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Thesis Abstract 

Zekiye Sada Payır, “Immorality, Misbehavior and Transgression: The ‘Unorthodox’ 

Greeks of Pera and Galata in the Late Ottoman Empire” 

The intensive efforts of the Ottoman Greek leaders to introduce schools, churches 

and societies in Istanbul, especially in the second half of the nineteenth century, bear 

the signs of a move towards a more tight-knit community life. With changing 

standards and ideologies, the envisaged inclusiveness of the community was to 

adhere to a series of criteria other than religion itself, including education, 

employment, health and morality. Those who had ‘ambiguous’ or ‘unconventional’ 

occupations did not fit into the picture and neither did those who had the potential to 

cast a stain on the community’s reputation. A very abundant arena in such 

‘unorthodox’ characters happens to be the entertainment sector (prostitutes, brothel 

keepers, dancers, singer/actresses) in which we see a noteworthy Greek presence in 

Pera and Galata. Others among the ‘unorthodox’ Greeks were those who were poorly 

regarded due to certain characteristics and habits (bullies, drunkards, gamblers), 

those who were unemployed or who had dual occupations, one of which tended to be 

illegal. In the light of Ottoman state documents, newspapers, travelogues, 

recollections, memoirs and novels as well as scholarly publications, this thesis aims 

to show the ways in which these individuals, who transgressed moral, social and – to 

a certain extent – legal limits, including those who were prone to be seen as 

‘marginal’ or ‘on the edge of the society’ en masse, diverged from each other with 

respect to different perspectives, that of the state, the community and the society. It 

turns out that ‘improperness’ did not necessarily go hand in hand with 

marginalization while the ‘improper’ were not limited to a single business sector or 

an ethno-religious group.  
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Tez Özeti 

Zekiye Sada Payır, “Ahlâksızlık, Yakışıksızlık ve İhlâl: Geç Osmanlı 

İmparatorluğu’nda Pera ve Galata’nın ‘Uygunsuz’ Rumları” 

Özellikle 19. yüzyılın ikinci yarısında İstanbul’un önde gelen Rumlarının, 

cemaatlerine okul, cemiyet ve kilise gibi toplanma çağrısı yapan yerler kazandırmak 

için sarfettiği yoğun çaba, daha sıkı bir cemaat yapılanmasına doğru gidildiği fikrinin 

işaretlerini taşır. Değişen şartlar ve ideolojilerle, tahayyül edilen cemaate katılım 

sadece din değil, eğitim, uğraş, sağlık ve ahlâk gibi birtakım kriterleri de içerecekti. 

‘Muğlak’ veya ‘alışılmışın dışında’ işlerle meşgul ve cemaatin itibarını zedeleme 

potansiyeli olanlar bu resme aykırı düşmekteydi. Bu gibi ‘uygunsuz’ karakterlerin 

sayıca çok olduğu Pera ve Galata’daki eğlence sektöründe (fahişeler, genelev 

sahipleri, köçekler, şarkıcı/aktrisler) kaydadeğer bir Rum varlığı göze çarpar. Bu 

gruba ek olarak, bazı özellikleri ve alışkanlıkları yüzünden hakir görülen veya iyi 

gözle bakılmayanlar (kabadayılar, ayyaşlar, kumarbazlar), işsizler ve mesleğinin yanı 

sıra kanunsuz işlere bulaşmış Rumlar da ‘uygunsuz’lar arasındadır. Bu çalışma, 

Osmanlı devlet belgeleri, gazete haberleri, seyahatnameler, hatıratlar, anılar, 

romanlar ve akademik çalışmalar ışığında, topluca ‘marjinal’ veya ‘toplumun 

kıyısında’ addedilmeye maruz kalan insanlar dahil olmak üzere, ahlâkî, sosyal ve – 

belli bir ölçüde – yasal limitleri ihlâl eden bireylerin devlet, cemaat ve toplum 

nazarında nasıl görüldüklerini ve ne ölçüde farklılaştıklarını anlamaya yöneliktir. 

Anlaşılan odur ki, ‘uygunsuzluk’ dışlanmayla illâki doğru orantılı olmamakla 

birlikte, ‘uygunsuz’ kişiler tek bir iş sektörüne veya etnik-dinsel gruba mensup 

değillerdir.  
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“Fakat gençlik emellerim, yükselip alçalmağa 

uğramış sahiller gibi ilk dalgalarla henüz ıslak 

duruyordu. Daha doğrusunu ister misiniz? Ben 

Galata’nın kendisini sevmiştim. Burada korkunç 

olduğu kadar eğlendirici bir hayat vardı. 

Hâlbuki insan düşünecek olursa bu dünyanın ne 

tarafı korkunç değil?”                                     

                         Ahmet Rasim, Fuhş-i Atîk, 104 

 

[But my youthful aspirations were still wet like 

the shores run by the first waves of the ebbing 

tide. Do you want the truth? I liked Galata 

itself. Here there was a life which was as fearful 

as it was entertaining. However, if one were to 

think, what is not fearful about this world?] 
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I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The intensive efforts of the Ottoman Greek leaders to introduce schools, institutions 

and churches in Istanbul, especially in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

suggest a move towards a more tightly knit community life. With socio-political 

changes and urban transformations in the capital, the vision of communal identity 

necessitated a combination of criteria other than religion itself that also involved 

education, employment, health and morality. While the indications of the 

‘envisioned’ community reveal themselves in various aspects, we trace them to see 

what was not being envisioned as well. People who had ambiguous or 

unconventional occupations did not fit into the picture, neither did those who had the 

potential to cast a stain on the community’s reputation. A very abundant arena for 

such ‘unorthodox’ characters happens to be the entertainment sector (prostitutes, 

procurers, brothel keepers, dancers, singer/actresses) in which we see a noteworthy 

Greek presence in Pera and Galata. Others among the ‘unorthodox’ were those who 

were poorly regarded due to certain characteristics and habits (bullies, drunkards, 

gamblers), those who were unemployed or who had dual occupations, one of which 

tended to be illegal. Where should we locate those who fell short of the expectations 

of the community leaders? Where did they stand in the eyes of the Ottoman state and 

society, and what room did they have for manoeuvre?  

Scholarly studies on the nineteenth-century Greek Orthodox community of 

Istanbul have mostly focused on issues that touch upon these questions only 
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superficially. Nevertheless, it is after such studies covering Ottoman Greek 

education, Hellenism, Greek nationalism and identity that questions regarding the 

individuals who did not conform to the ideals of the community leaders could 

actually emerge. With respect to the subject matter of this thesis, the works of Haris 

Exertzoglou and Meropi Anastassiadou provide the most relevant scholarly studies 

on the Ottoman Greeks of Istanbul in the late Ottoman Empire. Exertzoglou’s 

enquiries into the influence of consumption practices on identity making in major 

Ottoman centres in the late nineteenth century is enlightening in terms of 

approaching the ‘envisioned’ Greek identity. Anastassiadou’s analysis regarding the 

Greek Orthodox immigrants in late Ottoman Istanbul is informative in terms of the 

network of relations and the modes of integration that could lead to ‘unorthodoxy’ 

while her study of the Greek festivities in Istanbul examines the marks of urban 

communal identity. In regards to the districts under study, Edhem Eldem has 

commendably attempted to remove the veil over the history of nineteenth and early 

twentieth-century Galata which was shrouded by misconceptions and he has placed 

emphasis on the study of Galata’s ‘silent majority’
1
 that would improve our reading 

of the social structure of the quarter. 

The port-cities of the Mediterranean were at their zenith in the third quarter of 

the nineteenth century regarding economic expansion which attracted immigrants 

                                                           
1
 “True, Galata does serve the purpose of presenting the ‘dark’ side of the picture, made of the 

wretched and violent world of taverns, brothels and sleazy hotels almost side by side with the 

prestigious buildings of the major insurance firms and banking institutions, but lost is all that lies 

between the two, a ‘silent majority’ of modest employees and shopkeepers, a petty bourgeoisie and a 

near-proletariat squeezed in those areas of the districts that evidently lacked the attractiveness of the 

nobler streets and buildings.” Edhem Eldem, “Ottoman Galata and Pera Between Myth and Reality,” 

in From “milieu de mémoire” to “lieu de mémoire”. The Cultural Memory of Istanbul in the 20
th

 

Century, ed. Ulrike Tischler (Munich: Martin Meidenbauer, 2006), 25. 
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and extended networks into the hinterland.
2
 Ethnic co-existence has been regarded as 

an inherent feature of port-cities
3
 whose maritime frontiers rendered them dissimilar 

vis-à-vis ‘traditional’ cities.
4
 Such co-existence in port-cities have led historians to 

consider the degree of diversity among their inhabitants, the common use of 

languages and the compatibility of cultural and moral codes which are all associated 

with cosmopolitanism.
5
 Nevertheless, it would be wrong to equate cosmopolitanism 

with ethnic/religious co-existence, and, an intricate network of relations generated by 

economic integration does not necessarily bring about cultural cosmopolitanism.
6
 It 

seems likely that people had regular contact in daily life in which they experienced, 

albeit limited and superficial,
7
 some sort of intermingling in the districts under study. 

Business, trade, diplomacy, and entertainment/leisure were but the most well-known 

elements of Galata and Pera which convince us that either on professional or casual 

terms, people exchanged ideas, expressed feelings and familiarized with each other’s 

cultures and languages to a certain degree. However, due to rising nationalism and 

                                                           
2
 Y. Eyüp Özveren. “Beirut,” Review (Fernand Braudel Center) Vol. 16, No. 4, Port-Cities of the 

Eastern Mediterranean 1800-1914 (Fall 1993): 476. 

 
3
 Çağlar Keyder, “Port-Cities in the Belle Epoque,” in Cities of the Mediterranean: From the 

Ottomans to the Present Day, eds. Biray Kolluoğlu and Meltem Toksöz (London; New York: I.B. 

Tauris, 2010), 20. 

 
4
 Özveren, 468. 

 
5
 Florian Riedler, “Hagop Mintzuri and the Cosmopolitan Memory of Istanbul,” EUI Working Papers, 

RSCAS 13 (2009): 1; Regarding the new perspectives on the port-cities of the Mediterranean, see 

Vangelis Kechriotis and Malte Fuhrmann, “The Late Ottoman Port-Cities and Their Inhabitants: 

Subjectivity, Urbanity, and Conflicting Orders,” Mediterranean Historical Review Vol. 24, No. 2 

(December 2009): 71-78. 

 
6
 Edhem Eldem, “Batılılaşma, Modernleşme ve Kozmopolitizm: 19. Yüzyıl Sonu ve 20. Yüzyıl 

Başında İstanbul,” in Osman Hamdi Bey ve Dönemi, ed. Zeynep Rona (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt 

Yayınları, 1993), 15-16. 

 
7
 “My feeling, on the contrary, is that although this mixed population mingled and blended daily in the 

urban space of the Ottoman capital, it also showed a remarkable capacity and propensity to establish 

solid communal barriers that made cultural interaction extremely limited and, at best, pragmatic and 

superficial.” Eldem, “Ottoman Galata and Pera Between Myth and Reality,” 28; “Lonca mahallesinde 

ve Karaköy civarındaki büyük hanlarda görülenin dışında, daha çok karışmadan yürütülen bir 

birliktelik söz konusu.” Edhem Eldem, “Nostaljiden Arındırılmış Bir Bakış. Galata’nın Etnik Yapısı,” 

İstanbul 1 (1992): 63. 
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westernization, cosmopolitanism was only limited to some individual examples in a 

narrow circle in the nineteenth century before which Istanbul had a more 

cosmopolitan outlook, having developed a more or less Ottoman cultural 

superstructure.
8
 As the efforts of creating a trans-ethnic Ottoman identity proved 

inefficient, “involvement and integration with the westernizing model was gradually 

promoting the creation of a seemingly cosmopolitan identity built around European 

networks and values”.
9
 Therefore, the inclusion of the non-elites, who have been a 

part of the ethnic-diversity and co-existence in Istanbul, has rarely been enquired 

within the framework of cosmopolitanism.
10

 By trying to see “in what ways these 

groups made the places they lived in more cosmopolitan and what cosmopolitan 

practices or forms of cosmopolitanism as a conscious way of seeing their world can 

be attributed to them”,
11

 we might have a better understanding of the lived reality and 

see whether ‘multiple cosmopolitanisms’
12

 were actually present. 

                                                           
8
 Eldem, “Batılılaşma, Modernleşme ve Kozmopolitizm,” 16; “This cosmopolitanism in the interstitial 

port towns was largely the result of the confrontation of Western European capitalism, colonialism 

and imperialism with the disintegrating Habsburg and Ottoman empires. The rise of nationalism 

marks the beginning of the rapid demise of cultural amalgamism in Mediterranean port cities.” Henk 

Driessen, “Mediterranean Port Cities: Cosmopolitanism Reconsidered,” History and Anthropology 

Vol. 16, No. 1 (March 2005): 138-139. 

 
9
 Edhem Eldem, “Istanbul: From Imperial to Peripheralized Capital,” in The Ottoman City Between 

East and West: Aleppo, Izmir, and Istanbul (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999),” 204-

205. 

 
10

 Riedler, “Hagop Mintzuri and the Cosmopolitan Memory of Istanbul,” 1. 

 
11

 Ibid.; “Does the existence of these networks, of these ambiguous identities, of these cultural 

cameleons, of these wandering polyglots warrant the use of the terms port-city and cosmopolitanism 

to describe urban centers such as the ones mentioned above? [...] It is rather obvious that we have not 

seen the end of these interrogations, and that this is a sure sign that we are still uncomfortable with 

some aspects of the question. And how could we not be when we know that the concept is heavily 

influenced by a historical conjuncture intimately linked to the rise of colonialism and imperialism in 

the Levant from the mid-nineteenth century on? The port-city, and for that matter cosmopolitanism in 

its nineteenth-century version(s), are difficult to dissociate from the colonial context of the period.” 

Edhem Eldem, “The Undesirables of Smyrna, 1926,” Mediterranean Historical Review Vol. 24, No. 2 

(December 2009): 225-226. 

 
12

 “But if Middle East cosmopolitanism is no longer made to be a stand-in for elitism, the possibility 

of an inclusive cosmopolitanism, one that can interact with the broader theoretical literature, begins to 

emerge. Unencumbered by nostalgia for a cosmopolitan past that included only a few, we begin to 
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Even though Istanbul has been an attractive choice of study among the 

historians of the Ottoman Empire due to its significance as the capital city and due to 

debates on modernization, urbanization, Mediterranean port cities and 

cosmopolitanism, there is a scarcity of scholarly works on everyday life in Istanbul 

in the late Ottoman era.
13

 It is by revisiting the ‘much understudied world of men and 

women of modest means’
14

 that social history could benefit from the lives of those 

who largely contributed to the whirl of daily urban activity yet remained 

anonymous
15

 and whose voice we get to hear via the voice of other agents. In this 

understudied world, the Greeks – members of the most populous non-Muslim group 

in Istanbul – played a major role, especially with respect to entertainment practices 

which could easily be linked with unorthodoxy. However, those Greeks who 

oscillated between limits of legality and morality were not always easy to assess in 

                                                                                                                                                                     
detect overlap and connection and mobility along other circuits. Much of the best work on 

cosmopolitanism argues that there are multiple cosmopolitanisms. To privilege its bourgeois Western 

secular version is to deny those who, like the illiterate laborer who knows the exchange rates between 

the four kinds of currency he holds in his pockets, should also be given credit for cosmopolitan 

sophistication.” Will Hanley, “Grieving Cosmopolitanism in Middle East Studies,” History Compass 

6/5 (2008): 1360. 

