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Abstract
A figure from the western civilization has never influenced the eastern societies like
Alexander the Great in history. His name is still given to children as “İskender” in today’s
Turkey. I think that his popularity comes from his tolerance to native values. These values
like ethnicity, language, and religion have changed many times since Alexander’s time
but the popularity of his name has never disappeared in Anatolia.
After the Battle of Manzikert Anatolia was settled by Muslim Turks of different race and
religion apart from Anatolian people. After the centuries from this event the name of
Alexander might have been in use among the Christian minorities in Anatolia, but cont‐
rary to this possibility the name converted into İskender has survived among Muslim
population, too. Furthermore some Muslim romance writers associated Alexander the
Great with Dhul‐Qarneyn of the Koran. But Dhul‐Qarneyn’s Arabic and Turkish form
“Zülkarneyn” is not preferred by Anatolian people as İskender. This naming custom
shows us that people do not use the name İskender as an equivalent of Dhul‐Qarneyn.
Because people would use Muslim Zulkarneyn instead of Christian İskender, if these two
figures bore the same person.
The basis of his popularity is explained in the light of his actions in Anatolia by making
use of ancient sources and the author tries to explain the reasons of the use of his name by
Muslim Turks in this paper by scrutinizing different cultural elements transferred from
the Christian population to Muslim Anatolian Turks.
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BÜYÜK İSKENDER’İN ADININ (ALEKSANDROS) İSKENDER OLARAK GÜNÜ‐
MÜZ TÜRKİYE’SİNDE KULLANILMASI
Öz
Tarih boyunca Batı Medeniyeti’nden hiçbir figür Büyük İskender (Aleksandros) gibi Doğu Mede‐
niyeti’ni etkilememiştir. Onun adı “İskender” olarak günümüz Türkiye’sinde çocuklara verilmek‐
tedir. Bu ada olan rağbeti onun yerel değerlere verdiği hoşgörüye bağlamaktayız. Bu yerel değerler‐
den olan etnik yapı, dil ve din Büyük İskender’den itibaren Anadolu’da birçok kez değişmiş olması‐
na rağmen onun adı Anadolu’dan hiç silinmemiştir.
Malazgirt savaşı’ndan sonra başka bir dine ve ırka mensup Müslüman Türkler Anadolu’ya yer‐
leşmişlerdir. Bu olaydan yüzyıllar sonra Alexander adı Anadolu’daki Hıristiyan azınlıklar tarafın‐
dan kullanılıyor olması gerekmektedir, fakat bu olasılığın tersi olarak İskender’e dönüşen isim
Müslüman nüfus arasında kullanım olanağı bulmuştur. Dahası, bazı Müslüman yazarlar Büyük
İskender’i Kur’an‐ı Kerim’de geçen Zülkarneyn ile ilişkilendirmişlerdir. Fakat Zükarneyn ismi
Anadolu insanı tarafından İskender kadar tercih edilen bir isim olmamıştır. Bu ad verme geleneği
İskender adının Zülkarneyn adının muadili olarak halk tarafından kullanılmadığını göstermekte‐
dir. Çünkü, bu iki figür tek bir kişiye işaret etmiş olsaydı, Anadolu halkı Hıristiyan İskender yerine
Müslüman Zülkarneyn adını tercih ederdi.
Bu çalışmada antik kaynaklardan faydalanarak Büyük İskender’in hala rağbet görmesini sağlayabi‐
lecek Anadolu’daki icraatları ve bu adın Hristiyan nüfusdan Müslüman Türklere zamanla geçen
uygulamalar ile örneklendirerek kültürel geçişin mümkün olabileceği ele alınmıştır.
Anahtar Kelimeler
Büyük İskender, İskender, Anadolu, Ad, Kültür
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I. INTRODUCTION
Turkey is a western country with her roots in the east. After the battle of
Manzikert, Seljuk Turks began to settle in Anatolia. Later, Anatolia expe‐
rienced another civilization. But this civilization came from the East, Central
Asia. Turks found Anatolia inhabited by different races of people melted in
Byzantine pot. They have been living together with other Anatolian nations
for nearly one thousand years. Interaction among these nations is inevitable.
This interaction provides multicultural practices in Anatolia. It can be
exemplified such as food culture, burial culture, naming places, music and other
folkloric items. For example; by examining place names only, a researcher
can easily find out the previous civilizations in Anatolia. It is very clear that
some traditions and folk tales pass down from generation to generation and
even from society to society.
The name Alexander is another example for the interaction among the
cultures. There are 7230 male names in Turkey1. According to a data base
Alexander (İskender) is the 682nd mostly used male name. But 683rd name is
a pure Turkish name2. The data base uses the names of web users and there
are 29.448 individuals in the statistics. These individuals have 2472 different
names and their average age is 31. So, it is obvious that Alexander is still
popular in Turkey. But Alexander’s counterpart in Muslim world Zulkar‐
neyn or Dhul‐Qarneyn is not available in the same data base.
In the USA, Alexander is the 311th most popular first name3. Alexander
is more popular in the UK than the USA and it is the 93rd popular name in
the UK4.
Where does this popularity come from? The case of Alexander’s popu‐
larity can be studied under the following topics that will be studied in the
paper.
● Alexander’s religious practices in Asia Minor.
● Alexander’s tolerance to his native allies.
● Alexander’s military success.
● Alexander’s acceptance by Muslim writers as a hero.
● Alexander’s identification with Dhul‐Qarneyn

