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Abstract 

The ancient city of Nikaia is well known in Christian circles as the place from which an early and important statement of faith was 

issued: The Nicene Doctrine. The remains of the basilica church were discovered approximately in 2 or 3 meters of depth, and 50 m 

from the shore of the İznik Lake, outside the city walls that surround the ancient city of Nikaia in 2014. Excavation questions include 

to whom the structure was dedicated, why and when the church was demolished and submerged under the waters of the lake. In 

2019, excavation was carried out in the atrium where we thought a water well was situated. This is because the British pilgrim, 

Willibald, pointed out that the site of the 1st Council had a rectangular open roofed courtyard with a sacred source of oil in the 

middle. Although we went down 60 cm deeper than the foundation walls, we could not find the bottom of the well. It was also found 

that the well was filled with stone. Therefore, we think that the structure was abandoned in the approximately 13th century A.D. and 

then sank into the lake waters. 

Keywords: Nikaia, İznik Lake, Basilica Church, Neophytos, First Council. 

* The format is arranged in accordance with the notion of the Archeology profession.

Introduction 

The ancient city of Nikaia is well known in Christian 

circles as the place from which an early and important 

statement of faith was issued: The Nicene Doctrine 

(Davis 1990). The remains of the basilica church lie 

approximately in 2 or 3 meters of depth, and 50 m from 

the shore of the lake, outside the city walls that surround 

the ancient city of Nikaia (Powell 2015, 27; Şahin and 

Fairchild 2018) (fig. 1). The underwater archaeological 

excavations at the basilica remains is being launched 

under the auspices of the Iznik Archaeology Museum 

with the permission of the Ministry of Culture and 

Tourism in 2015.  

Excavation questions include to whom the structure was 

dedicated, why and when the church was demolished 

and submerged under the waters of the lake. we have 

three hypotheses through the underwater excavations. 

One of our three hypotheses is that this church could 

belong to St. Neophytos. Our other hypothesis that the 

church could be built on the foundations of the lost 

Apollo temple.  Our other hypothesis is whether the 

church could be built on the foundations of the lost 

Apollo temple. The final hypothesis is that the Senate 

Palace, where the First Council meets, is located in this 

structure. The purpose of the excavations is to determine 

the construction plan of the basilica and its surrounding 

ruins, and excavations continue within a predetermined 

schedule. In this article will be primarily emphasized the 

hypothesis whether the 1st ecumenical council was 

convened here or not. 

Considering the location of the structure, it appears that 

it was an extramural church on the shore of the lake. 

Therefore, there might be a church complex in this 

location (fig. 2). The remains can be considered to have 

belonged to a basilica- plan church based on its east/west 

axis, rectangular plan, has three naves and an apse on the 

eastern section.  

The basilica is located at the center of the remains with 

three naves and in the east-west direction (fig. 2). At the 

northern part lies, diaconicon with the sarcophagus was 

composed of separate parts. The northern wall of the 

room is diagonal (fig. 3). 

Materials and Methods 

One of our three hypotheses is that the Senate Palace, 

where the First Council meets, is located in this 

structure. As known, the First Council of Nikaia in 325 

was depicted in the fresco in the Sistine Chapel in the 

Vatican (Cappella Sistina) (Veth 2003, 295-306 Pl. 6; 

Şahin 2015, 49 fig. 19). The meeting place of the First 

Council, which is recognized by all four major 

denominations in Christianism, remains unknown. 

Above-mentioned fresco depicts the council meeting 

along with the building. Although the fresco was dated 

to 1590, the depiction of the landscape from a window 

on the left corner make the fresco interesting for our 

study. Based on the landscape, it appears that the 

meeting was held in an extramural building and by the 

İznik Lake, which shares similarities with the building 

we are going to excavate.  
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Fig. 1. Drone photo of the shore at Iznik Lake. 

Fig. 2. Technical drawing of the underwater ruins. 

Fig. 3. Technical drawing with color coding showing different phases of the church. 
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We obtain information about the architecture of the 

structure where the 1st Council was gathered from a 

British pilgrim named Willibald (727-729) (Mango 

2004). Willibald likens the church to the church on 

Mount Olives, where Jesus ascended to heaven, and 

furthermore, he says that there are depictions of the 

bishops who joined the Council. He also states that the 

upper part of the church is open, there is a bronze altar in 

the middle and there is a candle in a glass lantern to burn 

it in all weather conditions. John Covel, who visited the 

site in 1675, mentions that there is a small gate protected 

by two towers called Bahçekapı (garden-gate) between 

the Göl-Gate and the Yenişehir-Gate (Covel 1998; 

Yıldırım 2014-II). In the meadow in front of the gate, the 

Turks gather in Ramadan and worship. At the foot of the 

walls, there is a holy spring called "318 Apostles" by the 

Greeks (fig. 4). The aforementioned gates and holy 

spring were found in our researches in 2019. The fact 

that the name of the holy spring is 318 apostles and its 

proximity to our basilica may be another sign that the 

Palace of the Council will be here.  

