis, the Regulation Plan is considered in tandem with the 
transcripts of the City Council (Stadt Magistrat) meetings. Together they 
provide an account of struggles to reconcile new urbanism theories with 
constraints of the existing urban socio-texture and help recast the image 
of diverse protagonists (locals and administrators, professionals and bu-
reaucrats, and representatives of different ethnic and religious groups) who 
played roles in shaping choices and implementing urban ideas.29

The Government Commissioner Kosta Hörmann opened the meeting 
about the Regulation Plan on March 8, 1880, asking the council members 
to comment and approve the version of the plan drafted by the provincial 
government, acknowledging that it interferes with the interests of some 
citizens and requires material sacrifices from everyone.30 The encounter 
between the members of the two parallel structures in the city council – 
the elected council appointees from Sarajevo and the bureaucrats from 
the monarchy representing the provincial government and supervising the 
work of the council – was characterized by collisions and compromises. 
With a stake in Čaršija, either as property or business owners, the local 
council members serviced multiple relationships and addressed their indi-
vidual or group concerns, while working to ensure orderly urban growth. 
They were, therefore, not passive recipients of the political and planning 
imperatives that were foreign to them; indeed, they acquired a political 
voice, and their collaboration with the imperial civil servants was essen-
tial to the process of regulating Čaršija. Voting on the final version of the 
plan needed to be postponed for three days and was done only after the 
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regulation lines were reconfigured to fit property lines and lived realities. 
The politics and aesthetics of the new order were negotiated on a scale of 
individual plots. The City Council of Sarajevo adopted the Regulierung
splan at its session on March 11, 1880.31

Two months later, the provincial government enacted the Building Code 
(Bauordnung) for the provincial capital Sarajevo, expecting to control 
all construction activities.32 The Building Code provided clear regulations 
and outlined the responsibility for overseeing construction activities. Con-
sequently, builders without formal qualifications were eliminated from 
the process as the right to supervise construction activities was transferred 
into the hands of professional engineers and architects. With a ban on 
non-resistant materials (including wooden structures), the regulatory 
environment was adapted for use of construction materials and meth-
ods projected as modern. Since durability came to be seen as a form of 
validity, the old commercial center of Sarajevo was discursively shaped 
in the following years as a problematic and vulnerable site. Using the 
term “wood-built Sarajevo”33 to express the distrust of the alien fabric of 
Čaršija that was highly susceptible to fires, traditional ways of building 
and working were exposed to the new regimes of valuing and were often 
dismissed as inferior and outdated. In comparison to the weak structures 
of Čaršija, the buildings constructed using the “Western” building meth-
ods were seen as embodying a powerful permanency due to their archi-
tectural styles, mass, and solidity. Thus, the conversion of the built fabric 
of Čaršija from wood to brick started with assigning a negative valence 
to the materiality of the existing architecture, legitimizing certain ways of 
building and planning, and positioning vernacular in opposition to mod-
ern architecture.

With the tools for administrative control of urban development in 
their hands (Regulierungsplan and Bauordnung), the provincial authori-
ties made a decision to further boost private initiatives and investments, 
issuing a decree exempting from building tax the buildings in the area 
destroyed by fire that “get their roofs” – i.e., that are structurally finished –  
in the following five years.34 In the absence of a budget for systematic 
reordering of the city, the authorities did not intervene into projects that 
their financial resources could not support, but they left the use of land 
and construction of buildings to the interests of various actors, mostly 
private property owners. Without resisting change, or proposing forms of 
preservation, authorities placed trust in ability of developers to navigate 
the renewal of Čaršija. The chosen model brought a broad register of pos-
sible responses – creation, renewal, improvisation – that had transforma-
tive effects on both the urban form of Čaršija and the life of its individual 
structures.
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Vernacular and Monumental in Čaršija

As much as the Austro-Hungarian urban program for Sarajevo relied on 
change, it also relied on continuities. Preserving the urban form of Čaršija 
was not the direct goal of officials and professionals, but utilitarian and 
pragmatic reasons drove them to extend the life of the city quarter and 
give it a place in the modernized urban body. Clearly reluctant to touch the 
networks of local elites, they dealt carefully with the question of reorder-
ing Čaršija, parts of which were under vakuf administration, while clusters 
of shops were owned or used by prominent merchant families. Without 
systematic knowledge about the principles and techniques that gave form 
and character to Ottoman Čaršija, and with no clear blueprint on the ways 
in which to govern the relationship between the individual buildings and 
the surrounding fabric, authorities learned by trial and error, continuously 
testing the limits of what was possible, and sometimes improvising in the 
face of uncertainty.

Resting upon a foundation of orientalist tropes, the space of the 
craft and trade quarter was initially loaded with a number of negative  
connotations – backwardness and poor planning and hygiene. When 
Čaršija’s divergence from the prevailing concepts of order and beauty was 
accepted as something that did not need to be replaced but supervised and 
gradually reformed, the new palimpsestic version of Čaršija was brought 
into being. Requiring a continuous alertness to control its difference, the 
city quarter became subject to new standards of classification, ordering, 
and documentation. Granting an exception to permit construction in tradi-
tional materials, the second version of the Building Code for Sarajevo from 
1893 treated Čaršija as a distinctive zone inside the city without formu-
lating it explicitly.35 More precisely, the building laws allowed the use of 
wood for the construction in the area of Čaršija if additional fire-resistant 
materials were used for roof structures.36 Empire-wide mechanisms of reg-
ulatory planning were locally adapted and formulated in specific ways as 
seen here. Engagement with the “old” order that was allowed to coexist 
with the “new” and tolerance for the local construction methods was thus 
a gesture of selective and controlled acceptance of the vernacular (Figure 
8.3). In order to succeed, the imperial urban program had to allow diver-
sity of spatial and aesthetic regimes and enable the discursive and sym-
bolical integration of the Muslims of Sarajevo and their symbolic Čaršija 
spaces into the political framework.

Individual monumental buildings in Čaršija were singled out to function 
as mnemonic devices remembering the pasts that produced them. Such was 
the case with the Gazi Husrev-beg Mosque37 and Kuršumli Madrasa that, 
together with a type of Muslim residential house, were often selected to 
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represent in a condensed manner the cultural and technological achieve-
ments of the Ottomans. Edmund Stix, the head of the provincial building 
department, included the selected buildings in his authoritative technical-
statistical study of the architectural production “before the occupation,” 
making the creations available for analysis and contemplation.38 Following 
Stix’s summary of the built culture, engineers and architects from Austria-
Hungary routinely visited these privileged objects in Čaršija during their 
study trips to Sarajevo.39

The provincial government conferred the status of a valuable object de-
serving care and maintenance on the Gazi Husrev-beg Mosque soon after 
the building was damaged in the fire of 1879. The blackened interior deco-
ration was restored in 1885, though not to its earlier state but by removing 
existing wall paintings and replacing them with a fusion of experimental 
Orientalizing motifs conceptualized by the architect Hans Niemeczek and 
implemented by painters from Slavonia.40 To fit the desirable image, the 
interior needed to be reshaped based on dominant aesthetic preferences 
and understandings of Islamic art and architecture. The search for the 

Figure 8.3  Street scene at Čaršija, 1892. People of Čaršija standing in front of a 
cluster of wood-built shops (dućans). A new type of a multi-story build-
ing can be seen on the right.

Source: Austrian National Library, 133.731-D.
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authentic local was therefore not simply a neutral mapping of past achieve-
ments, but was intertwined with the mission of reforming and improving 
the very same local. In professional discourses, Gazi Husrev-beg Mosque 
was recognized as the guiding urban landmark in the skyline of Čaršija 
in 1903 when the city authorities decided to restrict the maximum height 
of buildings in the proximity of the mosque. Permitting construction of 
only single-story buildings, the overall goal was to “preserve the oriental 
character of Čaršija.”41 The size and complex architectural composition 
of the mosque, as well as its symbiotic relationship with the landscape of 
Čaršija, granted the mosque the status of an urban icon. “Could it be pos-
sible to imagine Athens without Acropolis […] and si parva licet compo
nere magnis [to compare small things with great], Sarajevo without Bey’s 
mosque?”42 asked Ćiro Truhelka, curator of the provincial museum, put-
ting the final seal of approval on the building in 1912.

Old Urban Fabric and New Landmarks

The contours and physiognomy of Čaršija were greatly determined by the 
rebuilding choices made after the fire of 1879 as well as the regulation 
scenario for the Miljacka River after the two floods in 1881 and 1887. 
The nucleus of Čaršija received its defining contour and southern border 
when the river was channeled and the Appel Quay was superimposed 
on the place where buildings used to touch the unregulated riverfront  
(Figure 8.4). Symbolically rewriting the landscape, the linear boulevard 
following the riverbank was named after Johann Freiherr von Appel, the 
head of the provincial government (1882–1903). Already in the years be-
fore 1900, two new architectural landmarks flanked the skyline of Čaršija: 
the Hotel Europe on its western and the City Hall on its eastern edge. 
The dynamic and sometimes contradictory encounter of the new building 
types, architectural styles, and functional programs with the existing urban 
fabric gave a new face to this reformatted city fragment.

One of the first capital interventions in Čaršija after the great fire was the 
construction of Hotel Europe at its western edge. Wealthy merchant Gli-
gorije Jeftanović, an esteemed member of the local Orthodox elite, funded 
and finished the hotel in 1882 at the place where Franz Joseph Street met 
the corner of Čaršija, and where the vitality of a new commercial street 
and the picturesqueness of a decaying Ottoman khan (Tašlihan) looked 
straight at each other. The outstanding historicist building was portrayed 
in the press as exemplary, solid, and modern, expected to pave the way in 
which new buildings should be built in “wooden Sarajevo.”43 Mentioned 
in numerous travelogues, Hotel Europe quickly gained popularity as one of 
the few places in the city that could provide comfort for European visitors. 
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Just a year after its formal opening, the mayor of Sarajevo, Mehmed-beg 
Kapetanović, requested the City Council to express official appreciation 
to the hotel’s owner Jeftanović, who spared neither effort nor capital to 
initiate the process of beautifying the city, giving it the touch that other 
European cities already have.44

On the other edge of Čaršija, the City Hall (Vijećnica) was conceptual-
ized and constructed between 1891 and 1896, when the imperial project 
of city building called for manifesting and situating the head and heart 
of the urban administration of Sarajevo. Staying with the idea that local 
power stems from the urban networks entangled in the system of Čaršija, a 
triangular site available for the construction of the seat of the City Council 
of Sarajevo was found in the old Ottoman commercial center, although 
all other government buildings were already situated in the new western 
part of the city in the area shaped as the Austro-Hungarian administrative 
headquarters. The powerful figure of the provincial governor Benjámin 
Kállay (1882–1903) controlled and supervised the development of the ar-
chitectural concept for the City Hall. He was in charge of evaluating the 
first design plans by architect Karl Pařik and responsible for replacing the 
proposed Byzantinizing style of the façades with the Orientalizing stylistic 
repertoire further developed by the architect Aleksandar Wittek. A third 

Figure 8.4  Čaršija of Sarajevo encircled by the Appel Quay from the southern side 
and flanked by the City Hall sited at its eastern edge. Circulated post-
card, Verlag Albert Thier Sarajevo, 1909.

Source: Private collection of the author.
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architect Ćiril Iveković finalized the project and supervised the construc-
tion.45 With the City Hall, the new regime finally succeeded in the task 
of monumentalizing its presence at the key site of Ottoman-era Sarajevo. 
Intended to represent the authority of the local civic government, a new 
building type and a new political function were added to the sacred and 
commercial landscape of Čaršija.

When the building was finished – its massing and decoration dwarfing 
the surroundings – the inferiority of Čaršija became evident as a conse-
quence. Massive in scale, ambiguous in architectural style, and placed in a 
way to turn its back to the streets of Čaršija, the building did not converse 
with the shapes, colors, and topography of its surrounding fabric. The 
picture postcard of Sarajevo included in this analysis (Figure 8.4) bears 
testimony to the condition where one empire that ceased to lay claims per-
sisted in the urban fabric, while the one replacing it searched for a suitable 
architectural expression. The postcard as a carrier of messages features the 
Appel Quay bordering the small structures of the craft and trade quarter 
and the newly built City Hall dominating the townscape, demonstrating 
that the visual documentation of Čaršija accompanied its dynamic period 
of change. The City Hall became a true emblem of the Austro-Hungarian 
cultural mission, confidently presented and exhibited whenever possible. 
Its architectural scale model was included in the narrative of construction 
progress inside the Bosnian pavilions in the Millennium Exhibition in Bu-
dapest (1896) and the World Exposition in Paris (1900).

The physiognomy of Čaršija was reconfigured rapidly – not only when 
authorities and professionals started dealing with its spatial organization 
but also when property owners and city dwellers reoriented their own pri-
orities and interests, becoming actors of change in the society of competi-
tive capitalism. Since private development practice became the prevailing 
method of delivering the built environment after the fire of 1879, rebuild-
ing of the shops became a process of negotiating the material qualities of a 
given structure and aspirations and financial capacities of a user. Focused 
on demands of the present, individual owners were in favor of upgrading 
their buildings or replacing existing modest shop formats with multi-story 
Western-style buildings. Gradual disfigurement of the Čaršija townscape 
as known from the Ottoman times, therefore, started with the systematic 
remodeling of its basic unit – the dućan.

Experienced and Imagined Čaršija

Although Čaršija lost its accumulated functional centrality due to the shift 
of the urban core further west to the “European” area of the city – Franz 
Joseph Street, Rudolf Street, Ferhadija, and Ćemaluša – it continued as a 
vibrant part of the city and a space for the social experiences of groups 
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and communities. While the new downtown was tailored to fit preferences 
of city-based elites and newcomers, Čaršija remained a commercial arena 
where locals from various confessional communities, urban and rural pop-
ulations, and the rich and poor of Sarajevo interacted, conducted business, 
and exchanged news and information. The institution and practices of the 
market appeared to be more durable than the materiality of Čaršija itself. 
Artisans kept producing certain products, usually for the local market, 
peasants from the surrounding countryside traveled on market days to sell 
their products, and visitors to Čaršija had a chance to directly encounter 
locals and their artifacts in the process of buying and selling. Anthropolo-
gist and archaeologist Robert Munro witnessed in 1894 that Čaršija was 
still a place where “native goods may be seen in the act of being manu-
factured” and gave an example of the technique of silver inlaid decora-
tion.46 János de Asbóth, in his depictions of life and customs in Sarajevo, 
carefully observed the types of craft items produced in Čaršija: pitchers, 
boxes, bowls, smoking-vessels, coffee-cups, coffeepots, ornamental weap-
ons, knives and scissors, and embroideries, among others.47 While some 
branches of local industries could not compete with manufacturers from 
the Monarchy and lost their relevance, certain types of production were 
elevated to the status of artisanal traditions and became the focus of a 
governmental mission to rescue Bosnian crafts. In that way, activities that 
earlier belonged exclusively to the sphere of Čaršija’s urban economy were 
transferred to government-sponsored ateliers and schools, where produc-
tion techniques were studied and objects were refined for the urban mar-
kets of Austria-Hungary.48

The landscape of Čaršija went through a dynamic and conflictual pro-
cess of interpretation and appropriation that began with the act of nam-
ing. Depending upon the audience, it was addressed as the bazaar quarter 
(Bazarviertel), the trade quarter (Handelsviertel), or the Turkish quarter 
(Türkenviertel). Before it emerged as an object of historical knowledge 
and preservation, it existed as an external reality, transposed into images, 
discourses, and concepts. The theatricality and ornamental richness of 
the vernacular space offered a palette of new sensations to generations 
of artists, writers, ethnographers, and explorers, whose imagination and 
expertise helped shape and organize the representation of Čaršija. Scenes 
of everyday life were an important part of the repertoire of painters and 
graphic artists who came to work to Sarajevo, and whose works filled 
the pages of the magazine Nada.49 Accounts of Bosnia-Herzegovina pre-
pared for European travelers were packed with descriptions of Sarajevo’s 
old craft and trade quarter, promoted as safe, accessible, and nearby but 
still exotic enough place for an “Oriental holiday.”50 Images of Čaršija 
moved across imperial borders, circulated in print, and participated in 



Empire after Empire 255

building the visual archive of the empire. In 1901, when the volume of 
the Kronprinzenwerk on Bosnia-Herzegovina was published, the image 
of Sarajevo’s Čaršija was officially integrated into the systems of ethno-
graphic representation of Austria-Hungary.51 Located at the periphery 
of the cultural system, the picturesque and outdated city fragment was 
approached in the positivity of its difference, operating as a part of the 
imperial whole.

The discourse about the exotic Čaršija had a series of clear consequences. 
The city quarter emerged as an object belonging to the past that did not 
share the same time with the rest of the city but offered the ethnological 
experience of a different urban reality.52 People of Čaršija became visible as 
“the good oriental Slavs” residing in the Orient “close to home” (i.e., the 
imperial center), loyal and responsive to the civilizing mission.53 Pictoriali-
zation of space and time reinforced the paradigm of cultural otherness and 
incompatibility of the old urban system coexisting with the modern. The 
essentialized world of Čaršija, whose productive aspect was transformed 
into an ornamental one, existed in opposition to modern Sarajevo and was 
seen as having no lessons to offer the future.

Becoming Object of Knowledge and Preservation

The approach to Čaršija slowly began to change after 1910 with the shift 
from a “progressist” model of planning inspired by a vision of progress 
to a “culturalist” model organized around a vision of cultural commu-
nity.54 The architect Josip Pospišil55 offered a useful corrective to the ex-
isting ideas about the system of Čaršija – questioning, toning down, and 
discarding some of the orientalist tropes and reductive ideas about it. In 
texts and public speeches, he approached the devalued other of Čaršija 
using technical criteria and drawing attention to the city quarter as a co-
herent ensemble with its own principles that can be classified and studied. 
Pospišil turned the spotlight on the architecture of an individual dućan, 
recognizing in it a manifestation of creative forces and practical skills 
of untutored builders, as well as a character-defining element of Čaršija  
(Figure 8.3). Although the dućan did not offer “traces of architecture in a 
way we usually understand it,”56 Pospišil acknowledged that it produced 
an effect and contributed to constituting the order and practices of the 
community. Converting the old town into an object of knowledge, the 
architect analyzed Čaršija as a constitutive part of the urban organism. He 
argued that the dilemma of preserving an individual shop (Einzeltypus) 
cannot be detached from the dilemma of preserving Čaršija as whole (Ge
samtbild), and that the problem of Čaršija cannot be detached from the 
problem of regulating the integral city.57
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By this time, constructions inside the former Ottoman commercial 
center were subject to widespread criticism. In the rebuilding process af-
ter the great fire, Čaršija had lost much of what was seen as its Oriental 
charm and authenticity. The irreversibility of the destructive process of 
change became evident with the disappearance of the vernacular forms of 
shops, street ensembles, and individual structures, as well as the problem-
atic positioning of new historicist buildings inside the existing context, the 
most striking example being the pseudo-oriental City Hall. Confronted 
with the actuality of the urban situation, visitors to Sarajevo described 
the City Hall building as being “alien to the people and the time,”58 while 
architectural professionals referred to it as “our youthful delusion.”59 The 
architect Pospišil called for the imperial-royal Central Commission for the 
Investigation and Conservation of Architectural Monuments60 to take co-
responsibility, pointing at the ongoing destruction of the physiognomies of 
Bosnian towns.61 Witnessing the everyday disfigurement of the townscape 
of Sarajevo, Pospišil warned in 1909, “Soon there won’t be anything else 
to demolish in Sarajevo.”62

As the development of planning ideas applied to historic urban environ-
ments began to take on a strong culturalist undertone, Čaršija emerged 
as a resource worthy of care and preservation. The city quarter was not 
perceived simply in terms of its material otherness – the newly discovered 
interest in the “Old Town” and discontent with the generic face of the 
“New Sarajevo” had the effect of turning the spotlight on the qualities 
of Čaršija’s townscape and its vernacular architecture. Encouraged by the 
development of disciplinary knowledge and the interrelated fields of ur-
ban planning (Städtebau) and monument preservation (Denkmalpflege) in 
the German-speaking context, local professionals and authorities started 
reflecting upon the spatial and aesthetic qualities of the old urban cores. In-
spired by the ideas of the homeland protection (Heimatschutz) movement, 
they sought to protect traditional forms, promote contextualism, and re-
new interest in “the authentic” and “the local.” The movement expanded 
the range of objects to be considered worthy of protection, shifting interest 
from individual objects to the ensemble, the city image (Stadtbild), and the 
entire old town (Altstadt).

A careful observer of the Austro-Hungarian administering mission 
added his voice to the growing chorus of support for the idea of safeguard-
ing Čaršija, pragmatically highlighting the value of its rarity in the existing 
imperial context:

Here we have a piece of Orient in the middle of a city and in a coun-
try where, under the wing of the Austro-Hungarian double-headed ea-
gle, western culture is beginning to gain rapidly a foothold. Would it 
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disappear [the Turkish quarter], it would be hard to bring it back in its 
original state even with great financial efforts.63

Hence, the “pre-modern” urban past, initially seen as an obstacle to de-
velopment, became valuable only when it became scarce. More precisely, 
organized protection of the Ottoman urban fabric was not compatible 
with the goals of the earliest modernization mission that worked to break 
away from the backward past. Only later did preservation come to be seen 
as an instrument of good governance and an important ingredient of the 
imperial project. The impulse to preserve Čaršija as a tradition-bearing 
urban element through legal instruments and institutions was not simply a 
gesture towards the heritage of the subject people but also a signal that the 
imperial project and monarchic trans-nationalism could provide a tent for 
diverse vernacular forms and practices. Čaršija as a patrimonial project, 
however, remained unfinished since the outbreak of the First World War 
prevented the completion of legal and institutional mechanisms that would 
govern planning and preservation.64

Imperial Celebration in Čaršija

The four days that Emperor Franz Joseph I spent in Sarajevo (May 30–
June 3, 1910) were remembered and narrated as an outstanding public 
event that employed a number of city landmarks to perform and articu-
late imperial authority. The short and sole visit to the provincial capital 
organized as a part of a greater journey to Bosnia-Herzegovina sought to 
advance a new social vision in the years after the formal annexation of the 
provinces in 1908. The emperor’s diplomatic parcours in Čaršija discussed 
here represents a legible episode extracted from the longer history of Hab-
sburg imperial celebration.

On the morning of May 31, 1910, in the great hall of the provincial 
government, Franz Joseph first met the Catholic archbishop, and then 
the Serbian-Orthodox metropolitan, the Muslim reisululema, the repre-
sentatives of Jewish Sephardi and Ashkenazi communities, the Protestant 
pastor, representatives of provincial and city government, and consular 
missions, respectively. Responding to the welcome speech of Esad Kulović, 
the mayor of Sarajevo, Franz Joseph said:

I am deeply touched and delighted by the many wilful proofs of sincere 
loyalty and closeness, which were handed to Me during My short stay 
in My dear capital […] I assure you that I follow with greatest interest 
the development of this beautiful city and that I will gladly recall the 
days I spent here.65
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Later that day, Franz Joseph met all the confessional leaders in their houses 
of worship and the city authorities in the City Hall. It took two minutes 
for the imperial carriage to move between the Sacred Heart Cathedral, 
the Orthodox Church of the Nativity of the Theotokos, Gazi Husrev-beg 
Mosque, and the Sephardic synagogue and not more than ten minutes to 
reach the Protestant church and the Ashkenazi synagogue on the other side 
of the Miljacka River. From there, an eight-minute ride was needed to take 
the emperor to the eastern edge of Čaršija to the City Hall where he met 
the mayor and members of the Sarajevo City Council.66 The public cer-
emony was space contingent, as it was choreographed around the network 
of spaces in and around Čaršija, calling attention to the religious diversity 
of the city, and desiring allegiance of all confessional groups.