 
13

 Roger A. Deal, Crimes of Honor, Drunken Brawls and Murder: Violence in Istanbul Under 

Abdülhamid II (Istanbul: Libra, 2010), 13. 

 
14

 “Then again, looking at the lower side of the scale may reveal a much richer and in some ways 

unexpected diversity. The much understudied world of men and women of modest means, the urban 

poor, the rural populations and the marginal characters of port cities is likely to reveal very different 

forms of integration, of acculturation, of syncretism, or even of cosmopolitanism ‘from below’. Just 

browsing the pages of the impressively rich and fascinatingly unsystematic Encyclopaedia of Istanbul 

by Reşad Ekrem Koçu reveals the existence of a whole underworld and subculture of sailors, artists, 

bums, prostitutes, criminals, poets and the like haunting the streets of Galata and the area of Istanbul’s 

harbour. Many of them were Greek – in the widest sense of the word – and much of the language that 

was spoken among these men and women was a mix of the local languages, among which Greek 

played a predominant role. True, one can hardly hope to get anywhere with this kind of 

impressionistic take on a world that generally escapes the gaze of the historian due to its marginality 

and to the fact that it is generally very poorly documented; nevertheless, I find it absolutely necessary 

to underline to what extent and with what ease the grand narratives of ‘national’ history can, and in 

fact make it a point to, bypass such grey areas and identities that do not conform with, or fit, accepted 

and recognised categories.” Edhem Eldem, “Greece and the Greeks in Ottoman History and Turkish 

Historiography,” The Historical Review. La Revue historique VI (2009): 32. 

 
15

 “Rather, central to the thrust of everyday historical analysis is the life and survival of those who 

have remained largely anonymous in history.” Alf Lüdtke, ed. The History of Everyday Life: 

Reconstructing Historical Experiences and Ways of Life, trans. William Templer (Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press, 1995), 3-4. 
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terms of their relationships with the state, the community and the society because 

albeit interrelated, these three dimensions changed the ways in which an individual 

was evaluated. To what extent did they feel themselves included in a community that 

was enjoying economic prosperity and intellectual development? To what extent 

were they alienated as ‘immoral’ non-Muslims? How much did they “comply with 

certain qualities that presumably corresponded to ‘ideal’ forms of identity”?
16

 

 In order to shed light on these questions, this study makes use of the Ottoman 

archives and other sources such as newspapers, travelogues, recollections, memoirs 

and novels as well as scholarly publications to show the ways in which these 

individuals, who transgressed moral, social, and – to a certain extent – legal limits,
17

 

including those who were prone to be seen as marginal or on the edge of the society 

en masse, diverged from each other with respect to different perspectives. Ottoman 

historiography would benefit from studies like this that “refute the rigid outlook of 

the non-Muslims in the Ottoman Empire”
18

 confronting stereotypes that confine all 

members to their ethno-religious circles and therefore help restructure the network of 

relations in order to see the limits of co-existence. It is also significant that even 

though the search for the ‘unorthodox’ leads us towards the lower classes, the nature 

                                                           
16

 Haris Exertzoglou, “The Cultural Uses of Consumption: Negotiating Class, Gender, and Nation in 

the Ottoman Urban Centers During the 19
th

 Century,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 

Vol. 35, No. 1 (February 2003): 79. 

 
17

 “While not all ideas, beliefs, and behaviors need to be identical, there must be a generally shared 

world view, at least as regards society and how it functions, and a broad consensus among members of 

the group as to what constitutes acceptable behavior and what is unacceptable. Even when members of 

the society engage in socially unacceptable behaviours, even when they do not believe that such 

behaviors are wrong, if they recognize that the larger group does so value them, and attempt to avoid 

or disguise these behaviors, or accept that there may be social or legal sanctions, those members of the 

society also share in a meaningful way in the common culture.” Deal, 20. 

 
18

 Ayşe Ozil, Orthodox Christians in the Late Ottoman Empire: A Study of Commnunal Relations in 

Anatolia (London; New York: Routledge, 2013), Preface. 
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of the enquiry
19

 requires us to consider both the lower and the upper classes since 

they are inherently and hierarchically connected in the sources.  

 In terms of primary sources, this study analyses Ottoman state documents 

from the Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives in Istanbul and the issues of the daily 

Ottoman Greek newspaper Ταχυδρόμος (Tachydromos) which are preserved in 

Atatürk Library in Istanbul. In pursuing transgression, state records become 

indispensable sources from which we derive information – albeit limited – about 

events as well as discourse that give indications of non-Muslim identity in Ottoman 

context. Newspapers are invaluable sources for daily events that were regarded as 

‘worthy of mention’. The newspaper Tachydromos has a special section called Ο 

Ταχυδρόμος ἐν Κωνσταντινουπόλει (Tachydromos in Constantinople) in which the 

news are mostly related to politics, crime, petty crime, urbanization (lighting, 

policing, street dogs, etc.), mishaps, brawls, weddings, and so on. Even though the 

section gives news regarding the Greek community as well as other ethno-religious 

groups in Istanbul, they are short and due to their nature and goal, they mostly lack 

interpretation concerning ‘improperness’.  

 A substantial part of the published sources used in this thesis consists of 

recollections, memoirs, travelogues and novels. All these sources have their pros and 

cons in terms of history writing. Despite the fact that they may be biased or likely to 

show signs of nostalgia, they are still among the most valuable sources that historians 

turn to, as they write social history. Be that as it may, one should be careful while 

interpreting these sources in terms of ideology, teleology, othering, exoticism, loss, 

                                                           
19

 “Yet to illuminate conditions ‘on the spot’ means that the purview must be extended beyond the 

compass of ‘ordinary, everyday people.’ The influence, status, power, and privilege of the elites – the 

große Leute – cannot be excluded.” Lüdtke, 20. 
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and longing or affection for the past. Together with their authors and their motives, it 

is worth bearing in mind the target audience and the dates of these publications. The 

use of novels in history writing is highly debatable since they are fictional works. 

Nevertheless, the authors of those used in this thesis (Maria Yordanidou’s 

Loksandra, Yorgos Theotokas’ Leonis, and Ebüssüreyya Sami’s Osmanlı'nın 

Sherlock Holmes'ü Amanvermez Avni'nin Serüvenleri) wrote about late Ottoman 

Istanbul, a world which they were familiar with due to their relatively contemporary 

presence in the city in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The excerpts 

from these novels mostly correspond to historical sources in terms of credibility of 

information, therefore they are meant to provide examples on how some events, 

trends, habits, etc. were portrayed in fiction. The most problematic sources used in 

this study happen to be the recollections and memoirs, some of which are rather 

impressionistic and lack references while having the potential disadvantages 

mentioned above regarding interpretation. The absence of profound study regarding 

the ‘unorthodox’ Greeks of Istanbul in the late Ottoman era requires the historian to 

assess the available sources with caution despite varying degrees of credibility at 

stake among Thomas Korovinis’ Fahişe Çika, Georgios L. Zariphis’ Hatıralarım, 

Haris Spataris’ Biz İstanbullular Böyleyiz, Hagop Mıntzuri’s İstanbul Anıları, Ahmet 

Rasim’s Fuhş-i Atîk and Sermet Muhtar Alus’ articles. Relevant secondary sources 

such as Giovanni Scognamillo’s Beyoğlu’nda Fuhuş are quite informative, yet the 

inadequacy of references makes this work prone to unreliability.  

 The thesis comprises three main chapters. The chapter Identity characterizes 

the Ottoman Greek community of Istanbul with respect to the themes of education, 

philanthropy, marriage, gender and employment along with the agency of Istanbul in 

order to see the limits of inclusion in, or exclusion from the ‘envisioned’ community 
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at a time of transformation, westernization and nationalism. The following chapter 

Entertainment and Immorality tries to show the ways in which the entertainers and 

entertainment practices in Pera and Galata were linked with ‘improperness’. The 

final chapter Misbehavior aims at revealing other occupations, habits and acts that 

were associated with transgression of moral, social and legal codes.  
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II 

 

IDENTITY 

 

Before we see how occupations and habits changed the ways in which people were 

regarded by the state, the community and the society in late Ottoman Istanbul, it is 

imperative to touch upon some features related to the Ottoman Greek community as 

well as the transformations in the structure of the empire and the capital that 

reshaped the forms of identity in the nineteenth century. The aim is to see the social, 

political and economic factors at play regarding identities and identity-making so as 

to be able to assess the people under study in a certain framework. 

In Ottoman society, different non-Muslim groups were under the jurisdiction 

of their communities, answerable to the Ottoman state through their religious 

authorities. Following the reforming decrees of Tanzimat, this set of practices came 

to be anachronistically referred to as ‘the millet system’ by the succeeding scholars 

due to the nineteenth-century use of the term millet in Ottoman bureaucracy 

influenced by the European interpretation, and due to the ambiguity of the term as 

used by the Ottoman state throughout its rule.
20

 In the light of Ottoman ecclesiastical 

documents, it is argued that the term millet was not used to refer to the Ottoman non-

Muslim groups until the late seventeenth century and it would take another hundred 

years for the term to become widespread in the Ottoman bureaucracy with respect to 

                                                           
20

 Benjamin Braude, “Foundation Myths of the Millet System,” in Christians and Jews in the Ottoman 

Empire: The Functioning of a Plural Society, Vol. 1, eds. Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis (New 

York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1982), 72-73. 
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its use as ‘religious community’ instead of tâ’ife (group).
21

 In the nineteenth century, 

millet, as the sum of all Orthodox Christian communities, became an intermediary 

domain overseen by the Orthodox Patriarchate through which these communities 

partook in the Ottoman institutionalization and legitimized Ottoman rule.
22

 The terms 

that referred to Orthodox Christians in Ottoman documents varied throughout the 

centuries; in the fifteenth century, the term Nasrâni (Nazoreans, Christians), and in 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the term kefere (infidels) denoted the 

Orthodox
23

 whereas the term Rum, having commonly been used for ‘Orthodox’ in 

Ottoman administration, came to have a rather Greek tone in the nineteenth century 

denoting the Orthodox Christians under the Constantinopolitan Patriarchate 

following the declarations of autocephalous churches in the Balkans,
24

 such as the 

Church of Greece in 1833, the Church of Romania in 1865 and the Exarchate of 

Bulgaria in 1870.
25

 In addition to the nationalist ideas and movements, “the 

progressive influence of the Greek element (Phanariots) in the Orthodox Church as 

well as in the Ottoman court during this period; the gradual decline of the central 

Ottoman administration, which gave the opportunity to the Orthodox high clergy to 
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acquire more political, administrative, judicial, and economic privileges”
26

 brought 

about the predominantly Greek character of the term Rum.  

As a means to restore the status quo ante and centralize its authority, the 

Ottoman state implemented the Tanzimat reforms, namely the imperial edicts of 

Hatt-ı Şerif of Gülhâne (1839) and Hatt-ı Hümâyûn (1856), one of whose aims was 

to transform “the Greek Orthodox Church into a recognised office of government 

and subordinating the local communities to its dictates”.
27

 Basically an intermediary 

representing its locals vis-à-vis the Ottoman state and regulating the tax system, the 

‘community’ consequently became an institution with national attributes.
28

 By 

legitimizing the communities in the empire, the Ottoman state tried to create social 

and legal equality among people of different ethno-religious backgrounds.
29

 

Although oriented towards equality and tolerance, the Tanzimat reforms proved 

paradoxical because instead of promoting supranational feelings of solidarity in the 

form of Osmanlılık (Ottomanism),
30

 they confined the communities to their 

boundaries within the framework of religion while, at the same time, they spoke of 

the collective existence of the subjects of the sultan,
31

 i.e. Ottoman citizenry. Despite 

the efforts of the Tanzimat statesmen, the envisioned equality could not be achieved 
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during the era.
32

 The duality of putting emphasis on equality on one hand, and 

reshaping non-Muslim communities as millets with their own constitutions on the 

other, generated two parallel forces.
33

 Despite the irregular implementation of the 

acknowledged rights concerning the non-Muslims, the reforms “contributed 

substantially to the remarkable economic and demographic resurgence of the Greeks 

of the Ottoman Empire after the setbacks of the 1820s”,
34

 in other words, after the 

Greek War of Independence that consequently led to the recognition of a national 

Greek state in 1830. At a time of rising nationalism, the Ottoman Greek community 

leaders found a favourable environment to promote their culture and religion, 

especially in the second half of the nineteenth century, by increasing the number of 

related structures, such as churches, schools and other secular buildings, including 

the ones that housed numerous societies (σύλλογοι), by which they expressed 

themselves.  

In Asia Minor, there was no cultural or linguistic homogeneity among the 

Greek Orthodox.
35

 In Istanbul, even though in some quarters “among them Samatya, 

Kumkapı, Narlıkapı and Yedikule, the ‘Greek’ populations were almost wholly 

Turkish-speaking”,
36

 Greek was the dominant language in the community.
37

 In the 
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neighbourhoods under study – in Pera and Galata – Greek language had achieved 

superiority and was noticeably used or at least understood by others who did not 

refer to themselves as Greeks. In 1914 when she was a clerk at the Fruchtermann 

photography shop, Theodora Yoannidis sent a postcard to Paul Fruchtermann – the 

son of Max Fruchtermann – who was most probably on a business trip in Vienna: 

“Dear Paul! When I received your card I was home alone and I was 

very happy. I read it by myself and, as you see, I have learned to write a 

little (by copying). This way nobody knows that you wrote to me and 

that I replied to you. Many greetings, Theodora.”
38

 

 

 

Figure 1 The clerk Theodora Yoannidis writing to Paul Fruchtermann (The 

Postcards of Max Fruchtermann, Vol. I, 8) 

 

As the information in the postcard suggests, Theodora did not use to be literate either 

in Greek or in German. With respect to her orthography mistake in German 
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(apsreiben instead of abschreiben), most probably she learned it by ear, or she just 

knew some expressions. She wrote the card in secrecy in Greek using Latin script, 

not following the grammatical order of letters but her ears, either because she learned 

Greek by ear as well or she wanted Paul to understand what she wrote because he 

could not read the Greek script though he knew the language. 

The rest of the Greek Orthodox population in the Ottoman Empire did not 

necessarily speak Greek.
39

 The most well-known example in this case is the 

Karamanlı people of central Anatolia who were Greek Orthodox but did not speak 

Greek, yet used the Greek script in order to write in Turkish. The reports of the 

Greek Literary Association of Constantinople, which was founded in 1861 and had a 

huge impact on Ottoman Greek education, did also prove the heterogeneity of 

language and culture among the Orthodox Christians of Asia Minor.
40

 Whereas 

language seems to have been mostly a local phenomenon, it became a communal 

(rather ‘national’ in the sense of nineteenth-century attribution of ‘millet’) 

phenomenon after the spread of education among the Greeks. Having a common 

language besides religion would gather the Greeks under the same cultural and 

religious umbrella.  