Fig. 4. Depicting the area on a map at the holy spring of 318 Apostle. 

Fig. 5. Aerial image of Basilica Church. 

Results 

As far as we have learned from Willibald (727-729), the 

place where the 1st Ecumenical Consul was gathered is 

an open hall, and there is a well or pool shaped structure 

in which the sacred oil is extracted (Mango 2004, 305-

306). Based on this information, the possibility occurred 

that the area surrounded by monolithic stones in the 

section we call the atrium could be a well (fig. 5). For 

this reason, the excavations in 2019 were shifted to the 

sounding area, which we marked with the number 12 

(fig. 6). Sounding has been divided into two sections as 

12A-B, and excavations have started in the 12A sector 

measuring 3 times 5 m. Starting from the first level 

throughout the trench - to a depth of 140 cm, it is heavily 

filled with rubble stones and tile pieces. There are also 

many hand-shaped pieces of wood in sizes ranging from 

20 to 40 cm. In the excavation made parallel to the wall 

in the south west corner of the area, it was determined 

that the row of stones at the upper level continues at the 

bottom. To a depth of 150 cm, levels of wooden girders 

were encountered.  

Şahin / IJEGEO 9(2):071-080 (2022) 
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Fig. 6. Sounding areas on the ruin. 

Fig. 7. Aerial image of atrium. 

Since the excavation season is ending, excavations were 

suspended without going down to this level with the idea 

of not damaging the wooden girders. The level will be 

excavated during dies excavation season (fig. 7). During 

the excavations, 82 coins were found. 37 of these coins 

belong to the Late Byzantine Period, known as the 

scyphate coins and used between 11– 13 centuries AD, 

one of which is silver and the other 36 coins are bronze. 

Coins point to a wide range of time periods from the 

forth (fig. 8)1 to the thirteenth century (fig. 9)2. The 

1 Helena, AE Follis, AD 328 – 329, 2,5 gr, 18,3 mm. 

Obv: FL HELENA- AVGVSTA, diademed and draped bust 

right, the tiara is formed from a row of beaded medallions, 

around the neck, a pearl necklace.  

Rev: SECVRITAS- REI PVBLICE / SMANT, Securitas 

standing left, holding olive branch in extended right hand 

and lifting the edge of her dress. RIC VII, 190. 
2 Theodore I, AE, AD 1208-1222, 1,9 gr, 23,8 mm. 

majority of the ceramics found to consist of fine 

ceramics (fig. 10)3. It was determined that they were 

generally produced between the eleventh and thirteenth 

centuries (fig. 11)4. Among the metal works, the density 

consists of nails of different sizes (fig. 12). Glass pieces 

belonging to bracelets and vessels are also among the 

finds (fig. 13). 

Obv: ΘΕΟΔΟ, St. Theodore standing front, holding spear 

and resting hand on shield. 

Rev: Theodore, crowned and wearing loros, standing front, 

holding sceptre and cross on globe. DOC IV, 466 Kat. 11.2 

Pl. 28. 
3 Trefoil-mouth jug (mastrapas), handle and part of the mouth 

are missing, H: 14.5 cm, rim diameter: 5 cm, foot diameter: 

5 cm. 7,5YR5/3 brown and 7,5YR8/1 white slip painted ware. 
4 Bowl, base and part of body preserved, H:5,5 cm, diameter: 

12,5 cm, foot diam. 4,1 cm. Interior covered with 10YR5/6 

yellowish brown and 10YR 2/2 very dark brown glaze. 13. 

century AD.  Papanikola-Bakirtzis 1999, 218 Kat. 252. - 

İnanan 2014, 149 Pl. 1-f. 

Şahin / IJEGEO 9(2):071-080 (2022) 
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Fig. 8. AE Follis of Helena. AD 328 – 329. 

Fig.  9. Scyphate AE coins of Theodore I, AD 1208-1222. 

Fig.  10. Ceramic Jar between the 11th and 13th centuries A.D. 
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Fig. 11. Piece of fine ceramics between the 11th and 13th centuries A.D. 

Fig. 12. Iron nails of different sizes. 

Fig. 13. Pieces of glass. 
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Fig. 14. Piece of colonnettes. 

Fig. 15. Piece of baptistery. 

Fig. 16. Piece of Ambon. 
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Fig. 17. Piece of osthotek. 