The newspaper Sarajevski list ran a series of reports describing the ar-
rival of Franz Joseph in Sarajevo, using a metaphor of a long-expected and 
warm meeting of a father-figure with his faithful subjects.67 The newspaper 
elaborately described how each of the confessional groups worked in a 
manner of gentle competition to decorate the streets and buildings along 
the itinerary.68 Unlike the rest of the year, when each group celebrated its 
own holy days, the emperor’s presence in the city granted everyone “a com-
mon holiday.”69 The public ceremony as such aimed to contribute to forg-
ing a sense of urban community among Sarajevo’s diverse population and 
facilitate the transformation of affiliations based on ethnicity and religion 
to a form of composite imperial loyalties. It is worth noting that Čaršija, 
with its picturesque masses, decorations, and symbolic associations, consti-
tuted an excellent miseenscène for the ceremony. Merchants and artisans 
made an effort to temporarily cover streets with canopies and tree branches 
stretched between lines of shops, while dućans were decorated with flags, 
carpets, images, and lanterns.70 The emperor’s itinerary and interest in at-
tending different rituals gave a local color to the standard ceremonial form.

Some aspects of the journey were particularly memorable and were cap-
tured in text and image. The Viennese newspaper Neue Freie Presse sin-
gled out the favorable Muslim reception, describing in great detail Franz 
Joseph’s visit to the courtyard and interior of the Gazi Husrev-beg Mosque 
and his meeting with religious dignitaries. The newspaper paid attention 
to the rumors that circulated in Čaršija suggesting that the local Muslims 
showed appreciation of the emperor’s decision to come to their province. 
“No sultan has ever visited us,” they reportedly stated while reflecting 
upon four centuries of Ottoman rule.71 Franz Joseph’s encounter with 
Čaršija left traces in works of art. The painting by Leo Delitz72 depicts 
the carriage of Emperor Franz Joseph and Governor Marijan Varešanin in 
the moment after they left the courtyard of the Gazi Husrev-beg Mosque 
to greet the colorful crowd in Čaršija (Figure 8.5). Delitz’s composition is 
organized around the triumphal arch in Orientalizing style located in the 



Empire after Empire 259

streets of Čaršija. The arch was one of several temporary structures built 
by confessional and entrepreneurial groups to mark the spaces of the city. 
Built under the patronage of the vakuf administration, it was inscribed 
with “Long live Franz Joseph I, the beloved Emperor-King.”73 Delitz’s 
painting of the festive welcome in the core of Čaršija was included in Viri-
bus Unitis, the commemorative collection about the life of the emperor.74

The ceremony in Sarajevo illustrates how imperial cultural unity and 
local particularity reinforced each other, confirming the scholarly argu-
ment that from the center comes “the awareness of the larger political 
construct, the consciousness of being part of a broader system, vast and 
complex,” while the local contributes with “the sense of vitality, myth, 

Figure 8.5  Leo Delitz, “Der Kaiser verlässt die Begova-Moschee in Sarajevo durch 
den offenen Bazar (Carsija)” [The emperor walks out from Bey’s Mosque 
in Sarajevo to the open bazaar (Čaršija)]. Heliogravure/aquarelle, 1910.

Source: Austrian National Library, Pk 1302, 47.
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the elan vital.”75 At the end of the engaging day in Sarajevo, Franz Joseph 
allegedly said to Governor Varešanin, “After what I’ve seen here, I feel 
twenty years younger,”76 putting into words the sense that the experiences 
of the diverse people and their powerful protector were not separated but 
mutually entangled. Carefully curated for the ceremonial display, Sara-
jevo’s urban landscape, when experienced in a direct physical encounter, 
operated as a cumulative site capable of representing the richness of the 
cultures and their histories without giving exclusivity to any of the constit-
uent groups. The emperor’s route carved through Čaršija brought visual, 
tactile, and aural impulses that served as vitalizing contributions to the 
Austro-Hungarian imperial project.

Concluding Remarks

On April 7, 1916, Čaršija of Sarajevo traveled to the front page of the 
Viennese architectural journal Der Bautechniker.77 The author of the arti-
cle, the architect Josip Pospišil, presented to empire-wide audiences refined 
arguments about the need to safeguard the city quarter that he had already 
outlined five years earlier in the local newspaper Bosnische Post.78 The case 
of Čaršija that entered the picture as the most pressing problem for the 
Austro-Hungarian imperial reputation upon the takeover of Sarajevo and 
following the great fire, therefore, remained a topic that could stir debates 
even in the middle of the First World War.

As discussed earlier, the fire of 1879 that left the old commercial center 
in ruins eventually shaped the course of urban reforms for Sarajevo. The 
story of the Austro-Hungarian recalibration of the Ottoman Čaršija is not 
one of the great planning strategies but of a series of gestures that sought 
simultaneously to technically correct and improve the city quarter that was 
evocative of its Ottoman past, as well as to display its picturesque char-
acter. Despite some efforts, institutional heritage practices were unable to 
adopt effective forms of care for the fabric of Čaršija.

Investigating the imperial dimensions of Sarajevo as suggested here re-
quired making two intertwined moves. The first one was to trace the marks 
of empire in its urban structure by questioning new architectural styles 
and building types, new urban policies, and manners of performing impe-
rial authority. The second move consisted of unpacking how imperial self-
conception and self-description were boosted or challenged in Sarajevo by 
identifying contexts in which the usual way of doing things called for new 
approaches and definitions. Čaršija of Sarajevo is a rewarding case study 
that demonstrates what it meant to exist as a field of intervention, object 
of discourses, and a circulating image that could bring the empire and the 
city together, always with a new urgency.
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on eyewitness accounts, published in the newspaper Jugoslovenski list to mark 
the 50th anniversary of the great fire.) “Veliki požar od 8. augusta 1879,” Ju
goslovenski list, August 8, 1929, 8.
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9 Lemberg or L’vov
The Symbolic Significance of a City 
at the Crossroads of the Austrian and 
the Russian Empires

Elisabeth HaidLener

Today’s city of Lviv in western Ukraine has had a checkered history.  
The city has been located in a disputed border region under changing rule 
since the Middle Ages, and in the twentieth century, the region became a 
shatter zone once again. The frequent changes of rule are also reflected in 
the many names by which the city is known – as L’viv in Ukrainian, Lwów 
in Polish, Lemberg in German, or L’vov in Russian. In the late eighteenth 
century, in the course of the partition of the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth between Russia, Prussia, and Austria, the region was incorporated 
into the Austrian Empire, and Lviv became the Austrian city Lemberg for 
140 years – until Austrian rule in the region was challenged by the Russian 
Empire in World War I. However, in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, Lviv was a city where imperial and national interests crossed.

The research perspective on Lviv as an imperial city reveals on the one 
hand how the empire manifested itself in the capital of a border region, 
which had been incorporated into the Habsburg Monarchy relatively re-
cently compared to other parts of the empire, and how its urban structure 
was shaped by institutions of the imperial state as well as by its ethnocul-
turally mixed population. On the other hand, it examines the significance 
of the city for the empire. Lviv, the center of a peripheral province, had less 
economic but rather political and representative significance and mirrored 
Austrian ideological ambitions – the more so as it was a potential part of 
the sphere of influence of the neighboring Russian Empire.

This chapter outlines the symbolic significance of the city for local na-
tional movements as well as for imperial rule in the region: Lviv was per-
ceived as a regional political and cultural center and as an outpost of the 
Austrian and Russian Empires. The focus of the article will be on Austrian 
and Russian discourses on Lemberg/L’vov during World War I, when impe-
rial as well as national conflicts over the city culminated. How was Lviv 
conceptualized as an Austrian or Russian city? Which concepts of imperial 
rule underly these discourses? To what extent does a transfer of concepts 
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between the two empires become apparent? This will be analyzed on the 
basis of wartime reporting in Austrian and Russian newspapers.

This chapter first gives an overview of the integration of the region into 
the Austrian Empire and highlights Lviv’s role as a capital of the new Aus-
trian province Galicia and as a starting point for reforms. Moreover, the 
effects of Austrian rule on the development of the city are shown. Further-
more, the article outlines the role of the multiethnic city as a site of national 
formation of the different population groups in the region. Thereafter, it 
shows the growing interest of the Russian Empire in neighboring Galicia 
and its capital from the late nineteenth century against the backdrop of 
the growing political tensions between the Austrian and Russian Empires 
which culminated in World War I and the impact of Russian national con-
cepts and local national movements. The analysis of Austrian and Rus-
sian wartime reporting highlights the propagandistic claims to Lviv as an 
outpost of Western culture in the East or as the most westward outpost of 
the Russian people and reveals differences in the underlying concepts of 
imperial rule in the region, which emphasized the multinational character 
of the Austrian Empire or postulated a Russian character of the Russian 
Empire. Finally, the chapter juxtaposes these propagandistic concepts with 
the politics of the changing Austrian and Russian wartime regimes in Lviv.

The Galician Capital

When the new crownland Galicia and Lodomeria was incorporated into 
the Austrian Empire in the late eighteenth century, Lviv became the capital 
of this new province that was (apart from Hungary) the largest and east-
ernmost in the Habsburg Monarchy. Thus, Lviv maintained its role as the 
center of a border region, a region where the borders changed again and 
again.1 In the thirteenth century, the city had developed into the center 
of the Principality of Galicia-Volhynia, which was the western part and 
one of the successors of the Kievan Rus’. In the fourteenth century, the 
region became a part of the Kingdom of Poland and was now known as 
Ruthenian Voivodeship (referring to the region’s former affiliation with the 
Rus’). While the rural population was henceforth ruled by Polish or polo-
nized nobility, Lviv was granted Magdeburg city rights. The city was a ma-
jor trading center at that time, inhabited by a variety of population groups, 
including Armenians and Germans. Over time, Poles became the dominant 
group in the city, and Jews the second. Thus, the urban population signifi-
cantly differed from the rural surroundings, where the population majority 
was Ruthenian (later known as Ukrainian). Religious divisions between 
the different population groups played a major role and mostly coincided 
with social and linguistic divisions. While the majority of Poles belonged 
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to the Roman Catholic Church, the Ruthenian population belonged at first 
to the Orthodox and later to the Greek Catholic Church. The latter dates 
back to the Union of Brest 1596, when most of the Ruthenian Orthodox 
Church eparchies in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth placed them-
selves under the authority of the Pope but maintained the eastern rite. 
In the Galician territories, it took longer for the Union to prevail than 
in many other regions of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Around 
1700, however, the Eparchy of Lviv joined the Greek Catholic Church. 
Also, the predominantly Yiddish-speaking Jewish population differed not 
only in their religion but also linguistically from other population groups. 
Jews were therefore often conceived as a national group in Galicia, while 
in Austria they were considered a religious group.

When Lviv became the center of the new Austrian administration in 
1772, the city gained in significance compared to other cities in the re-
gion and its population grew steadily. Indeed, Lviv had lost some of its 
importance as a commercial center to Brody, which was located directly 
on the new border with the Russian Empire.2 However, it gained political 
relevance. The new Austrian crownland comprised not only parts of the 
former Principality of Galicia-Volhynia or Ruthenian Voivodeship but also 
other parts of the Lesser Poland Province in the west. As the capital of 
the Austrian crownland, Lviv became a serious competitor to Krakow, the 
hitherto undisputed center of Lesser Poland. Although the city of Krakow 
was temporarily granted the status of a Free City in 1815, it was finally in-
corporated into Galicia in 1846. Moreover, in the late eighteenth century, 
Lviv became the starting point for the reforms of the Austrian Emperor 
Joseph II in the region. Galicia, which was perceived as the most back-
ward area of the Habsburg Monarchy, served as an experimental ground 
for Joseph’s ideals of an enlightened state.3 The emperor’s efforts for cen-
tralization, however, met with resistance from the local Polish nobility. 
Not only in Austria, but even more so in neighboring Russia and Prussia, 
the Polish elites’ intentions to restore an independent Polish state caused 
unrest and repeatedly led to Polish uprisings. Like other border regions, 
Galicia played an important role as a seismograph for the course of do-
mestic politics as well as foreign policy.4 Since Galicia was bordering two 
major powers, the region was, not least, of military importance. While the 
Austrian government initially perceived Prussia as the major threat, in the 
late nineteenth century the increasing political tensions with Russia came 
to the fore.5 The military significance of the region is also evident in Lviv’s 
position as an important garrison city. However, the Galician capital lost 
its role as the main fortress to the city of Przemyśl. Lviv’s fortifications 
were pulled down and boulevards took their place.6

The Austrian rule also had at least a temporary impact on Lviv’s popula-
tion structure. Austrian German-speaking officials first came to the city to 
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administer the province. However, this changed in the 1860s. As a result 
of the Austro-Hungarian Compromise of 1867, Galicia became part of the 
Austrian half of the empire. The Austrian government now made major 
concessions to the Polish elites in Galicia, who were willing to cooperate 
after the failed uprisings and became important supporters of the govern-
ment in the Austrian parliament. Galicia was granted self-government and 
Polish was introduced as the administrative language. Poles thus started to 
play an important role in Galician politics and administration, which also 
encouraged the assimilation of German speakers into the Polish language 
and culture. At the same time, Lviv became a statutory city and had self-
government rights of its own. Thus, the Galician capital was not only the 
seat of the governor (the representative of the imperial central power) and 
the Galician self-government (including the Galician Diet) but also a self-
assured municipal government. From the 1860s, all these institutions were 
dominated by the local Polish elites.7 Although political reforms in the 
Habsburg Monarchy had expanded opportunities for participation since 
the 1860s, the electoral rules at the regional and local levels continued to 
privilege the upper class.

The city’s political and administrative functions were an important fac-
tor in its dynamic population growth, especially in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, when it developed into the fifth largest city in 
Austria-Hungary.8 Lviv experienced a moderate economic upswing at 
that time. It was an important sales and consumer market and a service 
and administrative center, but it was not an important industrial location. 
Overall, the level of industrialization was relatively low in Galicia, which 
earned the province the reputation of backwardness.9 Hence, Lviv exem-
plifies the concept of “emerging cities,” a city at the imperial periphery 
that showed that modernization did not necessarily have to be intercon-
nected with high industrialization. Its assumed backwardness became an 
important resource for an ambitious urban development policy that was at 
the same time nationally charged.10 The Polish city administration pushed 
for construction activity and investment in infrastructure, including the 
first electric tramway of the Habsburg monarchy.11 Thus, the Galician 
capital positioned itself as a “metropolis,” as a modernization engine of 
the region, and as a modern Polish center, competing with Krakow, the 
more traditional, historic center of the region. At the same time, it claimed 
the status of a “substitute capital” of divided Poland since Polish culture 
was able to develop more freely in Austrian Galicia than in Russian-ruled 
Warsaw.12

However, these Polish aspirations did not challenge Austrian rule in the 
region or the loyalty of locals to the Habsburg Monarchy. The Polish po-
litical actors knew that Lviv had taken over the function of a Polish po-
litical center due to the favorable political conditions of Habsburg rule.13  
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The role of Lviv as a Polish or an Austrian provincial capital was not 
mutually exclusive: Lviv was perceived as an Austrian and Polish city.14 
In this sense, the imperial as well as the Galician provincial government 
underlined their contribution to the prosperity of the city – the latter argu-
ing that Lviv flourished only under the conditions of gained autonomy. At 
the same time, Polish claims to the multiethnic city were increasingly chal-
lenged by its Ruthenian/Ukrainian counterpart at the local level, while at 
the imperial level, neighboring Russia laid claim to the region.

A Multiple National Center

Lviv owed its symbolic significance for local as well as imperial actors not 
only to its role as a political and administrative capital but also to its in-
creasing role as a cultural center within the region. Besides administrative 
institutions, educational and cultural institutions played a major role in the 
flourishing of the city and were a major concern of first the imperial and 
later the municipal government and local national movements.

The reform policies of Emperor Joseph II had laid the foundation for 
Lviv’s revival as a cultural center in the late eighteenth century. Besides ini-
tiatives of the imperial authorities, the fact that more and more members 
of the Polish nobility took up residence in the city played a role. In 1784, 
Joseph II established a new university in Lviv. Five years later, the city’s 
first public theater was established, where a German company and a Polish 
company performed alternately. The repertoires of both companies were 
quite similar. The Polish theater was quick to incorporate new cultural 
trends from Vienna and intended to show that the Poles were on the same 
cultural level as the Germans. The German theater lost its prestige over the 
course of the nineteenth century. By the end, the audience of the German 
theater was de facto limited to the soldiers and officers garrisoned in Lviv.15

The Jewish population also played an essential role as a bearer of Ger-
man culture in Lviv. From the late eighteenth century, Austrian politics and 
access to education had led to the Germanization of Jewish elites in the 
city, while the majority of Jews were Yiddish-speaking.16 In the first half 
of the nineteenth century, Lviv was an important center of the Haskalah 
(Jewish Enlightenment). In the late nineteenth century, however, the out-
standing role of German language and culture was gradually replaced by 
assimilation into the Polish ones. The Polish education system played a 
crucial role in this process.17

In the second half of the nineteenth century, Galician autonomy and 
municipal self-government contributed to the strengthening of Polish cul-
tural and educational institutions in Lviv. At that time, however, the main 
competitor of Polish culture in Lviv was the local national movements 
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rather than imperial German culture. The city became a magnet for the 
intelligentsia of all religious and national groups in Galicia.

While in the first half of the nineteenth century, the small Ruthenian elite 
and urban population in Lviv still tended to assimilate into Polish culture, 
they began to distance themselves from the Poles and to develop a distinct 
national consciousness in the mid-nineteenth century. The Greek Catholic 
clergy played an important role in this process. However, united in their re-
sentments against Polish domination, the national activists were disunited 
on the matter of their national orientation. Some of the activists were in-
spired by Ukrainian activists in the Russian Empire, who had begun to dis-
tinguish themselves from the Russians a few decades earlier. An important 
factor was that literary Ukrainian, as it was first formulated by the writers 
of the Ukrainian movement in Russia, was almost perfectly intelligible to 
Galician Ruthenians. Thus, some activists saw Galician Ruthenians as part 
of a Ukrainian nation and distanced themselves from Russians and Poles 
alike. Other activists, however, who became known as Russophiles, tended 
toward the Russian culture. Inspired by Russian pan-Slavists, they saw 
Galician Ruthenians as part of an all-Russian nation. While the Russophile 
orientation initially prevailed in Galicia, the Ukrainophile orientation won 
out in the 1880s. Russophiles continued to play a role in cultural and polit-
ical life, but the Ukrainian national movement now took the lead.18 Thus, 
the term “Ukrainians” for the Ruthenian population in Galicia became 
more and more widespread. However, “Ruthenians” remained the offi-
cial term in the Habsburg Monarchy. Moreover, the term “Ruthenians” 
reflects that still in the early twentieth century not all of them identified as 
Ukrainians.

Lviv was the most important location for both Russophile and Ukraino-
phile institutions in Galicia. In addition to rather elitist cultural institu-
tions controlled by Russophiles such as the Ruthenian “National House” 
and the Stauropegion Institute, Ukrainophile organizations in Lviv in par-
ticular gave a great deal of attention to the mobilization of peasants, and 
thus they had a strong influence on the rural areas of Eastern Galicia.19 
However, the attraction of Lviv reached even beyond Galicia. Though the 
Ruthenian/Ukrainian population was a minority in the city, Lviv finally 
became the undisputed center of the Ukrainian national movement – not 
only in the Habsburg Monarchy, but in general. The Ukrainian national 
movement had its origins in the Russian Empire. However, the Russian im-
perial authorities soon took repressive measures against the Ukrainian na-
tional movement. They denied the existence of a Ukrainian language and 
banned the printing of Ukrainian books. Ukrainians (or Little Russians as 
they were called in the Russian Empire) were considered part of the Rus-
sian nation. The Russian authorities thus regarded the Ukrainian national 
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movement as a threat to the unity of the Russian nation. In Austria, the 
conditions for the Ukrainian national movement were significantly better, 
even though Galician politics and administration were Polish-dominated. 
Ruthenians were recognized as a distinct nationality and their national 
rights were protected by the Austrian Constitution of 1867.20 Thus, the 
Ukrainian national movement increasingly challenged the local Polish 
elites in Lviv.

The Polish-dominated city administration, which discursively con-
structed Lviv as a purely Polish city, responded to the challenge posed 
by the Ukrainian national movement with increased efforts to “secure 
Lwów’s Polish character.” The city administration actively supported the 
founding and expansion of Polish museums, theaters, and other cultural 
institutions; schools and educational institutions were of particular impor-
tance.21 Whereas in the first decades of Austrian rule in Galicia German 
was the dominant language of education, it was largely replaced by Polish 
in the second half of the nineteenth century. But Ukrainian also gained 
in presence. At the turn of the century, there were five gymnasia in Lviv: 
three with Polish, one with German, and one with Ukrainian language 
of instruction. Nevertheless, German remained an important educational 
language and was also taught in the non-German secondary schools.22 As 
a seat of several secondary schools (including the first Ukrainian gymna-
sium in Galicia) and higher education institutions – including one of two 
universities in Galicia (beside Krakow) and a higher polytechnical school –  
the city provided access to education and positions, and thus was a gate to 
social mobility and a window to the wider world, especially to Vienna, the 
center of the empire.23

The University of Lviv in particular was a main attraction as well as 
a site of national formation. Academic life increasingly adhered to the 
national idea. The educational languages Latin and German were gradu-
ally replaced by Polish in the course of the nineteenth century; Ukrainian 
played a secondary role.24 While Polish professors promoted the expansion 
of the use of Polish as the only language of instruction and administration 
at the University of Lviv, Ukrainian aspirations for a separate Ukrainian 
university in the Galician capital increased at the turn of the century, and 
the university became a major site of Polish-Ukrainian conflicts in Gali-
cia.25 The symbolic significance of Lviv as a cultural center becomes evi-
dent in debates on the location of a Ukrainian university, the foundation of 
which was finally approved by the Polish-dominated Galician government 
on the eve of World War I. While the Ukrainian representatives insisted 
on Lviv as the location for “their” university, the Lviv City Council vehe-
mently rejected this request, as a Ukrainian university posed a threat to the 
“Polish character” of the city.26
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Though the Polish-Ukrainian competition was at the foreground of po-
litical debates, Lviv was also one of the largest and most important centers 
of Jewish population in the Habsburg Monarchy, and Jews made an im-
portant contribution to the cultural life of the city. Besides the progressive 
assimilation into the Polish language and culture, Zionism and the concept 
of an independent Jewish nation gained more and more influence. By the 
end of the nineteenth century, Lviv had become one of the first strongholds 
of Zionist organizations. However, large parts of the Jewish population 
remained bound to the Orthodox tradition.27 Thus, Lviv was a center of 
Zionist as well as Orthodox and Hasidic associations.28

Overall, Lviv represented a site of national formation for Poles, Ukrain-
ians, and Jews which was reflected in the numerous Polish, Ruthenian/
Ukrainian, and Jewish political parties, educational and academic soci-
eties, newspapers, welfare organizations, and cultural institutions.29 In 
addition to the Polish and German theaters, for example, there was a 
Ukrainian theater company30 as well as a Yiddish one.31 Lviv’s symbolic 
significance for the local population groups was reflected in the percep-
tions of the city as a “Polish bastion” amid the Ukrainian rural surround-
ings, as a “Ukrainian Piedmont,” or “Mother of Israel.”32 Thus, the city’s 
public space became a battlefield for representation on behalf of its ethnic 
groups, in particular Poles and Ukrainians.