1
2

3
4

For further information on Turkish Names see: www.tdk.org.tr/index.php?option=com_kisiadlari&view
The name after İskender is Asena, the She-wolf of Turkic Myth. The list of common Turkish personal names can be
found at http://www.ismididikle.com/isim_214_iskender.htm
For common American names see: http://howmanyofme.com/search/
Popular British names are listed at: http://www.tracesmart.co.uk/find_name/alexander_smith/
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II. ALEXANDER THE GREAT’S CAMPAIGNS IN ANATOLIA
In some ancient sources Alexander was introduced as someone with
superhuman elements from the date of his birth. When he was born, a beau‐
tiful odour which was coming up from his skin was smelled. And Ephesian
Artemis Temple was burnt because the goddess was busy with nursing
Alexander at his birth (Plutarch, The Parallel Lives 1.3). His case reminded
us of the birth of any prophet or a holly person. According to Plutarch’s
narration, it is clear that he was more important than the Temple for the
goddess. At the age of seven he met with Persian nobles and attracted them
very much with his rational questions about their country and the present
situation. And when he became adult it was reported that his breath was
fragrant and apart from perfumes, and his clothes used to give beautiful
odour (Curtius Rufus, I. 2). His unusual babyhood and childhood were go‐
ing to be supported by his military activities in Asia and his fame was re‐
membered by his success after his life.
After he had been the King of Macedonia, he made preparations to in‐
vade Asia for the liberation of the Greeks and defeat Darius. He departed
from Europe with a small army compared with Darius’. His army consisted
of about thirty thousand foot soldiers and four thousand cavalry (Plutarch,
1.15; Curtius Rufus, II. 3; Arrian, I. 11; Diodorus, XVII, 17). He had about 70
talents for the expenses of his army (Plutarch, I. 15; Curtius Rufus, II. 3). The
value of money can be estimated when it is compared with the price of Bu‐
cephalus offered to Philip. The price is mentioned in the sources between 13
and 16 talents (Curtius Rufus, I. 4; Plutarch, I. 6). While he was crossing the
Hellespont he sacrificed a bull to Posseidon and pour libation into the sea
and built two altars both in Asia and Europe. He then offered sacrifices in
Troy for the soldiers died in Trojan War (Arrian, I. 11; Curtius Rufus, II, 3;
Plutarch, I. 15). These sacrifices and altars show that he was conducting a
war against the East as a European conqueror and Troy was a very symboli‐
cally important location to commemorate the Western warriors.
His first battle with the Persians was at Granicus. He won the battle
with bravery and superior warfare tactics. Persian losses were great; more
than 20.000 soldiers were killed and nearly same number of them were ta‐
ken prisoners. Alexander lost not more than 30 foot soldiers in the battle. He
buried Persian nobles and Greek mercenaries too. He ordered to erect the
brazen statues of his soldiers in Dium who died in the battle. He also visited
every wounded soldier and talked to them. He also sent 300 suits of Persian
armours to Athens as an offering to Athena (Arrian I. 16; Curtius Rufus II, 5;
Justinus XI, 6; Diodorus XVII. 21). His behaviour to his soldiers both dead
and alive shows his humanistic side. Caring his soldiers when they are dead
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or alive made him greater for his soldiers. He then returned to Troy and
offered sacrifices to the goddess (Curtius Rufus, II. 6). As we read from the
sources, Alexander offered sacrifices to the goddesses and honoured them
before and after an important event. He wanted to take their support before
the important works and after succeeding them he expressed his gratitude
to them.
Alexander then proceeded to the city of Sardis which had been plunde‐
red by the Persians nearly 200 years ago (Herodotos, I. 84). He did not attack
Sardis because the city was surrendered to him. He built a temple for