The Greek Orthodox community, just like other non-Muslim communities, 

had to take care of its own educational affairs. The development of educational 

system and the societies were closely associated with the expansion of the middle 

classes, and the wealth they acquired which was influential on social 
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differentiation.
41

 Education became instrumental in participating in a parish (ενορία) 

via societies and institutions that generated their own mechanisms to integrate the 

middle classes, and in creating common ground by social mobility.
42

 

Education was a crucial arena in which the growing economic power of the 

upper/upper-middle Greek classes could claim ideological power.
43

 The ascendancy 

of the lay element in the second half of the nineteenth century should not be related 

to economic power alone due to empire-wide secularising tendencies of the period, 

yet the fact that the lay community leaders supplied the necessary money/funds for 

education and cultural activities enabled them to acquire powerful positions as 

administrative bodies, vis-à-vis the clergy who conventionally had a word in 

educational affairs of the community. In spite of the fact that the laity came to the 

fore in the second half of the nineteenth century, it was the Church which rendered 

them legitimate and the Patriarchate acted as an overseer for the running of the 

community, thus it never absolutely handed the reins over to them.
44

 Both parties 

needed each other to legitimize their actions and activities in the eyes of the Ottoman 

state. Nevertheless, the Patriarchate itself became an agent in the process of 

secularization taking place in the Ottoman state following the decrees of Tanzimat.
45

 

                                                           
41

 Ibid., 33, 38. 

 
42

 Ibid., 35, 37. 

 
43

 Ozil, “Education in the Greek Orthodox Community of Pera,” 13-14. 

 
44

 Anastassiadou, Les Grecs d’Istanbul au XIX
e 
Siècle, 28-29. 

 
45

 “Osmanlı devleti, esasında adet olarak yalnızca dini öndere devrettiği ve ruhani meselelerle alakalı 

olan imtiyazları müminler cemaatinin bütününe yayar – bunlar, artık Patrikhane’nin değil, bütün 

milletin imtiyazlarıdır – ve bu suretle de onları dünyevileştirir. Yani Patriğin gücünü sınırlandırır ve 

bu gücü Ortodoks Hristiyanların bütününe yayarken, Patriği toplumsal kurumların laikleşmesinin 

kefili tayin eder.” Anagnostopoulou, 7. 

 



17 

 

The Greek schools were a part of this process, both as secular educational institutions 

and as secular buildings.
46

  

The most important tool that would serve the ‘envisioned’ Ottoman Greek 

community was “educational institutions by which modern ideas of the West 

concerning ethnic identity had infiltrated the traditional, social and intellectual 

worlds of the religious community”.
47

 The independent Greek state was considering 

itself Helleno-Christian, an identity which combined the Enlightenment idealization 

of Ancient Greece with Orthodox Christianity. Athens was an important cultural 

centre for Ottoman Greek education that provided the community with teachers and 

textbooks along with other publications that enabled interaction. It is argued that 

after 1870, the publications issued in the Greek Kingdom (such as books, journals, 

newspapers and brochures) and delivered abroad would outshine local Ottoman 

Greek centres in such activity.
48

 Some Ottoman Greeks pursued their education 

abroad in Europe, especially in Greece, and were familiar with the ongoing 

ideological debates outside the empire. If education was one of the likely ways to 

move up in the Ottoman society for the Greeks, it was a medium to belong to the 

world beyond the Ottoman Empire as well. Those who received their education 

abroad had stronger cultural and political consciousness of belonging to a wider 

community and they helped to increase the network between two major Greek 

cultural centres, namely Istanbul and Athens.
49
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That some Greeks did not necessarily prefer to send their children to the 

existing Greek schools but to the foreign schools in Istanbul established by the 

French, the British and the American missionary groups posed a threat to the 

Patriarchate and the educational societies for the unity of the community in the late 

nineteenth century
50

 just as in the case of philanthropy. In those missionary 

institutions, the students would be exposed to other religious doctrines and languages 

rather than primarily their own. Being educated in foreign languages would be highly 

beneficial for social mobility both within and outside the empire, yet the students 

would not be adequately exposed to Greek which was essential for the embodiment 

of the ‘envisioned’ Greek community.  

 Ottoman Greek education did not promise equal roles for male and female 

students. Whereas boys were educated to meet the needs of modern society, girls 

were educated predominantly to become better housewives and they were not 

encouraged to rival men since the doors of social mobility were only slightly ajar for 

women. Until the 1870s, the number of girls’ schools was low and only those from 

well-to-do families could afford to receive private education.
51

 The different 

curricula for educating boys and girls pointed to the future roles attributed to them.
52

 

Women were to contribute to the community mostly as mothers who would manage 
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the house and give the first education to their kids. This should not suggest that no 

significant step was taken in order to educate girls, taking into consideration the 

Greek schools established for them in Istanbul in the nineteenth century. However, 

women’s traditional role at home was not going through a dramatic change during 

the era. In spite of this, educating girls generated more literate women which made 

them more apparent in society. As a part of the modernization process, institutional 

education paved the way for becoming an ‘individual’, redefining the role of women 

in modern society.
53

 Even though publishing was impeded by interferences of 

censorship and state licensing during the Hamidian era,
54

 the rise in literacy enabled 

a readership that enjoyed the publications of rapidly flourishing privately owned 

printing houses after the restoration of the constitution in 1908.
55

 This phenomenon 

of print capitalism “acted as a conduit for the diffusion of new ideas about the 

relationship between men and women, including sexual relations, and […] in this 

manner it helped create new models and norms”.
56

 The state tried to take measures so 

as to counteract the bourgeoning erotic publications as well which were likely to 

transgress moral codes.
57

 Publications on women visibly increased after 1908,
58

 yet 
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some Greek magazines for women had already started to give voice to debates on 

women. The magazines printed in Istanbul such as Kipseti (1845), Evridiki (1870-73) 

and Bosporis (1899-1906) covered features on the role of women concerning 

education and women’s position in public sphere.
59

 For example, according to 

Efrosini Samartzidou, the publisher of Kipseti, ‘unfortunate women’ who deserved 

decent lives needed to be integrated to the society for progress.
60

 This suggests that 

Samartzidou, a literate woman from the Greek community of Istanbul, was 

concerned with the ‘indecent’ lives of some Greek women from lower classes 

because they did not belong to the picture visualized by Greeks like her who believed 

in morals of a robust community. It is argued that even though these features in 

Greek magazines were progressive, the feminist debates lost ground after the 

1870s.
61

  

 Just like education, marriages were markers of identity which defined 

belonging to a community. Haris Exertzoglou argues that even though the Greek 

Orthodox, the Jews and the Armenians had close relations in Istanbul in a social 

context, religion prevented stronger ties between the upper classes while ethnic 

affiliation was influential on differentiation.
62

 The wealth they possessed enabled 
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them to acquire administrative roles in the running of their communities that were 

dependent on the preservation of their own ethno-religious identities.
63

 Therefore, 

none of the powerful families of Istanbul was willing to compromise their ethno-

religious identity
64

 whereas we know that intermingling was a problematic issue as 

the organization of society did not actually encourage it.
65

 Regarding Pera, Meropi 

Anastassiadou agrees with Exertzoglou that people had close social relations and 

exchanges on daily basis because the neighbourhood itself generated the favourable 

atmosphere with public markets, shops, cafés etc. for co-existence which sometimes 

led to marriages between different religious groups; however Anastassiadou argues 

that mixed marriages were more frequent in upper classes because the marriages 

would strengthen family networks
66

 since the educated wealthy Greeks “belonged to 

a cosmopolitan world which spread well beyond the limits of the Ottoman Empire”.
67

 

In a similar line, Orhan Türker writes that mixed marriages were not exceptional 

among the various ethno-religious groups, yet he notes that these were not the norm 
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and at least in the case where a Greek was to marry a Muslim, he or she had to 

compromise his or her religious identity and had to consider the consequences.
68

  

 In the section of the daily Greek newspaper Tachydromos (Ταχυδρόμος) 

where some news and announcements regarding Istanbul and its Greek community 

were published, marriages ‘worthy of attention’ were announced under the heading 

Γάμοι (weddings): 

“Joyful news that last Sunday under the blessing of  the church of 

Agia Triada (Holy Trinity) in Pera, the wedding-song brought 

together to blissful community life the two endearing beings, that of 

Mr. I. A. Illidin, the famous cognac producer, and of the beloved 

Miss Theodoti Koemtzopoulou, whom we congratulate and wish 

happiness and many children.”
69

 

 

Whereas women from wealthy Greek families were a means to foster beneficial 

networks, their contemporaries from modest backgrounds were seen as a burden on 

their families because of the required provision of dowry.
70

 In his recollections of 

Istanbul, Haris Spataris touches on the tradition and mentions that within the milieu 

of Phanar, the groom candidate had to be free of his ‘social responsibilities’ which 

included marrying off all the girls in the family which meant supplying the necessary 
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dowry for them before he himself got married.
71

 In 1916, the members of the Greek 

Orthodox community “were obliged to present themselves before their parish priest, 

accompanied by two ‘known and respectable’ parishioners” in order to receive 

authorisation for marriage.
72

 Even though it was acceptable on the part of the church, 

we learn that society did not favour remarriage since widows were expected to 

remain loyal to the memory of the departed, and those who transgressed this tacit 

agreement could expect to be subject to suspicion and gossip.
73

 

 In major urban centres of the Ottoman Empire, in our case in Istanbul, 

middle-class Orthodox Christians, “especially the wealthy and market-oriented 

groups gradually adopted new consumption practices”.
74

 These practices created new 

space that redrew social and cultural boundaries, differentiating the middle classes 

from other urban groups as consumption came to determine one’s social standing.
75

 

The Crimean War (1853-56) was a landmark regarding the consumption practices of 

Istanbul that drew French and English soldiers to the city and “brought Ottomans and 

Europeans into face-to-face contact and increased Ottoman interest in everything 

European”.
76

 Lavish expenditure was viewed as a threat to the integrity of the 

Orthodox communities with respect to house economy and morality because 
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spending more than necessary could drain the financial resources of a family and 

spending more than one could afford was a sign of ‘moral weakness’.
77

 In addition to 

this, such lavish consumption practices could jeopardize social barriers that the upper 

classes wished to preserve.
78

 Even though lavish expenditure was closely linked with 

wealth, the changing capital, both in terms of physical and mental change, became 

the very agent that created its own consumption patterns that were influential on 

identity. The changing urban space, going out practices, clothing, furniture, eating, 

drinking, leisurely activities, increasing number of publications due to literacy were 

all related to consumption in terms of identity-making. As the capital’s 

transformation highlighted Beyoğlu in many respects, the districts under study also 

became influential on identity-making. According to most inhabitants of Istanbul, the 

selection of a particular location “was no longer necessarily related only to socio-

economic criteria but depended more and more on the additional consideration of the 

cultural ‘value’ of districts”.
79

 In the Greek case, the trend of moving to Pera from 

Phanar reflected this tendency
80

 as Pera symbolized modernity and westernization 

vis-à-vis Phanar that represented tradition with the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate in its 

boundaries. In addition to the memoirs of some Ottoman Greeks, the trend of moving 

to Pera from other districts is noticeable even in fictional works regarding the era: 

“Loksandra: Agatho tells us to move to Stavrodromi. Lately the rising 

trend is ‘Pera’ and ‘Pera’. Up to now, you know that everyone would 

go to Stavrodromi to find a husband.  
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Hariklo: The truth is that Makrohori (Bakırköy) has emptied. It’s full 

of Turks and Armenians. Therefore, I, Loksandra, better take my 

house to Stavrodromi as well.”
81

 

  

 Even though the Greeks shared a common faith, neighbourhoods changed 

the lifestyles of relevant groups in the capital. In his memoirs, Spataris mentions how 

language played a restrictive role so that some Greeks did not go shopping in those 

neighbourhoods where they needed to communicate in Turkish.
82

 Speaking of 

districts like Phanar, he notes that the Greeks could find whatever they needed in 

their localities so they did not particularly have to intermingle with others who did 

not speak their language while admitting that knowing Turkish was beneficial to 

those who needed business networks.
83

 Besides religion, Greek language and culture 

seem to have been important elements of inclusion in a Greek district like Phanar 

that a Turkish officer failed to meet, therefore he did not fit in and had to leave the 

neighbourhood.
84

 It is not astonishing that people outside the Greek community 

would not exactly make themselves ‘at home’ in Phanar. However, ethno-religious 

affinity  was not the only criteria that set the boundaries for inclusion, and those who 

were born Greek Orthodox could be prone to exclusion on different terms. Local 
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intervention was staged for the young and the wayward Greeks so that they complied 

with the rules and did not cause trouble for the sake of the community.
85

 Just like 

people living in them, the sections of a district reflected a social hierarchy: 

“The road going down to Balat was rather different. On the road, there 

were some factories and a shipyard, and at the beginning, there were 

Rebetiko shops and beyond them the religious institutions in 

competition with each other. [...] Further ahead on the left, there were 

the taverns that the rebets frequented. These taverns devalued the 

neighbourhood. It was forbidden for us kids to go there.”
86

 

 

Spataris adds that in those times, the word rebetis (ρεμπέτης
87

) was equivalent to a 

curse for ‘decent’ men.
88

 In one of his adventures, the fictional detective 

Amanvermez Avni (a.k.a. the Ottoman Sherlock Holmes) enters the shop of the tailor 

Yani Demiroğlu dressed as a palikarya (παλικάρι) on undercover mission. As soon as 

the tailor sees his unstylish outfit, he looks at him with contempt and tries to get him 

out of his shop despite Avni’s ‘convincingly fluent’ Greek.
89

 Even though we should 
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approach Avni’s adventures with caution as a fictional work published in the final 

years of the Ottoman Empire which are full of ‘evil’ Greek characters, the 

conversation offers a glimpse of everyday relations of two people from the same 

ethno-religious community, yet not the same social class. Irregular tulumbacıs 

(firemen) were also among the palikarya who made a living out of various small jobs 

and had their peculiar ways of dressing and habits. Because of their independence 

and disorderly schedule, they were easily linked with ‘unorthodoxy’ and they were 

not the kind of people – as our sources suggest
90

 – that one would want to tangle 

with. 