These national aspirations were also reflected in building activities. Pol-
ish efforts to shape the public space had great support in the provincial and 
municipal administrations. This is exemplified by the building of Lviv’s 
new theater, which was designed by a Polish architect from the Lviv Poly-
technical School and opened in 1900. The project was inspired by the 
Czech national theater in Prague. However, while the Czech theater had 
been financed by private donations, the Lviv theater was financed by the 
provincial and municipal administrations and thus was an expression of 
the Polish elite’s control of the province. The building was a typical late 
nineteenth-century opera house, with an iconographic program aiming to 
integrate Polish culture into the cultural canon of European civilization. 
Soon after, the idea of building a Ukrainian national theater in Lviv was 
born, which aimed at demonstrating the Ukrainians’ cultural equality with 
the Poles. A Ukrainian modernist architect drafted a design combining folk 
motifs and elements of Greek Catholic church architecture with the deco-
rative styles associated with the Secessionists, emphasizing the uniqueness 
of Ukrainian culture while linking it to modernity. However, the project 
lacked financing and was never realized.33

Despite the efforts of Poles and Ukrainians to express their national am-
bitions in architecture, it was to a large extent the Austrian Empire that left 
its stamp on the local environment. In urban planning and in architectural 



278 Elisabeth HaidLener

fashion, Lviv was strongly shaped by Vienna throughout the nineteenth 
century and was frequently called “little Vienna of the East” for its ar-
chitectural tradition.34 Although the German language gradually lost its 
importance in the course of the nineteenth century, imperial buildings con-
tinued to bear witness to Lviv’s affiliation with the Habsburg monarchy. 
And there were also other cultural phenomena which testified to Lviv’s 
connections to Vienna. One example is coffee house culture.35 Hence, Lviv 
was not only the administrative center of Austrian rule in Galicia but was 
also perceived as a stronghold of Austrian culture in this remote province.

A City at the Crossroads of the Austrian and the Russian 
Empires

Due to its political, cultural, and symbolic significance, Lviv was a con-
tested city, and it was not only local population groups, especially Poles 
and Ukrainians, that competed for the city and its public space – Galicia 
and its capital had increasingly become the subject of tensions between 
the Austrian and the Russian Empires.36 Galicia’s location at the border 
between the two empires drew the attention of the imperial governments 
to the region when, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the 
foreign relations of Austria-Hungary and Russia deteriorated due to their 
competition in the Balkans. In addition, the agency of national activists in 
Russia and Galicia, as well as the two empires’ different treatment of local 
national movements, caused considerable resentment.

In the first decades after the partition of the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth, the partitioning powers had been mainly concerned about Polish 
insurrections aimed at restoring the Polish state. The Austrian and the Rus-
sian Empires therefore, had a common interest in countering these Polish 
aspirations. However, Austrian and Russian politics gradually diverged. 
While Russia took increasingly repressive measures, Austria eventually 
made far-reaching concessions to the Polish elites in Galicia. Moreover, 
from the mid-nineteenth century, Galician Ruthenians/Ukrainians increas-
ingly became the focus of attention.

Russian pan-Slavists made contacts with Russophile activists in Galicia 
with whom they shared the view of the Galician Ruthenians as part of the 
Russian nation. These were mostly private contacts among intellectuals. 
However, to some extent, Russian government funds were spent through 
the activities of the “Slavic Benevolent Committee.” They supported Rus-
sophile newspapers in Galicia, which gradually lost popularity among 
the Galician readership, and cultural institutions such as the Ruthenian 
“National House” in Lviv. Contacts intensified at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, when a radical faction developed among the Galician 



Lemberg or L’vov 279

Russophiles that was oriented not only culturally but also politically to-
ward Russia. The most important organ of the radical Russophiles was 
the Russian-language newspaper Prikarpatskaia Rus’ published in Lviv. 
At the same time, Russian nationalists devoted themselves more to Gali-
cia and promoted a Russian commitment to the “compatriots” in East-
ern Galicia, which were suppressed by the Polish provincial authorities 
and “German” central bureaucrats. These contacts were especially cen-
tered around the “Galician-Russian Benevolent Society” in St. Petersburg, 
which consisted of Galician émigrés and Russian nationalists and enjoyed 
support, particularly among the Russian provincial elites in the western 
periphery of the Russian Empire. Also, some high-ranking clerics of the 
Russian Orthodox Church called for increased engagement in Galicia and 
were sympathetic to the efforts of individual Galician rural parishes to 
convert to Orthodoxy. The Austrian government was greatly concerned 
about these contacts of Galician Russophiles with Russian nationalist 
and pan-Slav activists and tried to counteract these activities. In 1882 
and 1914, several Galician Russophiles went on trial in Lviv for treason. 
However, the Austrian authorities overestimated the political importance 
of the Russophiles and the Russian government’s involvement in Galicia.37 
It was only on the eve of World War I that the Russian government was 
increasingly willing to support action groups who claimed Eastern Galicia 
for the Russian Empire.38

Overall, the Russian presence in Lviv was relatively modest and was 
mainly limited to supporting cultural institutions of local actors, who iden-
tified with Russian culture. Russia was officially represented by a consulate 
in Lviv, but there was no major Russian diaspora in the city. The only 
Orthodox church in Lviv was under the jurisdiction of the Austrian metro-
politan archdiocese of Bukovina and was built for Orthodox soldiers from 
Bukovina serving in the Lviv garrison.39 Indeed, the most important group 
of Russian citizens in Lviv were Ukrainian intellectuals.

Due to the severe restrictions of the Ukrainian national movement in 
the Russian Empire, several Ukrainian intellectuals from Russia found a 
cultural-political field of activity in Galicia. The University of Lviv was a 
main attraction. Though the language of instruction was in general Polish, 
there were several Ukrainian chairs and Ukrainian courses, which would 
have been unthinkable in Russia at that time. One of the most prominent 
Ukrainian immigrants was the historian and political activist Mykhailo 
Hrushevs’kyi who held the chair of Eastern European history at the Uni-
versity of Lviv from 1894. Hrushevs’kyi took an active part in the Ukrain-
ian national movement in Galicia and was particularly committed to the 
establishment of a Ukrainian university in Lviv.40 In this respect, the plans 
to establish a Ukrainian university in Lviv were a thorn in the side of both 
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the Polish city administration and the Russian government, as the univer-
sity would attract Ukrainian activists at both sides of the border.41 The 
Russian government was concerned about the Ukrainian national activists’ 
contacts across the borders and their anti-Russian attitudes. It suspected 
that Austria was deliberately promoting the Ukrainian movement in order 
to use it as a weapon against Russia. Moreover, the fact that the Austrian 
authorities tolerated Polish paramilitary organizations in Galicia which 
engaged in anti-Russian agitation further worsened Russian-Austrian 
relations.42

Austrian-Russian conflicts culminated during the war. Large parts of 
Galicia became a war zone in August 1914, when Russian troops advanced 
far into the province. Hence, the war offered the opportunity for geopoliti-
cal change, and the annexation of Eastern Galicia became an official war 
aim of the Russian government.43 The Galician capital was the focus of 
attention from both sides at that time. The “Battle of Lemberg,” as it was 
called in the Austrian press, lasted for about two weeks,44 and the capture 
of the city in early September was a major triumph for the Russian army. 
Lviv remained under Russian occupation for several months. In a joint 
offensive, the Central Powers recaptured most of Galicia and the Gali-
cian capital in June 1915. During the major Russian offensive of summer 
1916 (known as the Brusilov offensive), the Russian army advanced again 
in Galicia but this time did not reach Lviv.45 Overall, the Galician capital 
received a great deal of attention in the Austrian and the Russian press 
during the war. Lviv was a contested city – not only on the battlefield but 
also in wartime propaganda.46

An “Outpost of Western Culture”

An analysis of press reporting during World War I provides an insight into 
the strategies which were used by the various actors to justify their claim 
to Lviv. Pre-war Polish-Ukrainian competition in Galicia continued in war-
time mobilization. Indeed, a vast majority of Galicia’s Polish, Ukrainian, 
and Jewish activists declared their loyalty to the Habsburg Monarchy – but 
they did so almost always separately.47 In fact, they highlighted the role 
of their own nation in the fight against Russia. The common enemy thus 
hardly represented a unifying element. Nevertheless, the varying Austrian, 
Polish, and Ukrainian narratives about Lviv and its role in the war had a 
common determinator: the Galician capital was an “outpost of Western 
culture” that had to brave the assailing “Russian-Asiatic barbarism.”

The sense of belonging to European, western culture was usually based on 
historical arguments. Hence, outlines of the history of Lviv figured promi-
nently in war reporting. Moreover, Polish as well as Ukrainian activists 
published numerous brochures to win a wider Austrian and international 



Lemberg or L’vov 281

audience for their cause.48 However, Polish and Ukrainian historical argu-
ments differed significantly. Ukrainian authors referred to the foundation 
of the city by King Danylo in the thirteenth century and highlighted the 
close relations of the Galician-Volhynian prince to the “European West.” 
In contrast to Russian concepts of the Kievan Rus’ as a proto-Russian state, 
they considered the Rus’ as a Ukrainian state and highlighted in particular 
the role of the Galician-Volhynian principality, its dynastic ties to Euro-
pean rulers, and finally, the royal crown offered to Danylo by the pope.49 
Regarding Lviv’s European culture, Ukrainian authors were often will-
ing to acknowledge German-Austrian influences on the “Ukrainian city” 
Lviv, but they notedly downplayed Polish contributions to the develop-
ment of the city.50 From a Polish perspective, in contrast, Lviv’s European 
culture dated back to its incorporation into the Kingdom of Poland in the 
fourteenth century. Polish authors, on the one hand, pointed to the city’s 
flourishing under Polish rule. On the other hand, they emphasized Lviv’s 
mission as a bulwark against the East, as a defender of Polishness and of 
European civilization over the centuries. This narrative, which picked up 
the widely accepted myth of Poland as Antemurale Christianitatis, had 
been used to legitimize the Polish dominance in the city in the context of 
Polish-Ukrainian conflicts in the pre-war years. However, in light of the 
war against Russia, the interpretation of Lviv as a bulwark gained addi-
tional significance.51 From a Viennese perspective, Lviv’s “German charac-
ter” was added to the set of interpretations. German nationalists usually 
reduced the flourishing of the city to the positive influence by German 
settlers who had allegedly brought “trade, commerce, and culture” to the 
Polish-ruled city in the Middle Ages: “With the decline of Germanness, of 
course, the decline of the city went hand in hand.” But after a period of 
decline, the “Austrian administration, full of German spirit,” had revived 
the city, as the German nationalist newspaper Ostdeutsche Rundschau put 
it.52 Viennese liberals also often linked Lviv’s “intimate” affiliation with 
the Habsburg monarchy and the “indissoluble bond that connects us to it” 
with the presence of German culture in the city,53 and referred to an Aus-
trian or German civilizing mission at the eastern outpost of the empire. The 
assumed civilizing activities of the Austrian state and its institutions ranged 
from the enlightened reforms in the eighteenth century to improvements in 
Galicia’s infrastructure by the army during the war.54 However, except for 
German nationalist newspapers preoccupied with Germanness, Viennese 
reporters were usually willing to integrate Polish and Ukrainian narratives 
on their contribution to the defense of western culture against “eastern 
barbarism” into an Austrian imperial narrative.55 Concepts of an Austrian 
mission to defend and develop European culture at the empire’s eastern 
periphery did not exclude the idea of Lviv’s mission as a shield for the Aus-
trian Empire and European civilization. Some authors compiled different, 
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even contradictory historical arguments, which ranged from claims to the 
region as an “ancestral Germanic territory,” and dynastic rights of the 
Hungarian crown dating back to the Middle Ages, to anti-Russian Polish 
narratives,56 provided that they were compatible with Galicia’s affiliation 
with the Austrian Empire and served to distinguish Galicia from Russia. 
Lviv’s “western culture” was a key argument.

The “Russian City L’vov”

The advance of the Russian army in Eastern Galicia was also accompanied 
by an appropriation of the region in Russian press reporting. The goal was 
not only a military occupation but the permanent integration of this “Rus-
sian region” into the Russian Empire. Particular attention was paid to the 
Galician capital. Russian newspapers as well as brochures popularized the 
image of the “Russian city of L’vov.” In contrast to the idea of Lviv as a 
bulwark of Polish or Western culture, from a Russian perspective the city 
seemed to be the most westward outpost of Russian culture, which had to 
be reconnected to its motherland.57

Russian representations of Lviv were also often based on historical argu-
ments.58 They usually located not only the foundation but also the heyday 
of the city in the time of the Kievan Rus’. As in Russian discourse the Rus’ 
(contrary to Ukrainian views) was generally recognized as a Russian state, 
these representations emphasized the “Russian character” of the city. 
Some authors went even further, equating the capture of the city by the 
Polish king Casimir III in the fourteenth century with the beginning of the 
city’s decline. This narrative obscured the economic prosperity and expan-
sion of the city under Casimir and his successors, as well as the significant 
boom from the late nineteenth century, and regarded both the Polish and 
Austrian periods as “foreign domination” that entailed a decline of the 
Russian character of the city.59

Galician Russophiles who had emigrated or fled to the Russian Empire 
at the beginning of the war played an important role in popularizing the 
image of the “Russian city L’vov.”60 Indeed, the Galician-Russian Benevo-
lent Society had promoted the unification of the “subjugated Russian ter-
ritories” in the Austrian Empire with Russia for several years.61 However, 
they only reached a wider Russian audience during World War I, when an 
annexation of Eastern Galicia became realistic. In September 1914, the 
conquest of Lviv, the “heart” of this “Russian fiefdom which had been 
detached from Russia 600 years ago,” was praised by Russian national-
ists as the completion of the “reunification of the Russian territories.”62 
Moreover, Russian nationalists sometimes based their claims on religious 
arguments, presenting the Russian Tsar as “anointed by God to guide the 
whole, united from now on and forever indissolubly Orthodox Russian 
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people.”63 They considered Greek Catholics to be in fact Orthodox and 
regarded the Greek Catholic Church as imposed by Catholic Poles and 
Austrians as a tool for violently separating Galician Ruthenians from the 
Orthodox community,64 referring to the relatively late acceptance of the 
church union in Lviv.

This interpretation of Lviv’s history, which clearly dominated in Russian 
press reporting, was partly reflected in descriptions of the contemporary 
city as well. Some of the Russian reports on Lviv highlighted “Russian ele-
ments” in Lviv’s cityscape, focusing on a few buildings and thus omitting 
all the other architectural traditions that would disturb the image of the 
“ancient Russian city of L’vov.” They ignored the fact that virtually no 
monuments from the time of the Kievan Rus’ were preserved in Lviv. One 
article referred, for example, to the St. Paraskeva Church as “one of the 
oldest Russian churches in L’vov, built by Prince Lev Daniilovič.”65 The 
newspaper did not mention that the ancient church had been destroyed by 
fire and rebuilt in the seventeenth century nor that it currently belonged to 
the Greek Catholic Church.66

Other authors, on the contrary, emphasized “foreign” architectural influ-
ences and criticized them as a symbol of centuries of foreign rule. One of 
these articles pointed to the numerous churches and synagogues in Lviv, ar-
guing that even the Ruthenian – that is, Greek Catholic – churches hardly dif-
fered in their appearance from the Roman Catholic ones.67 Besides the city’s 
architecture, the Russian nationalists were also bothered by the presence of 
Orthodox Jews and their exotic appearance with sidelocks and long black 
coats68 as well as by the presence of the Polish language – the “Polish talk all-
around”69 – which marked the foreign domination over the Russian city.70

Though these nationalist discourses were widespread in the Russian 
press, there were other approaches that showed the newly conquered city 
in a positive light. In particular, the liberal newspaper Rech’ took a posi-
tion counter to Russian nationalist narratives, characterizing Lviv on the 
one hand as an “unquestionable Polish city”71 and appreciating, on the 
other hand, the diversity of the cityscape with its various influences, which 
had imposed a “strong local stamp” on Galician architecture.72 The news-
paper thus defended the historically developed multicultural character of 
the city and the region. This perspective was rather an exception in Rus-
sian public discourse. More common were depictions of Lviv which kept 
aloof from these political debates. Many war correspondents and reports 
of Russian soldiers who invaded Lviv in the autumn of 1914 were less 
concerned with whether it was a Russian, Polish, or Austrian city. Rather, 
they were impressed by the beauty of the city, the wonderful architecture 
of the stone rows of houses, and the wide belt of parks and avenues.73 Only 
Kiev could compare with this magnificent city, as several Russian corre-
spondents argued.74 A highlight in Lviv’s cityscape was the railway station 
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with its unforgettable, majestic architecture,75 which appeared as a symbol 
of the city’s progressiveness.76 In contrast to the historical narratives of a 
decline of Lviv under Polish and Austrian rule, these reports valued the 
conquered city as an enrichment of the Russian Empire.

Concepts of Imperial Rule

Austrian and Russian war reporting on Lviv and Galicia in general aimed to 
legitimate Austrian or Russian rule in the region.77 To this end, the reports 
transmitted different concepts of the city and of imperial rule in the region. 
One important aspect of these concepts was the handling of the multieth-
nic character of the city. Neither Austrian nor Russian discourses were 
uniform in this respect. However, there was a dominant concept in each of 
the two states. Austrian wartime propaganda was inspired by the concept 
of the Habsburg Monarchy as a multi-ethnic state or Nationalitätenstaat. 
This was also reflected in the image of Lviv as a multi-ethnic city. Indeed, 
several reports in Viennese newspapers claimed a kind of German cultural 
hegemony in the city that tied it to the Austrian Empire. At the same time, 
Polish and Ukrainian authors often laid exclusive claims to Lviv as a Pol-
ish or Ukrainian city. However, Austrian propaganda aimed to integrate 
all these contradictory nationalist narratives into the image of “unity in 
diversity” and transmitted the ideal of the cooperation of all peoples of 
Austria-Hungary in the fight against the external enemy. Thus, Viennese 
newspapers referred to the activities and declarations of Polish, Ukrainian, 
and Jewish organizations; their loyalty to the Habsburg Monarchy; and 
their contribution to the war against Russia.78 Overall, the Austrian Em-
pire presented itself as a guarantor of nationality rights and as a beloved 
multinational monarchy standing united against the Russian threat.79

Apart from varying historical arguments and different national goals,80 
Polish and Ukrainian national activists usually shared the view that the 
Austrian Empire provided significantly better conditions for Lviv’s thriv-
ing than the Russian Empire, as it granted freedom to the development of 
national cultures. Thus, various national organizations in Lviv cooperated 
with the imperial government in the effort to mobilize for war and pre-
sented the war against Russia as a war against Russian oppression. The 
latter argument was of particular importance to Lviv’s Jewish population 
to whom the anti-Jewish violence of the Russian army posed an immediate 
threat. However, by no means did the external threat lead to a settlement of 
internal conflicts. On the contrary, conflicts and mutual mistrust between 
Poles, Ukrainians, and Jews significantly increased during the war. Rus-
sian occupation politics contributed to these conflicts, as did the Austro- 
Hungarian army’s spy hunt. Austrian politics were less and less in line with 
its claim to guarantee the rule of law and the equality of nationalities.



Lemberg or L’vov 285

With the beginning of the war against Russia, the Austrian authori-
ties’ fears of Russian espionage in Galicia increased dramatically. They 
especially suspected alleged Ruthenian Russophiles. Russophile institu-
tions were closed as soon as war was declared. Some activists fled to Rus-
sia, while those who remained were arrested on charges of high treason. 
However, these measures were not confined to Russophile activists. The 
Austro-Hungarian military administration, which wielded administrative 
power in Galicia due to the province’s status as a war zone, suspected 
the Ruthenian/Ukrainian population, in general, to be sympathetic to Rus-
sia. Military defeats encouraged this hysteria about possible treason at 
the local level. Thousands of Ruthenians/Ukrainians were deported from 
the war zone and interned in camps in the monarchy’s interior; summary 
executions were regular occurrences. Suspicions were often based on the 
nationality of the accused, and not on evidence. The actions of the military 
authorities thus stood in stark contrast to the propagated unity and coop-
eration of all peoples of Austria-Hungary in the fight against the external 
enemy.81 Rather, they seemed to share the Russian assessment that the lo-
cal Ruthenian/Ukrainian population longed for unification with Russia. 
Russian newspapers reported extensively on the Austro-Hungarian army’s 
acts of violence, which confirmed their allegations about Austrian oppres-
sion of the “Russian people” in Galicia and legitimated Russia’s mission 
in the region.82

In Russian discourse, concepts on the Russian character of the Russian 
Empire clearly prevailed, although Russia was undoubtedly a multi-ethnic 
state as well. However, Russian nationalist discourses dominated, espe-
cially with regard to Galicia and its capital L’vov, which was considered to 
be a Russian national territory and thus part of the heartland of the Rus-
sian Empire.83 While the Ruthenian/Ukrainian population was regarded 
as part of the Russian people,84 the presence of Poles and Jews in the city 
as well as the activities of Ukrainian national activists disturbed the im-
age of Russian L’vov. Thus, Ukrainian activists as well as Jews and Poles 
were frequently perceived as Austrian agents who helped to consolidate 
Austrian rule in the region and to suppress the “Russian” majority in Gali-
cia. Accordingly, Russian nationalists demanded that measures be taken to 
strengthen the “Russian character” of the Galician capital.