Olympian Zeus and an altar in it (Arrian I. 17; Curtius Rufus II. 6). He gave
the former rights of Sardians and Lydians. Thereby the natives of the region
got their old laws and religious institutions back. In the Persian invasion of
Sardis, Lydian King Croesus advised Cyrus to get the 1/10 of the money
from the soldiers in the name of god Zeus when they saw Persian soldiers
were plundering the treasury (Herodotus , I. 89). It is very obvious that the
natives’ religious beliefs were very strong. Alexander just did what the Sar‐
dians and Lydians had desired for years. Indeed he used the term “Barba‐
rian” when he was talking about the Persians. Alexander was building or
restoring the temples of the natives but Persians were destroying and firing
them since the Kybele temple had been burnt during the Ionian Revolt in
499 B.C (Herodotos, V. 102).
After winning the hearts of Sardians Alexander marched to Ephesus. In
Ephesus, he called back all his supporters from exile. He established the
democracy again and directed the tribute paid to Persians before his arrival
to the temple of Artemis. The events happened at the arrival of Alexander
help us understand the feelings of native people in Ephesus. According to
Arrian and Curtius Rufus Ephesians were able to punish the ones who dest‐
royed the tomb of Heropythus the liberator of the city by Alexander’s arri‐
val (Arrian I. 17; Curtius Rufus II. 6). Ephesian were under such a great
pressure that they could not do against those people who denied their nati‐
onal values and heroes and they had to stand to live together with them.
Who can think of this situation in today’s world? Alexander was welcomed
definitely as a saviour in Ephesus.
Alexander’s next target was Miletus and he decided to get it by a gro‐
und war. He sieged the city and took it. When he saw that there were seve‐
ral Greek mercenaries fleeing to a nearby island, he ordered the naval force
to capture them. But after their bravery against his power, he forgave them
providing that they would serve in his army. He granted the freedom of the
citizens and slaved the rest (Arrian I. 19; Curtius Rufus II. 7). If we think that
how big Miletus and her colonies in those times, it was very humiliating for
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them to be the citizens of another power. His question to Milesians about
the statues in the amphitheatre “Where, Milesians! were these champions when
you received the Persian yoke (Curtius Rufus II. 7)?” shows again his virtue.
His achievements in Miletus might lead the cities between Miletus and Ha‐
licarnassus to surrender their towns. They surrendered their cities and they
got the democracy or their own ancient laws again.
Later on, Halicarnassus was hardly taken by a siege. Alexander’s order
to extinguish the fire and punish all the people causing it showed his care
about the natives. He also instructed his soldiers to save the natives from
their burning houses. During the events in the region he was adopted by
queen Ada and he made her queen of whole Caria (Arrian I. 23; Curtius
Rufus II. 10; Diodorus XVII. 24). He did not need the support of Ada but he
accepted her demand of adoption by a great nobleness even he became the
owner of all Caria. His modesty to Ada shows his another humanistic side.
He gained loyalty of all Caria by this event because Ada was against the
Persians too (Stark, 1958: 106).
After capturing Halicarnassus he let his newly married soldiers winter
in Macedonia with their family (Arrian I. 25; Curtius Rufus II. 10). When
considered the hard mission of the army, his permission was an unusual act.
Even in today’s world with transportation capability, this kind of gesture is
very far away from modern commanders. Alexander had been respected by
his soldiers already and he did not need to do this kind of favour to please
them. Shortly he won the hearts and minds of all soldiers.
Next, Alexander advanced towards Papmphylia. More than 30 towns in
addition to Telmissos, Pinara, Xanthos and Patara surrendered him. He
saved Phaselians from Pisidian pirates by capturing their castle (Arrian I. 24;
