
HUMANITIES	-	Anno	X,	Numero	19,	Giugno	2021	

55 
 

Alessandro	Abbate 

Istanbul	 in	 the	Descrizione	Topografica	 by	 Cosimo	
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Abstract	

Cosimo	 Comidas	De	 Carbognano,	was	 born	 in	 Istanbul	 from	 an	Armenian	
family	converted	to	Catholicism.	He	was	a	dragoman	for	the	Bourbon	governments	
of	the	Two	Sicilies	and	Spain	in	the	Ottoman	Empire.	His	curiosity	about	the	history	
of	Istanbul	and	his	conviction	that	the	various	descriptions	of	the	city,	provided	by	
foreign	travellers,	were	incomplete	as	they	lacked	of	ʻsome	particularitiesʼ	led	him	
to	 write	 the	 Descrizione	 Topografica	 dello	 stato	 presente	 di	 Costantinopoli	
(Topographic	 Description	 of	 the	 Present	 State	 of	 Costantinopole).	 The	 book,	
published	in	1794,	is	dedicated	to	Ferdinand	IV	of	The	Two	Sicilies	and	it	has	the	
merit	of	exposing	a	description	of	the	various	classical	monuments,	both	Christian	
and	Islamic,	 in	the	city	and	in	its	surroundings	in	a	highly	contextualized	manner	
and	enriched	by	twenty-one	illustrations.	

	In	this	paper	we	propose	some	reflections	on	the	image	of	Istanbul	at	the	end	
of	the	18th	century,	based	on	the	information	provided	by	De	Carbognano.	

The	Author,	his	works	and	life	experiences	

Cosimo	 Comidas	 De	 Carbognano	 (1749-1814),	 was	 the	 author	 of	 the	
Descrizione	Topografica	dello	Stato	Presente	di	Costantinopoli	arricchita	di	figure	and	
he	was	born	in	Pera	in	the	second	half	of	the	18th	century.	His	family	was	Armenian	
and	 moved	 to	 Constantinople	 three	 generations	 earlier,	 and	 his	 last	 name	 was	
originally	Keumurdjian1.	His	great	grandfather,	Martiros,	who	settled	down	in	the	
Constantinopolitan	district	of	Vlanga,	came	from	the	Aghin’s	city,	a	centre	located	on	
the	right	bank	of	the	river	Euphrates,	on	the	border	between	the	Greater	Armenia	
and	Lesser	Armenia2.	His	grandfather,	blessed	and	martyr,	Komitas3	(1656-1707),	

 

*	This	paper	is	the	extension	of	a	speech	given	by	the	author	at	the	6th	International	Symposium	on	
Ottoman	Istanbul,	held	in	Istanbul	11th-13th	May	2018.	
	
1	VINCENZO	RUGGIERI,	Introduzione	alla	ʻDescrizione	Topografica	dello	Stato	Presente	di	Costantinopoli	
arricchita	di	figureʼ,	Pontificio	Istituto	Orientale,	Roma	1992,	pp.	5-6.	
2	 FRANCESCO	 L.	 	 AGAGIANIAN,	 Un	 Martire	 dell’unità	 Santa	 della	 Chiesa	 di	 Dio.	 Il	 Beato	 Gomidas	
Keumurgian	o	Cosma	da	Carboniano,	Sacerdote	e	Parroco	Armeno	(Costantinopoli	1656-1707),	Guerra	
&	Mirri,	Roma	1929;	p.	17;	LÉVON	B.	ZÉKIYAN,	Dictionnaire	d’histoire	et	de	géographie	ecclésiastiques,	
vol.	XXI,	Paris	1985,	560-561.	
3	Younger	brother	of	the	most	famous	Eremya	Çelebi	Keumurdjian	(1637-1695),	one	of	the	greatest	
Armenian	intellectuals	of	the	17th	century,	author	of	several	history	books.	See:	KEVORK	PAMURKCIYAN,	
Eremya	Çelebi	Kömürciyan,	in	«Tarih	ve	Toplum»,	54,	1988,	pp.	26-27.	
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was	a	priest	of	the	Apostolic	Armenian	Church,	around	1697,	he	decided	to	join	the	
communion	 with	 Rome4.	 This	 choice	 triggered	 the	 Armenian	 Patriarch	 of	
Constantinople’s	anger,	who	accused	him	of	being	a	troublemaker,	denouncing	him	
to	 the	 Gran	 Vizir5;	 he	 was	 therefore,	 sentenced	 to	 death,	 a	 judgement	 that	 was	
executed	–	through	beheading	–	on	5th	November	17076.	

His	grandfather’s	martyrdom,	although	it	occurred	several	decades	before	he	
was	born,	influenced	deeply	Cosimo	Comidas’s	thought.	This	dramatic	event,	despite	
indirectly,	shall	be	indeed	mentioned	in	the	same	Descrizione	Topografica7;	and	in	
1807,	 on	 the	 occasion	 of	 the	 100th	 anniversary	 of	 the	 martyr’s	 death,	 Cosimo	
Comidas	will	write	a	biography	entitled:	Ristretto	della	vita	e	martirio	del	servo	di	
Dio	D.	Cosmo	De	Carbognano8.	

Cosimo’s	father,	named	John	(1700	ca.	-1763),	married	to	a	Catholic	woman	
of	Austrian	origin,	moved	to	the	Latin	quarter	of	Pera	and	Italianised	his	last	name,	
changed	 it	 from	 Keumurdjian	 to	 De	 Carbognano.	 Over	 there	 he	 found	 a	 job	 as	
interpreter	for	the	Sicily’s	Kingdom	Embassy9.	