These ideas were widespread in Russia but not without controversy. The 
leader of the liberal Constitutional Democratic Party Pavel Miliukov, for 
example, opposed this Russian nationalist concept and explicitly referred 
to the concept of the Austrian Nationalitätenstaat. He argued that the free-
dom of development of their national cultures would strengthen the loy-
alty of the local population to the state, and he pointed to the widespread 
Austrian patriotism among the local population. By no means did Mil-
iukov reject Lviv’s incorporation into the Russian Empire. He highlighted 
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the fact that the actions of the Austro-Hungarian military administration 
in Galicia during the war were far from the principles of the Austrian con-
stitution and thus had undermined the loyalty of the local population to 
the Habsburg Monarchy; and even before the war, the principle of equal-
ity of nationalities hardly corresponded to reality. In fact, the Galician 
autonomy at the provincial level established a Polish dominance in politics 
and administration. This dominance was even more pronounced at the 
municipal level in Lviv. However, Miliukov questioned the widely held 
assessment in Russia that the vast majority of the Ukrainian population 
in Lviv felt Russian and was seeking unification with “Mother Russia.” 
Instead, he proposed recognizing Ukrainians as a nationality in order to 
win their loyalty. Overall, Miliukov advocated rethinking the concept of 
Russian rule in the region and regarded the Austrian Nationalitätenstaat 
as a role model.85

Realities of Wartime Regimes

These debates took place in the context of the Russian occupation in Gali-
cia which gave rise to the Austrian propaganda about Russia’s “barbaric 
oppression” of the local national cultures, in contrast to the Habsburg 
Monarchy as a guarantor of nationality rights.86 After the Russian victory 
at Lviv, the temporary military General Government of Galicia and Bu-
kovina was established in September 1914 with Lviv as its administrative 
center. Besides ensuring stability in the hinterland of the Russian army, an 
important aim of the Russian occupying regime was to prepare Galicia for 
“reunification” with Russia. Hence, the policies of the Russian military 
governor in Lviv were heavily influenced by the demands of Russian na-
tionalist circles to promote the “Russian character” of the city and the re-
gion. Accordingly, the Russian occupation regime introduced the Russian 
language in schools and administration. On the one hand, these measures 
were directed against Polish dominance in the city, as the Russian authori-
ties regarded Poles as “foreign elements” in a “Russian national territory.” 
On the other hand, Russification efforts targeted the Ukrainian language, 
which the Russian authorities did not recognize as a language, but rather 
considered a Russian dialect. Ukrainian cultural institutions were regarded 
as anti-Russian separatist organizations and thus closed. Many Ukrain-
ian political activists were accused of Austrian sympathies, arrested, and 
deported to Russia. At the same time, the Russian spy-hunt was directed 
especially against the Jewish population. Jews were regular victims of 
physical violence in Russian-occupied Galicia. One of the most violent 
wartime pogroms occurred in Lviv at the end of September 1914. How-
ever, even though the Russian policy in Galicia was clearly aimed at Rus-
sianizing the region, the occupying regime had to make some concessions 
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in order not to jeopardize stability in the hinterland of the Russian front. 
For example, plans for missionary work by the Russian Orthodox Church 
among Greek-Catholics were postponed to the post-war period. Though 
the Russian authorities intended in the long term to ban Polish from the 
Galician administration and schools, they made interim compromises with 
the local Polish elites and decided for practical reasons to keep most of the 
Polish civil servants in office during occupation. In this respect, the Russian 
occupation regime disappointed the Galician Russophile activists, who had 
hoped for leading positions in the local Russian administration.87

When the Russian army had to withdraw from Lviv in the summer of 
1915, criticism of the failed occupation regime soon became loud in Russia. 
Although most critics did not question the objective of Galicia’s Russifica-
tion in principle, the russifying policy of the occupying regime was consid-
ered premature. In the event of a new occupation of Galicia by the Russian 
Empire (which was hardly in doubt for most observers), the military inter-
ests should therefore be given priority.88 In Austria there also were some 
doubts about the commensurability of the violent measures of the Austro- 
Hungarian army at the beginning of the war. However, when the Austro-
Hungarian army re-entered Lviv in 1915, they again cracked down on al-
leged collaborators. While at the beginning of the war, it was mainly the 
Ruthenian/Ukrainian population that suffered from the Austrian spy hunt, 
in 1915 accusations of collaboration were often directed against the lo-
cal Polish elites. Instead of restoring constitutional order and local self- 
government, the Austrian authorities once again established a military re-
gime in Galicia. The appointment of a “neutral” German-speaking general 
as Galician governor could not appease the growing national conflicts among 
the local population and was met with criticism, especially among the Polish 
population. Large numbers of the Polish and Ukrainian elites lost their loy-
alty to the Habsburgs and began to work for national independence.89 The 
discrepancy between the promised liberation from the “Russian yoke” and 
the reality of Austrian military rule was an important factor that undermined 
confidence in the Austrian Empire. After all, Austrian as well as Russian po-
litical practices during the war had little in common with the propagated 
concepts of rule and were often inspired by military considerations.

Conclusion

Lviv, the capital of the Austrian province Galicia and one of the largest 
cities in Austria-Hungary, was of decisive symbolic significance – not only 
for the local population groups but also for Austrian imperial rule. Though 
it was not a principal economic center, it was the uncontested political 
and cultural center of the region. Thus, the city represented a site of na-
tional formation for Poles, Ukrainians, and Jews, as well as a stronghold 
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of Austrian imperial culture, in this remote eastern province. At the same 
time, Lviv was of crucial importance for Russian interests in the region. On 
the one hand, the role of the city as a Ukrainian cultural center thwarting 
the suppression of the Ukrainian movement in Russia was a thorn in the 
Russian government’s side. On the other hand, as the historical “Russian 
city L’vov,” it was crucial for Russian claims to the region.

Yet the symbolic significance of the city at the crossroads of the Aus-
trian and Russian Empires increased even more during World War I, when 
Galicia became a theater of war between the two. The needs of war time 
propaganda reinforced efforts to exalt Lviv as an outpost of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire and of Western culture in the East or as the most west-
ward outpost of the Russian people. Moreover, the shifting front lines and 
the changing rule in the city allowed an immediate comparison between 
the policies of the two empires, which both sides sought to use for their 
own interests. The Russianizing policy of the Russian occupation regime in 
Lviv, for example, was picked up by Austrian propagandists to underline 
Russia’s “barbaric oppression” of the local national cultures in contrast to 
the ideal of the Habsburg Monarchy as a multi-ethnic state and guarantor 
of nationality rights. And Russian propaganda referred to the persecution 
of Russophiles in Galicia by the Austrian army to underline the Austrian 
oppression of the “Russian people” in Galicia and legitimate Russia’s mis-
sion in the region. Both sides paid a great deal of attention to the other 
empire’s actions. However, open efforts to adopt the other’s concept of rule –  
that is, for example, the Austrian Nationalitätenstaat as a role model for 
Russian rule in the region – were relatively rare. Rather, both sides sought 
to distinguish their own policies from those of the enemy, even though 
the actions of the Austrian and Russian military regimes in the region did 
not differ much as both sides relied on repressive measures toward certain 
population groups. Despite the promises to liberate Lviv from the oppres-
sion of the enemy, the situation of the local population deteriorated during 
the war under both Russian and Austrian rule and increasingly alienated 
the local population from the Austrian Empire. At the same time, national 
conflicts between the local population groups increased.

World War I marked a climax of Lviv’s symbolic significance for the 
Austrian and the Russian Empires. At the same time, the war led to the 
deterioration of imperial rule and to the rise of a new political order in 
the region. However, the city did not lose its symbolic significance for the 
local population with the dissolution of the empires – on the contrary. 
Polish-Ukrainian competition for the city, which dated back to the mid-
nineteenth century, took on a new dimension. Both Poles and Ukrainians 
insistently claimed Lviv for their nation-states coming into being, and the 
competition for the city ended in a Polish-Ukrainian war.
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10 Kars
Bridgehead of Empires

Elke Hartmann

Since ancient times, the abundance of snow and the anxiety that the snow 
masses cause among locals and travelers alike have determined every de-
scription of the city of Kars.1 Only at second glance do other dimensions 
become visible. This is, for example, how Ka, the narrator in Orhan Pa-
muk’s novel Snow, arrives in Kars:

Once caked with snow, the road signs were impossible to read. When 
the snowstorm began to rage in earnest, the driver turned off his brights 
and dimmed the lights inside the bus, hoping to conjure up the road 
out of the semidarkness. The passengers fell into a fearful silence with 
their eyes on the scene outside: the snow-covered streets of destitute vil-
lages, the dimly lit, ramshackle one-story houses, the roads to farther 
villages that were already closed, and the ravines barely visible beyond 
the street-lamps. If they spoke, it was in whispers.2

With only a few hints, the Turkish writer and Nobel Prize winner Orhan 
Pamuk draws his picture of Kars – not a description of the city, but a 
sketch of what Kars means to him for his novel. The town of Kars, located 
in the far east of today’s Turkey on the border with Armenia, entered the 
consciousness of an international reading public with Pamuk’s novel Snow. 
The author admittedly moved the remote border town to the center of the 
international (literary educated) field of vision. With his portrait, however, 
he simultaneously pushed it into the distance. The choice of Kars as the 
setting is certainly partly due to a play on words and names – “Ka” is the 
name of the novel’s protagonist – and associations with Kafka and Brecht 
suggest themselves. “Kar” is the Turkish word for the snow that provides 
the title and cuts the city off from the world in winter. It runs through 
the novel as a symbol for the remoteness and inaccessibility of the place, 
also referring to the descriptions of the place since antiquity. Finally, by 
adding a letter, the name of the town is derived from “kar.” On the other 
hand, Kars was undoubtedly chosen as the setting for the novel – which is 
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as much a social analysis of Turkey as it is literary fiction – because of the 
city’s geographical location and its history.

In the cityscape of Kars, Ka sees evidence of the city’s checkered past, the 
most salient feature of which was the multiple massive population shifts. 
Like other eastern Anatolian cities, the cityscape with its mosques and 
baths first reflects Muslim-Ottoman history. The imposing fortress also 
testifies to the garrison town’s martial past since the Middle Ages. Unlike 
most Anatolian cities, where Armenian cultural monuments have been al-
most completely destroyed, the former presence of this population group, 
which was so important until the First World War, is still visible in Kars, 
especially in the form of the large and exposed Church of the Holy Apos-
tles (Surp Arakelots), built in the tenth century at the foot of the citadel 
(Figure 10.1).

Above all, however, the cityscape of Kars is marked by the architec-
tural legacy of the period of Russian rule between 1878 and 1918, which 

Figure 10.1  “Russian” residential building on Gazi Ahmet Muhtar Paşa Caddesi 
in Kars. The building served as Soviet consulate after 1930. Photo by 
Elke Hartmann, 2005.
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distinguishes this city from all other Turkish cities. The hotel – named 
“Snow Palace Hotel” – where Ka stays is “one of those elegant Baltic 
buildings,” a two-story building with tall and narrow windows and a high 
gateway for horse-drawn vehicles.3 “The Kars police headquarters” was 
“a long three-story building” with “high ornate ceilings,” and “this forty-
room mansion was first home to a rich Armenian and later a Russian hos-
pital.” The same street on which this building stands, Faik Bey Street, is 
lined with other “old stone buildings that had once belonged to wealthy 
Russians and Armenians [and] now housed mostly government offices.”4

However, the multifaceted past appears here only in its remnants, its 
empty traces, no longer as the wealth of the present or the promise and 
starting point for a new departure, but as a witness and memorial of 
loss, a blank space in Turkish history. Kalealtı, the neighborhood below 
the castle complex is now “the poorest part of Kars,” a slum, and as 
Ka takes a walk through the streets, he sees “the old decrepit Russian 
buildings with stovepipes sticking out of every window, the thousand- 
year-old Armenian church towering over the wood depots and the elec-
tric generators, the pack of dogs barking at every passerby from a five-
hundred-year-old stone bridge” over the river Kars – the Ottoman stone 
bridge built in 1725, so not quite 500 years old after all.5 The whole 
scenery is deserted. The Russians are gone, the Armenians are gone. 
In particular, the disappearance of the Armenians from Kars and from 
today’s Turkey was explicated by Orhan Pamuk in an interview in con-
nection with his novel Snow as one of the most problematic blanks in 
Turkish history – at the price of death threats and trials for “denigrating 
Turkishness” (Figure 10.2).6

Unlike the Armenian population, the Russian officials, military person-
nel, and settlers were newcomers when the Tsarist Empire took over the 
administration of the city in 1878. With their authorities, “Russian” build-
ings, and various practices of everyday culture, the immigrants from the 
Tsarist Empire brought a visible piece of Europe to, of all places, the east-
ernmost, supposedly most backward, and barely controlled edge of the 
country. In the midst of the debate about modernization and Europeani-
zation that pervaded the entire Ottoman nineteenth century, which con-
tinues to this day and essentially determines Turkish politics, the eastern 
periphery became the bridgehead of Westernization. Russia may have been 
perceived in Western Europe as a symbol of the distant and backward, 
but from the Ottoman-Turkish point of view, Russia – not only in Kars –  
was part of Europe and “Western modernity.” Ka, the hero of Orhan 
Pamuk’s novel, who, like his author, comes from the Westernized milieu 
of Istanbul’s educated elite, actually only feels a little bit comfortable in 
Kars in view of the European-modernist element embodied by the Russian 
buildings.7
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Figure 10.2  Historical postcard of Kars, showing the district below the cita-
del, Taşköprü (Ottoman bridge), and the Surp Arakelots Armenian 
Church. To the left of the medieval Armenian church is, the bell tower 
added during Russian rule and demolished after 1918; to the right of 
the church are two minarets from the Ottoman period. 

Source: Houshamadyan Collection.

The Russian buildings remind us that Kars has always flourished when 
the borders were open and the city became a hub of cultural and commod-
ity exchange between East, West, North, and South – and their mere pres-
ence makes all attempts to conceal this plurality come to nothing. Russian 
rule in Kars was undoubtedly a period of revival and new impetus, and 
for the time being the last. The Russian buildings, not only in their decay-
ing splendor, but above all in their obvious otherness, give us a glimpse, 
or even a wistful dream, of the potential this city would have had – and 
indeed once had – under different political conditions.

Population Shifts and Economic Structural Change since  
the Middle Ages

Kars experienced its heyday in the tenth and early eleventh centuries. Dur-
ing this period, it was the capital of an Armenian kingdom and a hub of 
trade along the Silk Road. Kars was a political, economic, and cultural 
center and open to all directions, a contact zone of cultures engaged in 
fruitful exchange. Since the crushing of the Armenian kingdoms by the 
Byzantines and Seljuks in the mid-eleventh century, however, Kars became 



302 Elke Hartmann

a contested border town on the extreme edge of competing great empires. 
For centuries, the city and its environs suffered from the devastation and 
depopulation caused by the wars, as well as from the neglect and isolation 
that came with its peripheral location.

On several occasions, conquests or long wars triggered profound de-
mographic and structural changes in the Armenian highlands, which also 
affected Kars.8 The history of the thirteenth century – as in the Russian 
principalities – was also marked in Armenia by the Mongol move to the 
west. Kars was destroyed in 1236.9 A good century and a half later, Kars 
succumbed to Timur Lenk (Tamerlan) in 1394. Timur’s devastation caused 
a severe famine in Asia Minor, a significant decrease in population, and 
the decline of cities in the Caucasus and the Armenian highlands. Further 
contributing to the impoverishment of Northeast Armenia was the fact 
that around the middle of the fourteenth century, trade routes also shifted 
further south from the northern hubs of Kars and Ani.10

In 1501, the Persian Safavids conquered Kars. Their westward expan-
sion and the religious conflict between the Sunni Ottomans and the Shiite 
Safavids soon led to the first Safavid-Ottoman clashes, which lasted with 
interruptions throughout the sixteenth and the first half of the seven-
teenth centuries.11 The most devastating of the Ottoman-Persian wars 
was undoubtedly the campaign of the Persian Shah Abbas. As part of 
his scorched earth warfare, he ordered the depopulation of the eastern 
Armenian provinces and the resettlement of their inhabitants in Iran. 
Fields and settlements were burnt down, and only a small fraction of the 
Armenians deported in the winter of 1604–1605 survived. Kars was one 
of the depopulated cities. Only the peace treaty of 1639 ended a century 
and a half of war. The western part of the Armenian highlands, includ-
ing Kars, fell to the Ottoman Empire and remained Ottoman until the 
nineteenth century.

Kurdish and Turkmen nomadic tribes moved into the deserted regions 
where they could use the fallow land for pasture, while many of the Arme-
nian craftsmen and merchants who had escaped deportation followed their 
compatriots to Iran because the economy had ground to a halt in their 
devastated homeland. Ottoman policy supported the influx of nomadic 
Kurds because of their Sunni religion, even at the price of further decline 
in agriculture.12

The devastation was not entirely man-made. Since Kars – and the Ar-
menian highlands as a whole – is not only located at an intersection of 
different cultures but also at the boundary of tectonic plates, the frequent 
earthquakes played their considerable part in the periodic destruction of 
the city.
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Kars in the Focus of the Russian Empire’s Southern Expansion

In the nineteenth century, Kars was once again caught between the front 
lines. As an opponent of the Ottoman Empire in the east, Iran was now 
displaced by the Russian Empire, which continued its southern expansion 
in Transcaucasia at the beginning of the nineteenth century. A first attempt 
to conquer Kars failed in 1807. In 1828 and 1855, the Tsar’s armies con-
quered Kars, only to surrender the city both times in the subsequent peace 
negotiations in exchange for concessions elsewhere. In relation to Russian 
interests in the Balkans and the Straits of the Bosporus and Dardanelles, 
Kars (and eastern Anatolia as a whole) were secondary. Only after the 
third conquest in the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877–1878, when the Tsarist 
army had crushed the Ottoman forces and were able to dictate their peace 
to the Sultan at the gates of Istanbul, did the Kars region, together with the 
territories of Ardahan and Batum (Georg. Batumi), come under Russian 
administration.13 For forty years, from 1878 to 1918, Kars remained part 
of the Tsarist Empire.

With the incorporation of the previously Ottoman province of Kars into 
the Russian Empire in 1878, the city gained new importance as the seat 
of a Russian garrison and experienced a boom. The city became not only 
the bridgehead of the Tsarist Empire on its Transcaucasian border but also 
a Russian laboratory in the Ottoman world. With the Russian soldiers 
and administrators came immigrants from different parts of the Russian 
Empire. Kars became the new home for Russian minorities, refugees, and 
exiles. The city’s upswing owed much to this new diversity of its popula-
tion with its dynamism and connections in all directions.

From a national Turkish perspective, Russian rule was interpreted as op-
pressive foreign rule.14 Tsarist rule certainly came at the expense of the lo-
cal Muslim elites and religious scholars, who feared for the continuation of 
their privileges. Many Muslims followed their teachings and the promises 
of the Ottoman government and resettled in the provinces that remained 
Ottoman after the Russian conquest.15 For the Muslim population remain-
ing in Kars province, however, the Tsarist administration did not mean 
hardship, but de facto an improvement in their standard of living, a lower 
tax burden, and better infrastructure than in the Ottoman Empire.16

Flight, Expulsion, Genocide: Population Politics of Modernity

Each of the conquests and reconquests of Kars in the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries entailed massive population shifts. Even more than in the 
pre-modern eras, the demographic upheavals in the “long” nineteenth 
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century determined the history of the city of Kars and its surrounding area. 
This is also reflected in the historiography. The rather sparse research on 
Kars has dealt with this topic in particular, while most other fields, from 
economic development to the social differentiation of the population to 
aspects of the history of ideas and cultural life, have so far remained largely 
unaddressed.

The withdrawal of Russian troops from Kars, Ardahan, Bayazit (Turk. 
Doğubayazıt), and Erzurum (Arm. Garin) after the Treaty of Adrianople 
in 1829 triggered a wave of Armenian refugees to Georgia and the East-
ern Armenian territories ceded to Russia by Iran only the previous year. 
There were two reasons for the eastward migration of around 100,000 
Armenians. First, the Tsarist government encouraged the immigration of 
Armenians from Iran and the Ottoman Empire in the first half of the nine-
teenth century. After the victory over Iran in 1828, the government in 
St. Petersburg negotiated with the Shah of Persia the release of Armenians 
from northern Iran who were willing to emigrate. The Treaty of Adriano-
ple in 1829 enshrined a similar passage that allowed Ottoman Armenians 
to emigrate to Russia after an eighteen-month restriction period.17

The second reason was more important. Under Muslim rule, Christian 
Armenians were recognized as a minority but discriminated against in im-
portant political, economic, and cultural areas. During the Russo-Persian 
War of 1826–1828, for the first time in centuries, the possibility arose of 
coming under Christian rule and thus shedding the structural inequality 
imposed by Islamic law. In this situation, religious attachment in parts 
of Armenian society expressed itself in a “spontaneous and naïve Rus-
sophilia.”18 How widespread pro-Russian attitudes were among the Ar-
menian population on both sides of the Russo-Ottoman border; which 
parts of the Armenian spiritual, political, economic, and cultural elites 
held Russophile or Turkophile positions; and with what arguments and 
through what experiences these changed, if any, would be a worthwhile set 
of questions for further research. For the time being, a review of individual 
highlights must suffice.

In 1827, the Armenian prelate of Tbilisi (which had been part of the Tsa-
rist Empire since 1801), and later Catholicos Nerses Ashtaraketsi, called 
on his compatriots to support the Russian campaign. Several hundred Ar-
menian volunteers from Georgia, the Persian parts of Armenia, and the Ar-
menian provinces of the Ottoman Empire then gathered in Tbilisi. When 
the Russian army advanced to Kars in 1828, General Ivan F. Paskevich 
and his troops were received with jubilation by the Armenian population. 
In his Journey to Arzrum, which also took him through Kars, the Russian 
national poet Alexander S. Pushkin describes the hopeful reception of the 
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Russian troops when they entered Erzurum.19 After the return of Kars and 
the other conquered territories to the Ottoman Empire, the Armenians 
who stayed behind feared retaliation by the Muslims and followed the de-
parting Russian troops, just as the Ottoman Armenian spiritual and secu-
lar elites, together with the Ottoman government, tried to prevent them 
from fleeing.20 The place of the Armenians who fled was taken by Kurds, 
Karapapakhs, and other Muslim groups.21

The initial Russophilia among the Ottoman Armenians quickly gave 
way to disappointment at the lack of help. As a result of the Ottoman 
policy of centralization since the 1840s, the settlement of Muslim immi-
grants from the Caucasus, and the settling of Kurdish tribes, violence and 
insecurity in the Armenian provinces of the Ottoman Empire increased 
sharply from the middle of the nineteenth century.22 Especially during the 
war of 1877–1878, atrocities by Ottoman regular and irregular troops 
(primarily Kurdish tribal regiments) against Armenians in the border re-
gions increased. Therefore, the Russian army was also welcomed by many 
as a liberator in 1877, and the annexed territories of Kars, Ardahan, and 
Batum filled up with thousands and thousands of Armenian refugees from 
the Ottoman provinces, although the Russian authorities meanwhile tried 
to prevent the influx of Armenians by all means.23

In 1895–1896, nationwide massacres of Armenians took place in the 
Ottoman Empire in response to the demands of the major European pow-
ers to improve the situation of the Armenians in the eastern provinces. As 
a result, the number of Armenian refugees and migrant workers in Kars 
jumped, equaling or even exceeding the population of the city as a whole, 
despite the Russian administration’s rigid ban on settlement. At the same 
time, Armenians also migrated from Russian Transcaucasia.24

For the Armenians, Kars had become a safe refuge under Russian ad-
ministration. For the Muslims, on the other hand, the Russian conquest 
was cause for flight. Since the middle of the eighteenth century, Russian 
southern expansion, first in the Crimea and later in the Caucasus, was ac-
companied by massive waves of emigration and expulsions of Muslims. 
Especially in the Caucasus, the Russian conquerors proceeded with particu-
lar brutality.25 The Ottoman Empire advocated the flight of Muslims from 
the regions that had fallen under non-Muslim rule for religious-ideological 
as well as reasons of population policy and granted tax and exemption 
privileges for their immigration.26 The Russian occupiers also encouraged 
the mass and permanent departure of Muslims from Kars. Even before the 
San Stefano peace treaty, the governor of Kars issued an order in January 
1878 that forced every Muslim family leaving the region to sign a written 
declaration that they would never return. Around 11,000 Muslims left the 
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city of Kars by the mid-1880s, and 65,000 Muslim emigrants are estimated 
to have left the Kars province as a whole.27

The large movements of refugees – the expulsion of Muslims as well as 
efforts to restrict the influx of Armenians – were countered by an active 
Russian settlement policy. Since Kars was developed as an important gar-
rison after 1878, the Russian soldiers stationed there consistently made up 
a considerable contingent of the city’s population. On a larger scale, Cos-
sacks, Orthodox Russians, or Greeks, as well as Molokans and Dukhob-
ortses (heterodox Russian communities that had split off from the Russian 
Orthodox Church in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, respectively, 
with popular Protestant teachings and practices) were also deliberately set-
tled as peasants in the Kars province, along with German and Baltic set-
tlers.28 The population structure of Kars became more diverse than it had 
probably ever been in the history of the city. The city also changed again 
from a majority of Sunni Muslims to a Christian-dominated settlement.29 
However, Kars only became “Russian” to a very limited extent. By the 
end, the number of soldiers and civil servants stationed in Kars clearly 
outweighed the city’s Russian resident population. Even at the end of Tsa-
rist rule (according to Russian census data from 1912), the proportion of 
Russian immigrants in the province of Kars was less than ten percent, and 
in the entire Kars region in 1911 only a good five percent.30 The defining 
element of the Kars population during the Russian period was not the 
Russian immigrants but the Armenians. In the local area as well as in Kars 
province, they made up just under a third of the population in 1911–1912. 
In the regional capital Kars, on the other hand, an absolute majority of 
almost 85 percent were Armenians in 1911, compared to 5.6 percent Rus-
sians, a little over 4.5 percent Greeks, and three percent Turks (various 
smaller communities accounted for the remaining less than two percent).31

The relationship between Christians and Muslims was once again re-
versed after the First World War by the Armenian genocide, this time with 
unprecedented radicalism. By the middle of the twentieth century, the Rus-
sian Molokans had also left the region. In place of the Armenians, many of 
the Azeris or Tatars who had been expelled from the Ararat Plain and the 
region around Lake Sevan in the course of the creation of the Armenian 
nation-state in 1919 settled in Kars, so that today the population of Kars 
consists almost entirely of Muslims – Turks, Kurds, Azeris, Karapapakhs, 
Turkmens, and others.32

The Russian Heritage

Kars as the end of its own world; Kars as the gateway to Transcaucasia, as 
a strategically central outpost; Kars as a strong fortress and last bastion; 
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Kars as a hub for the exchange of goods and culture; and, finally, Kars as 
a new home for settlers, refugees, and exiles – everything that has charac-
terized Kars in the course of its long history is also reflected in the city’s 
Russian heritage.