Curtius Rufus II. 11). A miraculous event happened in Xanthos during his
march; a bronze tablet came out from a spring with ancient letters on it. It
was written shortly that the Persians would be defeated by the Greeks (Cur‐
tius Rufus II. 11; Plutarch I. 17). This tablet might have been seen as a divine
sign by his soldiers and other natives. This event provided Alexander’s ac‐
ceptance without a doubt by the people of region. It is very clear that Asia
Minor had been longing a saviour for nearly 200 years. Budge (1896: VIII)
remarks differences of Persian and Macedonian ruling styles by saying
“Where the Persian Monarch had passed lay destruction and misery, but in the
train of Alexander there followed peace and Greek civilization”.
Alexander’s march from Phaselis to Perga witnessed another extraordi‐
nary event. He decided to advance by a route from the beach, but this route
was impossible to traverse during a southern wind, it could be only traver‐
sed when northern winds were blowing. He began his march while it was
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blowing from the east, but suddenly the southern wind stopped and the
northern winds began to blow and the sea provided a path for him and his
army (Arrian I. 25; Curtius Rufus II. 11; Plutarch I. 17). This event could be
considered as coincidence or luck but it could be considered as an assistance
of the deities as well.
After the miraculous passing, he reached Pamphylia and captured the
cities of Side and Aspendos. After the pacification of Western and South‐
Western coastal regions of Anatolia he marched to Pisidia, a very moun‐
tainous area in the north of Pamphylia. Pisidians used to earn their life by
piracy and were ruled by tyrants (Strabo XII. 7. 3) and no power could be
able to control them (Laurent, 1830: 217) up to Alexander. If we consider the
misery of Asia Minor caused by the Persians, Pisidian or nearby territories
had been suffering from disorder for much more years.
He advanced to Phrygia via Termessos. Termessos was a Pisidian city
and its inhabitants were warlike people. He sieged the city but having reali‐
sed that it would need a lot of time to get it, he passed away. He captured
another Pisidian city, Sagalossos. He captured other Pisidian cities by force
and others surrendered their cities (Arrian I. 28). As mentioned above there
was disorder in Pisidia for centuries. His achievement in the region is a
great work by itself. Beysehir or ancient Misthia where I dwell has a place in
the name of Alexander. It is obvious that Alexander had not traversed from
Misthia but his fame arrived and survived in the minds of local people.
Alexander arrived at Gordium without intention to plunder since he felt
a great desire to see the famous car of Gordius. It was believed by the local
people that there was an oracle about the knot of the car. They believed that
if anyone could loose it, he would rule all Asia. Finally he loosened the knot
either by cutting it with his sword or by removing the wood pin of the car.
In addition to his achievement, thunders and lightning were accepted as the
signs of fulfilment of the oracle. Next day he offered sacrifices to gods as
Gordius had done years before (Arrian II. 3; Curtius Rufus III. 1; Justinus XI.
7; Plutarch I. 18). It is going to be useful to note that Midas and Gordius
were natives of Anatolia. They were more famous than Alexander at that
time, but we cannot see the names of Midas and Gordius in today’s Anato‐
lia.
Alexander advanced to the south to defeat Darius by passing the Cili‐
cian Gates after having loosen the knot. He did many great things in Middle
East, Egypt, Persia and India. But it will be useful to limit the acts of him in
Asia Minor because I believe that his actions in Asia Minor is enough for
him to become a hero throughout the years. Also, the route of Alexander
shows the regions he affected during his expedition (Map 1).
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Map 1: The Route of Alexander the Great (Arrian, 2005: 254).