 Although Pera and Galata had substantial Greek residents, they were not 

very similar to districts like Phanar and Tatavla because they were more conducive to 

interaction, be it at a superficial or professional level. While Galata was turning into 

a business centre in the nineteenth century, Pera evolved into a “residential core for 

Europeans and westernizing non-Muslim Ottomans”.
91

 The Greek Orthodox 

community of Pera, which extended from Skalakia (Yüksekkaldırım) to Şişli
92

 

comprised approximately thirty-five thousand people when the centenary of the 

Church of Panayia was celebrated in 1904,
93

 signifying the hundredth anniversary of 
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the Pera community. When Beyoğlu had its first municipal organization in 1858, the 

Greek community of Pera had already developed an administrative system for its 

affairs.
94

 As for Galata, it had at least as many Muslim residents as non-Muslims up 

until the eighteenth century, and it was only in the nineteenth century that the district 

entered into a westernization process.
95

 The comprehensive census of 1885 shows 

that the population of the area of Galata-Beyoğlu-Tophane all together was 

composed of 21.8 % Muslims, 32 % non-Muslims and 47 % foreigners.
96

 Despite the 

fact that they are related to a privileged group of the well-off, the archives of the 

Imperial Ottoman Bank reveal important data regarding its customers’ ethnicities and 

addresses.
97

 According to these, the percentage of the Greek customers who worked 

in Galata was the highest while the Greek customers were the largest group residing 

in Beyoğlu after the foreigners.
98

 Considering the fact that many among the 

foreigners in Galata had Balkan or Russian origins, it is possible to argue that it was 

developing as an Orthodox Christian district, and the life in Galata – and to a large 

extent in Beyoğlu – was dominated by ‘Westernizing Greek Orthodox culture and 

traditions’.
99

  

 Under the influence of global capitalism, the Ottoman Empire was going 

through a process of modernization in terms of economic, and to some extent social 

structure.
100

 Albeit in a passive mode, the Ottoman Empire was being economically 
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integrated with the West whereas modernization in social structure was mostly 

related to the implementation of Western patterns
101

 such as those in urban structure 

and administration. Evidently, this process of modernization was beneficial to the 

capital and its residents in different aspects concerning urbanization
102

 (lighting, 

security, transportation, etc.) and citizenship, but because it was being carried out 

with partial and superficial Western importations, it had shortcomings such as failure 

of internalization.
103

 While at the economic and social levels the effects of change 

were rather visible, the effects on culture and identities were not very easy to 

assess.
104

 Consumption practices related to European goods or culture “did not 

necessarily mean Westernization, and the defense of tradition did not necessarily 

mean negation of the West”.
105

 In his article on the signatures of the Greek clients of 

the Imperial Ottoman Bank, Edhem Eldem shows that among the options of using a 

seal, a Latin or a Greek signature, the Greek clients mostly preferred the latter and 

argues that the Greek bourgeoisie “had both the means and the motives to display a 

strong ethnic and national stand, whose expression would at least partly infringe 

upon other potential definitions, national or supra-national”.
106

 The historian also 

mentions that the Greeks relied on their independent schools, their language rivalled 

that of the French which was the other ‘local lingua franca’ and the Greek script was 

more familiar to the European eye than other ethnic scripts used in the Ottoman 
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Empire, therefore the choice of using Greek signatures “may have been due to 

certain cultural and ideological motivations”.
107

 Although change was inevitable and 

adoptable on the part of the Greek community, it was welcome as far as its most 

‘undesirable’ facets could be checked by the agency of tradition that “represented 

genuine indigenous values and thus provided firm ground for developing a true sense 

of community and self”.
108

 This may be the reason why an educated man from the 

Greek community such as Evangelinos Misailidis (Ευαγγελινός Μισαηλίδης) – an 

Ottoman Greek writer and journalist who had a publishing company in Istanbul from 

the mid to late nineteenth century – tries to recreate the Greek novel O Polypathis
109

 

as a moral tale in which he shows his appreciation of morality, education and similar 

bourgeois values. Even though Misailidis appreciates Europe’s progress in science, 

he is critical of transgression of moral codes in the name of ‘civilization’.
110

 A 

similar attitude is observed in the discourse of nineteenth-century Ottoman travellers 

to Europe such as Ahmed Midhat Efendi who “persistently presents the gap between 

European superiority in science, technology, and material achievement, and its moral 
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inferiority”.
111

 Haris Exertzoglou argues that regarding consumption practices, the 

East and the West “should be seen as a cultural field whose meaning was constantly 

negotiated in the Ottoman society by individuals and groups struggling to define 

their position and identity in a period of rapid change”.
112

  

 Defining their position and identity in that cultural field was already 

tortuous for the Ottoman Greeks of major urban centres apart from the consumption 

practices they got accustomed to. As mentioned before, the Kingdom of Greece 

supplied the necessary cultural goods for consumption to the Ottoman Greeks such 

as books, journals, etc. After the Greco-Turkish War of 1897, “it became 

increasingly clear that Greece was not, in fact, destined to become some huge great 

middle ground between East and West” and it shifted “toward an Occidental, 

European, classicist, and Athenian” model of Hellenism.
113

 Even though the Ottoman 

Greeks of Istanbul did not all adhere to the irredentist ideology, they had strong 

cultural ties with the Kingdom of Greece that influenced their identities. Alongside 

cultural consumption among the Ottoman Greeks, those who could afford it received 

higher education in Athens. Greek associations such as Anatoli that was established 

in 1891 in Athens and Pireaus, contributed to the intellectual development and social 

mobility of the young Greek Orthodox from Asia Minor by means of providing them 

with scholarships to study in Athens, thereby integrating them to the ‘wider’ 

world.
114

 Vangelis Kechriotis argues that the mechanism generated by such network 
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via which these young Greeks were exposed “to official Hellenic education accounts 

for the process of acculturation that took place on the western shores of the Aegean 

at the end of the nineteenth century”.
115

 Towards the twentieth century, the teachers 

working in the Greek schools in Istanbul were generally graduates of the University 

of Athens and the educational materials were very similar to those used in Greece.
116

 

Even though the Kingdom of Greece was a minor state under the protection of the 

Great Powers, extending nationality was a means to display power by exerting 

pressure to the advantage of its nationals living in the Ottoman Empire.
117

 

Furthermore, Ayşe Ozil shows the ways in which foreign nationality became a means 

to question the boundaries of the Orthodox Christian commune as well.
118

 The 

availability of holding both Ottoman and Greek passports enabled some Orthodox 

Christians to oscillate between different identities which were not necessarily in 

opposition. To some, it was the ability of manoeuvre which made living in the 

Ottoman Empire favourable.
119

 An Ottoman document reveals the case of three 

brothers, Andon, Hristo and Dimetokli of Tatavla, who argued that they were 

Ottoman subjects with respect to their father Dimitri Tiranopulo’s earlier residence 

registry in Istanbul despite the Greek consulate’s recognition that they were actually 

citizens of the Greek state. Unravelling the puzzle, the document states that it was 
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Andon Tiranopulo who, having convinced his brothers, claimed Ottoman citizenship 

in order to avoid a penal suit.
120

  

 The Greek uprising (consequently the Greek War of Independence) 

inevitably cast doubt upon the loyalty of the Ottoman Greeks to the Sultan which had 

immediate results such as the execution of the contemporary Greek Orthodox 

Patriarch Gregory V of Constantinople in 1821, despite his condemnation of the 

activities. As an independent state, the Kingdom of Greece could pose a threat to the 

unity of the empire’s Greek Orthodox subjects, which became more evident with the 

Greek-Ottoman War of 1897.
121

 As a result of rising nationalism in the Ottoman 

Empire, the Hamidian regime promoted “the notions of a harmonious state-society 

relationship, of a patriotic Ottoman identity, and of the sultan as symbolically 

embodying the unity of the Ottomans”.
122

 In the early years of his reign, Abdülhamid 

II’s prohibition of celebrations of Istanbul's conquest was a way of finding common 

ground so as not to antagonize his Orthodox subjects.
123

 Nevertheless, towards the 

final decades of the nineteenth century, the Ottoman state was implementing more 

control over the affairs of its non-Muslim subjects. It tried to supervise the 

community schools with the creation of an organisation called the Mekâtib-i 

Gayrimüslime ve Ecnebiye Müfettişliği (Inspectorate of Non-Muslim and Foreign 

Schools) in 1886, which treated Christian and Jewish subjects as comparable to 
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‘foreigners’.
124

 Despite the fact that the press bureau of the Ottoman state had 

permitted the publication of its periodical in 1884, the Greek Philological Syllogos of 

Constantinople could publish it only after the content was approved by the 

authorities.
125

 The Syllogos was forced to cancel the international congress that was 

going to be held as part of the twenty-fifth anniversary in 1886 and the festivities for 

its fiftieth anniversary were put off at the last minute.
126

  

 This chapter aimed to show the ways in which the transformations 

regarding the state, the community and the society in the nineteenth-century Ottoman 

Empire brought about the ‘envisioned’ Greek Orthodox community – and thereby set 

the stage of ‘orthodoxy’ in terms of identity. The next chapter will discuss 

entertainment practices in Pera and Galata which were related to Greek entertainers – 

the most ‘unorthodox’ group that did not fit in with the envisaged picture.  
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III 

 

ENTERTAINMENT AND IMMORALITY 

 

As a busy port city, Istanbul offered a wide range of activities and venues for 

entertainment whose development was more and more stimulated by the urbanization 

process in the nineteenth century. During the era, Pera transformed into a prominent 

centre where economy, education and leisure coincided in a fashion that rendered the 

area overly attractive as the wealthiest neighbourhood in the mid-nineteenth 

century.
127

 With foreign consulates, secular schools, theatres, café-chantants, taverns, 

patisseries, cafés and shops, the district became the model of modern life which 

especially involved socializing both indoors and outdoors. (It is not always easy to 

tell indoors from outdoors, as in the case of coffeehouses where both options may be 

possible at the same time.) Even though there is no clear-cut reference to the opposite 

ends of the social scale in Pera, it is argued that the hill downwards to Galata 

functioned as a ladder descending from higher to lower classes.
128

 According to 

many accounts, Galata was associated with all sorts of dangers and was rather 

infamous due to an aggregation of brothels and taverns that were less luxurious than 

the ones in Pera.
129

 Geographically speaking, Galata was less fortunate due to its 
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location compared to the long, linear Cadde-i Kebir (i.e. Grande Rue de Péra) whose 

neatness was obvious to the beholder, as Galata’s ‘maze of small, intricate, narrow, 

hilly streets, all very badly paved, and at night almost entirely unlit’
130

 was not that 

easy to penetrate.
131

 Galata’s proximity to the docks was the most important reason 

that the places of ‘ill fame’ lay close by: Galata and its environs were the first places 

the travellers, tourists and sailors trod as they disembarked their ship and started 

exploring the city.  

An important part of exploring the city consisted of exploring the local 

entertainment practices. Due to its broad concept, entertainment shall not be 

attributed to Pera and Galata alone, yet a diversity of choices enabled these districts 

to outshine all the others in the capital as far as nocturnal entertainment was 

concerned. Similar to the dominance of non-Muslim population in these districts, 

there was ethno-religious stratification in the sector from which the Muslims were 

restrained by Islamic rules.
132

 Nightly entertainment was closely related to 
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selling/serving alcohol, and depending on the choice, it required women to perform 

either on stage, or in private in the form of prostitution. If religion designated 

occupations in the Ottoman Empire,
133

 the majority of the prostitutes in the capital 

were per se non-Muslims. Istanbul comprised an important part of a network for 

supplying sex-workers which spread beyond the empire.
134

 As prostitution increased 

from the mid-nineteenth century onward, it was most prevalent in the capital 

throughout the Ottoman lands.
135

 The administrative and social transformations in 

the nineteenth century reshaped urban space in Istanbul as in many other cities
136

 

where “the rise of urban culture […] was accompanied by a concomitant growth of 

prostitution”.
137

 At the beginning of the twentieth century, there were a hundred 

brothels in Galata and its environs
138

 most of which had Greek owners and 

prostitutes in a wide range of ethno-religious groups.
139

 Such density unsettled the 

school administrators who wished to keep their students out of the neighbourhood
140

 

fearing that they might indulge in the pleasures of youth. An Ottoman state document 
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of 1914 regarding the unfavourable effects of the brothels on the students of Mekteb-

i Sultanî
141

 is only one side of the story when we take into account various other 

schools in the neighbourhood, including the Greek community’s. The Armenian 

writer Hagop Mıntzuri (1886-1978) mentions that when he was a fourth grade 

elementary pupil in Getronagan in the district of Galata, the school manager Kirkor 

Makaryan had the windows painted white so that the students would not look at the 

women living in the flat opposite their class who were most probably prostitutes, as 

implied by their degree of nudity and habits in the room. However, the curiosity of 

the students overcame the efforts of the school administrator as they managed to 

scrape a peep-hole on the window and to paint it over again when necessary.
142

 On a 

Saturday afternoon as they got out of school, Mıntzuri and his friends heard the 

sound of zurna coming from the direction of the ‘streets of brothels’ (genelev 

sokakları) on which they had not set foot before that day even though they were 

aware of the brothels and the women working there, which the society called ‘evil 

houses’ (kötü evler) and ‘evils’ (kötüler), respectively.
143

 They were amazed at the 

licentious scenes they saw in which women were dancing and smoking, a habit they 

had never witnessed among the women of Istanbul: 

“Esayi […] turned and asked me:  

- You deliver bread to the houses. Do the women of Istanbul smoke 

cigarettes? Armenians, Greeks, Jews or Turks?  

- No, said I. I get in and out of many houses, in Beşiktaş and in Ortaköy. I’ve 

never come across, never seen. Turks don’t smoke either.”
144
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Interestingly, we see a postcard dating back to 1901 – probably a few years after the 

time when Mıntzuri and his friend had this conversation in fourth grade – in which a 

woman, by no means described as Armenian, Greek, Jewish or Turkish but as gypsy, 

was pictured while smoking a cigarette.
145

 Although it is a fictional work, the novel 

Leonis (Λεωνής) set in Istanbul of 1914-1922 gives us another view regarding how 

smoking in public was audaciously bold, even for the prostitutes of Abanoz Street.
146

 

According to K. Hagop Basmajian, however, towards the end of the nineteenth 

century “[i]t was always possible to find hundreds of Muslim women on the shores 

of the Bosphorus, walking about in their white lace veils, laughing and smoking 

cigarettes with a freedom not common among the Christian women”.
147

 

In his memoirs, Haris Spataris expresses his surprise for not having been 

punished after confessing to the principal that the previous day, his absence was due 

to participation in the carnival of Tatavla, a.k.a. Baklahorani (Μπακλαχοράνι or 

Αποκριές; Tatavla Panayırı) which was prohibited to the young just as the streets of 

‘ill fame’ in Galata and Pera.
148

 Even though the area under study was notorious for 

its brothels, taverns and some entertainment practices, it was not cast out as a den of 

iniquity, as the sources suggest. Streets such as Venedik, Timoni, Linardi and 
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Abanoz did call to mind promiscuity, yet they were the same streets where ‘decent’ 

families dwelled as well.
149

  

Despite the difficulty of fixing a date for legal prostitution in Istanbul, it 

appears that the legalization did not take place before the mid-nineteenth century. 