The first thing that is visible is the city’s built structure. The citadel, the 
nucleus of the city, known in ancient Armenia as “Karuts Berd” (Stone 
Fortress), was rebuilt again and again by its Armenian and Georgian me-
dieval kings. The Ottomans fortified the site repeatedly, with the help of 
British in the nineteenth century, and later Prussian advisors. In this long 
line, the Russian military was the last to rebuild and again extend the site.33

After 1878, however, the Russians did not only rebuild Kars Fortress. 
They rebuilt the entire city as a garrison town, with a new ground plan 
based on a chessboard-shaped street network, along which the Russian-
Baltic style houses described by Orhan Pamuk in his novel Snow were 
lined up in perimeter block structure. None of these urban planning and 
architectural elements were common to the traditional cities of the region 
described as “oriental.”34 However, they were all regarded by the Ottoman 
reformers of the nineteenth century as models of modernization, which 
were modeled on the examples of Vienna and Paris, among others, and 
realized at selected points in the capital Istanbul.35 Last but not least, the 
rather inconspicuous fountains in the public spaces of Kars are part of the 
“Russian” cityscape, but because of their sculptures of women, they are 
not to be found in any other city in Islamic Turkey (Figure 10.3).

The former Russian presence in Kars has also left traces in other fields. 
One of these is language. The historians Candan Badem and Rohat Alakom 
list a whole series of words of Russian origin that are used in today’s Kars 
dialect.36 One can probably assume that these linguistic influences go back 
more to the Russian administration and military and less to the Russian 
settlers. Their lasting legacy in Kars is cheese-making. Swiss cheesemakers 
who settled in the Kars region after the Russian conquest introduced the 
production of semi-hard cheese (kaşar) and hard cheese (gravyer: Gruyère) 
in the Kars region.37 Today, these cheeses represent a particular specialty 
of Kars and are among the important export products of the region. The 
list of local cheese dairies – referred to by the Russian word for production 
facilities in general, zavod, which is still stamped as a trademark on Kars 
cheeses today – shows that the actual production of cheese was mainly in 
the hands of Armenians, in addition to the Swiss. However, the Molokans 
and Dukhobortses had specialized in breeding dairy cows and also pro-
duced a robust breed of horse that was particularly valued in the military.38

With the Russian conquest and the rebuilding of the garrison town, the 
Kars region experienced an economic and demographic boom. After Kars 
lost most of its pre-war population of around 9,000 due to the war and 
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the flight of Muslims after 1878, the Russian census of 1881 showed only 
3,665 inhabitants for the city of Kars. By the eve of the First World War, 
this number had quadrupled, although the many thousands of Armenian 
refugees and migrant workers without immigration permits were not in-
cluded in the statistically recorded population. In the region as a whole, 
the population increased in similar proportions, and numerous new settle-
ments were founded.39

The economy retained its predominantly agrarian character. Kars 
did not experience any significant industrialization. However, the rapid 

Figure 10.3 One of the Russian fountains in Kars. Photo by Elke Hartmann, 2005.
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upswing in agricultural production after the Russian annexation of the 
province is remarkable. Between 1883 and 1915, grain yields in the Kars 
region increased almost sixfold. Besides the rapid population growth in the 
same period, improved cultivation methods and the introduction of mod-
ern agricultural machinery brought by the Russian settlers were mainly re-
sponsible for this. The livestock population also multiplied. Compared to 
the situation immediately before the Russo-Ottoman War, the number of 
cows kept in the Kars region had increased more than sevenfold in 1912. 
By crossing with Swiss dairy cattle, the settlers also bred a more produc-
tive breed.40 The processing of agricultural products also developed with a 
slight time lag. In addition to the dairies and cheese dairies, the hundreds 
of water mills that went into operation are particularly noteworthy – in 
Ottoman times there were only five of them in the entire Kars region.41

Essential for the rapid development of agriculture was the expansion of 
the infrastructure, the connection of the Kars region to Transcaucasia and 
the Russian imperial territory as a whole. In the province, which in Ot-
toman times was marginal and poorly connected even to the neighboring 
Ottoman provinces, transregional trade links to the Transcaucasian sales 
markets developed in addition to local trade as a result of the elimination 
of the border and above all because of the new transport routes. With the 
opening of the railway line that connected Kars with Tbilisi via Alexan-
dropol (today Giumri in Armenia) from 1899, trade experienced a further 
boom. Between 1902 and 1912, the volume of sales doubled. Kars also be-
came a hub of transit trade for Russian goods to the Ottoman provinces.42 
Wholesale and long-distance trade as well as small and local trade were 
almost entirely in Armenian hands. Almost all trades in the city were also 
Armenian-dominated. In his study of the Kars and Ardahan region, the 
historian Georg Kobro provides a list of all the industrial and commercial 
enterprises registered in Kars in 1914. The 154 names listed here are al-
most without exception Armenian.43

For the Armenians in particular, who made up the majority of the 
population, political security and economic prosperity also brought a 
cultural blossoming. They benefited from founding of Russian schools, 
which they later sought to replace with their own schools – especially af-
ter the Russian 1903 decree confiscating Armenian church property – and 
also used the Russian newspaper Kars as an intellectual forum.44 Today, 
no traces of this legacy are visible in Kars. In Armenian literature, it is 
echoed in the novel Yergir Nairi by Yeghishe Tcharents, who was born in 
Kars in 1897 and murdered in 1937. Tcharents is one of the most impor-
tant Armenian authors of modern times, and his work is a lament for a 
lost homeland, in which Kars stands as a symbol for Armenia as a whole 
(the “land of Nairi”).45
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In the roughly 2,000-year history of the city of Kars, the period of Rus-
sian presence, which lasted a good 40 years, is only a brief episode. And 
Kars is hardly more than a marginal note in the history of Russia. The Tsa-
rist intermezzo, on the other hand, was of great importance, especially for 
the Armenians. For them – farmers and craftsmen as well as the new elite 
of traders and entrepreneurs – the Russian period meant an era of security 
and opportunities for development that had not existed for a millennium 
since the time of the Armenian kingdom of the Bagratids. Russian rule 
made the city less a Russian place than an Armenian one, and the boom 
that the city and the region experienced during this period was above all 
an Armenian awakening.

The First World War abruptly ended this development. After the found-
ing of the republic in 1923, the new Turkey turned away from the past for 
decades. In Kars, the Armenian and Russian heritage were equally rejected. 
Armenian and Russian churches were partly destroyed, partly converted 
into mosques. Of the Russian administrative buildings, some continued to 
be used for administration and housing the gendarmerie, but many Rus-
sian buildings also stood empty and decayed into ruins. Even the Russian 
dairy cows died because the expertise to keep them was lacking after the 
Molokans left.46 However, the Ottoman heritage was hardly treated more 
carefully; it too was left to decay.

To Orhan Pamuk’s novel hero Ka, Kars seems deserted, “desolate,” 
“forgotten,” and hopeless.47 But it is not the topos of backwardness that 
Pamuk invokes here, but that of the end of time and space and the loss that 
this end signifies. It is not only the snow that closes off the city of Kars, 
but above all the border. After the Second World War, Kars found itself 
between the blocs of the Cold War. For decades, the almost hermetically 
sealed border between the Soviet Republic of Armenia and its NATO part-
ner Turkey ran behind Kars. A wide border strip was a restricted military 
area. The region became desolate.

In addition to being geographically cut off, the city and region also 
suffered from a temporal capping. The official Turkish policy of denial, 
suppression, and reinterpretation, especially of the Armenian Genocide 
during the First World War, but also of the massacre of the Alevi Kurds of 
Dersim (today Tunceli) in 1937–1938, robs the former Kurdish-Armenian 
provinces of their past and thus also of their perspectives for the present 
and future.

Kars is still struggling with its Armenian past. The Russian heritage, on 
the other hand, became for a short time at the beginning of the twenty-first 
century a symbol of hope for political opening, tourism, and economic 
development. In those years, some local Kars politicians and entrepreneurs 
also revived the memory of the Russian period as an era in which a spirit 
of optimism, openness, and cross-border exchange had brought prosperity 
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to their city and region. They called for reflection on a specific regional 
identity and history, including the four decades of Russian rule. A local 
newspaper called for the preservation and reconstruction of the Ottoman 
buildings as well as the Russian houses and solicited volunteers.48 Local 
politicians also got involved in the reconstruction. Thus, some architec-
tural monuments were renovated.49

The reference to the Russian heritage is also a way of promoting recon-
ciliation with one’s own history as well as with the Russian and even more 
so the Armenian neighbors and thus striving for an opening of the borders 
and good neighborly relations, but not explicitly mentioning Armenia and 
the Armenians. This is because the interest in open borders and normalized 
relations with Armenia at the local level does not resonate at the Turkish 
national level – on the contrary. Since 1993, Turkey has participated in the 
blockade of land routes imposed by Azerbaijan on Armenia in the con-
flict over Nagorno-Karabakh.50 Turkish politicians, academics, and school 
textbooks, as well as films, TV series, and other mass media, continue to 
stir up prejudice and hostility against the Armenians.51 As existential as 
a new opening to the East with exchange relations to Armenia is on the 
local and regional levels, they are not politically communicable in such 
an atmosphere – especially since part of the current population of Kars is 
descended from Azeris who were expelled from what is now the Republic 
of Armenia after 1918.

It is no coincidence that Orhan Pamuk also wrote his Kars novel Snow 
in the same period – the early years of the twenty-first century – when there 
was a certain intellectual freedom for debates on which political direction 
to take. In Snow, Pamuk condenses the political debate about the charac-
ter and future direction of his country. This includes, in a very prominent 
place, the treatment of the Armenian Genocide, from which is also derived 
the attitude to cultural and linguistic diversity today and, in particular, the 
treatment of the Kurds. Ultimately, this great social debate also includes 
the question of the relationship with Russia and how to deal with the 
long, intertwined Turkish-Russian history, which is nowhere more visible 
in Turkey than in Kars. There may always be strategic rapprochements be-
tween Presidents Erdoğan and Putin. In Turkey’s domestic political space, 
on the other hand, the window for political debates about the diversity of 
its own historical heritage and its significance for shaping the present has 
closed again, especially since the failed coup attempt of 2016. The massive 
curtailment of academic, journalistic, and political freedoms has a direct 
impact on the city of Kars, for which the prospect of opening the border 
has once again receded into the distant future.

In contrast to the Turkish city of Kars, where the Russian heritage has 
its place in the cityscape, in local historical consciousness, and in political 
thinking, Kars as a Russian place has largely disappeared from Russian 
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consciousness. This reflects not least the selectively limited and overall 
rather marginal importance of the city and its region for the Tsarist Empire. 
So insignificant was Kars for the Russian intellectual world and politics 
that none of the Russian authors who wrote about the Caucasus and Tran-
scaucasia paid any significant attention to the city of Kars in their works. 
As long as the Tsarist Empire was engaged in the ever-flaring conflict with 
the Ottoman Empire, Kars was of strategic importance as a military base. 
In modern times, the fortress has long since lost its defensive significance. It 
did, however, have value as a bridgehead to Anatolia, and this background 
probably ultimately explains the Russian annexation of the three provinces 
of Kars, Ardahan, and Batum after the Russo-Ottoman War in 1878. Kars 
and its surrounding area served to consolidate Russian rule in the Caucasus 
and Transcaucasia. However, the conquest of the provinces of Kars, Batum, 
and Ardahan never had the same urgency for Russian expansionist policy 
that the Crimea or the Caucasus had. As late as 1856, after the Crimean 
War, Kars was exchanged for the withdrawal of British and French troops 
from Crimea, who had fought there as allies of the Ottoman Empire against 
Russia. Accordingly, argues Candan Badem, who has penned the most im-
portant research contributions on the Russian history of Kars, the Tsarist 
government also failed to colonize Kars and to incorporate it into the Rus-
sian Empire in a similarly lasting way as Crimea, or even to hold on to the 
area with the same unconditional commitment as it did to the Caucasus.52

Kars as an Imperial City?

In his introductory chapter to the present volume, Ulrich Hofmeister offers 
a conceptual framework for the discussion of “imperial cities.” Whereas 
the field of urban history looks at the structure and functions of the city, the 
field of imperial history focuses on the functioning of empires. Hofmeister 
proposes bringing together the two aspects of empire and city to contrib-
ute from a fresh perspective to both fields of study. Assuming that the 
structure of empires becomes most manifest in the cities, a closer look at 
the city as an imperial city would allow a better understanding of empire. 
Equally, under the assumption that cities in empires are largely shaped by 
the conditions of empire, the analysis of a city as imperial would broaden 
our understanding of the characteristics of cities.53

Imperial cities would serve as administrative centers, as centers of edu-
cation and learning, centers of trades and commerce, or sites of imperial 
representation. An important sign of imperial presence could also be the 
stationing of soldiers and the erection of barracks. It is astonishing, how-
ever, how little attention is paid in research literature to the aspect of the 
military in regard to imperial cities, despite the fact that quite a number of 
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cities are visibly dominated by the presence of the military, by barracks, or, 
even more, by impressive citadels and fortresses. One reason for this ne-
glect could be a long-lasting tendency to isolate military matters from gen-
eral historiography.54 Another, more important reason could be the specific 
characteristics of the military element in shaping a city in contrast to other 
features like imperial administration, culture, and learning or economy. 
Yet it is worth including the military in the discussions of imperial cities to 
complete the picture. The example of Kars can contribute to this aspect.

The troubled history of Kars shows the city as important fortress and 
garrison town over long periods of time. In ancient times, throughout the 
Middle Ages, and until the eve of modern history, the massive fortress 
undoubtedly had an important military significance, which it gradually 
lost in modern times as military techniques and warfare changed and the 
role of fortifications diminished. However, the fortress overlooking and 
dominating the city also had significance as a powerful symbol of impe-
rial presence. A strong fortress like the one in Kars, visible from a dis-
tance and controlling the surroundings, marked imperial domination of 
the borderlands even in times when it had mostly lost its military function. 
In the nineteenth century, when the reign around Kars shifted from the 
Ottomans to the Romanovs and back, restoring and maintaining the for-
tress meant setting up an imperial bridgehead in a contested borderland, 
thus also establishing and symbolizing modern imperial territoriality. For 
the Ottoman Empire, the symbolic value was enough, which explains the 
halfhearted refortification of the Kars fortress when the military strategic 
center of the region shifted to Erzurum, leaving Kars in its wake. For the 
Russian Empire, however, Kars was the imperial bridgehead to the west, 
which lead the tsars to leave their mark not only and not primarily in the 
renovation of the fortress but even more in the architectural, economical, 
and cultural reshaping of the city.

A strong military presence may well be interpreted as one feature of im-
perial manifestation in the city. However, I would argue that a fortified im-
perial bridgehead like Kars differs from other types of imperial cities that 
are characterized by imperial representation, administration, or function 
as economic or cultural centers of an empire or one of its regions. The mili-
tary presence shapes the city, and the permanent presence of a larger num-
ber of soldiers in a garrison has its impact on the city’s economy as well.55 
But the military stays outside the society of the city; it is not integrated 
into, connected to, and interwoven with the other segments of the popula-
tion as all other groups are. Second, while all other functional groups of an 
imperial city are rooted in or bound to the city and contribute to the city’s 
development and flourishing, the military is not a productive element, and 
its presence may, in cases of mutiny, even bring upheaval to the city.
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In addition, the history of Kars as an imperial bridgehead also dem-
onstrates the special case of imperial cities in the borderlands. At times, 
they are influenced by their vicinity to the border in terms of transimpe-
rial exchange and play a specific role as intermediaries bridging bounda-
ries within these transimperial entanglements. But in contrast to imperial 
cities in the center, an imperial bridgehead city like Kars is much more 
often affected by the repeated clashes between the empires, resulting 
in the devastations of war, in massive violence, and radical changes in 
the population structure. The more empires became territorialized, the 
more the imperial bridgehead cities became a special type of imperial 
city where the shifting empires manifested themselves in a fundamental 
re-structuring and re-population of the city. The specificities of impe-
rial borderland cities, the role gradually fixed borders and border cit-
ies played for the functioning of the empire, and the manifestations of 
plurality under the conditions of a precarious border existence may well 
deserve additional research.
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11 (De)constructing Imperial 
Heritage
Moscow Zaryadye in Times  
of Transition

Olga Zabalueva

Even though Moscow lost its status as Russia’s capital in 1712 to  
St. Petersburg and regained it only in 1918, this city combines an abun-
dance of imperial trajectories in its cityscape. From the grand historical pro-
jects of the nineteenth century aiming to legitimize the connection with the 
pre-Petrine Russian state to Stalin’s plan of urban reconstruction, Moscow’s 
city center can be conceived as a palimpsest containing different ages and  
(hi)stories. What I propose in this chapter is a kind of imaginary archaeol-
ogy, where I suggest carefully unfolding the layers of time and political nar-
ratives in one specific locality of the city’s historical center to investigate what 
kind of ways of producing meanings and agendas are contained there and 
how the empire(s) manifest(s) itself/themselves through them.1

This chapter aims to analyze discourses that emerged in a certain ur-
ban area of Moscow in times of transition when the imperial heritage was 
becoming of special interest in the state’s cultural and national policies. 
Moscow as an imperial city is a complex example due to its role as a 
capital, a colonial metropolitan city of the continental empire, a place of 
national history formation and inscription into the urban heritage and its 
performances. One example of such (attempts at) inscriptions is the neigh-
borhood that this chapter focuses on.

The Zaryadye neighborhood is located near the Kremlin in the ancient 
quarter of Kitaigorod – a trading district that was surrounded by fortifi-
cations from the mid-sixteenth century.2 I will start my narration from the 
end, from the status quo of the locality, the park “Zaryadye” (opened in 
2017), which was coined by its creators as a “park of the present future.”3 
However, as cultural geographer Doreen Massey points out, places are 
always already hybrid,4 containing both spatial and temporal dimensions, 
and it is impossible to talk about a “present future” without looking at 
the “past,” which is “present in places in a variety of ways.”5 The second 
milestone bearing the mark of imperial discourses that I plan to analyze is 
the Soviet period and the never implemented plan of constructing a high-
rise building in the area. The third layer of imperial representations in 
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this chapter belongs to the Russian Empire and the “invented tradition”6 
of the old Muscovite Tsardom as the source of the sovereign’s power – 
namely, the historical reconstruction of the Chambers of the Romanov 
Boyars, the alleged birthplace of the first tsar of the Romanov dynasty. 
I am not moving any deeper into the multi-layered history of the place 
as this chapter focuses on the empire(s) – the Russian Empire, the Soviet 
Union, and an aspiring successor of both, Putin’s Russia – that tried to 
employ this place (and its history) in their narratives. Richard Wortman 
identifies a “European myth” and a “National myth” as the two oppos-
ing narrative templates of the Russian Empire in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, and Moscow and its heritage have an important place in 
the “National myth.”7

In this chapter, I am taking on three steps or stages of the imperial dis-
courses performed in Zaryadye in reverse – contemporary, Soviet, and  
Tsarist – following my explorative metaphorical archeology of place, but 
in the section about each of the stages I will narrate the story chrono-
logically for the sake of coherence. There is a substantial body of research 
on each of the Zaryadye projects, especially in Russian, and an equally 
considerable number of popular publications on the history of the place. 
However, not much is being written on the continuity of all three stages 
that I am investigating in this chapter, and especially on how the empire(s) 
tried to employ this area as a space of representation.

As I argue in the conclusion, despite being a site for the performance of 
imperial heritage in various ways, the subject place – the Zaryadye district –  
remained somewhat resilient to the imported changes. The attempts to 
turn it into a public space (or rather into a “non-place” in Marc Augé’s 
sense,8 a non-inhabited spatiality where human beings remain anonymous 
and transient passers-by, as in parks, shopping malls, or the fairs) eventu-
ally ended in demolition and new construction. These demolitions and (re)
constructions eroded the initial relationality of the place, making space for 
new representations and performances.

What I suggest here is that since the nineteenth century, Zaryadye has 
been an immanent site of the construction of national identity with an 
ingrained imperial discourse – and often quite literally a construction site, 
as the park’s webpage puts it: “Zaryadye had remained a featureless waste-
land, fenced off like a construction-site.”9 What is so remarkable about 
this specific locality that it has attracted the attention of the state at times 
when visual representations of imperial ideologies were needed?

The historical district of Zaryadye in Moscow is located on the left bank 
of the Moskva River at the eastern side of the Kremlin, in close prox-
imity to Red Square and St. Basil’s Cathedral. The name of the district 
means that the place was situated za ryadami – “behind the rows” – that 
is, the trade rows in front of Red Square. In the sixteenth and seventeenth 
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centuries, this district housed the residences of boyars (noblemen) and for-
eign embassies alongside the mint court, craftsmen, and court servants. 
The latter, however, gradually moved to the new capital St. Petersburg 
in the eighteenth century. New earthwork fortifications added to the an-
cient Kitai-gorod wall in 1708–1709 cut off the Zaryadye district from 
the water supply of the Neglinka River, so that for a long time it became a 
dormant (and, due to drainage problems, even unhealthy and unsafe) small 
town in the heart of Moscow. In a way, the district was a “periphery of the 
center,” functioning as a residential and trade area until the mid-twentieth 
century. One of the “borders” of the district, Varvarka Street, features a 
unique array of architectural monuments from the sixteenth to the eigh-
teenth century, both religious and secular buildings, which partly survived 
through consecutive renovations and reconstructions of the architectural 
landscape. Most of them were “reopened” as monuments in the 1960s 
when the neighborhood lost its residential status. Now they are included 
in the landscape of Zaryadye Park.