All the examples given above are in favour of Alexander, but was he
welcomed by the natives as a conqueror, invader or a saviour? The answer
to the question is going to determine the question of this paper as well.
Alexander’s attitude towards Anatolian cities may show that he was a savi‐
our and saved them from Persian slavery. But, Alexander had also a dark
side, which we see in Thebes5, Persepolis6, Gaza,7 and in other captured
cities and he might be welcomed as an invader.
III. ALEXANDER ROMANCES OF MUSLIM WRITERS
In time, religious beliefs of Anatolian people had changed from polythe‐
ism to monotheism in Anatolia by introduction of Christianism. Later anot‐
her monotheist religion, Islam, began to influence the region. Muslim scho‐
lars were aware of Alexander but their minds were not clear whether he
was a polytheist or a Muslim hero. Some Muslim writers both in Iran and
Turkey wrote romances about Alexander or they mentioned him in their
works. These writers are Firdawsi, Nizami, Jami, Al‐Tursisi and Ahmedi.
General view of the romances are in favor of Alexander and against Darius.
Alexander is sometimes referred as a prophet and a king. Persian writers’
image of Alexander is quite doubtful (Southgate, 1977: 278‐284) but it is not

5

6

7

Alexander brought down Thebes in ruins and killed more than 6000 people and made 30000 people slave (Diodorus:
17. 14.).
Diodorus Sicilus’ narrative illustrates the situation as; “The Macedonians raced into it slaughtering all the men whom
they met and plundering the residences ……” (Diodorus 17. 70).
Gaza was also captured by Alexander and all the males were killed, women and children were taken as booty (Arrian:
IV. 2).
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the subject of this paper. A Turkish writer Ahmedi8 also wrote a different
kind of Alexander romance that could affect the Anatolian natives with his
work, but his work was a translation of 2500 verses from Nizami’s romance
(Ahmedi, İskendername). Alexander romances from Iran and Turkey are;
● Shahnamah by Firdawsi
● Sharafnamah by Nizami
● Iqbalnamah ya Khiradnamah‐yi Iskandari by Nizami
● Khiradnamah‐yi Iskandari by Jami
● Darabnamah by Al‐Tursusi
● İskendername by Ahmedi
Some Muslim scholars and writers believed that Alexander and Dhul‐
Qarneyn were the same person. But, Turkish form of Dhul‐Qarneyn is Zul‐
karneyn and he is mentioned in the Holy Qur’an (Kahf, 83‐98). Identifica‐
tion of Dhul‐Qarneyn with Alexander the Great was based on two horns
related with them. Meaning of Dhul‐Qarneyn is translated as “the one with
two horns” by some Muslim scholars and it has a symbolic meaning deri‐
ved from his expeditions in the west and in the east (Öztürk: 2014: 13‐14).
On the other hand, Alexander the Great was also known as “two‐horned”.
This description is not the comment of scholars like in the case of Dhul‐
Qarneyn but comes from an Egyptian definition “sept ābui” which can be
translated as “provided with two horns”. Modern scholars agree that horns of
the Alexander the Great do not show his expeditions but his connection
with Amon‐Ra as father and son (Anderson, 1927: 101). On some coins
Alexander was depicted with two horns after his death (Salač, 1960: 42).
Ptolemy of Egypt and Lysimachus of Thrace were the first independent
kings to mint coins with horned Alexander portraits (Pictures 1, 2; Map 2).
They intended to show that Alexander was the son of Ammon and their
kingdoms were under protection of the god (Bauslaugh, 1984: 36). Why do
Muslim Anatolian people choose Alexander instead of the original name
Zulkarneyn? As a result of this fact we can omit possibility of Alexander’s
being Muslim and Dhul‐Qarneyn and Turkish people’s sympathy because
of this reason. Furthermore, Alexander was a polytheist man and some ci‐
ties mentioned above witnessed his cruelty. Muslim people would not pre‐
fer to name their children İskender if they were aware of his religion.