There was no vice squad (Ahlâk Zabıtası) until 1845 and moral offences like 

prostitution were handled along with other crimes by the same branch, namely 

Seraskerlik.
150

 Even though the efforts for obligatory medical examination of 

prostitutes within the area of Galata and Pera started in the late 1870s, it was in 1884 

that the Ordinance for the Sanitary Inspection of the Brothels was issued by the 

Council of State (Şûra-yı Devlet) to let the municipality control the prostitutes in the 

Sixth Arrondissement (6. Daire-i Belediye in Beyoğlu).
151

 Prostitution proved 

difficult for the authorities to control entirely since it could occur anywhere as long 

as it did not draw attention.
152

 Nevertheless, it could occur despite the awareness of 

the authorities as well. In her article on studying crime, social control and prisons in 

nineteenth-century Istanbul, Sevgi Göral notes that roughly ten per cent of the news 

regarding crime was related to state officers who misused their positions.
153

 As a 

consequence of nineteenth-century centralization and urban transformations, the 
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Ottoman state tried to establish a more supervised control over the city.
154

 However, 

it is argued that the police stations were not equally distributed and that the 

neighbourhoods inhabited mostly by non-Muslim Ottoman subjects and foreigners 

did receive special attention.
155

 Whereas this could have been the case, the 

shortcomings of the authorities did prove that even such neighbourhoods were at 

times poorly controlled. In his Report of an Enquiry Made in Constantinople on 

Behalf of the Jewish Association for the Protection of Girls and Women published in 

1914 in London, S. Cohen writes that in the vicinity of Galata “[e]verything appears 

as free and licentious as possible. There are no hindrances and no difficulties from 

the authorities. Except for the fact that a policeman is placed in a kind of sentry box 

in one or two places, there is not the slightest supervision”.
156

 If at times control was 

present yet rather superficial due to inadequacies, other times ignorance was 

deliberate. It is only by means of combining local practices with general ones that we 

could come to have a better understanding of preserving public order in the city.
157

 

There are many documents in the Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives relating to 

malpractices and abuses of power, along with improper (uygunsuz) conduct in the 

districts under study. They either narrate individual cases where we obtain the names 

of some ‘corrupt’ officials,
158

 or they report the complaints of the 
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deficiency/indifference of the authorities in general.
159

 While some Ottomans 

informed the officials to the police on account of bribe and mistreatment,
160

 others 

benefited from their unlawfulness, especially those who were into occupations which 

were illegal or considered immoral, like prostitution. Some of those in charge of 

surveillance got engaged in prostitution themselves
161

 or turned a blind eye to 

prostitution in return for bribes.
162

 Bribes must have been a tempting incentive for 

some police officials as additional income
163

 and their function as intermediaries 

between the state and society rendered their network more attractive. In the light of 

the recollections of Eftalya – nicknamed Çika – who was born at the beginning of the 

twentieth century and started working in the brothels of Galata at a quite early age,
164

 

we hear that some brothel keepers had good relations with army officers, and they 

were frequently paying visits to the police stations, some of which ended up with 

bribing the police in order to cover the situation up.
165

 It must have been to their 
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disadvantage that the brothel keepers were not on good terms with those who had 

power. An Ottoman document
166

 reports that two army officers, Galib of Kayseri and 

Ekrem of Diyarbakır, went to the brothel of Peruz in Bülbülderesi in Beyoğlu with 8-

10 fellows and along with threats of harm to the brothel, they broke the windows 

with their swords while the lieutenant Sermed Efendi, along with another lieutenant 

and an army officer, did the same to the brothel of Şişman (Fat) Peruz in Ziba Street, 

causing damage worth more than a hundred guruş. The document makes no mention 

of the motive of these men, yet their actions were regarded as inappropriate, leaving 

scant room to reach a conclusion that no personal issues were involved. Besides the 

inconvenience of prostitution in terms of morality, such scenes that involved men 

gathering outside brothels, brawls and loud music caused disturbance to residents 

who were rather concerned by the visibility of prostitution to ‘wives and daughters’ 

and ‘respectable’ people.
167

 

Compromise in other forms was also possible by “offering free services and 

drinks, and cooperation”.
168

 Free service included supplying women to the officers in 
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charge.
169

 Even though collaboration with the police officers could not be more apt, 

it was not the sole means to procure or traffic men and women. It makes sense that 

people who did such business on a large scale could have good relations with the 

authorities, yet in other individual cases, the network had to be comprised of 

common people (in terms of social status as opposed to officers) since the 

partnership of the police was not readily available to all. According to a police report 

in the Ottoman archives, a tailor named Yanko took the fourteen year-old Mariya of 

Tatavla to the brothel of Mariyana near Ağa Mosque in Beyoğlu and after 

deflowering the girl, he left her to the brothel keeper in exchange for twenty liras. 

The tailor Yanko happened to be the nephew of butcher Dimitri who was working as 

an informer for Beyoğlu police forces. Having been persuaded by the threats of the 

butcher-informer Dimitri, Mariyana decided to get rid of the young girl and sold her 

at a loss for five liras to Memduh who was an owner of another brothel. After the 

police was informed, the young girl was taken from the brothel and the investigations 

began immediately.
170

 For the historian, this document is enlightening in various 

aspects. Surprisingly, we see two characters of the same family who engaged in 

secret activities in opposition. As an undercover agent of the police forces, Dimitri 

played a major role in retrieving the fourteen year-old Mariya who was abused by 

Yanko, his nephew. Even though there is no information on whether Yanko was a 

professional in the business or not, he was clearly familiar with the brothel keeper 

                                                           
169

 Korovinis, 55. 

 
170

 “Tatavla’da Hacı Ahmed Mahallesi’nde sakin Angeliko’nun on dört yaşında kerimesi Mariye’yi o 

civarda sakin Beyoğlu zabıtası hafiye memurlarından  kasab Dimitri’nin yeğeni terzi Yanko bi’l-’iğfal 

yedi sekiz gün mukaddem Beyoğlu’nda Ağa Cami’-i şerif civarında Bahçeli Hamam zükakında 

Mariyana nam-ı hatunun hane-i umumisine götürüb bikrini izale ve mezbureyi yirmi lira mukabilinde 

mezbure-i Mariyana’ya terk ile firar etdiği ve keyfiyyet-i zabıtaya ihbar olunacağı suretde merkum 

Dimitri’nin birtakım tehdidat ve ikna’at ile men’ eylediği mezbure-i Mariyana dahi mu’ahharen kızı 

beş lira ticaretle diğer hane-i umumhane sahibi Memduh’a satdığı zabıtaca haber alınarak mezburenin 

mezkur haneden alınub tahkikatına ve firari merkumun taharrisine ibtidar olunduğu” BOA, 

Y.PRK.ŞH 2/61, 1304 R 24. 



45 

 

Mariyana. Prostitution in brothels may be more visible and their owners more 

reputed than the procurers, yet this does not mean that the procurers should 

necessarily be perceived as anonymous. Yanko was a tailor but he may have been 

famed for his ‘immoral’ deeds at a local level before his name entered the records of 

the police. As a tailor, he had a legitimate occupation which integrated him well into 

the neighbourhood so he may not have drawn as much attention as someone 

unemployed who was engaged in similar activities. Revealing us the actors behind 

the scenes, the document suggests that the prostitutes or the prostitutes-to-be were 

part of a chain which involved people from different ethno-religious groups despite 

the dominance of non-Muslim women exercising the trade. 

Just as people could have one legitimate and one clandestine occupation, 

there were venues which were used for the original reason for which they were 

created and at the same time used for illicit activities. In Fuhş-i Atîk, Ahmet Rasim 

mentions Augustina, an actress-singer working in a beer-hall (birahane), whom he 

‘naively’ liked until one of his friends from Galata told him that she was one of the 

most ‘inferior’ women that also kept working behind the curtains more than once a 

day,
171

 that is to say she was prostituting. Rasim goes on to illustrate a posterior 

scene where he immediately turned back as he saw Augustina coming miserably out 

of the so-called room with the red curtains.
172

 In his book on prostitution in Beyoğlu, 

Giovanni Scognamillo notes that in 1898, the service at the beer-hall Sponeck was 

not limited to a wide variety of food, and alcoholic beverages imported via the Orient 

Express; the tavern also supplied furnished bedrooms on the upper floor for 
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prostitution
173

 – this is what we derive from the interpretation of the author as 

regards the use of the upper floor.  

According to another police report in the Ottoman archives, an inhabitant of 

Beirut, the gardener Yuvanidi, appealed for solution to the situation in which he 

believed that his wife Angeliki and his daughter Eleni had been violated and forced 

into prostitution in Beyoğlu by the waggoner Dimitri of Bursa. The suspicions of the 

gardener Yuvanidi were confirmed as his wife was found to have been held captive 

by the waggoner and his daughter was collected by the police from a brothel in 

Timoni Street in Beyoğlu, and both the wife and the daughter were delivered to the 

Greek Orthodox Patriarchate.
174

 Even though we learn that the gardener Yuvanidi 

was dwelling in Eşrefiye in Beirut at the time, the document does not shed any light 

on how his wife and daughter were linked with the waggoner Dimitri from Bursa. 

There is no information regarding the presence of Dimitri in Beirut who might have 

abducted the women in order to prostitute them in Beyoğlu. If Dimitri had never 

been to Beirut, then the gardener Yuvanidi was simply residing there without his 

wife and daughter. The document also suggests that in cases like this, the police 

could be in touch with the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate after a problem concerning 

the people in the Orthodox community was resolved.  
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 “Sponeck birahanesi, örneğin, Beyoğlu’nda halka açık ilk sinema gösterisinin yapıldığı mekan 
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 “Beyrut vilayet-i celilesine 

Zevcesi Angeliki ve kerimesi Eleni’nin Dimitri namında biri tarafından iğfal edilerek Beyoğlu’nda 

Timoni sokağında icra-yı fuhşiyyat etmekde oldukları istihbar edildiğinden bahisle keyfiyet bi’t-

tahkik sübutı halinde kendilerinin tarafına irsali vilayet-i celileleri Eşrefiye mahallesinde yirmi dört 

numerolu bahçede bahçevan teb’a-i Devlet-i Aliyye’den Yuvanidi imzasıyla taraf-ı acizaneme 

gönderilen arzıhalde istid’a olunmuş ve lede’l-havale  mezburelerden Angeliki’yi Arabacı Bursalı 

Dimitri bi’l-iğfal kapatdığı ve kerimesi Eleni’nin de Timoni sokağında  icra-yı fuhşiyyat etmekde 

olduğu anlaşılması üzerine  mezburetan celb ve ba müzekkire Rum Patrikhanesi’ne teslim edildikleri 

bi’l-havale İstanbul polis meclisinden ifade kılınmış olmağla…” BOA, ZB 408/8, 1320 Ni 20. 
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As can be seen, the people who were in the business of prostitution were not 

necessarily driven into it in the same way. Moreover, there was not necessarily a 

parallel between their lives in terms of status, wealth and respect even though they 

were all engaged in the same ‘immoral’ business. Many of the sources touching on 

the subject mention the hierarchy between the brothel keepers and the prostitutes or 

the difference among the prostitutes themselves. In his article on prostitution in 

Istanbul in the early twentieth century, Rıfat Bali differentiates between ‘flash’ (flaş; 

expensive and stylish) prostitutes and the rest with respect to the districts they were 

working in and with respect to the customers they received.
175

 In his recollection of 

the carnival of Tatavla, Sermet Muhtar Alus remarks on the prostitutes in different 

apparel whereby he classifies them: the ones which had clean clothes were from the 

bystreets of Beyoğlu, and the ones who had ‘faded, crinkly, stained’ clothes were 

rather from the streets of Büyük Ziba, Küçük Ziba, Büyük Kırlangıç, Küçük 

Kırlangıç etc.
176

 Therefore, the prostitutes painted a picture of their brothels which 

“were divided according to price range and, supposedly, beauty between uptown and 

downtown, Pera and Galata”.
177

 In her recollections, Çika mentions a brothel keeper 

called Kara Despina. In Çika’s words, Despina was living like a ‘sultan’ due to her 

wealth, consuming the best food and desserts of the City; she had good contacts 

among the locals and had her own men who served her
178

 while as prostitutes, they 

were almost confined to the house they were working/living in.
179

 As far as one can 
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tell, Despina enjoyed the same earthly pleasures as her rich Greek contemporaries 

and what distinguished her was her ‘indecent’ occupation.  

As regards the chain of relations in the network, Rıfat Bali mentions that 

some locals in Galata, who were the first to come into contact with the foreigners and 

to offer them their service as guides, had business relationships with the brothels.
180

 

Most probably, the dragoman who led Gustave Flaubert into one ‘abominable’ 

brothel in Galata did not take him there by chance.
181

 In his memoirs, Constantinople 

of 1890, Pierre Loti notes that such figures were Greek, Armenian, Jewish or Maltese 

crooks,
182

 a claim which we also come across in Ottoman archival documents of the 

same period.
183

 Just like acquiring knowledge in foreign languages was beneficial to 

solidifying one’s position in the network, so was holding passports of various 

countries. In his article on the European prostitutes of Galata and Pera, Malte 

Fuhrmann demonstrates the ways in which the people in the prostitution network 

took advantage of the Capitulations by possessing passports from both the Habsburg 

and the Ottoman empires.
184

 A similar situation is mentioned by Hanan Hammad for 

Egypt where, the author argues, it proved difficult to deal with foreign prostitution 

due to legal protection guaranteed by the Capitulations.
185
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Given the slipperiness of authority between the embassies and the Ottoman 

state, many pimps and prostitutes were able to oscillate between two different 

identities according to the requirements of their business. Fuhrmann argues that in 

the case of the European prostitutes and pimps, the Ottoman authority was trying to 

get the upper hand by undermining their activities so as to let their disrepute 

continue, unless prompted by the measures taken by the ‘opposing’ party (i.e. the 

embassies) until the First World War.
186

 A case from 1894
187

 reveals the ways in 

which the Ottoman authorities responded to a situation regarding the European 

prostitutes. A certain J. Olivier claimed that by chance, he witnessed five young girls 

of 18-19 years looking out the windows at the Hôtel de Marine in Grand Rue de Pera 

and smiling at the men (including officers) in the street who returned the gesture in 

kind. Following his inquiries, Olivier was informed that the girls were Austro-

Hungarian sex workers whose master was an Ottoman subject called Moise Mordehi 
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 “Monseigneur, J’ose prendre la respectueuse liberté de soumettre ce qui suit à la favorable 
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Vendredi je me suis trouvé à la Grand Rue (Rue de Tramway) lorsque l’armée est rentrée de la parade 

ainsi que quelques Seigneurs comme le Sheik-ul-Islam le Ministère de la Police etc. J’ai apperçu alors 

dans une maison portante l’enseigne “Hôtel de Marine” se trouvant au fond de la Grande Rue, cinq 

jeunes filles de 18-19 ans qui regardèrent de la fenêtre souriant aux M.M. les officiers, lesquelles à 

leur tours les regardèrent aussi. – Tout en prennant interêt de cet evenément j’ai demandé qui sont ces 

dames, j’ai appris alors que cet Hôtel est une maison des esclaves des filles achetées en Autriche & en 

Allemagne. Le maître de ces esclaves est un certain Moise Mordehi Gottman, Dedectif auprès du 

Ministère de la Police et sujet Ottoman. – On m’a dit aussi que le 15me jour de Ramasan, S. M. I. le 

Sultan passe chaque année à la même rue, ou cette maison honteuse existe. Alors j’ai demandé, 

comment il est possible qu’on admets une pareille chose, on m’a assuré que les Hauts Personage n’en 

sont point au courant Ne que le Bin-bache de Voivoda et un certain Antoine Effendi de la 

Municipalité de Pera le savent mais ils le dissimulent étant en bonne relation avec la maître 

d’esclaves. Le lendemain j’étais obligé de quitter la Capitale avec l’intention de porter cette scène à la 

connaissance de S. A. Pour être mieux au courant je suis rentré dans cette maison et les filles m’ont 

racontés leurs vie & traitements aussi que les choses precèdentes. – Par conséquent j’ai pris l’occasion 

de faire le present rapport espérant que des mesures seront prises d’abolir cette maison encore avant le 

15me jour de Ramasan, à seule fin qu’on ne fasse pas publier cette scène dans des journeaux 

européens, car je n’ai vu dans aucune Capitale ce que je viens d’être spectateur à Constantinople. 