Cosimo	Comidas,	therefore,	since	his	childhood,	through	his	father,	managed	
to	get	 in	close	touch	with	the	Italian	Circle	of	Merchants	and	Aristocrats	 living	 in	
Istanbul.	After	studying	in	Italy,	he	accomplished	his	education	in	Italian	Studies	in	
the	Capuchins	Monks’	Monastery	in	Galata10.	

 

4	Within	the	Armenian	Christian	Community,	from	the	17th	century,	and	thanks	to	the	work	of	Latin	
missionaries,	several	small	groups	of	Armenian	Catholic	Christians	were	created,	so-called	uniati,	
that	 is	 united	 with	 Rome.	 See:	 GARABED	 AMADOUNI,	 L’église	 arménienne	 et	 la	 catholicité.	 Précis	
historique	et	œcuménique,	T.L.A.,	Venezia	1998.	
5	 	By	 the	 Institution,	 in	1461,	of	 the	Armenian	Patriarchate	of	Constantinople,	 the	only	Armenian	
Church,	 recognised	by	 the	Ottomans	was	 the	Apostolic	one,	 so-called	also	as	Orthodox	Church	of	
Armenia.		The	Armenian	Catholics,	thus,	for	the	system	of	millet,	depended	on	the	Catholic	and	Civil	
viewpoint	 by	 the	Orthodox	Armenians,	 being	often	 subjected	 to	 intimidations	 and	 reprisals.	 See:	
DONAT	VERNIER,	Histoire	du	Patriarcat	arménien	catholique,	Delhomme	et	Briguet	Editeurs,	Lyon-Paris	
1891.	
6	 See:	 Beatificationis	 seu	 declarationis	martyrii	 servi	 dei	 der	 Gomidas	 Keumurgian	 seu	 Cosmae	 De	
Carboniano	sacerdotis	et	parochi	armeni,	«Acta	Apostolicae	Sedis»,	VII,	1915,	pp.	266-268.		He	was	
declared	 blessed	 by	 Pope	 Pius	 XI	 on	 20th	 June	 1929.	 See:	 Venerabilis	 dei	 famulus	 dee,	 Gomidas	
Keumurgian	 seu	 Cosma	 de	 Carboniano,	 presbyter,	 et	 parochus	 armenus,	 beatus	 renuntiatur,	 «Acta	
Apostolicae	Sedis»,	XXI,	1929,	pp.	482-485.	
7	 COSIMO	 COMIDAS	 DE	 CARBOGNANO,	 Descrizione	 Topografica	 dello	 Stato	 Presente	 di	 Costantinopoli	
arricchita	di	figure,	Giuseppe	Remondini	&	Figli,	Bassano	1794,	p.	68.	
8	ID.,	Ristretto	della	vita	e	martirio	del	servo	di	Dio	D.	Cosmo	De	Carbognano.	Raccolta	delli	autentichi	
scritti	della	cancelleria	vicariale	di	Costantinopoli	per	opera	di	Cosimo	Cav.	Comidas	de	Carbognano,	
Francesco	Bourlié,	Roma	1807.	
9	 KEVORK	 PAMURKCIYAN,	 Kozmas	 Komitas	 Kömürciyan,	 in	 Dünden	 Bugüne	 İstanbul	 Ansiklopedisi,	
Türkiye	Ekonomik	ve	Toplumsal	Tarih	Vakfı	yayını,	Instabul	1994,	vol.	V,	p.	87.	
10	 NURDAN	KÜÇÜKHASKÖYLÜ,	Yüzyil	 sonunda	 İstanbul	 sana	 tortami	 ve	 Kozmas	 Komidas	 Kömürciyan,	
«Asos	 Journal»,	 9,	 2015,	 p.	 305;	 EUGÈNE	 DALEGGIO	 D’ALESSIO,	 Le	 chevalier	 Cosimo	 Comidas	 de	
Carbognano	petit-fils	du	vénérable	Der-Comidas	Keumurdjian,	«Échos	d'Orient»,	XXXII,	153,	1929,	p.	
43.	
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Initially,	he	worked	as	a	painter-designer,	following	afterwards	his	father’s	
footsteps,	 and	 in	 1778,	 through	 the	 Earl	 William	 Mauritius	 Ludolf11’s	
recommendation,	was	able	to	get	in	the	Diplomatic	Bourbon	Corps	in	the	guise	of	
dragoman	of	the	Kingdom	of	Naples	at	the	Sublime	Porte12.	Around	1785,	always	as	
an	official	 translator,	he	served	 the	more	 important	Spanish	Embassy,	and	 in	 the	
same	years,	Pope	Pius	VI	assigned	him	the	precious	honour	of	Knight	of	the	Order	
of	Golden	Spurs13.	From	1802	to	1817,	under	Antoine-Joseph	Ducaurroy’s	guidance,	
he	was	therefore	an	Italian	and	Turkish	teacher	in	the	École	des	jeunes	de	langues	à	
Constantinople14.	