Park “Zaryadye” and the Identity of the (New) New Moscow

Zaryadye Park was opened on September 9, 2017, and inaugurated by 
Russian President Vladimir Putin. The park had been designed by the New 
York-based Diller Scofidio + Renfro studio, one of the world’s leading de-
sign studios which is famous for the High Line Park in Manhattan, New 
York, among other projects. They had won an international competition 
of urban designers for the Zaryadye area with their proposal to turn it 
into a “park, urban plaza, social space, cultural amenity, and recreational 
armature”10 all at once. Zaryadye Park now includes artificial “natural” 
landscapes that recreate different natural zones found in Russia, including 
steppe, forest, and wetlands, which – according to the park designers –  
are “overlaid on top of constructed environments, creating a series of 
elemental face-offs between the natural and the artificial, urban and ru-
ral, interior and exterior.”11 This open green public space in the center 
of Moscow, filled with a combination of recreational and entertainment 
venues, signified the ambition of the Russian capital to be a modern city 
that adapts its public spaces to its citizens and supports a green, healthy, 
and innovative way of life. The organization of the park’s attractions sug-
gests leisure and cultural activities: there are several viewpoints such as the 
“soaring bridge” that looks out on Moskva River and the Kremlin, inter-
active media complexes, the underground museum, the food court, the Ice 
Cave, several botanical installations (such as a florarium with a collection 
of rare exotic plants), and the Concert Hall. The park won the 2018 Build-
ing of the Year award in Public Architecture and is promoted as one of the 
central tourist attractions in the city.
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From July to August 2018, the exhibition Portal Zaryadye, curated by 
Michał Murawski and Daria Kravchuk, opened at the Shchusev State Ar-
chitecture Museum, Moscow. As the exhibition booklet states, “Zaryadye 
Park is a flagship of the current Mayoralty’s ongoing campaign to erase 
troublesome legacies of the Soviet era and the era of ‘wild capitalist’ reign 
[…] from its urban fabric. This campaign, it has been proposed, constitutes 
nothing less than the most grandiose attempt to engineer the aesthetics 
and substance of the Russian capital – and its citizens – since the Stalinist 
General Plan of 1935.”12 Zaryadye Park was planned and performed as 
the core for the “New Moscow”13 (which also resembles the name of the 
Soviet plans of renovation) centripetal discourse, programmed by the con-
sulting company Strelka KB.14 One of the main “ideologists” of Strelka, 
Grigory Revzin, the author of the research initiative “How to Build a New 
Moscow” put it as follows: “We are the General Staff of colonial armed 
forces that aim to conquer Russia.”15 He also emphasized a “Western 
democratic” influence behind the urban development of Moscow in the 
late 2010s.16 Along with the international nature of the Zaryadye design 
competition, this assertion of borrowing and adapting “foreign” values of 
people-centered urban design17 showcases the ambition of the new “New 
Moscow” to redefine its imaginary, renounce the past, and focus on the 
“present future.” In 2018, Time magazine included Zaryadye Park in the 
list of the 100 best places in the world – the only object from Russia – 
which might indicate the success of this strategy, alongside the rising num-
bers of domestic and international visitors to the park.

The idea of the “internal coloniality”18 of such a project, alongside 
the “devices of identification with foreign sources of power,”19 shifts  
Za ryadye Park from a national to an imperial narrative, merging together 
the “European myth” (which in the twenty-first century can be coined as 
a “Global North” or “Western” myth instead) and the “National myth” 
and placing the Russian capital in the global power discourses as a “civi-
lized” and international city. The district’s heritage and history are claimed 
(as it was in previous periods as we shall see further) to be outdated and  
underdeveloped – thus only fragments of them are included in the park 
structure, as the contemporary “Western myth” includes the focus on his-
torical landscapes and heritage preservation in the old city centers. On the 
other hand, the elements that might be perceived as contested in a capital 
(imperial) city of the Global North (such as, for example, the vegetation of 
the Crimean Peninsula) are not included.20

The park aims to be a modern and innovative urban landscape in the 
city center – but what becomes of it eventually, as the Zaryadye district 
itself seems to deconstruct any ambitious narrative implanted into it? Vik-
toriia Kudriavtseva from the design institute Strelka, who studied Zarya-
dye’s urban potential in 2011, had framed it as an “emptiness that haunts 
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this place.”21 From the first days of public access, Zaryadye Park was 
criticized in the press and social media for, among other things, the insuf-
ficient vegetation that was trampled down or even torn out and stolen by  
visitors – Michał Murawski called the public on this occasion “ungrateful 
gift recipients.”22 The other form of the ambiguity in this “open public 
space” was the presence of security controls at the entrances to the park af-
ter the inauguration (which was later lifted). The construction work never 
left the place either: it was partly fenced off in April 2018 when the Impe
rial Cities conference took place in Moscow, as, for instance, the Concert 
Hall was still under construction – it was opened a year later than the 
park itself. Later, due to constant construction and reconstruction work in 
the center of Moscow, the crane towers and scaffolding still haunted the 
area’s vistas, and at the time of writing, there is still a construction site for 
the “multifunctional hotel complex” Zaryadye Gardens in the park itself 
behind the Concert Hall. The exhibition Portal Zaryadye from 2018 ad-
dressed among, other things, the construction worker’s daily life in the doc-
umentary film On the Other Side of the Wall by Egor Isaev.23 Ethnographic 
material from the “slum-like workers’ settlement opposite the main en-
trance to Zaryadye Park” was also mentioned in Murawski’s article Zary
adyology, where the immigrant workers’ meals were described in contrast 
to the “multinational traditional meals” served in the park’s cafés.24

Margarita Chubukova suggests the term “landscape nationalism,”25 
following Russian anthropologist Sergey Shtyrkov who wrote on “patri-
otic landscapes.” The vegetation and climate zones chosen for the park 
reflect the natural heritage of the country in a generalized sense (starting 
with such a well-known symbol of Russia as the birch trees that now 
frame the view to St. Basil’s Cathedral and Red Square from the park’s 
side) (Figure 11.1).

The initial invitation for the design competition contained such condi-
tions as 

amplifying the identity of the territory considering its importance for 
the city and the country. […] As the main park of Moscow and Russia, 
it is supposed to become a world-class public space with local specifics. 
[…] The Park project must contain branding elements and identify with 
Russia without direct indications.26 

At the very stage of the inception of the project, it was supposed to signify 
Russian (and Moscow’s) identity via different means, being, therefore, a 
“national” project. What is interesting here is the reference to the “identity 
of territory,” considering that, unlike the neighboring monumental com-
plexes of the Kremlin and Red Square, the Zaryadye territory, as I argue in 
this chapter, didn’t have any specific “identity” apart from that of a liminal 
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space of transition. It can refer, however, to the sacred role of the Kremlin as 
the political center of power.27 The “imperial” self-representation, though, 
seeps through this “National myth” with the landscapes as the echoes of 
imperial expansion, with the notion of “colonizing” the space, and with 
international ideas of what is regarded to be of value for the global citizen 
today – closeness to nature in the heart of the metropolis, sustainability, 
ecology, and edutainment. The park itself signals how city authorities want 
to see Moscow’s citizens engage in leisure: strolling through the “wilder-
ness,” which is carefully organized for them; this kind of flânerie resembles 
strolls performed at open-air museums or ethnographical exhibitions of 
the great empires at the turn of the twentieth century.

Zaryadye Park was clearly a top-down, authoritarian initiative (like any 
other state construction initiative at the place in the past, as we shall see); 
however, it implies public engagement and appreciation as all the visual 
attractions need visitors. Zaryadye Park also bears all the taxonomical 
features of a fair – with its vistas and spaces designed specifically for tak-
ing pictures (for example, the “soaring bridge” that is not connected to 
the other bank of the Moskva River), artificial collections of vegetation 
that represent the “whole Russia,” and multimedia attractions, such as 

Figure 11.1  The view of Kremlin and St. Basil’s Cathedral from Zaryadye Park. 
Photo by Galina El’tsova, 2020.
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the “Time Machine” where the history of the Zaryadye district is sub-
stituted by a more generic historical timeline of Moscow and Russia.28 
Murawski mentions another fair structure – the VDNKh (Exhibition of 
Achievements of National Economy) exhibition park in the northern part 
of Moscow, which was constructed in the 1930s and served as the “center 
and ideal symbolic performance of the Soviet cosmos”29 and which was 
also organized to represent all the nationalities of the Soviet Union and 
their “achievements” alongside Soviet industries in modernist pavilions. In 
Zaryadye, the nationalities are reduced to the exotic cuisines in the food 
court, and the main focus is laid on the natural diversity of the Russian 
landscape – the aesthetic of “Eco Nationalism” and “urban wilderness”30 
and, at the same time, the formation of a new urban identity with an em-
phasis on pedestrians, safety, ecology, and high tech.31 The park becomes a 
popular tourist spot, a possibility to “pack” the unpackable geographical 
wideness into one concentrated experience, and a part of the international 
presentation of the capital of the Russian Federation as a visible political 
power of the global contemporary.32

The Soviet Period: Grand Projects of the Red Capital

What was happening in Zaryadye before? A waste – and the most  
expensive – land in the center of Moscow stayed barren for several years 
until it was decided to turn it into an urban park. Behind the row of his-
torical buildings on Varvarka Street, a huge deconstruction site was slowly 
decaying, debris left after the demolition of what was once the largest hotel 
in Europe, the Rossiia hotel, built in the 1960s, closed in 2006, and demol-
ished between 2006 and 2010.

The Soviet period in Zaryadye, however, was not primarily about the 
hotel. Grand projects that were supposed to celebrate the modern socialist 
“empire” were developing and disappearing in the area, cross-pollinating 
one another. Since Moscow became the capital again in 1918, the city was 
perceived as a “showcase” of the young Soviet state (and, consequently, 
the Communist International), and it was to be transformed into a “model 
capital of the model socialist state.”33 Plans for urban reconstruction had 
been developed since the 1920s with titles such as “New Moscow” (1918–
1923) or “Greater Moscow” (1921–1925). All these plans included rec-
reational ecological zones incorporated into the city as “green wedges” 
coming from the periphery to the center, following the idea of the socialist 
“Garden-City”34; however, none of them considered the Zaryadye district 
as a possible place for a park. In a closed (non-public) international com-
petition for the reconstruction and development of Moscow in 1932, most 
of the projects gave Zaryadye political, administrative, economic, and 
cultural functions.35 The General Plan for the reconstruction of Moscow 
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(which was also sometimes called the “New Moscow” plan),36 discussed 
since 1931 and published in 1935, adopted some of these ideas; however, 
its main focus was on the radical modernization of the city’s infrastruc-
ture.37 Moscow’s rapid urbanization and rising population rate demanded 
modern drainage and water supply systems, new means of transportations, 
the broadening and re-planning of the main roads and squares, and con-
struction of new residential quarters. At the same time, the socialist city’s 
architectural façade was being formed through several symbolic projects, 
the most ambitious of which was the Palace of Soviets, planned to be con-
structed on the western side of Kremlin, at the site of the Cathedral of 
Christ the Savior, which was built from 1837 to 1860 and demolished 
in 1931. A lot has been written on the political symbolism of these two 
buildings: the largest cathedral in Moscow – “the personification of tsarist 
authority” and for many a sacred space – was to be replaced by the temple 
of the revolution. Being among the most significant “imperial marks” in 
Moscow’s cityscape (especially since the reconstruction of the Christ the 
Savior Cathedral in 1994–1999), they attract much more academic inter-
est than Zaryadye, partly due to the scale of the international competition 
for the Palace of Soviets project with participation of leading avant-garde 
architects of the time (including Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, and the 
Vesnin brothers) and partly because of the prominence of these projects for 
the development of Stalinist architecture.38 Located on the opposite side of 
the Kremlin on the same bank of Moskva River as Zaryadye, but higher 
up on the hill, the Cathedral’s site attracted the attention of architects, 
researchers, and the general public – the bright and big church building 
signified the tsarist epoch that was demolished in the framework of Soviet 
anti-clerical policies. Zaryadye, on the contrary, entered the Soviet period 
as a quiet residential neighborhood where the churches and significant 
buildings from the period of the Russian Empire were rebuilt, repurposed, 
and hidden from the view.

A part of the Zaryadye housing district, which by that time had already 
become slums right outside the Kremlin, was demolished in the 1930s 
when the Bolshoi Moskvoretskii Bridge was built (1936–1938) and Zarya-
dye was supposed to be used as a construction site for the NKTP (People’s 
Commissariat [Ministry] of Heavy Industry) building.

The NKTP building was designed to frame the expansion of Red Square 
and to emphasize the view of St. Basil Cathedral as part of the unique 
architectural heritage of the capital.39 The construction of the NKTP 
building in close proximity to the Kremlin was supposed to signify the 
importance of heavy industry in the process of Soviet modernization.40 
The first project competition in 1934 did not include Zaryadye specifically 
as a possible site of the building’s construction, but most of the competing 
architects suggested their own ideas for the area’s urban development in 
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connection with the new building and in one way or another expanded 
the NKTP complex to Zaryadye. The General Plan for the reconstruc-
tion of Moscow of 1935 called for the total demolition of the Zaryadye 
district and suggested placing several People’s Commissariats (ministries) 
there. The second competition for the NKTP building (1936) specifically 
moved the future construction site there. However, the colossal project 
(the NKTP building would be matched only by the Palace of Soviets) was 
never realized, partly because of the decline and dissolution of the Peo-
ple’s Commissariat of Heavy Industry at the end of the 1930s. Zaryadye 
was, nevertheless, still a desirable spot for symbolic architecture: in 1940 
a new competition, this time for the “Second Building for the Council of 
People’s Commissars,” was announced. As Tkachenko points out, by this 
time Soviet architects were increasingly interested in the high-rise buildings 
in North America, as they were considered the most progressive architec-
tural style and, at the same time, they allowed a monumental approach to 
urban development.41 The project that won the 1940 competition implied 
demolishing the whole Zaryadye district and moving some of its architec-
tural monuments (including the sixteenth-century church of St. Anna, the 
“Romanov Chambers,” and parts of the Kitai-gorod fortifications) into 
an open-air museum in the south of Moscow. The construction work had 
barely started and was halted in 1941 with the German invasion of the 
Soviet Union (construction work on the Palace of Soviets was stopped at 
the same time), with only one-third of the foundation laid down. Parts of 
the residential area, however, still existed near the giant construction site. 
In 2008, Pavel Kupriianov and Ludmila Sadovnikova did an ethnographic 
study of the memories and perception of space of Zaryadye’s inhabitants 
from 1930 until the 1960s, and some of their informants remembered 
playing among the abandoned foundations and in the construction pit, 
which naturally turned into a pond, as children.42

The post-war period was characterized by a renewed interest in high-
rise buildings. The most ambitious undertaking was “Stalin’s favorite pro-
ject”43: eight skyscrapers that were designed to represent the skyline of the 
victorious socialist capital. The designs for these new high-rise buildings 
bear much resemblance to the Palace of Soviets, which was, however, not 
part of them. The Palace of Soviets had not been officially dismissed, but 
the scale of the project was constantly reduced until 1956, and construc-
tion work never resumed.44 Building activity now concentrated on the new 
project of eight skyscrapers in central Moscow that were intended to glo-
rify the Soviet capital vis-à-vis its Western allies. One of them was planned 
in Zaryadye, at the site where the high-rise building’s foundations had 
already been laid, and it was – again – supposed to be the highest one of 
all. The Palace of Soviets was never built, and neither was the Zaryadye 
high-rise building – the so-called Eighth Sister. The other Seven Sisters, or 
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“Stalin’s skyscrapers,” were built in Moscow between 1947 and 195345 
in what would later be called “Stalinist style” (or even “Stalin’s empire 
style” in Russian) – a combination of gothic and neo-classic architecture. 
These skyscrapers were supposed to emphasize the new architectural land-
scape of the capital with vertical accents. This type of architecture was 
condemned as “excessive” after Stalin’s death, but in the post-war period, 
it played an important role both in the reconstruction of the city centers 
of destroyed republican capitals (such as Minsk and Kyiv) and in planting 
“imperial marks” in the Soviet satellite states in Eastern Europe, such as 
the Palace of Culture and Science in Warsaw, the House of the Free Press in 
Bucharest, the International hotel in Prague, and the Academy of Sciences 
building in Riga.

The foundations for Moscow’s eight high-rise buildings were laid simul-
taneously on September 12, 1947, the day when the 800th anniversary of 
Moscow was celebrated.46 Hence, even though attempts to appropriate 
Zaryadye’s space by a new imperial discourse had been made since the 
1930s, it was the anniversary of the ancient Russian capital that culmi-
nated these attempts and opened space for reclaiming it by a new architec-
tural narrative (Figure 11.2).

Zaryadye’s high-rise administrative building was conceived as the most 
important one among the Sisters due – again – to its proximity to the 

Figure 11.2  A view of Zaryadye Park, the “soaring bridge,” and the Kotel’nicheskaia 
Embankment high-rise building. Photo by Olga Kuznetsova, 2021.
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Kremlin. This new project was supposed to become a part of a governmen-
tal administrative complex that would complement the urban landscape 
that, as Soviet architect Iakov Kornfel’d wrote in 1953, 

embodies in the Kremlin towers, the Belfry of Ivan the Great, and  
St. Basil’s Cathedral the might and glory of the Russian people and com-
memorates its victories. It [the Zaryadye administrative building] will 
rise adjacent to them as a symbol of a new socialist state […]. Together 
with the Palace of Soviets and the other high-rise buildings, which are 
being constructed along the Moskva river banks, the administrative 
building will define a new panorama of Moscow, which will reflect the 
magnificence of the socialist epoch.47 

For the construction of this complex, the remains of the Zaryadye residen-
tial area were torn down, and a new space, a “clean slate” for the possible 
Eighth Sister, emerged (the final demolition of the Zaryadye residential 
district happened in the 1950s–1960s in the course of the construction of 
the Rossiia Hotel).

Simultaneously, the Soviet modernization of the city, which is often as-
sociated with the blind demolition of cultural heritage,48 brought “to the 
surface” some ancient buildings hidden within the cityscape, or even within 
other buildings, such as the Old English Embassy from the 1550s, which 
was discovered and restored by the architect Petr Baranovskii in the late 
1960s. Just as Le Corbusier’s Plan Voisin was supposed to save both the 
future and the past of Paris from the “dangerous forces of modernity,”49 
the Soviet grand projects were also continuing the heritage narrative in 
“cleansing the monuments of all accretions.”50 The existing cityscape was 
perceived as “an architectural natural environment”51 where a new sky-
scraper was to be inserted to preserve and highlight the ancient buildings 
(made visible by tearing down the slum-like old houses) and, at the same 
time, to dominate them. As the ancient buildings had been hidden in later 
constructions or deprived of their specific functions, such as churches that 
had been turned into warehouses, offices, and residential units, some of 
Kupriianov and Sadovnikova’s informants insisted in 2008 that the ancient 
buildings and churches that they could see at the time of the study were 
reconstructed from scratch as they could not remember these buildings in 
the residential space.52

The high-rise building project, however, was cancelled after the con-
struction of its ground level in 1953 – it became the only Sister that was 
never built, as progress was slower than at the other construction sites, 
and the gargantuan program of “Stalin’s skyscrapers” was called off af-
ter Stalin’s death. It is worth pointing out that in non-specialist literature 
and media, the pre-war and post-war projects are sometimes mixed and 
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merged together, but for tracing the imperial discourses it is important 
to separate them. The NKTP building of 1934–1936, which remained a 
draft, was part of the struggles of domestic politics. It is most likely no 
coincidence that the project was called off after the Minister of Heavy 
Industry, Sergo Ordzhonikidze, fell from grace and the NKTP itself was 
gradually dissolved. In a way, these projects were more part of an internal 
political discourse of the USSR, alongside the Palace of Soviets as the ulti-
mate representation of the socialist state. The Seven Sisters, however, came 
to signify the victorious Soviet Empire on an international stage. Dmitrii 
Khmel’nitskii points out that the plans of the eight high-rise buildings re-
mained secret and under the supervision of the Soviet Ministry of Internal 
Affairs and Lavrentii Beriia himself, who was also overseeing the Soviet 
atomic bomb project.53 Therefore, “Stalin’s skyscrapers” became part of 
the Cold War imperial discourse, implying the power, glory, and superior-
ity of the Soviet state on a global scale.

The Eighth Sister in Zaryadye, even though it was never finished, had an 
author – architect Dmitrii Chechulin, the head architect of Moscow from 
1945 to 1949 and one of the main supervisors for the Seven Sisters project. 
After the plans for the Zaryadye high-rise building were abandoned in 
1953, Chechulin used the already-built stylobate to design the construc-
tion of a lesser-scale project, a hotel complex for international guests. The 
first drafts of the Rossiia Hotel project (then called the “Zaryadye” hotel) 
were made in 1958.54 The hotel, designed by Chechulin in 1964–1967 
in the functionalist International Style, defined the appearance of the city 
center for the late twentieth century and became a place to stay for foreign 
guests and diplomatic missions. Demolished in 2006–2010 due to its out-
datedness, the hotel was initially planned to be rebuilt as part of a newly 
erected city quarter that would recall the streets of “Old Moscow”; but 
even before its demolition, in the 1990s, urban development projects had 
suggested building the Parliamentary Center of the Russian Federation in 
Zaryadye.55 All these projects were postponed until it was decided (alleg-
edly by President Putin himself) to prioritize the green zone idea in 2012.56

The foundation for the Zaryadye high-rise building was used during the 
construction of the Rossiia Hotel, but despite the size of the hotel, it never 
rose as high as Stalin’s skyscraper would have. Even though its modernist 
silhouette dominated the landscape, Zaryadye was still perceived as a kind 
of open-air museum due to the historical importance of the quarter and es-
pecially of Varvarka Street (during the Soviet period called Razin Street),57 
which became a kind of gallery – a fair – of churches and palaces due to the 
work of the architects and restorers, with the monumental façade of the 
hotel building behind them setting a theatre-like stage.58 One of the histori-
cal buildings on this street is the next stop in our journey: the museum of 
the Boyar everyday life, or the Chambers of Romanov Boyars.
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Chambers of Romanov: The Legacy of the Dynasty

The first time when Zaryadye came into the spotlight of imperial history-
making was in the middle of the nineteenth century, long before “Stalin’s 
skyscrapers,” when it became a venue for one of the first national histori-
cal projects of the Russian Empire.

On August 26, 1856, on the day of the coronation of Alexander II, 
an imperial decree on the “renewal” of one of Zaryadye’s ancient build-
ings, the Chambers of the Romanov Boyars,59 was announced. It was a 
symbolic act that implied the idea of continuity of power in the Russian 
Empire – from the Grand Princes and Tsars of Muscovy to the nineteenth 
century (in contrast to Peter the Great’s imperial legacy of a “westernized” 
St. Petersburg). The Chambers formed part of a large city mansion of the 
Boyar Nikita Romanovich Iur’ev and had already been marked on one 
of the first known maps of Moscow (1597). Researchers assume that this 
large urban estate dates back to the end of the fifteenth century. According 
to legend, on July 12, 1596, Mikhail Fedorovich Romanov, the founder of 
the new Romanov dynasty, was born here. After being elected to the Rus-
sian throne, Mikhail Fedorovich settled in the Kremlin, and the Zaryadye 
estate was called the “Old Tsar’s Court.” In 1631, after the death of his 
mother, the nun Marta Ivanovna, Mikhail Fedorovich founded in Zarya-
dye the Znamenskii Monastery and granted it some of the royal family’s 
estates and lands, including the Chambers (the “Old Tsar’s Court”), which 
became a part of the monastery.

