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Abstract. The modernisation of the suburban railway on the Asian side of Istanbul is part of the 
ongoing Marmaray Project. The 44.2 km commuter line, composed of twenty-seven stations was 
opened in 1872, during the period of Ottoman Sultan Abdulaziz. For the Ottomans the railway played 
a major role in the metamorphosis of the city/country. The establishment of railways marked a new 
era in the urban life of Ottoman towns and cities. The railway stations manifested modernisation, 
built to promote European architectural designs and became an integral part of urban social life. 
After the establishment of the Turkish Republic and the State Railways Company, the commuter 
line remained a key part of national policy and was seen as a manifestation of the young republic. 
The Marmaray Project aims to upgrade and join Asian and European suburban railway through a 
tunnel already built under the Bosporus. The work includes the demolition of old, original railway 
structures which are part of the architectural heritage of the historic railway network; also means the 
loss of an ecological green corridor. The research mainly discusses the need for preservation of the 
railway heritage, addressing its social and ecological benefits for the metropolitan city.
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AIMS AND BACKGROUND

Railways marked 19th century. Steam and iron became the symbols of industrialisa-
tion; trains and railways were the representatives of this new age. Railways defined 
a new market, creating a flow of international capital. Building railways required 
huge capital investment on one hand but generated employment on the other, both 
at the construction stage and during the operation of train services. Eventually, 
railways became a powerful tool used to strengthen the domestic market – as such 
they were perceived as the symbol of the nation state representing development 
and economic growth1.

In Ottoman experience railway project was not an outcome of modernisation 
policies but was a tool to catch up with the level of civilised countries. Ottomans 
achieved the railway after skipping the process of industrial revolution1. The em-
pire and Ottoman administrators were under strong political and economic pres-
sure from the European countries2. The Ottoman administrators main objective 
in building railways was to save the Empire. Part of the reforms included taking 
western technology and adapting it in accordance with the local needs. Railroads 
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were primarily seen as a tool to strengthen the economic structure2. Secondly, 
railroads were a solution for all means of transportation. Planners thought that 
even water could be transported by rail so that new, uncultivated land would be 
opened to agriculture, which would increase trade and custom taxes. Railroads, 
with their economic, military and political benefits, played a crucial role in the 
modernisation process for the Ottoman Empire.

ESTABLISHMENT OF HAYDARPASA-GEBZE LINE

The first ever railroad project on Ottoman lands the Alexandria-Cairo Railroad 
was launched in 1856. Shortly after in the same year, a British Company was 
awarded the contract to build and operate Izmir-Aydin and Izmir Kasaba railroads 
(1856–1866) (Ref. 3). The train linking Istanbul to Europe started to operate in 
1888 under name Orient Express. It was recorded in the Times magazine that 
Sultan Abdulaziz took the first railway journey which was 120 miles from Ruscuk 
to Varna in 1867 (Ref. 4).

After the construction of the Rumeli Railroad, the Ottoman administrators and 
the emperor decided to construct the Anatolian and Baghdad railways using state 
funds5. The ultimate aim of constructing the Anatolian railway starting from Hay-
darpasa station was to connect Istanbul to Baghdad. Initial stage was to be built from 
Haydarpaşa in Istanbul to Izmit, just under 100 km to the east. Exploratory work 
started in 1870. The construction was planned to be completed in three sections. 
These were Haydarpasa-Tuzla, Tuzla-Tavsancil and Tavsancil-Izmit sections. Part 
of the railroad was planned as a suburban line between Haydarpasa and Gebze, the 
subject of this article. Pendik was going to be the last station on the suburban line. 
With the exception of Erenkoy and Suadiye stations, numerous structures on the 
Haydarpasa-Pendik railway were built during this period. The construction started 
following a royal order in 1871. After the founding of the republic, the railway 
project gained a new significance and the new government allocated a considerable 
amount of its budget to the national railway system1. Railways became a key part 
of national policy for economic independence1. Each new station that was opened 
was a means of strengthening the independent, secular, republican discourse. By 
the end of 1940s, railway network reached eight thousand kilometers in Turkey1.

EXPERIMENTAL

Istanbul Metropolitan Planning Office created many solutions in order to solve 
the transportation problem in Istanbul such as the construction of the third bridge 
and metro-bus public transportation service in the past twenty years6. In line with 
the highline based projects, commuter rails and subway lines were constructed.