Cosimo	 Comidas,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 Descrizione	 Topografica	 and	 to	 the	
biography	 dedicated	 to	 his	 grandfather’s	 martyr,	 was	 also	 author	 of	 a	 Turkish	
Grammar:	 Primi	 principi	 della	 gramatica	 turca	 ad	 uso	 dei	Missionari	 Apostolici	 di	
Costantinopoli15	 –	 among	 the	 first	Western	works	where	 the	Turkish	 language	 is	
taken	into	account	in	a	systematic	way	and	with	a	ʻmodernʼ	methodology16	–	and	of	
a	political	treaty	entitled:	Dissertazione	sopra	i	tre	significati	del	termine	nazione17.	

Furthermore,	 he	 wanted	 to	 write	 a	 sequel	 to	 his	 description	 of	 Istanbul,	
focusing	 this	 time	 on	 «Costumi,	 la	 Religione	 e	 l’esatto	 modo	 di	 vivere»18	 of	 its	
inhabitants,	as	he	announced	in	the	first	pages	of	the	Descrizione	Topografica19,	but	
this	work	will	never	be	written.	

	

 

11	 At	 that	 time,	 he	was	 the	Head	 of	 Neapolitan	 Embassy	 in	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire.	 See	MIRELLA	 V.	
MAFRICI,	Diplomazia	e	commerci	tra	il	Regno	di	Napoli	e	la	Sublime	Porta:	Guglielmo	Maurizio	Ludolf	
(1747-1789),	 in	 EAD.	 (edited	 by),	 Rapporti	 diplomatici	 e	 scambi	 commerciali	 nel	 Mediterraneo	
moderno,	Rubbettino,	Soveria	Mannelli	2004,	pp.	151-172.	
12	KÜÇÜKHASKÖYLÜ,	Yüzyil	sonunda	İstanbul	sana	tortami	ve	Kozmas	Komidas	Kömürciyan,	p.	305.	
13	 The	Abbot	Toderini,	 active	 in	 the	Ottoman	Capital	 between	1781	 and	1786,	 in	 his	Letteratura	
turchesca,	edited	in	Venice	in	1787,	it	refers	to	him	as	a	Knight	and	Interpreter	of	the	Iberian	Crown.	
See	Giambattista	Toderini,	Letteratura	 turchesca	dell'abate	Giambattista	Toderini,	 vol.	 II,	Giacomo	
Storti,	Venezia	1787,	pp.	54;	133.	
14	FRÉDÉRIC	HITZEL,	Enfants	de	langue	et	drogmans/Dil	oglanlari	ve	tercumanlar,	Yapi	Kredi	Yayinlari,	
Istanbul	1995,	p.	105.	
15	COSIMO	COMIDAS	DE	CARBOGNANO,	Primi	principi	della	gramatica	turca	ad	uso	dei	missionari	apostolici	
di	 Costantinopoli	 composti	 da	 Cosimo	 Comidas	 de	 Carbognano	 costantinopolitano,	 Stamperia	 della	
Sacra	Congregazione	di	Propaganda	Fide,	Roma	1794.	
16	 See	MUSA	DUMAN,	Türkiye	Türkçesi'nin	Tarihî	Kaynaklarından	Carbognano'nun	Grameri	 ve	 İmlâ-
Telaffuz	İlişkisi	Bakımından	Önemi	in	«İlmî	Araştırmalar:	Dil,	Edebiyat,	Tarih	İncelemeleri»,	I,	1995,	
pp.	95-106.	
17	COSIMO	COMIDAS	DE	CARBOGNANO,	Dissertazione	sopra	i	tre	significati	del	termine	nazione	composta	da	
Cosmo	Comidas	de	Carbognano	costantinopolitano	impiegato	nel	servigio	di	sua	maestà	il	re	delle	Due	
Sicilie	in	qualità	di	suo	giovine	di	lingua,	s.n.,	1800	ca.	
18	Traditions,	Religion	and	the	Exact	Way	of	Life.	
19	 COSIMO	 COMIDAS	DE	 CARBOGNANO,	Descrizione	 Topografica	 dello	 Stato	 Presente	 di	 Costantinopoli	
arricchita	di	figure,	p.	V.	
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The	Descrizione	Topografica	dello	Stato	Presente	di	Costantinopoli	
arricchita	di	figure	

The	Descrizione	Topografica	was	sent	 to	 the	press	 in	179420	 in	Bassano,	a	
territory	 of	 the	 former	 Republic	 of	 Venice.	 Cosimo	 Comidas	 dedicated	 his	
masterpiece	to	«Ferdinando	IV	re	delle	Due	Sicilie»21,	ranks	with	honours	among	the	
best	travel	guidebooks	of	the	late	18th	century,	getting	successfully	into	the	strand	
of	literature	dedicated	to	the	travellers.	This	was	a	literary	field	that,	at	the	very	end	
of	 the	18th	 century,	had	a	great	success	alongside	 the	assertion	of	 the	 idea	of	 the	
journey	considered	not	only	as	a	commercial	or	military	expedition,	but	also	as	a	
cultural	or	merely	playful	itinerary22.	

The	work,	finished	writing	in	178623,	had	a	long	development,	as	evidence,	
the	statement	that	Domenico	Sestini	makes	in	one	of	his	 letters	dated	back	to	5th	
September	1778.	With	regard	to	the	Burgas	Acqueduct,	the	Florentine	Abbot	writes:	
«bensì	non	passerà	molto	tempo,	che	avremo	un’esatto	(sic)	disegno,	ed	una	buona	
descrizione,	dal	sig.	Cosimo	Comidas	Di	Carbognano,	giovine	di	lingua	per	il	Re	di	
Napoli,	 con	 tutte	 le	 antichità	 di	 Costantinopoli,	 e	 cose	 turche,	 che	 sarà	 da	 tutti	
applaudita,	avendomi	mostrati	i	disegni	da	lui	fatti,	e	che	devono	decorare	una	tal	
sua	opera»24.		