The recognition of the Chambers in the mid-nineteenth century as a relic 
embodying the dynasty was inseparably linked with the memory of the 
coronation.60 The “monument” to the first tsar of the Romanov dynasty 
became simultaneously a monument to the current emperor: “Let the cen-
turies preserve […] the monument of Mikhail, which should henceforth be 
a monument to Alexander II,”61 as Metropolitan Filaret said on August 3,  
1858, during the ceremony of laying the foundation stone for the reno-
vated Chambers. Following a thorough restoration, the Chambers were 
supposed to not only demonstrate the history of the House of Romanov 
but also mark the reigning dynasty as supporters and preservers of the 
national heritage.

The emergence of the national historical narrative was intertwined with 
the evolution of the notion of heritage, which in turn “crucially participated 
in the shaping of modernity.”62 The “heritage boom” of the nineteenth 
century produced new architectural projects, monumental reconstructions, 
and publications in Russia.63 A significant figure in this area was one of the 
leading Russian specialists in archaeology, the artist, architect, and histo-
rian Fedor Solntsev, whose fundamental work Antiquities of the Russian 
State was published in 1849–1853.64 In addition to the scientific text, it 
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consisted of several albums with more than 500 sheets of color chromo-
lithographs with images of material objects of ancient Russian culture. 
Contemporaries highly praised Solntsev’s work: 

In his accurate and elegant drawings […] our Russian antiquities, the 
remains of the legacy of past centuries, all the evidence of our ancient 
church architecture and monuments of artistic and religious technique 
of our ancestors’ disappeared life will forever remain untouched, 

wrote the journal of the Imperial Russian Archaeological Society.65 The 
development of Russian archaeology in the 1830s received support and 
funding from the state (for example, the decree “On the delivery of in-
formation about the remains of ancient buildings and the prohibition to 
destroy them” in 1826, which for a long time determined how ancient 
monuments in Russia would be protected), outlining the transition to a 
broader and more systematic protection of heritage.

Historians of architectural restoration often mark two discourses in 
nineteenth-century Western Europe which deal with the authenticity of 
historical monuments: the antiquarian approach taken by John Ruskin 
and the reconstruction school that suggested unity of style, introduced by 
Eugène Viollet-le-Duc.66 As Thordis Arrhenius puts it, in the process of  
Viollet-le-Duc’s restoration, “the significance of the monument shifted 
from commemorating the local society into commemorating France at 
large.”67 John Ruskin, on the other hand, advocated the conservation of 
ancient monuments and called the “restoration” propagated by Viollet- 
le-Duc “the most total destruction which a building can suffer: a destruc-
tion out of which no remnants can be gathered: a destruction accompanied 
with false description of the thing destroyed.”68

Even though the European history of architectural restoration did not 
have a significant direct impact on pre-revolutionary Russian theory and 
practice,69 the parallels in documenting, mapping, and organizing national 
history via monuments are very clear. Russian architects and conservators 
working on the Romanov Chambers’ renovations were mostly inspired by 
the German memorial buildings devoted to national history and the ances-
tors of the dynasties. In 1843, German architect Leo von Klenze built the 
Valhalla Memorial (also known as the Glory Gallery), dedicated to German 
history, located near the city of Regensburg. It was commissioned by the 
king of Bavaria, Ludwig I. At the same time, the restoration of castles be-
longing to the Hohenzollern dynasty was carried out under the patronage 
of the Prussian king Friedrich Wilhelm IV. The reconstruction of the royal 
dynasty’s heritage as a project of national history, therefore, was not some-
thing invented in Russia. The German examples of monumental nation- 
building relied on the French restoration approach: the “folk spirit,”  
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seen by Viollet-le-Duc in medieval architecture, became a state program 
for the glorification of the ruling dynasty and deeply impacted the architec-
ture, archeology, conservation, and restoration of monuments.

Prince M.A. Obolensky, chairman of the Academic Commission for the 
Renovation of the Chamber of the Romanov Boyars, wrote to the Presi-
dent of the Moscow Palace Office N.I. Trubetskoi:

Your Excellency knows that in all enlightened European states, when 
the ancient monuments are renewed, they proceed as follows: first […] 
they arrange appropriate galleries and staircases convenient for the 
nearest and full overview of the surviving parts of the monument, such 
as they appear in their ancient form before renovation; they allow eve-
ryone who wants to observe these curious remnants of antiquity, they 
publish accurate drawings and plans of them and listen to the voice of 
the public opinion. And only after this they are establishing a draft com-
petition […] for projects […]; the best […] is approved and, according 
to it, the renewal is being accomplished.70

In other words, Russian (architectural) conservation of the nineteenth cen-
tury adopted the Western practice for the historical narrative of an emerg-
ing nation-state which was articulating its non-Western origin.71

A specific group of monuments, for which the desire to restore them “in 
their ancient form” prevailed, consisted of memorial buildings associated 
with the reigning dynasty. Emperor Nicholas I paid special attention to the 
glorification of his royal ancestor – the first tsar of the Romanov dynasty, 
Mikhail Fedorovich. An especially prominent project in this context was 
the restoration of the Ipat’evskii Monastery in the city of Kostroma in 
1833–1840. The monastery was the place where Mikhail Romanov had 
received the call from the “Muscovy people” to become their newly elected 
tsar in 1613 and was thus regarded as the “place of birth” for the Ro-
manov dynasty. The restoration project of the 1830s was drafted by the 
leading Russian architect Konstantin A. Ton. In this project, special atten-
tion was paid to revealing and emphasizing the historical significance of 
the monastery – for example, above the outer entrance to the chambers 
of Mikhail Fedorovich in the monastery complex, planners wanted “to 
put up a royal coat of arms of that time; and to make it clear that it was 
not made in 1613, the inscriptions of the year in which the coat of arms 
is placed should be made around it.”72 Thus, the restoration program in-
cluded not only renovation or repairs of the building but also commemora-
tion of the fact of the restoration, emphasizing the memorial significance of 
the monastery for the current Russian emperor. The restored building thus 
became not only a monument of a historical epoch but also a monument 
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to the one who decided to restore it. Another project of architectural res-
toration was implemented in the Moscow Kremlin in 1836–1849 by a 
commission chaired by Solntsev: the reconstruction of the Terem Palace, 
the “home palace” of the second tsar from the Romanov dynasty, Alexei 
Mikhailovich, where, again, the focus was on “ancient Russian,” non-
Western architecture.

The Romanov Chambers in Zaryadye followed the Terem Palace’s ex-
ample of establishing a special connection between the Russian emperors 
and the city of Moscow. The reconstruction of the Chambers had to con-
tribute to the national program of glorifying the heritage of Muscovy and 
the first tsars of the dynasty. The task was to recreate the chambers as the 
“habitation” of Mikhail Fedorovich and his family. The focus was on the 
visual imaginary of the boyar house, and some of the previously recon-
structed “antiquities” were used as analogs: the Terem Palace of the Mos-
cow Kremlin and the chambers of the Kostroma Ipat’evskii Monastery, 
which were also called “the chambers of Tsar Mikhail Fedorovich.” After 
its restoration by Solntsev, Terem Palace was considered a relevant source 
for the palace architecture of the first Romanov era. In the contract records 
of the Chambers, one can read: “To decorate the entrance […] use the lion 
gracefully holding the shield, like the lions on the Terem’s gates.”73 The 
question of authenticity, therefore, was not as important in the reconstruc-
tion process as the “spirit of the ancient life,” which was given priority by 
architects and commissioners; in a way, the Chamber’s historical interior 
and façade are a multilayered mix of the research conducted by architects 
and archaeologists and the “invented tradition” in Eric Hobsbawm’s sense.

Both the Terem Palace of the Moscow Kremlin and the Chambers of 
Romanov Boyars in Zaryadye became part of the state program of rep-
resentation for relics associated with the ruling dynasty; but if in the first 
case, the function of the reconstructed buildings was politically-utilitarian, 
the case of Zaryadye was about making a public space out of the “sacred” 
dynastic monument, recently reconstructed by the force of an imperial de-
cree. The renovated Chambers of the Romanov Boyars were opened in 
1859 as one of the first public historical museums, where the staff had to 
have “ancient Russian names and wear ancient Russian dress” to maintain 
the spirit of the place.74 As the founder of the Imperial Historical Museum 
in Moscow and Russian historian Ivan Zabelin put it, a museum should 
“visually and continuously promote the development of self-reflection and 
Russian identity in people and society”75 – in the case of the Romanov’s 
Chambers, this identity clearly meant the identity of the imperial dynasty.

In 1913, the Chambers were one of the venues for the grand celebra-
tions of the House of Romanov’s 300th anniversary (Ipat’evskii Monas-
tery in Kostroma was another venue of these celebrations, but the main 
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part was held in Moscow), thus putting the symbolic performance of sov-
ereign power into the very place where the dynasty was allegedly born  
(Figure 11.3).

Nevertheless, the housing area of Zaryadye behind the Chambers was 
not deeply affected by the renovations and the imperial discourse inherent 
in them. Hidden behind the façades of the churches and classicist build-
ings embossing Varvarka Street, surrounded by the walls of Kitai-gorod, 

Figure 11.3  Emperor Nicholas II in front of the Romanov Chambers, during the 
celebrations of the 300th anniversary of the House of Romanov, May 
25, 1913. Unknown photographer. Collodion photography. 

Source: State Historical Museum, Moscow, #82964/2666 И VI 40462, State Catalogue 
#7599402.
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Zaryadye was maintaining its existence as a residential, trade, and crafts 
district. Since 1826, Glebovskoe Podvor’e, one of the inns in Zaryadye, 
was a hub of Moscow’s Jewish community, which turned the locality into 
a sort of Jewish quarter until the end of the nineteenth century. From the 
1890s on, when more than 30,000 Jews were banished from Moscow by 
the Governor-General’s order,76 the district stagnated but was still a place 
for small businesses, cheap rental housing, and the garment industry. In 
Kupriianov and Sadovnikova’s ethnographical study, the informants de-
scribed their housing district as “gray,” “shabby,” and “run-down.”77 
This was, however, the outcome of later developments: after the revolu-
tions of 1917, the closure and secularization of the religious buildings, 
and the rapid urbanization and industrialization of the country, all pos-
sible buildings were overcrowded by residents or used as warehouses and 
administrative buildings; some of the district’s inhabitants even made their 
quarters in the belfries of former churches.78

The first imperial impulse of Zaryadye thus was focused on only one 
specific location within the Zaryadye quarter – the Romanov Chambers. It 
was Stalin’s plan of reconstruction that shifted the focus from one particu-
lar group of buildings to the whole district (but it implied that there would 
be one meaningful building here).

Zaryadye as a Liminal Space

From these milestones of the district’s history and development, one can 
argue that Zaryadye came into the political limelight when the demand for 
showcasing both a national and an imperial narrative was high (and the 
wasteness (or vastness) of the place so close to the Kremlin became unbear-
able for the current regime) and that the discourses that emerged in this 
place are inherent to each period of history, be it the glorification of the 
royal ancestors and the construction of a national historical narrative, the 
socialistic modernization that fused nostalgia and utopia in the unreach-
able dream of the future, or the “urban wilderness” of the postmodern age 
which intends to create a livable environment in the middle of an over-
crowded megapolis. The personal input from the respective current Russian 
ruler was also necessary for a project to get started.79 The Romanovs’ herit-
age was specifically marked by the emperor’s personal promise to restore 
the Chambers.80 Stalin’s personal interest and influence on the General Plan 
of Moscow’s reconstruction from 1935 and the construction of the Seven 
Sisters is sometimes discussed by researchers,81 but the involvement of the 
highest Soviet authorities in the planning of Moscow’s city center remains 
undisputed, as well as the significance of a “personality cult” during Sta-
lin’s reign. The concept of Zaryadye Park as a gift from President Putin and 
Moscow Mayor Sobianin to the citizens is well-covered in media.82
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In each case, however, these projects (which were aimed at identity 
construction) ultimately adapted and translated Western practices and/
or were intended to impress global communities and represent the power 
and the glory of the state in consecutive imperial narratives. The inherent 
“original Russianness” and orientation toward an “ancient tradition” of 
the nineteenth-century project was the same effort to civilize the populace 
and teach it the “right way” of using heritage as the one of the “colonial 
troops” of the twenty-first century that aim to bring a “sustainable city” 
model to the capital of the Russian Federation. In a way, all three cases are 
different modernities trying to take form in this specific place and embed 
both national and imperial narratives.

The other layer of Zaryadye as palimpsest is its myth-making capacity. 
Since for long periods of its history, the district was walled-off or closed 
from one side (first by the Kitai-gorod fortifications that started to decay 
in the beginning of the twentieth century, then by the construction sites), it 
provided fertile ground for urban legends of hidden passages and construc-
tions. Thus, the former inhabitants of the residential area tell stories of 
mysterious and dangerous underground trails,83 the users of a portal of old 
Moscow photographs discuss if on a photo from the late 1940s one can see 
the construction site for a “secret governmental underground station,”84 
and some employees of Zaryadye Park think that in “ancient times” there 
was also a park in this place, where “boyars could take promenades.”85

Doreen Massey points out that “debates over how to think the relation-
ship between past, present and future can help us to reinvigorate the way 
in which we conceptualize geographical places.”86 My suggestion is not 
only reading Zaryadye as a palimpsest that contains the layers of such a 
relationship but also addressing it as a specific liminal place for imperial 
urban statements in Moscow. Through the different periods of its history, 
Zaryadye was often a stage for architectural and heritage performances in 
processes of transition (or “rites of passage”87); however, all previous ef-
forts to create a significant place-making construction in it either failed or 
only partly succeeded. Indeed, the Chambers exist as a historical building 
and a museum, but the Russian Empire, the imperial narrative of which 
was placed in them in the form of glorification of the ruling dynasty, is 
long gone. Moreover, the celebration of the 300th anniversary of the tsar-
dom of Mikhail Fedorovich in 1913 is often called “the last great celebra-
tion of the Romanovs.” The high-rise building – the construction of which 
was called off after the death of Josef Stalin – also signifies the changes in 
the imperial representations of the Soviet Russia.

The notion of liminality as an “interstitial position between fixed iden-
tifications”88 can help to explain this natural resilience of the place to the 
discourses planted in it; as Murawski and Kravchuk put it in their 2018 
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exhibition, Zaryadye can be read as a portal, as a place of transition with 
its endless construction, reconstruction, and deconstruction sites. Marc 
Augé writes: “a space which cannot be defined as relational, or histori-
cal or concerned with identity will be a non-place.”89 Zaryadye stopped 
being a lived place – a human habitat – in the 1960s and achieved the 
status of a “place of memory,”90 but in a sense any attempt to construct 
an identity of this place moves it further into non-place territory; the con-
struction of new sights that were supposed to contribute to the imperial 
form of the city led to the simultaneous deconstruction of the imperial 
narrative. As Augé states, “empire, considered as a ‘totalitarian’ universe, 
is never a non-place,”91 it rewrites history by removing the individual ref-
erence from ideology and projecting it outside the imperial frontiers – the 
imperial ambitions that were put into Zaryadye projects to stabilize and 
imbue this place with a certain identity came (and are coming) across the 
fluidity and ambivalence of non-place conditions, of the wasteland behind 
the fences and construction sites, of the heritage displayed and yet hidden 
from view.92 Architect and local historian Aleksandr Mozhaev calls out 
this ambivalence in his piece on confrontation between the city and urban 
developers: 

It is telling how little interest there is for this topic, which is rather new 
to the city [the open-air archaeological exhibits]: at the unique site where 
it is possible to organize a one-of-a-kind museum, to show vividly a slice 
of the nine ages of Moscow history, the scenario of steppe, tundra and 
swamp is being performed. The displaying of the literal depth of histori-
cal memory is not among the priorities for this new symbol of Russia.93 

As I was trying to show in this chapter, the imperial manifestations in 
Zaryadye, though ambitious and grand as projects, often did not succeed 
as planned – they definitely did not bring together imperial subjects and 
did not become “a spatialized expression of authority,”94 be it for reasons 
of drastic historical change (i.e., Russian revolutions and the fall of the Ro-
manov Empire) or because of ambiguous messages and public reception, as 
it seems to be happening with the park.95

Zaryadye Park continues this line and creates a mythological narrative 
which is “patchworked” from diverse discourses that have nothing in com-
mon apart from belonging to “Russian history” or “Russia.” The images 
and meanings of a “new Russia” are communicated through 

the vegetation from the different regions of the country, fragments of 
historical facts, the bionic architecture as a symbol of connectedness 
with the global practices, ‘wow-effects’ which basically continue the 
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Soviet tradition of presenting the astonishing and hyperbolized figures; 
all these elements are neither in a contradiction, nor in a correlation to 
each other.96

One cannot predict what will happen to this latest effort to reconceptu-
alize Zaryadye, the “park of the present future,” which has become an 
acclaimed tourist spot in central Moscow. However, it was turned (once 
again, or – this time – definitively) into an open public place where the 
national identity is narrated in a manner relevant to current state policies. 
But what lies underneath the surface – who knows?

Notes

 1 A range of theoretical frameworks can be used in addressing the topic, from 
Henri Lefebvre’s Production of Space to Pierre Nora’s Lieux des Memoires 
(or, as we shall see, rather the sites of forgetting). In my analysis, following the 
archaeological metaphor, I suggest using the Foucauldian discursive formation 
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12 Imperial Cities and Recent 
Research Trends
Nostalgia, Water Infrastructure, 
and Segregation

Julia Obertreis

The main idea of this volume as outlined by Ulrich Hofmeister in his con-
ceptual chapter is very appealing: to combine two productive research 
fields, imperial history and urban history. The “imperial city” is not, as 
Hofmeister explains, understood as a certain type of city, such as a harbor 
city or industrial city, but rather as a research approach that opens up 
opportunities for studying the imperial in cities, be it in an administrative 
sense, in representation, in the composition of a given city’s population, or 
in the city’s importance for imperial politics.

The contributions to this volume show how great the potential is at 
the intersection of these two established research fields for the continental 
empires at stake – i.e., the Russian, Habsburg, and Ottoman Empires. The 
following is not an attempt to comment on the individual contributions 
to this volume. Instead, departing from these contributions, the following 
reflections aim at opening up additional research fields for integration into 
the study of imperial cities in the future. Three areas for further research 
are considered here: first, the ambivalence of imperial pasts and presents; 
second, the mastering of nature on the example of river transformations 
and water infrastructure; and third, new views on segregation.

Ambivalent Pasts and Presents

Imperial history, including colonial history, is present in today’s societies 
in many ways. Remembering the imperial and colonial (grandeur, status, 
territory, and diverse populations but also submissive force, violence, ex-
ploitation, etc.) can take very different forms and serve different purposes. 
“Imperial pasts continue to inspire nostalgia, identification, pride, anxi-
ety, skepticism, and disdain in the present. Material remnants of empire, 
both monumental and mundane, are cues and canvasses for reflection and 
refraction.”1 In the case of imperial cities, the intersection of the material 
heritage and discourses about the past becomes very concrete, small-scale, 
spatially grounded, and controversial. The naming of streets or the keeping 
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or removing of monuments, for example, can be highly contested. If we take 
into account that imperial powers in the past appropriated historical pasts to 
their own ends, as is shown in the contribution to this volume by Gulchachak 
Nugmanova on Kazan and the Russian Empire’s appropriation of both the 
Russian and Tatar pasts, the picture becomes even more complicated.

Many of the imperial cities in the continental empires underwent at least 
two profound transformations in the twentieth century as regards their 
attitudes toward the imperial and their dealing with imperial heritage: one 
at the formal end of the empires’ existence (1917–1922) and another one 
after the collapse of the state-socialist governments when Soviet or Peo-
ple’s Republics gained state independence or independence from Moscow, 
respectively (1989–1991). The trajectories of individual cities are very 
different, but we can see patterns and waves of (re-)appropriation, code-
switching, re-naming, re-planning, and even destruction of different kinds 
of buildings, places, and streets.2

The renaming of settlements and cities on political grounds was very 
common in the Soviet Union, and in a first anti-tsarist wave from 1917, 
many Aleksandrovsks and Nikolaevsks were given new names even if they 
hadn’t been originally named after the respective tsars. Efforts to overcome 
the tsarist past in non-Russian regions had their own peculiarities. Elizavet-
pol’, for example, today the third largest city of Azerbaijan, returned to its 
previous non-Russian name Ganja in the early Soviet years.3 Buildings rep-
resenting rule and power were appropriated and re-coded by new rulers as 
in the famous example of the Red Stars on the Kremlin, which replaced the 
Tsar’s two-headed eagles. Religious buildings like churches and mosques 
were destroyed or appropriated for other purposes by the Bolsheviks af-
ter 1917, and many of them were re-established in their original function 
after 1991. Streets were renamed and re-renamed, which was sometimes 
opposed by the local population who continued to use old names.4 After 
1991 we also see a nationalization of city squares and spaces.5 Imperial 
pasts, whether real or imagined, could play a role in that. Under the label 
“Skopje 2014,” Macedonia’s ruling, nationalist party VMRO–DPMNE 
(Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization – Democratic Party 
for Macedonian National Unity) and especially Prime Minister Nikola 
Gruevski began in 2010 to cover the city center with giant monuments and 
bronze lion statues. An oversized monument to Alexander the Great on the 
city’s central square testified to the government’s attempt to reclaim him as 
the father of the Macedonian nation by what is known as the “antiquiza-
tion” (antikvizacija) policy. This policy was one of the reasons for height-
ened tensions with Greece and other Balkan states. In the eyes of critics, 
Skopje was transformed into a “pseudo-ancient Disneyland.”6

After 1991, the imperial and the national formed different amalgama-
tions in city festivities. Istanbul is a case in point. The 1980s and 1990s 
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witnessed a general rise of political Islam in Turkey. Against this back-
ground, Islamist circles and political parties celebrated the “Conquest of 
Istanbul Day” in honor of the city’s conquest by Sultan Mehmed II in 
1453. In doing so they established “an alternative national time,” chal-
lenging the official secular one that took the foundation of the Turkish 
Republic in 1923 as a starting point. They integrated the long imperial 
Ottoman period into national memory.7

Besides individual buildings, street names, and the coding and usage of 
squares, memorials were and are also contested. Heated debates tend to 
come up in some cases over the question whether to remove or keep a 
memorial, and the meanings ascribed to it can be wide-ranging and con-
flictual. One of the well-known examples is the memorial to Empress 
Catherine II in Odesa (Russ. Odessa), which was one of the city’s main 
sites.8 Inaugurated in 1900, it had been removed by the Bolsheviks in 1920 
and was re-erected in 2007 in the context of re-establishing the historical 
square named in the empress’ honor, Ekaterininskaya Square. Against the 
background of Russia’s full-scale war against Ukraine since February 24, 
2022, the monument was dismantled again in late December 2022. This 
happened after an online vote by Odesa residents and a decision by the 
local authorities in November, both in favor of removal. The city council 
announced that the monument would be transferred to the Odesa Fine 
Arts Museum.9 The many questions this single example raises show how 
complex and varied a monument’s history can be.