Nowadays a new commuter rail is being constructed on this infrastructural 
heritage as a part of the Marmaray project, which will serve as a faster rail system, 
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crossing from Bosporus with an underground tunnel to connect Asian railway to 
Europe. The aim of the Marmaray project is to shift the traffic demand from roads 
to the rail network by increasing the capacity of the railway systems7. For this 
purpose, the project transforms the existing railway heritage to a fast track com-
muter rail system. It proposes to modernise the existing double track on both sides 
of the strait and add a third track along the route8. The railroad lines in Asian and 
European side of Bosphorus will be connected to each other through a two track 
railway tunnel. New stations will be placed on a central platform between the two 
tracks creating space for additional third line. The project challenges such as the 
ultimate capacity of the Commuter Rail system or its requirements on safety of 
people in the tunnels has been recently criticised in academia and media however 
the destructive effects of the project has been rarely discussed. This paper conducts: 
(1) historical research on railway heritage; (2) documentation of historical railway 
heritage, using aerial photos, historical maps and photographs and table ‘trans-
formation of Haydarpasa-Gebze railway’; (3) map showing the ecological green 
corridor along the historical railway. The research mainly overlaps the Marmaray 
project with the old historical railway and analysis the destructions and functional 
changes throughout the history. Taking the old commuter line as a landscape infra-
structure it discusses the effects of Marmaray project on urban memory.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

HAYDARPASA-GEBZE RAILWAY IN URBAN LANDSCAPE

In the case of Ottoman Empire, the introduction of railways also marked a new 
era in urban life on Ottoman lands. Railways generated urban growth and the de-
velopment of the city. The train stations became symbols of their age, the trains 
represented places they came from beyond the horizon. The railway stations 
manifested modernisation with their European architectural designs and integrated 
in the urban social life.

Stations represented dreams of the future. Railways made it possible to reach 
distant towns or cities within few hours. Small towns were linked to cities. As the 
population gained mobility a capital flow started towards cities.

Station buildings were introduced with their new architectural forms as pub-
lic buildings. They acted as public spaces where the perception and definition of 
time has changed. The station buildings represented a new modern world. They 
became objects of admiration and areas of public amusement. Recreational facili-
ties appeared in and around stations. People started to watch the trains from small 
coffee houses or station restaurants. New neighborhoods developed around these 
stations. The urban fabric grew up around newly constructed railway stations. 
Some commercial activities emerged around them (Table 1).
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Table 1. Transformation of Haydarpasa-Gebze railway 

The development of the railroad also boosted land speculation. The railways 
passing through the rural lands, transformed these territories. People started owning 
suburban houses and moved to suburbs in summer. They could still commute to 
their jobs on the trains. This style of living and the house itself was called sayfiye. 
Sayfiye towns later turned into permanent settlements along the route of railways9. 
The Ottoman bourgeois such as high level state officials, the foreigners, and the 
non-Muslims started to move to these new settlements along the railway10. Sayfi-
yes around the train stations opened up to an immense landscape and hosted the 
Ottoman bourgeois who wanted to escape from the dense city life. The suburban 
life that developed along the railway line and around stations created a new sub-
culture. People were taking the trains in the morning to go to their jobs in the city 
and coming back home taking the same train11. 

If we analyse the urban form in an area stretching from Haydarpasa to Pendik 
(Haydarpasa-Kiziltoprak-Feneryolu – Goztepe – Bostanci – Maltepe – Kartal – 
Pendik) it is possible to see the similar layout plans and urban characteristics the 
settlements carry. All these districts developed around the train station. Most of 
these neighbourhoods had a commercial street, Istasyon Caddesi, where the sta-
tion is set. Along this street, there was a mosque, usually a police station, a bank, 
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a fountain and a market. The new settlements had a grid plan. Train stations also 
carry similar architectural characteristics and style (Table 1).

The stations were regarded as the temples of modernity and civilisation1. 
With the introduction of railways the perception of public space modified1. People 
started to gather in train stations to see the giant iron locomotives. Stations became 
even more popular than the public space around the mosques. Before the train sta-
tions were introduced, in Ottoman neighbourhood the centre of the gravity was 
the mosque. However, the railway project caused a shift in use of public space 
and stations became the main centre of towns. Train stations as modern products 
of architecture, created an alternative secular public space that attracted the com-
munity and generated the formation of the new public sphere.