The	reason	that	leads	Cosimo	Comidas	to	draw	up	his	work,	appeared	in	the	
indications	addressed	to	the	reader	at	the	beginning	of	the	text.	The	author	reports	
that:	«Nel	giorno	d’oggi	veggonsi	molte	descrizioni	di	Costantinopoli,	le	quali	benché	
formate	dai	più	accreditati	viaggiatori	sì	antichi,	che	moderni,	prive	sono	tuttavia	di	
alcune	particolarità	che	molto	aumentano,	o	diminuiscono	il	pregio	di	quella	tanto	
rinomata	 metropoli»25.	 De	 Carbognano’s	 work,	 in	 fact,	 is	 not	 the	 first	 ‘travel	

 

20	The	General	Holy	Congregation	of	Popularising	Faith	gave	its	approval	to	the	dissemination	of	the	
work,	through	its	decree,	on	4th	March	1793.	See	RUGGIERI,	Introduzione	alla	ʻDescrizione	Topografica	
dello	Stato	Presente	di	Costantinopoli	arricchita	di	figureʼ,	p.	8.	
21	The	King	of	the	Two	Sicilies	Ferdinando	IV.	
22	FRANCO	CAMBI,	Il	viaggio	come	esperienza	di	formazione.	Tra	diacronia	e	sincronia,	 in	«Studi	sulla	
formazione»,	XIV,	2,	2011,	pp.	149-171.	
23	RUGGIERI,	Introduzione	alla	̒ Descrizione	Topografica	dello	Stato	Presente	di	Costantinopoli	arricchita	
di	figureʼ,	p.	8.	
24	Although	it	won’t	be	a	long	time,	that	we	shall	have	an	exact	design,	and	a	good	description,	by	Mr.	
Cosimo	Comidas	of	Carbognano,	a	young	man	of	language,	serving	the	King	of	Naples,	with	all	the	
antiquities	of	Constantinople,	and	Turkish	things,	that	will	be	applauded	by	all.	After	having	shown	
all	 the	 drawings	 he	 made	 and	 that	 they	must	 decorate	 one	 of	 his	 works.	 D.	 SESTINI,	 Lettera	 XV.	
All’Illustriss.	Sig.	Avvocato	Lodovico	Coltellini	Socio	dell’Accademia	Colombaria,	 in	Lettere	del	signor	
abate	Domenico	Sestini	 scritte	dalla	Sicilia	e	dalla	Turchia	a	diversi	 suoi	amici	 in	Toscana,	 vol.	VII,	
Livorno	1784,	p.	149.	
25	Nowadays	you	can	see	many	descriptions	of	Constantinople,	that	even	if	they	are	made	by	the	most	
ancient	and	modern	travellers,	they	lack	of	some	pecularities	which	noticeably	increase	or	decrease	
the	virtue	of	that	famous	Metropolis.	DE	CARBOGNANO,	Descrizione	Topografica	dello	Stato	Presente	di	
Costantinopoli	arricchita	di	figure,	p.	V.	
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guidebook’	focused	on	the	Ottoman	Constantinople	–	previously	in	1561	the	Pietro	
Gylles’s26	De	Topografia	de	Constantinopoleos	 e	De	Bosphoro	Thracio	 appeared	 in	
Lyon	 –	 but	 this	 description,	 in	 the	 author’s	 view,	 was	 different	 from	 those	
handwritten	by	the	travellers	passed	through	hastily	from	Instabul,	and	therefore	
easy	 to	 lend	 themselves	 to	 false	 beliefs.	 Since	 it	 was	 written	 by	 an	 authentic	
Constantinopolitan	Citizen,	this	work	arises	as	the	first	travel	guideline	faithful	to	
the	 truth	 and	 complete	 of	 all	 the	worthiest	 sights	 to	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 city.	 Cosimo	
Comidas,	in	his	will	to	represent	all	and	in	the	most	realistic	way	possible,	avoids	all	
the	exotic	and	picturesque	things,	elements	that	usually	featured	the	contemporary	
travelling	 literary	 texts.	 Cosimo	Comidas	 always	 employs	 an	 extremely	 balanced	
descriptive	 register,	 almost	 aseptic.	 In	 his	 exposition,	 he	 tends	 to	 focus	 merely	
almost	on	objective	elements,	leaving	out	too	personal	reflections	and	descriptions,	
and	 giving	 its	 opinion	 with	 a	 careful	 attention	 typical	 of	 a	 diplomatic.	 Cosimo’s	
constant	 effort	was	 to	 depict	 the	 history	 of	monuments.	 He	 seems	 to	 be	 almost	
obsessive	when	he	attempts	to	rebuild	the	etymology	of	the	nouns	of	whatever	he	
describes,	often	analysing	the	Latin	and	the	Turkish	denomination.	

The	Italian	language	used	is	gaunt	and	essential,	a	little	bit	old-fashioned	for	
the	late	18th	century,	and	lexically	approximate,	but	always	clear	and	effective.	

The	work	as	a	whole	is	made	up	of	a	text	of	81	pages,	divided	into	13	chapters.	
It	is	enriched	with	a	system	of	26	tables,	composed	of:	a	map	in	the	area	of	Sea	of	
Marmara,	a	topographical	map	of	Istanbul,	and	24	drawings	made	by	De	Carbognano	
(21	drawings	of	monuments,	and	three	illustrations	of	panoramic	views)27.	