Espérant encore qu’il plaira à S. A. de sauver les pauvres victimes des mains de leur maître, lesquelles 

ont été faites pour sujette Ottomane, j’ose porter à la connaissance de S. A. que le même rapport j’ai 

délivré au Ministère de la Police. – En attendant, veuillez agréer, Monseigneur, l’assurance de mon 

entière dévouement. J. Olivier Odessa, le 3 mars 1894. S. A. Djévad Pacha, Grand Vezir. Stamboul.” 
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Gottman, a detective of the Ministry of Police. While wondering how such a 

‘shameful’ house could exist on a road that the Sultan himself passed every year on 

the fifteenth day of Ramadan, he learned that Gottman was on good terms with the 

local authorities who preferred to turn a blind eye to what was happening. To get the 

low-down on the young girls, Olivier visited the hotel, and confronted with their 

accounts, he decided to bring the situation to the attention of the Grand Vizier Cevad 

Pasha so that the measures could be taken until the fifteenth day of Ramadan to 

abolish the hotel and to save the enslaved victims who were made Ottoman subjects, 

before the scenes he saw in no other capital but Istanbul would be published in 

European newspapers. Following the investigations, it was reported that the hotel 

was a brothel for more than twenty years and even though the building was 

overlooking the Grand Rue de Pera, its windows were latticed and its door was on 

Leblebici Street just like the other brothels in its environs. Moreover, the report 

included that no such immoral conduct was witnessed at the windows on the part of 

the women who were all Ottoman subjects – except the sixth who was Austrian – and 

free to move wherever they wished, contrary to Olivier’s report. The document 

suggests that the Ottoman authorities carried out the investigations regarding the 

complaint, yet two opposite accounts on the liberty of the women shed doubts on 

either side. Even though no source is mentioned, it is noteworthy that Olivier claims 

that Gottman was working for the police forces. 

In the light of various primary and secondary sources, tavern keeping in 

Galata and Pera was an occupation which was especially attributed to the Greeks. 

Though it refers to the era prior to this study, a document from 1829 lists 554 taverns 

for Istanbul which were all “held by Greeks, Armenians or Jews, and were 

concentrated in such quarters as Pera, Galata, Tatavla (a Greek quarter beyond 
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Taksim), the banks of the Bosphorus, but also Hasköy, Balat, Cibali, Samatya, Langa 

– all quarters known to be inhabited by non-Muslims”.
188

  In his book on the taverns 

of olden Istanbul, Reşad Ekrem Koçu notes that even the terms about tavern service 

were called in Greek by the customers
189

 whereas tavern staff came mostly from the 

islands of Chios and Imbros.
190

 A tavern could be classified as either gedikli or 

koltuk, the former having legal permission to function, and the latter being illicit, 

usually in the form of another business site such as a grocery store (bakkal),
191

 “or 

even in the street, courtesy of ‘drink peddlers’ (ayaklı meyhane), who called on 

public places and markets and offered regular customers rakı from a vessel which 

they carried on their belts”.
192

 

Of similar importance in terms of selling was how alcohol was consumed 

because social drinking patterns reveal a lot about leisure to historians “for an 

appreciation of the basic fabric of social experience”.
193

 Indeed, in the framework of 

leisure practices, alcohol consumption becomes an instrument to analyse the aspects 

of social relations. Evidently, in Pera and Galata, people were consuming alcohol 

regardless of their ethno-religious backgrounds. Rather, it was their social status that 
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determined where they consumed it. As mentioned before, these districts had many 

taverns, beerhouses and cafés where one could easily get a drink.
194

 What 

distinguished one place from another was the social profile of the frequenters. The 

reason lying behind frequenting certain venues could vary. It could be that a group of 

people from similar social classes felt more at ease at a certain place in terms of 

price
195

 or in terms of solidarity. It could be that this certain place was at close 

proximity compared to others. Other reasons could be the service each place offered 

such as food, music and dance, and the connivance of prostitution and gambling. 

Drinking in Galata was a tradition which was already existent throughout the 

centuries prior to the nineteenth during Ottoman rule. According to Evliya Çelebi, 

for example, Galata was equivalent to tavern itself.
196

 Galata was still preserving its 

reputation during the era under study.
197

 Just as there were ‘decent’ taverns, many 

authors agreed that there were others of ill-reputation such as Küplü. Reşad Ekrem 

Koçu notes that under the rule of Abdülhamid II, Küplü was a place where the scum 

of the earth were hanging out.
198

 In agreement, Balıkhane Nazırı Ali Rıza Bey 
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describes Küplü and its frequenters,
199

 saying that it was so miserable and isolated 

that one would assume the tavern was closed. The appearance of the tavern keeper 

was in perfect harmony with the damnable surrounding. The drunkards of Küplü did 

not necessarily sleep in their homes but in the nearby hammam or under the sky. The 

description suggests that the effects of alcohol consumption may not necessarily 

cease when they were supposed to. In this case, the drunkards who ended up in the 

külhan (boiler room) of the Turkish bath of Karaköy apparently did not make a long 

journey from Galata, considering the inconvenience of drunkenness for the sober 

inhabitants of the neighbourhood. However, it is obvious that such drinking and 

sleeping habits were not the norm and these people were a menace to social codes. 

The author clearly expresses his stance on the frequenters of Küplü by using words 

such as sefil (miserable) or ayyaş takımı (bunch of drunkards).  

In addition to possible public discomfort, excessive alcohol consumption 

could lead to serious attempts of crime or assault, including those on the police 

officers. The daily Greek newspaper Tachydromos of April 24, 1898 reported a 

crime that took place in a tavern in Galata based on a contention between two men 

named Ekrem and Mustafa in which Ekrem stabbed Mustafa in the heart while the 

two were drunk.
200

 The same newspaper on the same day reported another crime that 

was committed in a tavern in Tatavla where a certain Nikolaos stabbed a certain 

                                                           
199
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Georgios.
201

 What is more interesting in this case is the information included in the 

newspaper that Nikolaos was a man with a ‘bad history’. According to a police report 

in the Ottoman archives, a certain Nikos from the Greek Orthodox community was 

overly drunk and made a scene in front of the brothel of Todora in Bülbülderesi in 

Tarlabaşı.
202

 It is not clearly expressed in the report what exactly Nikos was doing 

and to what extent his actions were transgressing legal or moral limits in the 

framework of ‘icra-yı rezalet’ (act of disgrace). François Georgeon notes that in 

cases like this, “[m]unicipal regulations were relatively tolerant of drunks: for 

example, instructions issued by the municipality in 1872 requested constables to 

watch over drunks to ensure that they did not disturb the populace, and to inform the 

nearest police station if they proved too unruly”.
203

 Since the report does not mention 

any incident concerning a third party, we might assume that Nikos was playing 

around in front of the brothel or he was louder than he was supposed to be so that the 

officer Osman Efendi wanted to capture him.  

The concept of alcohol was easily linked with other ‘nuisance’ such as 

prostitution and gambling. Such combination was not peculiar to Istanbul; studies on 
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other urban centers demonstrate similar interpretations.
204

 In Fuhş-i Atîk, Ahmet 

Rasim asks himself jocularly how he was supposed to know that prostitution was a 

lock to be opened by alcohol.
205

 According to the report of Cohen, gambling was 

common practice in the taverns that were in close proximity to the houses of ‘ill 

repute’ in Galata.
206

 Archival documents also suggest that some taverns in the same 

neighbourhood aided gambling and prostitution without any hindrance from the 

police department.
207

 As in the case of prostitution, malpractice was also present in 

the case of alcohol consumption. Koçu mentions that after the closing time had 

passed and some tipplers wanted to keep drinking, a certain bribe under the name 

“see-us-not” (görme bizi) would be paid by a young apprentice to the officers in 

charge so as to avoid their eyes.
208

 Towards the time when the officers were most 

likely expected, the apprentice would be keeping guard outside the tavern with a rope 

in his hand which was tied to the bell that was hanging from the ceiling of the tavern, 

and as soon as he saw an officer approaching, he would pull the rope and warn the 

tavern staff and the customers so that they would keep still until the apprentice 

signalled the departure of the officer by pulling the rope once more.
209

 One wonders 

how precious or pricey it was to prolong alcohol consumption in the taverns at a time 
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when the documents suggest that the Ottoman state was taking measures to make 

sure that tavern keepers complied with the regulations regarding the closing hours.
210

 

Similar to their prominence as tavern keepers, the Greeks were among the 

most renowned male dancers (köçek) performing in the taverns.
211

 The poems written 

by some regular customers have various approaches towards these dancers. While 

some include derogatory remarks about their effeminacy, some exalt their 

homoeroticism. (Later on under Allied occupation, the negative approach would also 

express exclusivity and nationalistic feelings.
212

 Back in the late nineteenth century, 

there were also cases of concern to the Ottoman state regarding verbal insults to the 

Turks, some of which were proven unfounded.  In one such case, it was rumoured 

that some Greeks were gathering in the taverns in Beyoğlu, accompanied by 

musicians who were performing songs defaming the Turks while at the same time 

they were making some ‘improper’ remarks.
213

) In his visit to a café in Galata where 

three young boys were performing their dance, Gustave Flaubert was not really 

impressed much by anything in the room other than the curls of a dancer which 
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reminded him of the wigs of Louis XIV.
214

 Around the same period, the journalist 

Abdolonyme Ubicini disapproved of such unmanly Greek dancers whereas the 

Ottoman Greek doctor Alexandros Paspatis (‘director of the Balıklı Greek hospital at 

the beginning of the 1850s’
215

) warned honest family men to avoid frequenting the 

notorious hang-outs where they performed.
216

  

The theatres made up another branch of indoor entertainment in Istanbul 

where only non-Muslim women could officially act and sing. The Muslim women 

would have to wait until 1924 to be allowed to perform on stage.
217

 By the twentieth 

century, Amerika, Evropa and Apollon were the leading theatres of Galata along with 

the café chantants of Trokadero, Kristal Palas and Bizantion.
218

 Greek women stand 

out as the most renowned performers of these theatres – namely Eftalia, and Virginia 

whose children continued to practice the trade.
219

 The women performing on stage 

are usually described as coquettish, and some as audacious in their dressing habits.
220

 

It is argued that what made these women even more attractive and turned them into 

objects of desire was their non-Muslim identity, as the ‘desirable other’:
221
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“As I saw and understood, many admired these… The plays were 

pretexts; these women were each reckoned a purpose.”
222

  

 

Even though these women enjoyed popularity performing at rather ‘decent’ theatres, 

it should be kept in mind that depending on the venue, singing and dancing on stage 

was at times linked with prostitution and loose morals.  

In the eyes of the authorities, entertainment, which gave people space for 

limited freedom, functioned as a tool for social control.
223

 One fashion of outdoor 

entertainment was the carnivals. The most striking carnival for the Greek Orthodox 

community of Istanbul was Baklahorani, which was annually celebrated on Clean 

Monday, i.e. the last day before Lent, the forty-day period of fasting corresponding 

to Easter. It would begin with a parade of masqueraders from Pera that would end up 

in Tatavla near the church of St. Dimitrios. Even though the carnival gathered 

primarily the Greek Orthodox community of Istanbul, Tatavla would be packed with 

people of different ethno-religious backgrounds, but especially present were the 

‘wanderers’ (gezici tozucu kısmı) from the middle and the lower classes.
224

 Set in late 

nineteenth-century Istanbul, the novel Loksandra (Λωξάντρα) illustrates Baklahorani 

in the same light, as an entertaining site which gathers Greeks from every part of the 

city to sing and dance together.
225

 Apart from its sentimental value for the Greek 

Orthodox, one reason that made the carnival attractive for all was the custom of 
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disguising oneself through dressing up and make-up that enabled anonymity, 

rendering it more amusing. Even though such anonymity was welcome on the part of 

the people who joined it, it was a source of concern for the authorities, be it the 

Ottoman security forces or the prominent Ottoman Greeks, due to concerns regarding 

safety and morality. Entertainment was surely necessary in terms of relief but it was 

tolerable as long as it was under control because “[a]s well as revellers, such crowds 

attracted those intent on less innocent entertainment, for carnival was accompanied 

by a multitude of pickpocketing, stealing and brawling”.
226

 Since the carnival 

attracted so many people most of whom were definitely in disguise, policing was 

required in order to avert/prevent harassment and petty crime. The newspaper 

Tachydromos reported on both 22 and 23 February in 1900 that even though 

participation in Baklahorani was in large numbers that year, nothing unpleasant 

happened, thanks to the efforts of the security forces of the neighbourhood:  

“About Apokries. The noise of these crowded days both in Pera and 

Galata and everywhere in the capital, thanks to the present vigilance 

of the police surveillance came to an end without any incident and 

argument in relative silence and order. Similarly in Galata, where the 

maintenance of order and the prevention of undesired incidents are not 

an easy business, no incident worthy of mention was noticed, and this 

was due to the dynamic measures and the administrative ability of the 

chief of police Voyvoda Mehmet Ali Bey.”
227

 

 

Because the carnival was open to all and it attracted numbers, it could generate 

scenes challenging moral codes. Observing the outfit of the prostitutes of Pera and 
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Galata at the carnival, Sermet Muhtar Alus could easily distinguish the differences 

between them and he marvelled at their relative nudity despite the chilly weather.
228

 

Haris Spataris illustrates the carnival as “a bout of debaucherous spree for the 

Istanbul underworld as well as the Ottoman Greek”:
229

 

“We saw the scene in the square in front of the church of St. 

Dimitrios. […] A familiar song was playing on the laterna (music 

box). Today we call such songs rebetiko. The drunk came behind in 

the same manner, walking as if in a funeral procession! A group of 

girls, who looked like the ones we saw at the doors of Abanoz, even 

more insolent, were riding horses, impersonating the Amazons. Their 

legs were seen from their torn trousers. […] They were acting 

improperly with carrots and cucumbers in their hands or holding to 

show them at their fronts as if they were men. The pimps walking 

together were helping them. Other groups resembling these, 

resembling these acts…”
230

 

 

Despite such scenes, Spataris writes that the Church was tolerant of the entertainment 

whereas the petite bourgeoisie and the aristocracy tasted it, be it in carriages or 

behind the curtains in the apartments.
231

 The Ottoman authorities were tolerant of the 

carnival as long as the permission from the Istanbul police was granted and the 

participants did not use textiles dyed green and avoided dressing up as Turks and 

impersonating the religious figures.
232

 Even though some Greek Orthodox circles 
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were critical of the entertainment, religious festivals were “particularly important 

occasions for the expression of group identity” which rendered the community 

“collectively visible to the general public”.
233

 Baklahorani was a Greek Orthodox 

carnival, yet not every Greek got a kick out of joining it. The Ottoman Greek writer 

and journalist Evangelinos Misailidis describes the nature of the festivities:  

“Disguising themselves in various outfits and wearing masks, the young 

men or those who run riot after forty (not those who know their limits) 

[...] join the entertainment. [...] Even though immoral behaviour is 

officially forbidden, many things occur secretly from the officers! [...] 

Around five hundred people may be found in a circle, dressed in 

numerous male and female outfits that it is not evident who is who, yet 

there are those without masks who happen to be there to observe it at a 

distance out of curiosity. [...] If one wishes to see how far morality 

could be transgressed, one should go to such entertainment once in a 

lifetime to learn a lesson but should abstain from recurrence. [...] [O]h, 

what a nice thing to observe and enjoy but for the improper 

behaviour!”
234

  

 

Either to learn a lesson or to entertain themselves, our sources verify that 

Muslims were also present in these religious carnivals.
235

 An Ottoman official, Said 
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Bey kept an almanack in which he recorded his visit to the Greek carnival at Beyoğlu 

on Saturday, 16 February 1901.
236

 Ahmet Rasim describes a carnival night in front of 

the city hall in Beyoğlu where he and his friends come across a group of 

masqueraders simulating a crew in a ship-like vehicle on wheels.
237

 Having an 

inquisitive character, the barber in Rasim’s company tries to enter the ship, yet it 

does not take him so long before he gets out; he is not let in since he is not dressed 

up for the occasion.
238

 Having read the adventures of Rasim and his friends, it is 

difficult to say that the Greeks had more fun than the rest because it was their 

festival. However, it is certain that entertainment created an atmosphere which 

rendered contact more possible regardless of religion, even though certain individual 

groups had their own principles to let others join them, as in the case of the barber.  