8

For the full text of Ahmedi’s Alexander Romance visit ekitap.kulturturizm.gov.tr/.../ahmediskender nameyasarakdogan.pdf
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Picture 1: Alexander the Great with horns. Lysimachus Era. (Salač, 1960: IV).

Picture 2: Alexander the Great, Ptolemy I Era.
(http://www.wildwinds.com/coins/greece/egypt/ptolemy_I/i.html)

Map 2: Dispersion of Alexander Type Coins (Bauslaugh, 1984: 37).
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IV. INTERACTION BETWEEN CULTURES
No matter what people say, Alexander was accepted as a saviour and
hero in Anatolia. Works of Muslim writers and his comparison with Dhul‐
Qarneyn might make him easy to be accepted by Turkish people. But even
today, works of Muslim writers are not accessed easily. Only scholars or
students of literature faculties can read and understand them. If we consider
the education level of medieval ages, Alexander’s popularity by these sour‐
ces is quite controversial.
I think that there is a connection between his activities in Anatolia and
his popularity. But his popularity should have been among Christians or
people who have consanguinity with western people. Can his popularity be
transferred to another culture that has different religion? Or can we see any
Christian with a Muslim name? The answer to the first question is “Yes” in
Anatolia, but how? This possibility could be only by the mixture of cultures
step by step in the history. It is going to be useful to mention some cultural
elements transferred to Anatolian Turks from the previous civilizations.
For example, bread is the most important element not only in Turkish
cuisine but also in the religious and cultural life among Turks in Anatolia.
Mutton and dairy products were the main foods of Old Turks in Central
Asia (Güler, 2101: 25). First Turkish settlers in Anatolia had lived a kind of
nomadic life travelling between winter and summer quarters by their flocks
of goats. They began to involve in agricultural activities after they had sett‐
led their permanent settlements. From this point of view it is easy to conc‐
lude that introduction of the bread to Turkish culture might be by the help
of native population of Anatolia. All the edibles are considered as the gift of
Allah by Muslim Turks, but bread is the most important among them.
When we find a piece of bread on the ground or in the street, we kiss, touch
it to our forehead and put it a higher or a safe place to prevent it from being
stepped on. Other edibles are also special for us but not as the bread. For
example, fig and olive are mentioned in the Holy Qur’an together with Mo‐
unt Sina and the secure city Makkah (At‐Tin, 1‐3) to swear on the creation of
man (At‐Tin, 4). Unfortunately these fruits are not respected as much as
bread in Anatolia. Importance of bread goes back to the Anatolian people
Hittites. Hattusilis I the founder of Old Hittite Kingdom who reigned
between 1660 and 1630 B.C (Akurgal, 2001: 53), advised his people to eat
bread and drink only water. During the Hittites bread was also an offering
item to the deities (Collins, 2007: 144, 177; Miller, 2013: 246), and was menti‐
oned in mythological texts (Beckman, 2002: 138). Bread was also the sign of
modesty in the Hittite period in Anatolia. Hattusilis I exhorted his men to be
modest by eating bread and drinking water (Ünal, 2002: 105). As it is seen in
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the texts of Hittite Period, bread was much more important than any food
for the Anatolian people and its importance was transferred to Turks from
ancient Anatolian civilizations not from Islam.
An interaction between different cultures is only possible for the socie‐
ties of various civilizations sharing the same region with their own langua‐
ge, religion or custom. Supporting the idea mentioned above, we can give
further examples of cultural interaction from the Roman Era in Anatolia.
Attalos III of Pergamon bequeathed his kingdom to Romans in 133 B.C and
Romans constituted Provincia Asia in western Anatolia as far as Konya
(Bahar, 2005: 349). Drew‐Bear (2005: 214) found an inscription in Dokimeion
Roman marble quarries with the names of workmen inscribed on it. It is
interesting that one of the workman’s name was Phrygian, the other’s was
Greek and the language of the inscription was in Latin. This is a good
example of living together. They must have shared their customs, language
and other folkloric items. These elements melted in Byzantine pot after the
division of Roman Empire as the West and the East. During the Byzantine
era, John II Comnenus was traversing from Pisidia near Lake Caralis where
I live currently. It was reported that he tried to capture the islands in Caralis
Lake (current Beyşehir Lake) because the Christian inhabitants of the islands
had good relations with Turks of Iconium and took side of Turks against the
emperor (Niketas Choniates, I. 37.; Cramer, 1832: 76; Ramsay, 1960: 433).
The friendship between the Christian natives and newly settled Turks resul‐
ted an interaction between these two communities. New neighbours might
have adopted some of the Christian customs with Roman originals. One of
these is the burial customs of the Romans. On some special days Romans
used to visit their relatives’ tombs and present flowers to them (Retief‐
Cilliers, 2006: 141). We also bring green branches of myrtus plant to our
tombs together with all kinds of fresh flowers and use fresh myrtus branc‐
hes to make garlands to present them to the statues of important persons on
ceremonies and use them for tomb decorations (Picture 3).
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Picture 3: Mytrus branches on a Turkish Tomb.
(http://www.turizmhaberleri.com/haberayrinti.asp?ID=30980)