The	author	 in	 the	 first	 chapter	 starts	providing	with	a	general	 geographic	
description	of	the	location	of	the	Ottoman	capital:	

La	 gran	 Città	 di	 Costantinopoli	 […]	 gradi	 41	 e	 4	 minuti	 di	 latitudine	 settentrionale.	 È	
fabbricata	sopra	una	lingua	di	terra,	formata	da	sette	colline,	la	quale	si	estende	in	Mare	da	Ponente	
a	 Levante,	 e	 rappresentata	 la	 figura	 d’un	 triangolo	 ineguale,	 i	 cui	 due	 lati,	 che	 riguardano	 il	
Mezzogiorno,	 e	 il	 Settentrione,	 sono	 bagnati	 dalle	 acque	 del	Mare.	 Verso	 Greco	 ha	 lo	 Stretto	 del	

 

26	After	Gylles	and	before	De	Carbognano,	the	Istanbul’s	descriptions,	included	in	the	following	works,	
gained	 a	 great	 success:	 J.	LEUNCLAVIUS,	Historiae	 Musulmanae	 Turcorum,	 De	 Monumentis	 Ipsorum	
Exscriptae,	Libri	XVIII,	Frankfurt	am	Main	1591;	E.	ÇELEBI	KOMURCIYAN,	 Istanbul	 tarihi;	L.F.	MARSILI,	
Osservazioni	intorno	al	Bosforo	tracio	o	vero	canale	di	Costantinopoli,	Roma	1681;	D.	SESTINI,	Lettere	
del	signor	abate	Domenico	Sestini	scritte	dalla	Sicilia	e	dalla	Turchia	a	diversi	suoi	amici	in	Toscana,	
vol.	 VII,	 Livorno	 1784,	 pp.	 4-219;	 ID.	Descrizione	 del	 littorale	 del	 canale	 di	 Costantinopoli,	 e	 della	
coltura	delle	vigne	lungo	le	coste	del	medesimo,	in	Opuscoli	del	signor	abate	Domenico	Sestini,	Firenze	
1785,	pp.	3-27.	See	also	ANDREA	CASTAGNINO,	Attraverso	la	Sublime	Porta.	La	Turchia	nei	resoconti	dei	
viaggiatori	italiani	del	Settecento,	Soldiershop	Publishing,	Zanica	2015.	
27	 These	 tables,	 although	 they	 are	 not	 outstanding,	 they	 come	 as	 far	 as	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 the	 real,	
rejecting	 each	 shape	 of	 artistic	 embellishment,	 and	 coming	 out	 to	 be	 therefore	 faithful	 slides	 of	
Istanbul	in	the	late	18th	century.	See	FREDERIC	HITZEL,	Enfants	de	langue	et	drogmans/Dil	oglanlari	ve	
tercumanlar,	p.	105.	And,	in	some	circumstances	these	slides	were	useful	even	for	the	discovery	of	
some	monuments;	see	JEAN	EBERSOLT,	Constantinople	Byzantine	Voyageurs	du	Levant,	Ernest	Leroux,	
Paris	1919,	pp.	206-207.	
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Bosforo,	per	cui	comunica	il	Mar	della	Propontide	col	Ponto	Eusino;	a	Levante	l’imboccatura	dello	
stesso	Stretto,	che	la	separa	dall’Asia;	a	Mezzogiorno	il	mentovato	Mare	della	Propontide,	che	dallo	
Stretto	di	Gallipoli	porta	 le	 sue	acque	verso	 l’Arcipelago;	 a	 Settentrione	 il	Porto,	 che	 la	divide	da	
Galata;	e	a	Ponente	la	Tracia,	o	Romanìa,	in	cui	essa	è	collocata.	Ha	tredici	miglia	incirca	di	circuito,	e	
comprendendovi	 il	 Borgo	 di	 Ejub,	 ne	 ha	 quasi	 sedici.	 Ma	 quelli	 che	 la	 fanno	molto	maggiore,	 le	
uniscono	Galata,	Pera,	Top-hané,	Kasympascià,	e	Has-Kioj,	formandone	cinque	borghi28.	

	

Image	1.	Topographical	Map	of	Constantinople	and	of	the	neighbouring	places	(Tab.	II).	

He	keeps	on	defining	the	climatic	and	environmental	characteristics	of	the	
city	of	Istanbul:	«L’aria	di	Costantinopoli	è	pura	e	salubre,	ma	nell’inverno,	e	nelle	
temperate	stagioni	è	soggetta	a	umidità	e	vapori	[…]	(che)	riempiono	Costantinopoli	
e	i	suoi	contorni	di	dense	nebbie,	le	quali	rendono	l’aria	suscettibile	alle	infezioni,	e	
la	città	sottoposta	alle	pestilenze	e	malattie	contagiose»29.	