The waves of transformation of cities and the public memory expressed 
in them do not obey fixed chronological patterns and can be quite differ-
ent, as, again, the example of Ukraine shows with its seemingly belated 
“Leninopad” (the “fall” of Lenin and other Communist-Soviet monu-
ments) since 2014, followed by a “Pushkinopad” since spring 2022.10 In 
the words of the Ukrainian historian Georgyi Kasianov, the “Lenin Fall” 
turned into a “Leninocide” in February 2014, at the peak of its second 
wave during the Euromaidan. Prior to 2022, Lenin and Stepan Bandera 
were the main protagonists of the “war of the monuments” in Ukraine.11

For the imperial city, this means that several layers of the imperial past 
itself and how it is approached can be unfolded. Different historical em-
pires can be involved as is shown in the contributions to this volume by 
Aida Murtić on Sarajevo, Florian Riedler on Niš, Elke Hartmann on Kars, 
and Robert Born on Temeswar, who refer not only to the empires of the 
period they focus on but also to the predecessor empires. Several imperial 
histories intertwine in this way.

In studying historical layers of empires, one finds that there is not simply 
the imperial and the post-imperial. Recent research on imperial nostal-
gia and imperial cities has highlighted aspects of longevity and duration 
as opposed to this simple binary. Ann Stoler, whose work on “imperial 
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formations” has greatly influenced the historiography of imperial and colo-
nial contexts, maintains that the manifold relations between past and pre-
sent do not come down to memory alone.12 Her concept of imperial duress 
“undoes the very distinctions between imperial and post-imperial, colonial 
and post-colonial, past and present.”13 Jeremy F. Walton, who elaborates 
on these and other concepts, speaks of “modes of continuity, moments of 
duress, and ongoing effects of empire throughout former Habsburg and 
Ottoman lands,”14 and this characterization is true for the territories of the 
former Russian Empire as well. In searching for new concepts to be used 
to study the crossroads of pasts and presents, Walton proposes the concept 
of “textured historicity.” The textures, such as smooth, rough, or gritty, 
he explains, emerge at the “distinctive, embodied encounter between the 
subject in the present and the objects that convey the past in the present,” 
thus highlighting the material and located nature of this encounter.15

Taking up these theoretical reflections, a recent strand of scholarship 
focuses on empire and nostalgia.16 In the following paragraphs, I will 
elaborate on how to regard the imperial cities’ past(s) and present(s) with 
attention to ambivalences, ambiguity, and nostalgia. Nothing seems to be 
unequivocal; instead, many imperial markers contain mixed messages. In 
this volume, Nilay Özlü shows this using the example of the imperial pal-
aces, which after the collapse of the respective empires “conveyed ambigu-
ous messages of history and patrimony” (p. 75).

The former Habsburg territories serve as a relatively well-studied ex-
ample of the interrelations between nostalgia and urban imperial history. 
In some cases, the multi-ethnic past is being assessed and evaluated very 
positively, especially in cities with a (former) Jewish quarter like Lviv. His-
torians and expats/exiles can be important actors in this trend toward ide-
alization.17 The latter contrasts with the actual historical conflicts between 
Polish, Ukrainian, and Jewish population groups and the mutual observa-
tion and rivalry between the Russian Empire and the Habsburg Empire in 
the early twentieth century, as Elisabeth Haid-Lener shows in this volume.

City governments, marketing divisions, and businesspeople try to at-
tract outside/foreign investment and tourists by referring to the (allegedly) 
peaceful and colorful diversity of ethnic and religious belongings. But im-
perial nostalgia in itself can be very ambivalent. Aspects of power relations 
and dependence are negotiated in seemingly harmless ways. This is vividly 
shown by Giulia Carabelli using the example of Trieste’s city marketing 
strategies and coffeehouses.18 Popular representations of Trieste as a nos-
talgic city which longs for the empire are widespread. In municipal activi-
ties like the staging of a “Kaiserfest” on the occasion of the centennial of 
Franz Joseph’s death in November 2016, the nostalgia not only of Trieste 
citizens but also of Austrian tourists is used for commercial ends. (Austrian 
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tourists make up the biggest part of tourism in the city.) At the same time, 
in such a staging and the accompanying statements, the former dependence 
of Trieste on Vienna is downplayed. Instead, the two cities are presented 
as partners or “sisters.” The coffee houses represent an imperial narrative 
that is contradictory in itself: aesthetically, the Viennoise and Habsburg 
imperial style dominates while discursive representations stick to the Ital-
ian irredentism narrative.19 The tension between imperial supranational 
and nationalist discourses and marketing strategies is surely typical for 
many imperial cities. In the case of Trieste, a central European perspective 
with the city as a commercial and trade hub is present, too.

Using the example of the Kaiserforum in Vienna, Miloš Jovanović di-
rects our view to the nostalgic imperial framing of spatial assemblages.20 
In what he proposes calling “whitewashed empire,” taking inspiration 
from studies on (post)colonialism and race, he examines “the redeploy-
ment of imperial structures through the preservation, renovation, and as-
semblage of material heritage.” The author positions the “whitewashed 
empire” at the intersection of material and discursive constructions and 
highlights the need to approach imperial history and historicity critically. 
Reflecting the selected narratives and (exploitative) economic relations of 
the past, imperial nostalgia “extends the work of Habsburg spatial pro-
duction into the present.”21 The Vienna Kaiserforum consists of the Neue 
Burg, Heldenplatz, Maria-Theresienplatz, the museums of Art History and 
Natural  History, two equestrian statues, and the Museumsquartier. It is 
not unique in its imperial nostalgic character but in the multiplicity of its 
meanings. Tracing the history of the individual buildings’ construction and 
usage, Jovanović shows how aristocratic dominance, displays of military 
 prowess and might, bourgeois advancement, colonial exhibits, and colonial 
knowledge have merged to form the forum, a mixture enriched by modern 
architecture. In his reading, which can be seen as a counterpoint to super-
ficial celebrations of imperial grandeur and multi-culturality, the inequali-
ties of the past are preserved in the imperial assemblage. Today’s visitors’ 
gazes are directed to certain perspectives and views that reproduce impe-
rial visions from the past – e.g., on the website of the Museumsquartier .22 
Through a certain visual language, the legacy of the empire is continued. 
It is the interplay of aesthetical-visual, discursive, and material aspects that 
makes Jovanović’s research inspiring.

Both examples – the Trieste coffeehouses and marketing strategies and 
the “whitewashed” Vienna Kaiserforum – offer stimulating insights into 
the interaction between material heritage and discursive constructions; the 
tensions between the national, city specifics, and the imperial; and today’s 
reproduction and upholding of imperial visions. It is these and other as-
pects that could be used productively in future research on imperial cities.
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The Mastery of Nature and Infrastructure Perspectives

In some of the chapters in this volume, the mastering of nature, the usage of 
natural resources, and the existence or construction of urban infrastructure 
play a prominent role. In Born’s piece on Temeswar, the transformation of 
landscapes and bodies of water is addressed, including the melioration of 
swamp areas and the regulation of the river Bega for transporting goods 
and supplying water. Nilay Özlü examines the imperial politics related to 
access to gardens and parks by the imperial families only and the public. 
And Olga Zabalueva delivers the fascinating example of the contemporary 
Zaryadye Park in Moscow that represents different “Russian” landscapes 
as a form of survey and exploitation of natural environments. As she ex-
plains, the “national myth” also contains imperial self-representation by 
referring to imperial expansion and the “colonizing” of space.

Lately, quite a lot of research has been done on environmental aspects of 
imperial expansion and colonial power relations, as in the case of cotton as 
a global commodity. The triangle of empires – environment – knowledge 
has received much attention.23 But cities aren’t necessarily the focus of this 
research. The imperial cities of the Eastern land-bound empires in particu-
lar have so far been studied little from environmental and infrastructure 
perspectives. This is a research gap as nature politics can tell us much 
about imperial legitimization and delegitimization, representation and the 
construction of grandeur, or very concrete urban needs and connections.

A notable exception is the history of St. Petersburg and Vienna and their 
rivers.24 Interestingly, both cities and both rivers have been studied to some 
extent in the context of environmental history research; however, as Ve-
rena Winiwarter observes, “city-river interaction has received little atten-
tion.”25 As her research and an innovative and interdisciplinary project on 
the Danube and Vienna have shown, it can be fruitful to not only regard 
the river itself but water resources more broadly and the whole floodplain 
area. Destructive floods were a real threat to citizens and an important is-
sue of city and state politics. Among the biggest flooding events were those 
in St. Petersburg in 1824 (and then again a hundred years later, in 1924) 
and in Vienna in 1830. These floods have been depicted in impressive po-
ems and paintings and remain stable elements of the cities’ collective mem-
ory.26 Most prominently, Alexander Pushkin addressed the 1824 flood in 
his poem “The Bronze Horseman” (Mednyi vsadnik) written in 1830.

St. Petersburg’s history is in any event a history of mastering “na-
ture.” Projected and planned as the new capital of the Russian Empire, 
its founder, Peter I, had to conquer the terrain very literally and transform 
mud into stable ground for construction. Many workers lost their lives in 
this ruthless effort. From the start, struggling against a nature perceived as 
hostile or reluctant was part of St. Petersburg’s identity. Mastering nature 
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contributed greatly to its imperial grandeur and signified the empire’s 
performance.

At the city’s center at first was not the emperor’s palace but the Admi-
ralty Building, the headquarters of the Admiralty Board and the Imperial 
Russian Navy. In the 1730s, the building was erected as a stone construc-
tion. In its center, a slim tower was erected with a gilded spire and a figure 
of a ship on its top. The tower with the ship has remained one of the iconic 
emblems of the city to this day. The Admiralty symbolized the might of 
the Navy and Russia’s dominance over several seas. The admiralty ship-
yard was interesting in terms of water infrastructure as under its arches a 
network of canals existed which served to deliver all kinds of goods to the 
Admiralty. The importance of the Neva and other bodies of water for the 
establishment and existence of St. Petersburg can hardly be overestimated. 
The Neva and smaller rivers and canals became “something like the skele-
ton of the city’s urban structure.”27

The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw an intense and effortful 
transformation of St. Petersburg’s water bodies. Among them were, for ex-
ample, the conversion of the river Krivusha into the Ekaterininskii Canal, 
today Griboedov Canal, in the second half of the eighteenth century or the 
gradual construction of a network of bridges, first made of wood and later 
of steel and granite. A canal system served flood prevention. The hydro-
logical engineering was by no means a purely Russian or inner-imperial en-
terprise. On invitation of the government, engineers from the Netherlands 
and Venice, and later many German and French ones, took part in the 
work. By the early twentieth century, technical institutes had been estab-
lished in St. Petersburg and hydrological technologies could be exported 
abroad.28 The modern face of St. Petersburg is characterized not least by 
its famous granite embankments that followed wooden piers during the 
nineteenth century. With their cool, stone monumentality they provided 
much nourishment for the “Petersburg text,” the cultural universe of this 
imperial city.29

The history of the Danube and Vienna is very different. The imperial 
aspects of the city-river relationship, it seems, have been neglected so far, 
which is surprising given the fact that one of the empire’s names was the 
“Danubian Monarchy.” This said, it is not easy to talk of the river as 
Vienna today has four watercourses which are called the “Danube.” In 
the past, the riverine landscape stretched out more than six kilometers 
wide. The “Old Danube” (Alte Donau) was the main channel until the 
1870s but was situated some distance from the city itself. The “Danube 
Canal” (Donaukanal) was the main shipping route and essential for the 
city’s food supplies. Until the late nineteenth century at least, fruit and 
vegetables were sold on the riversides directly from boats.30 It was the main 
river arm until the early modern period, but the whole river system shifted 
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northwards due to natural processes. The Danube Canal remained “the 
town’s main and most vibrant river arm” until the great regulation was 
carried out between 1870 and 1875. The regulation created a new straight 
riverbed, which was a forceful intervention into existing ecosystems. Ship-
ping and landing places were transferred to the new riverbed. The lands 
gained from securing territories from floods became an important factor in 
the fast growth and industrialization of Vienna.31

The interventions into the Danube in Vienna and immediate surround-
ings have been much more thoroughly studied than those on other stretches 
of the river. An Imperial Navigation Directorate was established in the 
early 1770s by Maria Theresa for the purpose of improving waterway 
transport and navigability. It was responsible for a stretch of the Danube 
about 1000 km long, between Engelhartszell, which was the border be-
tween Austria and Bavaria at that time, and Semlin/Zemun, the then Habs-
burg outpost on the border with the Ottoman Empire. Another specialized 
Habsburg authority, the Danube Regulation Commission, consisting of 
experts and stakeholders, undertook a systematic regulation of the river 
beginning in the 1820s, including the “correction” of channels, the cutting 
off of meanders, and the erection of flood protection dykes.32 Austrian 
transformations of the river course reached into the Ottoman territories 
and represented an important arena of inter-imperial cooperation. The Ot-
toman Empire had its own logic of infrastructure policies which affected 
several cities, such as Ruse or Varna.33

This example of rivers and water infrastructure shows the potential of 
environmental and infrastructure history perspectives. Rivers were crucial 
for the delivery and disposal systems of the cities (food, wastewater) and 
for the trade of goods with other countries or regions. They were connec-
tors within the empire between different regions. Rivers and other water 
bodies were arenas for international, including inter-imperial, conflict and 
cooperation, as is shown by inspiring works on Germany.34 The mastery 
of nature in the shape of the rivers, which had long been perceived as un-
controlled, wild, and potentially dangerous (even if nurturing at the same 
time), was put in the context of imperial power and capability by contem-
porary elites. For legitimizing imperial power, the mastery of nature was 
an important element.

Segregation and Urban Spaces

Segregation and, more generally, socio-spatial differentiation in cities is a 
very broad phenomenon. Generally, it can be observed in any city at any 
historical time. The contributions to this volume do relate to socio-spatial 
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differentiation, especially its ethnic and religious components. But there is 
some potential for further elaboration on this subject.

Ethnic, religious, and social segregation certainly was the standard in 
the continental empires’ cities, and the ways this has played out needs 
both closer examination and broader generalizations. Inspiration for this 
can be taken from the spatial turn that has affected the urban history of 
Eastern Europe as well as from the theory and research on intersectional-
ity. The aim is to show how imperial cities dealt with diversity in a spatial 
sense and how their inhabitants and authorities marked certain territories 
as “wealthy,” “Muslim,” etc. Diversity is not to be understood simply as 
a colorful, positively evaluated variety of forms, as it is often referred to 
nowadays by companies or universities. Instead, the study of historical 
diversity is and must be aware of the fact that diversity always implies not 
only inclusion but also exclusion.35 It is one of the main challenges of em-
pires to manage diversity and difference, and urban history can contribute 
greatly to studying which complex processes of participation and exclu-
sion were at work.

Existing research on the Russian, Habsburg, and Ottoman Empires 
deals, on the one hand, with ethnic difference, estate and class, and (to 
a much lesser extent) gender. Studies on social, ethnic, and gender differ-
ence, however, are often not related to urban history, even if their empiric 
materials mostly stems from urban contexts. On the other hand, there is a 
strand of literature that nicely characterizes different urban spaces, but the 
results are more often than not confined to the individual city. Outspoken 
research on segregation – for example, in Vienna or Istanbul – is usually 
related to the last decades of the twentieth and the early twenty-first cen-
turies only.36 In the future, these three research trends should be connected 
more strongly.

Cities were (and still are) sites of segregation but also of encounters and 
mingling. In certain types of urban places, the representatives of different 
ethnic groups, confessions, and social strata met each other. In the bigger 
yards of apartment houses and on the city squares of St. Petersburg, for 
example, the ethnic and regional diversity of the imperial city became very 
apparent. Street traders selling their goods on the streets, in the yards, 
and at doors were a phenomenon that city politics have dealt with and 
tried (mostly unsuccessful) to combat since the city’s foundation. A yard 
in Kolomna district, for example, was a “microcosm of the empire” for 
the working poor where street traders sold their goods – e.g., secondhand 
clothes offered by Tatar traders from Kazan.37 Markets and bazaars were 
sites of intermingling in Ottoman cities as well. Markets were also so-
cially coded. The self-identification of being part of the “poor people” in 
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St. Petersburg was, for example, spatially connected to the rather well-
researched Hay Market (Sennaia ploshchad’).38

The interleaving of different categories of difference has to be seen as 
historically changing, especially during the nineteenth century with its pro-
found and rapid economic and social changes partly induced or channeled 
by the big reform programs of the era. Influences from “Europe” or the 
West and the emergence of new kinds of public spheres were also impor-
tant. Regarding the example of the Ottoman cities, Florian Riedler states 
that in newly-emerged urban spaces influenced by European culture such 
as parks or cafés, the religious borders became more porous while social 
status was important. At the same time, new kinds of communities and 
public spheres emerged, such as charity or education associations, which 
were based on religious and language differences. In the given political 
system, they tended to function as national minorities.39 The synopsis of 
larger historical processes such as industrialization or migration with spe-
cific urban spaces can be very productive.

Inspiration for the study of segregation and stratification can also be 
taken from global history. A global history of segregation by Carl H. 
Nightingale concentrates on the USA and South Africa. The high time of 
the “segregation mania” he describes was in the first decades of the twen-
tieth century.40 Russia and the Soviet Union as well as the Habsburg and 
the Ottoman Empires are hardly mentioned in this book. And indeed, the 
strict segregation according to “race” realized in Johannesburg or Chicago 
does not seem to have played a major role in the continental empires’ cit-
ies, although Tashkent’s division into a “Russian” and an “Asian” part, 
for example, bears traits of it.41 The canal Ankhor in Tashkent marked 
the dividing line. Typically, besides walls, fences, and gates, local natural 
features such as rivers or canals served as barriers between segregated city 
territories. But the dividing line in Tashkent was far from as strict as, for 
example, in Baltimore, where the simple crossing of the “color line” by 
black citizens could lead to harsh punishments.

While there might have been no “color lines” in the continental empires, 
one of the harshest and most well-known forms of segregation, the ghetto, 
was widespread in Central and Eastern Europe from the medieval and 
early modern periods. A ghetto can be defined as “the enforced spatial 
segregation of part of a population into a closed, demarcated space for 
habitation, work, and life.”42 It can also be characterized succinctly by 
three words: “compulsory, segregated, and enclosed.”43

The ghetto as a concept and reality has served to maintain different 
kinds of hierarchies in cities and societies, including religious, social, and 
racial hierarchies. In the early modern period in Europe, the Jewish ghetto 
was not only a product of a Christian or Catholic struggle to maintain 
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power or to aim for the Jews’ conversion but can be seen as a response to 
rapid economic and demographic change as well as shifts in the real estate 
market, as demonstrated by Bernard Dov Cooperman in relation to the 
case of the early modern city of Kraków.44 Existing research takes different 
perspectives, though, and differs greatly on some points, such as the ques-
tion to what extent the ghetto allowed the strengthening of Jewish institu-
tions.45 Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the ghetto 
spread in Europe, including in the Habsburg Empire, but it never existed 
in the Ottoman Empire. The largest ghettos were in Frankfurt, Venice, 
Prague, and Trieste. Around 1900, in the wake of the Jewish struggle for 
enfranchisement, the Jewish ghetto became obsolete for a short period (but 
persisted as a self-reference and widespread notion for segregated spaces) 
before returning in different forms in the inter-war period of the twentieth 
century and, of course, in the National-Socialist dictatorship and occupa-
tion. The study of Jewish ghettos shows that, more often than not, several 
factors have to be taken into account, among them social, economic, ra-
cial, and religious.46

Among the economic factors, housing and related markets are crucial for 
urban segregation.47 Early forms of gentrification took place around 1900, 
as Hans-Christian Petersen has observed in a comparison of St. Petersburg 
with Vienna and London. In St. Petersburg, housing prices exceeded even 
those of Berlin and other Central and Western European cities. Less affluent 
citizens moved from the very center – e.g., from Admiralteiskii District –  
to adjacent or less expensive districts like the Vasilievskii Island. Vienna, 
though very different in structure and history, also experienced gentrifica-
tion at this time: the historical center developed into a city characterized 
by the provision of services where only high nobility and wealthy indus-
trialists lived. Poor segments of the population were driven out of the city 
center and tended to live near the factories in the peripheral districts.48

The importance of real estate and land markets can also be confirmed 
when looking at the history of Chinese inhabitants in cities outside of 
China across the Pacific Rim. Be it in San Francisco, Singapore, or Vladi-
vostok, the Chinese lived in central and very densely populated quarters at 
the beginning of the twentieth century, as in the case of the “Millionka” in 
Vladivostok, the biggest city in the Far East of the Russian Empire. Next 
to apartments, small rooms without windows were rented out; one house 
had 500 names on the entrance for 94 apartments. House owners, which 
in the case of Vladivostok were usually Europeans, earned a fortune with 
very high rents and by applying the principle of re-densification. City ad-
ministrations condemned the lack of hygiene in the Chinese quarters but at 
the same time structurally neglected them and didn’t integrate the Chinese 
population into urban health care systems.49 It doesn’t make much sense 
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to hold “capitalism” in general responsible for segregation since it took 
very different forms in different countries and historical contexts. Instead, 
a promising question for further research is to what extent the general 
aversion by Russian governments and elites to “capitalism,” which is often 
mixed with antisemitic stereotypes, has influenced the real estate business 
and city politics. In any case, the ongoing research on the Chinese quarters 
by Sören Urbansky shows how class and gender played out to define race 
in the context of anti-Chinese attitudes and stereotypes. The Chinese quar-
ters’ history sheds light on how the empire dealt with graded privileges for 
individual population groups in practice in an urban context, the global 
comparability of these phenomena, and the interactions between ethnic 
population groups across the empire’s borders.

Next to class/social status, ethnic, and religious criteria, segregation by 
gender is important as gender is one of the main categories of difference 
both for cities’ populations and for empires at large. Urban spaces and 
mechanisms of segregation often reflect general trends. By way of back-
ground, it should be noted that both fields – urban history and gender 
history – are not sufficiently interrelated in general, and especially not in 
the case of imperial cities. Nazan Maksudyan laments that “serious urban 
histories of the empire still suffer from the […] male bias and usually re-
main silent about the female members of urban communities.”50 While she 
refers to the Ottoman Empire, this is generally true for the Russian and the 
Habsburg Empires as well.

Segregation by gender was not considered in relation to whole districts 
even though military institutions and workers’ settlements and barracks in 
the early phase of industrialization were almost exclusively male territo-
ries. Gender-specific spaces were also smaller in scale. The female workers 
in St. Petersburg, for example, were not allowed to enter taverns (trak
tiry). Instead, they sat outside on the stairs and listened to the music com-
ing from inside.51 They were excluded from these spots of socialization so 
important for males, a case that clearly shows the reinforcement of two 
categories of discrimination – class and gender – in an intersectional sense.

In sum, the results of studies on segregation and housing should be 
more systematically related to ethnic and religious belongings, regional 
descent, gender, and age. The attention to small-scale stratification and 
specific urban spaces as yards or squares, as well as to different cross-
ings and overlaps of categories of inequality and difference, can be used to 
study complex segregation processes. Even more attention should be paid 
to economic realities, especially the complex conditions and effects of the 
real estate and land markets. In the end, imperial cities offered spaces of 
encounters and approximation but also manifold mechanisms of segrega-
tion and exclusion. These urban constellations reflect the complex fabric 
of the empire that was subject to constant change.
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