MARMARAY PROJECT AND ITS DEMOLITIONS

Firstly, the extension of the railway line from double track to triple track necessitates 
the demolishment of some railway stations. The Marmaray Consortium decided 
to preserve the railway buildings that are registered12. In Haydarpasa-Gebze line 
there 29 stations. Among these, eleven stations are listed but three of these sta-
tions – Suadiye, Gebze, and Tuzla – are being demolish today. Together with the 
stations that are not listed, 17 stations will be demolished. The stations that are not 
going to be demolished will not be functioning as part of the railway system. The 
project proposes to build new station buildings at stops such as Feneryolu, Goz-
tepe, Erenkoy, Bostanci, Maltepe, Kartal. The listed station buildings at these stops 
will be abandoned and therefore will lose their original function. Unfortunately, 
as the modernisation project progresses, there are no restoration plans – even at 
this late stage – for the railway stations and most of them are already abandoned. 
The listed buildings will be covered by sound barriers for reducing the harmful 
effect of vibration. The barriers will further isolate the railway stations from the 
urban landscape12.

The new commuter rail bypasses Haydarpasa terminal above ground level. 
This planning approach not only abandons Haydarpasa terminal but also leaves the 
port dysfunctional in means of transportation of goods. The stations are isolated 
ventures while Istanbul is growing with its grand projects. Together with the stations 
the demolishment of the historically significant landscape infrastructure – such as 
industrial bridges, water tanks, depots, retaining walls – has irreversible negative 
impacts on the urban memory and the history of the city.

Finally, the ongoing construction of the three track commuter line also ne-
cessitates the destruction of an ecological green corridor. Apart from its historical 
context Haydarpasa-Gebze railway is a transport infrastructure which is linked 
to several sustainability issues. In the following years after its establishment, the 
railway hosted and supported the spread of taxa along the railway line. This line 
is a linear habitat strip as a dispersal corridor13. In a study, which was published 
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in 2005, 194 vascular plant species were identified along the railway line between 
Haydarpasa and Gebze13.

Fig. 1. Aerial map of Haydarpasa-Gebze railway in 2006 showing the stations and the green cor-
ridor along the railway

Among these 174 were naturally grown species were documented along Hay-
darpasa-Gebze line, most of which are now being cut down13. In ecological terms 
Haydarpasa-Gebze railway line can be classed as ecotones or edge habitat with an 
infinite length but very little depth14. Marmaray project has significant effects on 
biodiversity. Today Istanbul is densifying and expending with a population over 
13 million. The urban sprawl threatens the natural resources through large-scale 
land consumption. For Istanbul, as many other metropolitan cities, it is important 
to maintain the resilience of the urban ecosystems by preserving, retaining and 
recreating open green spaces (Fig. 1). 

CONCLUSIONS

Historical and environmental heritages are equally important aspects for cities15. 
Haydarpasa-Gebze railway is a cultural landscape, which structures the urban 
social life of the Asian part of Istanbul. As described above, the project triggers 
the development of public land, demolishes historical heritage and destroys a 
significant landscape infrastructure. Above all, the trains and stations have been a 



 
1924

core part integrating everyday life of these neighbourhoods. They are important 
in shaping the place identity of both the community and individuals. All cultural 
landscapes shelter a heritage value for someone16. For this reason, listed or not, the 
railway heritage and stations has to be preserved. Not because they represent the 
‘past in the present’ but because still they are a part of many individual everyday 
life. The idea is not to preserve the spaces for the memories of the past to satisfy 
nostalgia but to use these spaces since they have the potential to provoke future 
dreams and memories. Individuals have personal attachment and a sense of belong-
ing to the railway line and to the stations which gives a cognitive meaning to their 
lives. Sustaining such places generates a sense of rootedness17. Relph states that 
this association of self with its environment and place constitutes ‘a vital source 
of both individual and cultural identity and security’18. The primary function of 
place is to engender a sense of belonging and attachment16. Individuals deýne 
their self, their beings in terms of these ties to their houses, neighbourhoods and 
communities. The perceived stability of place and space that emerges from such 
ties correspondingly validates the individual belief in his or her continuity over 
time and self-identity17. The railway infrastructure and train stations as cultural 
landscapes, are not just a representation or commemoration of the memory but 
also is the stage for each individual to perform urban memory. The demolition of 
the railway line, train stations, landscape infrastructures with which people have 
strong ties in past and present, concuss not only the collective memories but also 
their potential to build up self-identities. As Robert Park states ‘in making the city, 
man has remade himself’19. Eventually man has the right to desire to preserve and 
sustain the places and spaces that are tied to the self (himself-herself).
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