 

28	The	great	city	of	Constantinople	[…]	41	degrees	and	4	minutes	of	northern	latitude.	It	is	built	on	a	
spit	of	land,	made	up	of	seven	hills,	which	overstretches	across	the	Sea,	from	the	West	to	the	East,	
and	it	is	represented	by	the	figure	of	an	unequal	triangle,	where	two	sides,	that	concerns	the	South,	
and	the	North,	are	bordered	with	the	waters	of	the	Sea.	Towards	the	Ellenic	side,	it	has	the	Strait	of	
Bosphorus,	whereby	the	Sea	of	Propontide	with	the	Bridge	Eusino,	on	the	East	the	mouth	of	the	Strait,	
which	separates	it	from	Asia.	On	the	South	the	mentioned	Sea	of	Propontide,	that	from	the	Strait	of	
Gallipoli,	it	leads	the	waters	towards	the	archipelago:	on	the	North	the	Port,	that	separates	it	from	
Galata.		On	the	West	the	Thrace,	or	Romania,	where	it	is	located.	It	expands	for	about	thirteen	miles,	
and	comprising	the	borough	of	Ejub	it	has	almost	16.	However,	those	that	make	it	greater,	bring	them	
together	to	Galata,	Pera,	Top-hanè,	Kasympascià,	and	Has-Kioj,	putting	together	five	boroughs.	DE	
CARBOGNANO,	Descrizione	Topografica	dello	Stato	Presente	di	Costantinopoli	arricchita	di	figure,	p.	1.	
29	The	air	of	Constantinople	is	clean	and	healthy,	but	in	winter,	and	in	the	mild	seasons	it	is	subjected	
to	humidity	and	fumes	[…]	that	fill	up	Constantinople	and	the	surroundings	area	of	dense	fogs.	As	a	
result,	 this	 makes	 the	 air	 liable	 to	 the	 infections,	 and	 the	 city	 subjected	 to	 the	 pestilences	 and	
contagious	diseases.	Ivi,	p.	2.	
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The	summer	is	particularly	mild	and	it	does	not	suffer	the	heat,	since	the	heat	
is	tempered	by	the	Etesian	Winds30.	While	in	spring	and	in	autumn	the	climate	«è	
molto	 incostante,	 e	 la	 continua	 variazione	 de’	 venti,	 che	 in	 quelle	 stagioni	 vi	 si	
sperimenta,	non	solamente	cagiona	delle	pioggie,	ma	talvolta	anche	della	neve»31.	
Sudden	climatic	changes	that	according	to	Cosimo	Comidas	would	produce	on	the	
Constantinopolitan	population	lung	diseases	of	different	seriousness.	Whereas,	the	
winter	«è	di	tal	rigidezza	che	il	fondo	del	porto	resta	agghiacciato	per	molti	giorni	
da	un	lido	all’altro»32.	

Afterwards,	 De	 Carbognano	 defines	 the	 crops	 of	 agricultural	 land	
surrounding	the	city,	where	«orzo,	biade,	erbaggi,	frutta	e	legumi	d’ogni	genere»33	
are	produced,	but	it	also	tends	even	to	highlight	that	many	areas,	especially	on	the	
northern	part	of	the	Golden	Horn,	were	overgrown.	The	author	explains	it	with	the	
fact	that	the	Turks	considered	the	field	work	as	an	activity	that	was	not	suitable	for	
them,	and	consequently,	they	used	to	leave	the	farm	activities	to	the	ethnic	groups	
submitted	to	them.			

Finally,	Cosimo	Comidas	concludes	the	first	chapter	with	the	description	of	
the	port,	that	it	is	«un	ramo	del	Bosforo	che	si	estende	tra	la	Città	di	Costantinopoli	
e	Galata	da	Greco	a	Libeccio»34.	It	is	about	four	miles	long,	and	the	ships	land	there	
«con	 tutta	 la	 sicurezza,	 e	 comodità,	 trovandosi	 in	 ogni	 parte	 fondo	 bastante	 per	
approdarvi,	e	scale	per	prenderne,	o	sbarcarvi	le	merci»35.	

In	the	second	chapter,	De	Carbognano	retraces	briefly	in	few	pages	the	age-
old	history	of	 Istanbul,	 from	the	 founding	of	Byzantium	 in	7th	 century	B.C.	 to	 the	
Turkish	 seizure	 of	 Constantinople,	 occurred	 in	 1453	 by	 Muhammad	 II	 the	
Conqueror. A	chronological	table	of	all	Kings	of	the	city,	from	the	Roman	Emperor	
Constantine	Magnus	to	the	Ottoman	Sultan,	who	ruled	at	that	time,	Selim	III,	follows	
his	report36.	

 

30	Ibidem.	
31	Is	very	changeable,	and	the	continuous	change	of	the	winds,	that	in	those	seasons	occur,	not	only	
causes	some	rainfalls,	but	sometimes	even	some	snow.	Ibidem.	
32	Is	of	such	stiffness	that	the	bottom	of	the	port	is	being	frozen	for	several	days	from	one	shore	to	
another.	Ivi,	p.	3.	
33	Barley,	oat,	weeds,	fruits	and	legumes	of	any	kind.	
34	Branch	of	Bosphorus,	extending	between	the	City	of	Constantinople	and	Galata	from	Grecale	to	
Libeccio	(i.e.	from	north-east	to	south-west).		
35	With	all	the	safety	and	comfort	deriving	from	a	sufficiently	deep	seabed	to	guarantee	the	landing	
at	every	point,	and	with	stairs	for	the	loading	and	unloading	of	goods.	Ivi,	p.	3.	
36	Ivi,	pp.	4-11.	
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Image	2.	Chronological	table	of	the	Emperors	of	Constantinople	from	Constantine	Magnus	to	the		
current	one.	