As far as we can see, entertainment paved the way for ‘inappropriateness’ 

(uygunsuzluk) and the people working in the sector were rather perfect targets to 

label as immoral. However, we see that priority was given to different concerns in 

terms of the state, the community and the society. When dealing with the issues 

raised by entertainment, the Ottoman state was mostly interested in control, law and 

order because the concern for security and health was more urgent than for 

morality.
239

 Modernization and urbanization processes in late nineteenth-century 
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Istanbul necessitated different sorts of supervision and modification, and if these 

could satisfactorily meet the expectations, the problem of immorality would naturally 

be alleviated. We should also keep in mind that the venues for entertainment were a 

source of revenue for the Ottoman state (despite the expenditures regarding security) 

“rather than the oft-assumed religiously motivated rejection of dens of iniquity on 

Islamic grounds”.
240

 While browsing the Ottoman archives concerning the districts 

under study, we see police reports that deal with inappropriateness related to events 

in the framework of entertainment, but rather than a concern for any community’s or 

individual’s morality and reputation, they express concern for immediate solution to 

the problem at hand. It is when the security forces of the state transgress the limits 

that the concern becomes more personal (since the police was mirroring state 

authority) and some officers are punished, removed from office or receive official 

warning.  

The concern for immorality takes on a different dimension regarding the 

standpoint of the leading figures in the community. Whereas Alexandros Paspatis 

warned men against the venues where alcohol was consumed in the company of male 

dancers, Evangelinos Misaillidis criticized the licentious environment in the Greek 

Orthodox carnival of Tatavla. It is fair to assume that these persons shared similar 

motives for morality, yet as a doctor, Paspatis was more into problems related to 

entertainment which complicated everyday life by threatening public health and 
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hygiene.
241

 In the case of prostitution, the medical concerns were visibly aimed at 

men whereas they “were unquestionably the primary producers and audience of 

literature on prostitution”.
242

 While prominent Greeks had such concerns, those who 

were at the epicentre of blame had other concerns. Eftalya, nicknamed Çika, says 

that the Greek sex workers feared that they would be recognized by people in the 

Greek community such as the clergy or the local notables.
243

 Malte Fuhrmann argues 

that the European entertainers and sex workers “kept a distance from their countries’ 

communities and respective religious congregations residing in the Levantine port-

cities” and “despite their constant interaction with customers or audiences, social 

integration into the local milieu was not the rule, but the exception”.
244

 The argument 

that their respective consulates followed inconsistent policies for the propriety of 

these entertainers up until the Young Turk Revolution in 1908
245

 indicates that 

practical and bureaucratic issues played a major role in the consulates’ stance 

towards their subjects despite the petitions and private pleas received to condemn 

these entertainers.
246

 The fact that the houses of ‘ill fame’ in Galata coexisted with 

synagogues, churches, schools and other houses was highly criticized by Cohen in 
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his report of an enquiry in the district
247

 while “the Ashkenazi community of Galata 

condemned the Jewish sex-workers operating in the adjacent brothels as a stain on 

the community’s reputation”.
248

 However, is it possible to argue that the entertainers 

which belonged to the empire’s major non-Muslim communities kept a voluntary or 

involuntary distance from their social milieu in Galata and Pera? After having settled 

in Athens, a Greek woman recounts a part of her everyday life on Balyoz (Venedik) 

Street in Istanbul back in the 1910s: 

“Of course we were aware of the ‘house’ (brothel) running next to ours. 

It was tranquil in the environs during the day, and the action would start 

in the evening and last throughout the night. The bells would ring, the 

street door would open and close. Actually, it was not very annoying. 

During daytime we would greet the brothel owner (Mama) like we 

greeted other neighbours and we would even ask each other how we 

were doing. The girls were young, joyful, charming and they were not 

ashamed of their occupation; most of them were village girls, some 

were from the Greek islands and some from Tatavla. Both for them and 

for us, the situation was normal, as in the rest of the world. Sometimes 

when they went out shopping, they would ask if we needed anyhting, or 

they would insistently serve us sweets, chocolates or cologne brought 

by their customers. I would never forget that one night when my sister 

got sick and I appealed to my neighbours in a state of panic, Mama 

fetched us an old doctor that was present in the house. Besides, that old 

doctor was someone known...”
249

 

 

The excerpt suggests that even though some prominent community members 

condemned entertainers and their ‘immoral’ lifestyles, ‘common’ people could find 
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the means to cohabit in the same neighbourhood regardless of their occupations. In 

this case, the ladies working in the brothel were not necessarily figures who were 

cast out or who were on the edge of the society. If the prostitutes mentioned by Çika 

in her recollections feared recognition by leading Greek community members, where 

should we place characters like the brothel keeper Kara Despina who was definitely 

well-integrated into society, let alone the first-rate prostitutes who enjoyed rather 

luxurious lives? We may argue then that not all the entertainers could be classified as 

a single marginal group. The picture in the eyes of the Ottoman state, the community 

and the society took on different colours and shades even in each single category 

itself. Where a certain case trangressed limits of legality, it did not trangress limits of 

morality, and vice versa.  
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IV 

 

MISBEHAVIOR 

 

Even though the people working in the entertainment sector were liable to be 

considered as ‘unorthodox’, one did not necessarily need to be in that business to 

avoid being poorly regarded. Moreover, one was not always likely to avoid suspicion 

having a certain job; as we have seen in the previous chapter, some people did have 

dual occupations, one of which was to be kept secret either because the occupation 

required secrecy or because it was illegal, or both. In this study, occupation does not 

necessarily mean profession: the term surely comprises employment but also other 

activities and habits that could just as well involve the unemployed. What could 

especially be suspicious or undesired was – due to socio-economic reasons –

unemployment. The unemployed did not have any official occupation whereas 

someone with a regular job could be involved in clandestine activities which were 

‘immoral’ and did not attract any attention until discovered by the authorities. 

Different terms were used to define the idle/unemployed in the vocabulary of 

the Ottoman documents. According to the relevant context, the term either stressed 

the state of not being employed or implied the state of being involved in ambiguous 

(usually with a negative connotation) occupations. In the Ottoman archives, one 

often comes across the terms ‘başıboş’, ‘serseri’, ‘işsiz güçsüz takımı’ and so on, 

meaning ‘vagrant’ or ‘bum’. While these words were more or less interrelated and 

used to indicate similar states of idleness, the word ‘uygunsuz’ (improper) had a 

more comprehensive scope and was used in various contexts. Whereas the word 
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‘uygunsuz’ came up in political contexts as well, this study mostly focuses on 

contexts in which the word signified immorality, or improperness in terms of social 

codes and moral transgression.  

Authors and journalists used the same vocabulary referring to idleness as did 

the Ottoman authorities. In his portrayal of Istanbul life in the Ottoman times, 

Balıkhane Nazırı Ali Rıza Bey gives detailed descriptions of certain groups of people 

with similar habits and occupations. What is interesting is that Ali Rıza Bey goes one 

step further and categorizes the ‘outcast’ in various subgroups. He classifies the 

serseri (tramp) in subgroups, one of which happens to be the kopuk (literally 

‘disconnected’, referring to vagabondage) under which he places the tulumbacıs 

(firemen).
250

 His classifications of the underclass reveal a rich vocabulary that 

inherently repudiates uniformity among the ‘undesired’ or the ‘improper’. Even a 

subgroup has different subgroups in it that differentiate people in terms of rank, 

wealth, intelligence, etc. According to the descriptions of Ali Rıza Bey:  

“Among the kopuk, one can find men from any sect and religion. Most 

have been expelled from school due to vulgarity or immorality, or have 

been turned out of their homes for the reason that they stole something 

from their family.”
251

 

 

Despite such variations, as Ali Rıza Bey wrote, the common denominator was their 

level of morality.
252

 As a mob of itinerants, the beggars (dilenciler) who lived 

permanently or temporarily on begging were regarded as a menace to society.
253

 In 

                                                           
250

 Balıkhane Nazırı Ali Rıza Bey, 91, 97. 

 
251

 “Kopuklar arasında her mezhep ve milletten adam bulunur. Çoğu âdiliği, ahlâksızlığı sebebiyle 

mekteplerden atılmış, ailesinden şunu bunu çaldığı için evden kovulmuş kimselerdir.” Ibid., 91-92. 

 
252

 “Zira hepsinin gençlikleri serseriyane bir muhit içinde beslendiğinden ahlâkça aynı seviyededirler.” 

Ibid., 93. 

 
253

 Ibid., 87-90. 



69 

 

his study on the gypsies of the Ottoman Empire published in 1870, the Greek doctor 

Alexandros Paspatis reports that their condition is even worse than the beggars in the 

empire’s major cities, and even though they appreciate charity, the gypsies persist in 

their nomadic lifestyle, antagonized by marginalization on the part of the society.
254

 

From the late eighteenth century onward, the “commercialization of the 

economy, centralization of the state apparatus, and population movements towards 

urban centres”
255

 pushed the Ottoman state into differentiating the ‘deserving poor’ 

from the idle by orienting “towards a policy of providing monetary assistance, or 

institutional care”.
256

 Even though the late nineteenth-century Ottoman elite was 

reluctant to countenance any kind of begging since it was against productivity, the 

state recognized the legitimacy of the profession of ‘true beggars’ with the regulation 

of 1896.
257

 It was during the Young Turk period that state policy and public 

discourse overlapped as begging was defined within the context of vagrancy and 

suspected criminality by the law of 1909.
258

 Even though it was the constitutional 
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regime that issued the law, it was in accordance with the views of the Ottoman 

literati of the late nineteenth century who had the same idea of idleness and held that 

begging was adverse to morality.  

The concept of the deserving and undeserving poor made itself apparent in 

charity and philanthropy. The charitable English society Dorcas of late nineteenth-

century Istanbul, “being attached to Christian and bourgeois values such as work, 

family and fidelity, refuses any assistance to those who give signs of ‘disagreeable 

life’ and who risk to let themselves be dominated by their passions. In particular, it is 

out of question to support those who have a tendency to alcohol, or individuals – 

men and women – suspected of loose morals”.
259

 Recommended by a doctor to the 

society, the Greek Eleni Ph. with four kids, and a husband who was working as a 

street musician (organ grinder), was noted as having a bad nature according to her 

neighbours.
260

 Being poor and needy was not an excuse: they needed to deserve 

charity on the condition that they behaved.  

While humanitarian activity gained acceleration in the non-Muslim 

communities in the Hamidian era, the state “took a flexible approach toward this 

growing voluntary dynamism and preferred to control and limit it rather than attempt 

to suppress it” and “the sultan was careful to portray himself as the patron of this and 

similar philanthropic activities, enhancing this image with the customary practice of 

imperial gift giving to religious communities during their holidays”.
261

 Even though 

documents in the Ottoman archives indicate that donations were made by the 

                                                           
259

 Anastassiadou, Les Grecs d’Istanbul au XIX
e 
Siècle, 288. 

 
260

 Ibid., 289. 

 
261

 Özbek, “Philanthropic Activity,” 64, 66. 

 



71 

 

sultan/state for religious festivities or orphanages,
262

 most of the time the community 

had to take care of its own problems and had to depend on its own finances. Charity 

and philanthropy were to remain almost always as the domains of the well-off in the 

community. This was the case in other communal activities and education as well. 

The benefactors and contributors were the wealthy Greek families – bankers, 

businessmen, doctors, etc. – that played the vital role in averting the community’s 

misfortunes and enhancing the conditions. One such family was the Zariphis
263

 

whose members and deeds are portrayed by Georgios L. Zariphis in his memoirs. In 

the book, there is a separate chapter on philanthropic activities where it is mentioned 

that the prominent banker and financier, Georgios Zariphis – the grandfather of the 

author – would not have been respected as such among the Greeks if it were not for 

his charitable deeds.
264

 According to the source, Georgios Zariphis did not only help 

the poor within his own ethno-religious group but others, such as Turkish, Jewish, 

Armenian and Italian beggars, who would wait outside his company in Galata to be 

distributed alms.
265

 In the late nineteenth century, Greek parishes tried to limit the 

number of beggars who would wait in the church courtyards on feast days expecting 

alms by requiring them to have their indigent status registered in advance.
266

 In the 

eyes of the upper classes, charity and philanthropy did not only serve the poor; they 

served the whole community as a factor of social balance and it prevented potential 
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stain on the community’s reputation. One night as Georgios Zariphis was stopped by 

two robbers in Glavani (Kallavi) Street asking for his wallet, he humiliated them by 

asking how come they, as Rums, could engage in thievery.
267

  

In addition to the philanthropic Greek societies of nineteenth-century 

Istanbul, another important source of charity was the donations obtained from the 

balls/masquerades organized among upper class circles. Georgios L. Zariphis writes 

about one in which his mother participated in Stavrodromi in order to collect money 

for the schools in Galata.
268

 Even though Evangelinos Misailidis did not approve of 

masquerades due to their susceptibility to immorality, he made a distinction between 

those which were public, and others which were organized by the name of charity to 

help the poor and the impoverished.
269

 Such differentiation was mainly based on the 

aim and the venue; while the masquerades in the streets made the celebrations visible  

to the public (despite the masks and the disguise that fuelled immorality, as 

Misailidis thought) and aimed at nothing but entertainment, the philanthropic 

masquerades were organized in private by ‘respectable’ people, behind whose 

motives for entertainment lay charity. For the Ottoman bourgeoisie, charity and 

philanthropy were a means to underline their prestige
270

 and to protect their interests 

as well, since the underprivileged posed both moral and social problems.
271

 From 
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time to time, donations – large or small – would be announced to the community 

through the medium of the press, which encouraged interest and displayed power: 

“The foundlings of Pera. The lady Konstantinou Iliaskou donated two 

Ottoman liras to the service for the foundlings of the Pera community.”
 

272
 

 

 

Motives for charity and philanthropy did not exactly overlap in terms of the 

state and the community. Needless to say, the well-being of the community was 

beneficial to the state as it was to the community itself. Poverty,
273

 vagrancy, 

begging, prostitution, etc. had different consequences concerning employment, 

health and morality which did not only affect a single a community but the whole 

society. However, it appears that at a time when the Greek community leaders found 

the perfect environment to structure the ‘envisioned’ identity, they took things 

related to their community’s reputation more personally than did the state. Meropi 

Anastassiadou argues that the project of creating an institution sheltering the poor 

and the orphans in Pera towards the mid-nineteenth century failed because the 

display of Greek poverty could cast a shadow over the community “in front of the 

eyes of the Constantinopolitan beau monde” and she highlights the choice of 

building a hospital in Balıklı and an orphanage in Prinkipo, isolated from the city.
274

 

In this regard, the Greek Orthodox hospital of Yedi Kule provided seclusion for the 
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‘unorthodox’ of the community that served to keep them at bay.
275

 Regarding the 

Pera archives she examined, Anastassiadou notes that the documents suggest there 

were curiously few orphaned or abandoned children after the First World War, yet 

there is a considerable number of documents relating to baptised children with 

unknown fathers registered between 1922 and 1928.
276

 If these baptised children 

were not ‘foundlings’, then the absence of information is either due to loss of 

relevant documents or the numbers regarding the orphaned or abandoned children 

were fictitious on purpose.  

