Istanbul Archaeological Museums - Turkey Istanbul

The Istanbul Archaeological Museums are one of the most prestigious museum complexes in
Turkey and the world. Located in the Sultanahmet district, right next to Topkapi Palace, this
complex consists of three separate museums: the Archaeological Museum, the Museum of the
Ancient Orient, and the Tiled Kiosk. Housing artifacts that span millions of years of human history,
this remarkable site is not merely a museum — it is history itself.

History and Establishment

The foundations of the museum were laid by Osman Hamdi Bey, an Ottoman painter and
museologist. Opened in 1891, the Archaeological Museum holds the distinction of being Turkey's
first museum. Osman Hamdi Bey not only established the institution but also introduced the Asar-i
Atika Nizamnamesi, a landmark regulation that prohibited the export of archaeological artifacts
abroad. This law became a turning point in the protection of Anatolia’s cultural heritage.

The Archaeological Museum

The main building of the complex, the Archaeological Museum, holds a collection of approximately
one million artifacts, though only a small fraction of these are on public display. Among the most
celebrated pieces are the Alexander Sarcophagus and the Sarcophagus of the Mourning Women.
The Alexander Sarcophagus is considered one of the best-preserved ancient sarcophagi in the
world, renowned for its exceptional craftsmanship and intricate relief carvings. Brought from the
royal necropolis in Sidon, it did not belong to Alexander the Great himself but to the king of Sidon
of that era — yet its carved scenes depict the battles of Alexander.



The Museum of the Ancient Orient

Opened as a separate section in 1974, the Museum of the Ancient Orient presents artifacts from
Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Anatolian civilizations side by side. Among its most significant pieces
is the Treaty of Kadesh, dating back to 1259 BC and recognized as the world's earliest known
written peace treaty. A clay tablet copy of the agreement signed between Hittite King Hattusili [lI
and Egyptian Pharaoh Ramesses Il is displayed here. Various reliefs brought from Babylon and
Sumerian inscriptions further enrich the museum'’s remarkable collection.

The Tiled Kiosk

The oldest structure within the complex, the Tiled Kiosk was built in 1472 by Fatih Sultan Mehmet.
Regarded as one of the finest surviving examples of Ottoman civil architecture, the building today
houses a distinguished collection of Turkish tile and ceramic art. Tiles from the Seljuk and early
Ottoman periods offer visitors a vivid window into Anatolia’s artistic history. The tile decorations on
the kiosk's facade alone are well worth the visit.

Scope of the Collection

The collection of the Istanbul Archaeological Museums spans an extraordinarily broad
geographical range. Finds from Troy, artifacts unearthed in Ephesus excavations, Byzantine
mosaics, and coins all reflect the depth of the museum'’s holdings. The section dedicated to Troy is
particularly striking, as it brings together finds from nine distinct settlement layers of the ancient
city. Objects from Cyprus, Syria, Palestine, and the Arabian Peninsula round out what is truly a
world-class collection.

Visitor Information

The museum complex is located on Osman Hamdi Bey Yokusu in the Fatih district. Since it sits
within the same grounds as Topkapi Palace, visiting both sites on the same day is entirely feasible.
The museums are closed on Tuesdays and open to visitors from early morning until evening on all
other days. Admission fees vary depending on age and citizenship; holders of the museum card
enjoy free entry. The most convenient way to reach the complex is via the Sultanahmet tram stop.

Why Should You Visit?

The Istanbul Archaeological Museums are an unmissable destination not only for history
enthusiasts but for anyone with an interest in art, culture, and architecture. Under one roof, visitors
can embark on a journey through time stretching from the Sumerians to the Ottomans, from



ancient Egypt to Anatolia. Counted among the world's leading museums, this complex is an
address that every visitor to Istanbul should have on their itinerary.
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