Putting	together	in	such	a	few	steps	the	historical	events	of	Istanbul,	Cosimo	
Comidas	makes	some	conspicuous	mistakes,	maybe	due	to	a	certain	historiography	
of	his	time.	For	instance,	Constantine	I	would	leave	Rome	and	he	would	decide	to	
«trasportar	altrove	la	sede	dell’Impero»37,	since	he	«incorso	in	Roma	nell’odio	dei	
Gentili»38	because	of	his	detachment	from	Politeism39.	While	dealing	with	the	events	
that,	in	1204,	led	to	the	making	of	the	Latin	Empire	of	Constantinople, the	author	
shows	how	he	had	the	wrong	conviction	that	the	armies	of	the	IV	Crusade	had	fought	
in	Holy	 Land	 and	 only	 after	 coming	 back	 from	 there,	 they	 overthrown	Alessio	V	
Ducas;	when,	actually,	 the	Crusade	Expedition	did	not	even	reach	 the	Palestinian	
Coasts,	 stopping	 in	 Constantinople40.	 Another	 oversight	 is	 that	 to	 call	 Michael	
«Imperatore	di	Adrianopoli»41	instead	of	Nicea42.	Furthermore,	this	time	telling	the	
Ottoman	 Conquest	 of	 Constantinople,	 Cosimo	 Comidas	 leaves	 out	 his	 traditional	
diplomatic	care.	He	explains	that	the	fall	of	the	city	into	the	Muslim	hands,	is	a	direct	
divine	punishment	to	the	Greeks	«una	Nazione,	che	colle	sue	irreligiosità,	e	tirannie	

 

37	Move	elsewhere	the	headquarters	of	the	Empire.	
38	Bumped	in	the	Gentiles’	hate	in	Rome.	
39	Ivi,	p.	4.	
40	Ivi,	pp.	5-6.	
41	Emperor	of	Adrianopolis.	
42	Ivi,	p.	6.	
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andava	 eccitando	 pel	 Mondo	 tante	 rivoluzioni»43.	 Hence	 revealing	 all	 his	 dislike	
towards	the	Orthodox	Christians,	a	feeling	caused	by	his	grandfather’s	martyrdom.44	

In	the	third	chapter,	Cosimo	Comidas	takes	into	account	the	city	defensive	
system:	its	walls,	its	twenty	doors,	its	castles	and	fortified	places	(the	Castle	of	the	
Seven	Towers,	Seraglio	Point,	Leandro’s	Tower,	Romania’s	Castle,	Natolia’s	Castle,	
etc…).	 In	particular,	Cosimo	Comidas	 is	very	careful	 in	reporting	the	number	and	
placement	of	the	Mouths	of	Artillery,	giving	evidence	of	conveying	to	the	reader	even	
military	information.45	

	

Image	3.		Sight	of	the	Romania	and	Natolia’s	Castle	and	on	the	Eastern	side	of	Asia	(Tab.	IV).	

In	the	following	chapter,	Cosimo	Comidas	focuses	on	the	so-called	New	Serail,	
that	 is	 the	 building	where	 the	 Sultan	 lived.	 Regarding	 the	 Imperial	 Palace,	 after	
classifying	 the	 eight	 different	 doors	 that	 split	 up	 the	 almost	 four	miles	 of	 walls	
surrounding	 it,	 describing	 an	 inscription	 above	 the	 front	 door,46	 known	 as	 the	

 

43	A	Nation,	that	with	its	irreligion	and	tyrannies,	stir	up	many	revolutions	all	over	the	world.	Ibidem.	
44	 Cosimo	 Comidas	 associated	 the	 Orthodox	 Greeks	 with	 the	 Apostolic	 Armenians,	 as	 Eastern	
Christians	that	did	not	recognize	the	Pontifical	Authority.	It	is	not	by	chance	that	he	charged	the	Greek	
population	with	the	same	accuse	that	had	led	Komitas	Keumurdjian’s	death	sentence.		
45	Ivi,	pp.	12-18.	
46	De	Carbognano	gives	his	inscription	at	first	in	the	original	Arabic	language:			

لظ	نیرحبلا	ناقاخو	نیربلا	ناطلس	رمأب	ناملأاو	نملأا	نم	دییشتب	اھناكرأ	صصرو	،ناوضرو	الله	نم	دییأت	ىلع	اھناینب	سسأ	ةكرابم	ةعلق	هذھ 	
ناطلس	نب	ناخ	دارم	ناطلس	نب	ناخ	دمحم	ناطلس	حتفلا	وبأ	نیطنطسق	ةعلق	حتاف	نیطلاو	ءاملا	نامرھق	نیقفاخلا	نیب	الله	نوع	نیلقثلا	يف	الله 	