Place names used by previous populations also illustrate the adoption
of cultural elements by the next societies, and they are the good evidences
for the continuity of the Anatolian culture in Turkey. Nearly 22% of the city
names have not been changed in Anatolia since the Ancient Ages like Ama‐
sia‐Amasya, Ancyra‐Ankara, Prusa‐Bursa, Sinope‐Sinop and Trapezus‐
Trabzon. Hellenistic city Alexandreia, later became a Turkish town as İs‐
kenderun and still carries its founder’s name in it. Side and Tarsus are the
other Turkish towns without a change in their ancient names (Arslan, 2014:
456‐458). Names of the cities in Turkey and elsewhere in the world show
that foreign cultures may embrace native elements easily.
Addition to place names, some stories are carried from one society to
another society despite their different religious origins. For example; Rein‐
hold Merkelbach’s study9 “The Girl in the Rosebush: A Turkish Tale and Its
Roots in Ancient Ritual” (1978: 1‐15) forms a relationship between tree god‐
desses of western and southern Anatolian regions (Map 3) with a Turkish
9

In “The Girl in the Rosebush: A Turkish Tale and Its Roots in Ancient Ritual” Merkelbach introduced some of the
goddesses from western and southern Anatolia. These goddesses are; Artemis Kindyas from a Carian city Bargylia,
Eleuthera from a Lycian city Myra, Artemis again from a Pampylian city Perge, Kore from Sardis – Lydia, Aphrodite
from Aphrodisias – Caria, and the list goes on goddesses of Roma period from Phrygia, Pisidia, and Pamphylia. Common features of these goddesses were; they lived in trees, they were chained and fastened, they were celebrated in
festivals and they all were also tree goddesses. The writer associates these goddesses with a Turkish tale “Gülilah”
and explains how these goddesses’ mythological events passed to a Turkish tale with nearly the same cultural elements (Merkelbach, 1978: 1-15).
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tale “Gülilah”. This case resembles the case of Alexander and İskender and
supports transformation of Alexander as İskender into Turkish very well.
Merkelbach asserts that language of the Anatolian people has changed
many times since the Hittites as Carian, Lycian or Lydian. Later, these lan‐
guages died and Greek language became a prominent language and was in
use till Turks arrived in Anatolia. At last the dominant language was Tur‐
kish in the region but the ideas remained native.

Map 3: Ancient Cities of Tree Goddesses in Western and Southern Anatolia according to Merkelbach’s study
(1978: 1‐4)

Cultural interaction can be traced in tree cults in Anatolia as well. For
example, some of the tree species have been sacred even to Muslim Turks
too. These trees are beech, pine, poplar, juniper, plane, cedar, cypress, oak,
mulberry, willow, and apple (Ergun, 2017: 247‐306). Holiness of these trees
goes back to the Central Asian customs of pre‐Islamic Era, but continues in
Anatolia despite the Islamic thoughts. In Turkic Mythology some trees were
mentioned about the creation of some tribes (Ögel, 2003: 141). At first glan‐
ce, one might think that these mythological beliefs dominated the attitudes
of Muslim Turks, but in some cases we have to consider the polytheist,
Christian, and Turkic customs have mingled in Anatolia as we see in the
case of “Çam Dede”10 (Picture: 4). Despite the lonely big trees respected by
Muslim Turks in Anatolia, İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı pointed out that the
abundance of pine trees in Anatolia goes back to the Cybele – Attis love

10

The news is about an old sacred tree burnt by a wisher in Çorum Province on 04.10.2017. According to the news; the
villagers complain about the visitors who light candles in unsuitable places under the tree, and say that lighting a candle
at this place is a custom in Çorum Palabıyık Village.