Fig: 18. Piece of grave stele. 

Fig. 19. Aerial image of Basilica Church. 
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In addition to rubble stones, there are many fragmented 

marble and stone artefacts in the filling material. For 

example, piece of colonnettes (fig. 14)5, piece of 

baptistery (fig. 15)6 or ambon (fig. 16)7, piece of 

osthotek (fig. 17)8 or grave stele (fig. 18)9 etc. 

We have concluded that during the excavations carried 

out in the apse, diaconicon, and pastaphoria sections 

between 2015 and 2018, the area was mostly looted, and 

therefore no stratigraphy can be mentioned. However, 

for the first time in the sounding trench 12A, an area that 

was not touched after abandonment and thus gave 

stratigraphy started to be excavated. During the 

excavations in 2019, tips were obtained about the last 

use of the building and that it might have been sank in 

the 13th century AD.  This layer affected by this 

deformation is dated at 1010/1182 A.D. that coincides 

with the well documented 1065 AD earthquake 

(Ambraseys 2009; Gastineau et al. 2021) and agrees with 

an archeo-seismological study documenting the 

destruction-reconstruction phases of Iznik buildings 

between 715 and 1097 AD (Benjelloun 2018; Erginal  et 

al. 2021). According to the original historical archive, 

the 1065 AD earthquake has strongly damaged the Iznik 

city (formerly Nicaea/ Nikaia): “It happened at Nikaia in 

Bithynia and brought almost total devastation and ruin to 

the place. Its most important and large churches [...] and 

the one of the Holy Fathers, where the Council of the 

most Holy and Orthodox Fathers against Areios 

confirmed its decisions [...] those churches, then, were 

shaken and collapsed as did the walls of the city along 

with many private dwellings” (Michael and Attaleiatēs 

2012). No other locality seems to have been damaged 

such as Iznik during this earthquake. The ca. 50 cm 

vertical co-seismic offset could have triggered a 

destructive wave (tsunami) or a lake-level variation that 

led to the destruction and submersion of the basilica of 

Nikaia explaining why this basilica has been then never 

rebuilt (Şahin 2014). 

As the lakeshore approaches east of the basilica church, 

the lake level decreases. Especially in dry seasons, the 

tip of the apse goes out of the water and can be seen 

from the surface (fig. 19). This withdrawal in the lake 

waters must have caused the east parts of the building to 

be looted over time. Travellers who visit Iznik from time 

to time have not overlooked this looting, and they also 

included this issue in their notes. For example, Léon de 

Laborde, who visited Iznik in the 1830s, describes the 

looting in the ruins with the following sentences: "At the 

entrance to the city, we walked to the place where there 

was a strong wall descending towards the water in the 

south-west direction. There is a marsh area on the other 

side of this pier, which is the port where Alexius' navy 

carried victory to the crusaders by moving from Kios to 

5 H: 16 cm, diameter: 21 cm. 
6 H: 30 cm, diameter: 68 cm. 
7 H: 21 cm, length: 25,5, depth: 6 cm, 
8 H: 30,5 cm, length: 48 cm, depth: 29 cm. 
9 H: 24 cm, length: 31 cm. 

Nikaia. In this closed area, the waters hit the bottom of 

the city walls. The archbishop gave us a Greek to guide 

the area. This antique dealer told us that the Consul 

church was located on the lakeshore near the pier outside 

the city walls. This is an old statement, and I read it in 

my guide book, Joseph von Hammer and Edris el 

Seadeddin confirms it. They stated that the ruins of a 

large city collapsed as a result of an earthquake in an 

arid and hot season appear in this area. In addition, 

divers pull kitchen equipment and metal furniture out of 

the water from this area. Nevertheless, without building 

high hopes, could these ruins belong to a long pier and 

the objects that the divers pull out of the water from the 

port structures? The question of the location of the 

consul church is still unknown” (Laborde 1838). 

Discussion and Conclusion 

In 2019, excavation was carried out in the atrium where 

we thought a water well was situated. This is because the 

British pilgrim, Willibald, pointed out that the site of the 

1st Council had a rectangular open roofed courtyard with 

a sacred source of oil in the middle. Although we went 

down 60 cm deeper than the foundation walls, we could 

not find the bottom of the well. However, a large number 

of ceramics, glas bracelet or Scyphate coins (cup-shaped 

coins) were found indicating the 13th century A.D. It 

was also found that the well was filled with stone. 

Therefore, we think that the structure was definitely 

abandoned in the approximately 13th century A.D. and 

then sank into the lake waters. 
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Şahin, M., Fairchild, M. R. (2018). Nicea’s Underwater 

Basilica. BAR, 44.6, 30-38. 
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