ةئامنامثو	نینامثو	ثلاث	ةنس	كرابملا	ناضمر	رھش	خیرات	يف	ھناكم	نیدقرفلا	قرف	ىلع	ىلعأو	ھناطلس	ىلاعت	الله	دلخ	ناخ	دمحم .		
And	 then	 he	 reports	 it	 translated	 into	 Italian:	 «Con	 ajuto	 di	 Dio,	 e	 con	 suo	 beneplacito	 pose	 i	
fondamenti	di	questo	augusto	castello,	 e	unì	 solidamente	 le	 sue	parti	per	 sostegno	della	quiete	e	
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Imperial	 Door;	 describing	 in	 details	 the	 different	 courtyards	 and	 areas	 of	 the	
sultanian’s	residence:	the	doorway,	where	there	was	the	reception	and	the	office	of	
the	Public	Purse.	In	the	first	courtyard,	where	all	people	were	allowed	to,	there	were	
the	ovens	for	the	bakery,	the	Old	Church	of	St.	Irene	turned	into	Armory,	the	Imperial	
Stables,	 the	 Camerlengo’s	 rooms	 and	 other	Government’s	 officials.	 In	 the	 second	
courtyard	where	you	could	get	in	by	the	Health’s	Door,	and	just	the	Sultan	could	get	
in	on	horseback,	there	were	the	kitchens’	places	and	the	Divan’s	Great	Hall.	Then,	
beyond	the	Happiness	Door,	Cosimo	Comidas	depicts	the	interior	places	of	Serail,	
where	there	was	the	accommodation	of	the	members	of	the	large	Imperial	Family,	
the	Great	Treasure,	and	the	Chamber	of	Audience47.	Cosimo	Comidas	de	Carbognano	
concludes	the	chapter	mentioning	the	Old	Serail,	 i.e.	the	Sultan’s	residence	before	
(that),	in	1478,	Mohammed	II	built	the	new	Imperial	Palace48.	

The	 fifth	 is	 the	 richest	 chapter,	 in	 which	 Cosimo	 Comidas	 takes	 on	 the	
description	of	the	Istanbul’s	old	monuments.	In	a	coherent	respect	with	his	feelings	
of	a	fervent	catholic,	he	launches	the	discussion	about	the	oldest	Costantinopolinean	
vestigies,	 starting	with	 the	old	buildings	of	Christian	 cult:	 St.	 Sophie,	 St.	 John	 the	
Evangelist,	St.	Irene,	St.	Bacchus	and	Sergius	(a	building	known	as	the	“Little	Holy	St.	
Sophie”),	St.	 John	 the	Baptist,	 St.	Theodora,	of	 the	Pantocreator,	St.	Theodore,	All	
Saints	 and	 St.	 Nicholas49.	 Cosimo	 Comidas	 dedicated	 a	 broad	 attention	 to	 these	
buildings	 for	 a	 long	 time,	 basing	 mainly	 on	 mostly	 a	 careful	 exhibition	 of	 their	
architectonic	structures,	 from	which	 it	 is	clear	a	general	negative	thought	 for	 the	
Gothic	style50.	

	

 

tranquillità	nel	mese	sacro	di	Ramazan	(sic)	dell’anno	83.	(1478)	il	Signore	dei	due	Continenti	e	Mari:	
l’ombra	 di	 Dio	 presso	 gli	 uomini,	 e	 presso	 gli	 Spiriti:	 il	 favorito	 di	 Dio	 in	 mezzo	 all’Oriente	 e	
all’Occidente:	il	monarca	dell’Orbe	terracqueo:	il	conquistatore	della	città	di	Costantinopoli,	cioè	il	
vittorioso	imperatore	Maometto,	figlio	dell’imperatore	Amurat,	e	nipote	dell’imperatore	Maometto;	
che	l’Altissimo	perpetui	il	di	lui	impero,	e	ne	esalti	la	residenza	sopra	le	lucide	stelle	del	firmamento».	
With	 God’s	 help,	 and	with	 his	 approval	 he	 lays	 the	 foundations	 of	 this	 Augustus	 castle,	 and	 he	 put	
together	firmly	for	support	of	quiet	and	peacefulness,	in	the	holy	month	of	Ramadan	in	the	year	83	(1478	
A.D).	The	Lord	of	two	continents	and	seas:	God’s	shadow	across	men,	and	ghosts,	God’s	favourite	between	
the	East	and	the	West;	the	Earth’s	monarch,	the	conqueror	of	Constantinople’s	city,	that	is	Mohammed,	
the	triumphant,	the	son	of	the	Emperor	Amurat,	and	Emperor	Mohammed’s	nephew.	God,	the	Almighty	
may	bless	his	empire,	may	glorify	his	residence	above	the	bright	stars	of	the	firmament.	See.	pp.	20-21.	
47	Ivi,	pp.	19-25.	The	Chamber	of	Audience	was	the	hall	hosting	the	Ottoman	Emperor’s	throne.	
48	Ivi,	p.	25.	
49	Ivi,	pp.	26-31.	All	Churches,	that,	with	the	Turkish	conquest,	were	turned	into	mosques	o	engaged	
on	secular	uses.	
50	Ivi,	p.	27.	
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Image	4.	External	sight	of	the	St.	Sophia’s	Mosque	(Tab.	VI).	

Later	on,	Cosimo	Comidas	analysed	the	so-called	«monumenti	profani»51:	a	
pyramidal	 obelisk	 placed	 in	 the	middle	 of	 the	Hippodrome	 (racetrack),	 the	 near	
Serpentine’s	Column,	an	already	crumbling	pyramid,	the	remains	of	the	Magnaura	
Palace,	 the	 Constantine	 and	 Marciano’s	 monumental	 columns,	 the	 concrete	
foundation	of	Arcadio’s	Column	and	the	Theodosius’s	Arc	of	Triumph.	However,	the	
author	is	 interested	even	in	the	vestige	of	the	Roman	infrastructural	buildings,	 in	
particular	 the	hydraulic	one.	 In	 fact,	 he	 focuses	also	on	 the	Filosseno’s	Tank,	 the	
Basilica’s	tank	(also	known	as	ʻOverwhelmed	Buildingʼ)	and	Valente’s	Acqueduct52.	

	

 

51	Secular	monuments.	
52	Ivi,	pp.	31-36.	
	