10/20 • ULUSLARARASI TARİH ve SOSYAL ARAŞTIRMALAR DERGİSİ TARİHİN PEŞİNDE • 399

(Konyalı, 1991:3). By the time, tree cult spread all Anatolia, and tree goddes‐
ses emerged. In the 3rd and 4th centuries the Anatolia began to be Christiani‐
sed and the holy cypress tree of Myra in Lycia was cut by Saint Nicolas of
Myra (Merkelbach, 1978: 2) who was later depicted (Picture: 5) in a 13th cen‐
tury fresco in Boyana Church in Sofia Bulgaria while supervising the dest‐
ruction of idols (http://www.stnicholascenter.org). Later Muslim Turks who
believe in Islam introduced by Holy Prophet Muhammed who broke the
idols in Kabah11 arrived in Anatolia. Could the two strong monotheist barri‐
ers against polytheism be strong enough to prevent transferring some ele‐
ments such as names, beliefs, customs etc. from one society to another? In
some cases like trees, city names, and customs, avoidance is not easily pos‐
sible by the next cultures as we see in the examples.

Picture 4: A 700 year old Pine Tree burnt by a candle fire by a wisher. (https://www.haberci19.com).

11

Lings, 1987: 300 (http://www.icorlando.org/pdfs/muhammad_martin_Lings.pdf accessed on July 22, 2018).
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Picture 5: St. Nicolas of Myra, supervising the destruction of the idols.
http://www.stnicholascenter.org/pages/michael‐the‐archimandrite/

The most and latest striking example of cultural interaction occurred
during the reign of Ottomans. Some Christian citizens around Lake Caralis
began to adopt Turkish names such as Arslan, Oruç, Ali, Armağan, Aydın,
Emir, Turbeyi etc. instead of Nikola, Hıristos, Papas, Todoros, Mihail, Di‐
mitre and Anastos (Erdoğru, 2004: VII). It is clear that there has been some
Christian population in Anatolia with Turkish personal names and possibly,
the name of Alexander survived in these kinds of places as İskender.
V. CONCLUSIONS
Many cultural elements were transferred from non‐Muslim societies to
Muslim Turks in Anatolia throughout the history. Similar practices or res‐
pect to similar items found a way to survive in Turkish way of life in Tur‐
key. Importance of bread comes not only from Islam as a gift of God but
also from the Hittites, native people of Anatolia.
In the case of tree cults, we can easily say that the mother goddess
worship found a place in the customs of Muslim Turks just because of their
early Central Asian practices. The cities of tree goddesses in western and
southern Anatolia are the evidences of a surviving folk tale which is told in
the same region. Muslim faith could not stop the Anatolian people to consi‐
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der some prominent trees as holly in Anatolia, just because of the effect of
earlier societies.
The route of Alexander in western and southern Anatolia, regions min‐
ted Alexander coins, and cities of tree goddesses lay nearly in the same
areas and the concordance of this information on the maps leads us to think
emergence of the name İskender as the equivalent of Alexander (the Great)
had begun in these regions and spread to other regions step by step. The
validity of this opinion can be tested by doing more studies on the names of
early Turkish population and by making use of name statistics of the wes‐
tern and southern Anatolian regions.
Furthermore, during the Ottoman Period Christian names were conver‐
ted into Turkish ones voluntarily by the name owners, and the name
Alexander might begin to be used in that period.
The examples mentioned above show that Turks found an Anatolian
culture in a Byzantine pot. They had good relations with the natives and
adapted their folkloric items into their culture such as names and traditions.
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