Charity and philanthropy played a major role in avoiding the misfortunes of 

the community and while doing this, they became agents that helped to solidify the 

limits of the community. According to the terms of the regulation of 1864, anyone of 

Orthodox Christian faith, regardless of ethnic origin, had the right to seek the support 

of philanthropic organizations, yet another regulation that was introduced in 1904 

confined the target population to ὁμογενή (homogeny; of the same family) that would 

be accepted to the orphanage in the island of Prinkipo.
277

 It is argued that even 

though the term was used to refer to the people affiliated with the Ecumenical 

Patriarchate of Constantinople in the Ottoman context, it now began to represent the 

Greek speaking Orthodox Christians and it was a way to differentiate those who left 

Orthodoxy in favour of Catholicism or Protestantism as well as those who were 
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Orthodox but did not speak Greek.
278

 Florian Riedler argues that even though the 

Greek associations promoted Hellenic nationalism, the main goal was mostly 

philanthropy.
279

 We see that not only the rising nationalism but also the foreign 

missionaries that became active in the Ottoman lands in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries had an influence on redefining the limits of the Ottoman Greek 

community.  

Greek migrant workers in Istanbul were also among the target population of 

some Greek Orthodox voluntary associations in the late nineteenth century.
280

 Even 

though the newcomers generally used the network that included their fellow 

countrymen who had already settled in the city, they were considered strangers and – 

being ‘unattached’ – potential threats to their new localities.
281

 Meropi Anastassiadou 

writes that there was attachment/solidarity among the Greeks of the same region that 

came to the capital as seasonal workers, and she argues that their choice of sticking 

together guaranteed them security and warmth in temporary exile which in turn 

hindered their intermingling with the local society.
282

 Anastassiadou also mentions 

that apart from the Golden Horn, Galata was one of the privileged neighbourhoods 

where seasonal workers dwelled.
283

 It makes perfect sense that the Greeks who 

migrated to Istanbul from the rest of the empire for seasonal work needed/trusted 

                                                           
278

 Ibid. 

 
279

 Florian Riedler, “Public People: Seasonal Work Migrants in Nineteenth Century Istanbul,” in 

Public Istanbul: Spaces and Spheres of the Urban, ed. Frank Eckardt and Kathrin Wildner (Bielefeld: 

Transcript; Piscataway, NJ: Distributed in North America by Transaction Publishers, 2008), 247. 

 
280

 Ibid. 

 
281

 Ibid., 240, 243. 

 
282

 Anastassiadou, “Greek Orthodox Immigrants and Modes of Integration,” 155; Anastassiadou, Les 

Grecs d’Istanbul au XIX
e 
Siècle, 74-75. 

 
283

 Anastassiadou, Les Grecs d’Istanbul au XIX
e 
Siècle, 75. 

 



76 

 

each other, yet how should we imagine the limits of such hindrance to intermingling? 

Migrant workers of the same profession tended to live in the same inns (han) “which 

paradoxically were situated in or near public bazaars”.
284

 If seasonal workers and 

those who lived as bekâr (not necessarily single but living alone) could easily 

become potential suspects to any kind of offense, then how should we define 

intermingling? Especially for those who were dwelling or working in Galata, how 

possible or impossible was such amalgamation with the society?  

One aspect seems to be in agreement in the portrayal of late nineteenth-

century Galata by various contemporary/succeeding authors: the district was lively 

and it offered relatively more intermingling than many other neighbourhoods in 

Istanbul did. It is not wishful thinking that either in groups or individually, Greek 

seasonal workers enjoyed meals and drinks outdoors. The habit of frequenting a 

certain venue does not surprise us. We read that during Ramadan, when some 

Muslim customers stopped frequenting the taverns, some owners sent ‘forget-us-not 

dolmas’ (unutma bizi dolması) to their loyal customers to please and to remind them 

that their absence was noticed.
285

 If a certain group frequented a certain venue, are 

we to assume that such attitude necessarily brought distance to mixing with the local 

society which included the tavern keeper and other customers as well? Despite the 

efforts to isolate the temporary migrants by means of inns, some of which were 

situated at busy quarters, Florian Riedler argues that it remains debatable “whether 

their lifestyle was altogether different from the situation of non-elite Istanbulites”.
286

 

We should also keep in mind that not everyone worked near where they lived, or vice 
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versa. When we talk about the districts of Galata and Pera, we do not necessarily take 

into account the people who only worked or who only lived there, and also not only 

those who did both. The point is to imagine these districts as a permeable sphere 

which let people in and out on a daily basis. This is why people who neither worked 

nor lived in these districts are also of crucial importance to this study.  

Although there is scanty information concerning the aspects of female 

migrant workers due to their employment extensively in domestic service,
287

 their 

number in the capital increased during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 

especially with the arrival of those who came from the Aegean islands.
288

 Most of the 

time, economic necessity compelled people to migrate to urban centres for (better) 

employment opportunities.
289

 Considering the fact that it was men who mostly had 

the advantage of specializing on a trade, women “most often came to Istanbul to find 

accommodation and a position as a domestic with some middle-class family, or to 

earn a living in the sewing, pressing, or embroidery workshops”.
290

 The networks 
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that assisted the newcomers in adjusting to their new surroundings could not 

necessarily prevent abuse.
291

 Female domestic workers were at times prone to 

exploitation by their landlords, thus prone to ‘unorthodoxy’.
292

 Despite the absence 

of information as regards abuse, it was rumoured that Alexandros Zotos (Αλέξανδρος 

Ζώτος), the principal of the Great School of the Nation (Μεγάλη του Γένους Σχολή; 

Mekteb-i Kebir) in Phanar (1920-25), was having sexual intercourse with the 

domestic
293

 who was taking care of his paralysed wife and doing housework.
294

 

Because Zotos was a public figure as an ecclesiastic and as the principal of one of the 

most prestigious Greek schools in Istanbul, the Patriarchate interfered and had the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
fathers of over 90 percent of the sample were unskilled and semiskilled workingmen. Over 50 percent 

of these women had been servants, largely general servants; the rest had worked in equally dead-end 

jobs, such as laundering, charing, and street selling. A high preponderance of servants were also found 

among mid- and late-Victorian inmates of London rescue homes and lock (venereal disease) 

hospitals.” Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society, 15-16. 
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 Rachel G. Fuchs and Leslie Page Moch, “Pregnant, Single, and Far from Home: Migrant Women 

in Nineteenth-Century Paris,” The American Historical Review Vol. 95, No. 4 (October 1990): 1016.  
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 The problem of abuse comprised other aspects besides sexual exploitation and harassment. The 

author of the article ‘Hizmetçi Kızlar’ that appeared in Sabah on 3 July 1903 “advocated the fair 

treatment of female domestic servants and claimed that the girls who were treated badly in the houses 

where they worked ran away at some point and led a corrupt life on the streets of the city. He claimed 

this situation to be a moral and social threat to every resident”. See Özbek, “The Regulation of 

Prostitution in Beyoğlu,” 556. Arrogant behaviour of the employers towards their maids and belated 

payments were criticized by the socialist press in Salonica in the early twentieth century as well. 

Moreover, female workers could be victimized with respect to their gender and working conditions. 

Gila Hadar draws attention to the fact that some Jewish women in Salonica had to start working at 

quite an early age in order to support their family and to save money for a dowry. Arguments related 

to gender and morality were operative with respect to their employment in tobacco factories. Their 

socio-economic condition was abused by the employers who attempted to fire men and employ 

women thus pay less for the same work force whereas they tried to make it seem related to the 

inconvenience of young women to work alongside men. The actualities that the industrial and the 

entertainment zones happened to be close by and the very young tobacco workers needed to look older 

with the help of clothes, shoes and make-up rendered these women prone to ‘unorthodoxy’. See 

Hadar, 131-132, 139-140. 
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 Spataris mentions that Zotos was brought to Istanbul from the Greek community of Berlin and this 

suggests that the domestic could as well be Greek, brought via the same network. See Spataris, 133. 
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 “Almanya’dan getirdikleri bir kız da bu evde çalışıyordu. Bu kız eve devamlı olarak gelip gidiyor, 

müdür beyin felçli hanımına ve eve bakıyordu. Okulun bahçesindeki tek dişi olan bu genç kıza 

uzaktan baktıkça ağzımızın suları akıyordu. Ama anlaşılan, aziz peder bizim gibi yalanmakla 

yetinmiyordu. (Bunu kutsal kurallar bile kabul eder sanırım.) Bir taraf din adamı olsa bile, tabiatın iki 

cinsiyet arasında koyduğu kurallara göre işi ilerletti. Nasıl olduysa olay duyuldu. Fener, patrikhane ve 

bütün İstanbul dedikodulardan bunaldı!” Ibid. 
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girl examined by a committee of doctors to cease the gossip and the accusations 

unfolded to the public by the press.
295

 Spataris claims that the belated acquittal was 

due to a doctor who persisted in refusing to sign the paper for the reason that it would 

violate medical ethics.
296

 In the end, as the Patriarchate exculpated Zotos, a potential 

scandal that would have directly brought the Church’s name into bad repute was 

controverted. 

The vindication of Zotos did also ‘clear’ the name of the domestic in the eyes 

of the society even though it was not particularly her reputation that was at stake. If 

in fact she was abused, was she ‘lucky’ that she did not end up with a baby as did 

some female migrant workers who, being “young and without any family in Istanbul 

or the protection of the social control exercised by their original environment, 

contributed to the rise in the number of abandoned babies and children within the 

Greek community of the capital”?
297

 Whether the intercourse was voluntary or not,
298

 

single women who got pregnant must have had difficult times in order to hide their 

unborn ‘illegitimate’ babies
299

 or to manage finances to look after their newborn. 

Despite the relatively limited number of cases in Istanbul compared to European 

cities,
300

 in the late nineteenth century the abandoned babies became a political issue 
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in the Ottoman Empire also had an urban character; in Ottoman archival documents, relatively big 
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 In the case of Egypt, Hammad notes that in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, some women 

turned to prostitution due to premarital sexual relations. See Hammad, 758. 
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 Maksudyan, 156. 
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 “À Istanbul, surtout si on le compare à la situation dans certaines cités européennes, telles que 

Paris, Rome, Naples, etc., l’abandon d’enfants reste un phénomène relativement limité. Il concerne en 

particulier la population chrétienne de la ville et surtout la communauté grecque orthodoxe au sein de 
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in which the relative autonomy of the communities was confronted with the 

centralization practices (in this case, proper registration and issuing identity cards) of 

the Ottoman state.
301

 According to the Regulation of Population Registration of 

1881, the abandoned infants were registered as Muslim unless proven otherwise, and 

in the case of the cities, the foundlings had to be taken to the police stations first even 

if they were found in the immediate vicinity of non-Muslim places of worship, a 

practice which resulted in conflicts among various authorities as different parties 

disagreed with the faith that the (parents of the) babies were born into.
302

 Maksudyan 

argues that “the emergence of a modernized governmental structure” (i.e. 

governmentality) made the non-Muslim communities take measures to reinforce 

intra-communal ties (such as enhancing their own facilities) so as to maintain the 

former status quo as regards their traditional authority that was also challenged by 

Catholic missionaries.
303

  

Even though related documents in the Ottoman archives reveal the 

improperness of a situation or a person, the reasons were not always clearly 

expressed in each and every case. In 1872, the tailor Lefter wrote a petition 

demanding the removal of some improper people who settled themselves in the han 

(inn) that he has been living in with his own family in Bülbül Street in Galata.
304

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
laquelle il constitue une pratique ancienne et assez usitée.” Anastassiadou, “Médecine Hygiéniste et 

Pédagogie Sociale à Istanbul,” 80. 
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304

 “Zabıta Müşiriyet-i celilesine 

Galata’da Bülbül sokağında kâin hanın bir odasında familyasıyla müste’ciren ikamet etmekde olduğu 

halde han odabaşısı Hayim tahtında bulunan diğer bir odayı uygunsuz bir takım kesana icar 

eylediğinden bahisle ihracları hakkında bazı ifade ve istid’ayı havi Terzi Lefter imzasıyla verilen 

arzuhal leffen irsal kılınmış olmağla bi’t-tahkik icabının icrasına himmet buyurulması siyakında 

tezkire-i senaveri terkim kılındı efendim” BOA, ZB 5/26, 1289 B 22. 
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From the short document, we neither understand what sort of ‘improper’ people these 

were, nor figure out their gender. Bülbül Street had a reputation for prostitution,
305

 

yet there is no implication of prostitution in the document whatsoever. In another 

case, we read that Yanaki Aravandino from the Greek community, who had been 

expelled to Greece due to his misbehaviour (‘birtakım uygunsuz hal ve hareketde 

bulunmasından’) in Ioannina and Crete, came to Dersaadet and was found while 

looking for ways to go to the environs of Ioannina where he was not supposed to set 

foot again.
306

 Here again, the document does not reveal much about what kind of 

improperness was in question or if it was a political issue or not. 

In a document from 1887, the writings and the figures that have supposedly 

been drawn or engraved by Greek visitors on the columns and pillars of St. Sophia 

were considered inappropriate and their removal, without causing any damage to the 

sacred building, was required.
307

 The document does not reveal anything about the 
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 Scognamillo, 46. 

 
306

 “Zabıta müşiriyet-i celilesine  

Yunan teba’sından Yanaki Aravandino nam şahsın Yanya ve Girid cihetlerinde birtakım uygunsuz hal 

ve hareketde bulunmasından naşi ba’dema oralara ayak basmamak üzere mukaddema Yunanistan’a 

tard ve def’ edilmiş olduğu halde bu def’a bir takrib Dersaadet’e gelmiş ve yine Yanya havalisine 

duhule yol aramakda bulunmuş olduğundan bahisle müşiriyet-i celileleri canibinden ahz u giriftiyle 

yine Yunanistan’a def’i hakkında bazı ifadeyi havi mahzar kılıklı verilen arzuhal leffen irsal kılınmış 

olmağla merkum hemen  bi’t-taharri buldurularak hal ve keyfiyetinin tahkikatıyla iktiza-yı halin icra 

ve ifadesi menut-ı himem-i müşirileridir efendim” BOA, ZB 5/37 1289 B 30. 

 
307

 “Ziyaret içün Ayasofya Cami-i şerifine giden bazı Rum ve Yunaniler tabakalara çıkarak duvar ve 

direkler üzerine su-i niyeti mutazammın birtakım ibarat ve eşkâl tahrir ve tersim eylemekde oldukları 

mesmu’-ı âli olarak bunların ebniyeye halel vermeyecek suretde bozdurulması ve ba’dema bu misillü 

ahval vuku’ gelmemek içün gerek cami-i şerife-i mezkûre ve gerek emakin-i mukaddese-yi saireyi 

ziyaret içün gezenlerin yanlarına hademeden bir ikişer kimse bulunması lüzumuna ve bu yolda sair 

icab eden takayyüdata dair bir ta’limat kaleme alınarak ahkâmının tamamıyla cereyanına i’tina ve 

dikkat olunması hakkında şerefsadır olan irade-i seniyye-i cenab-ı hilafetpenahiyi mutazammın 25 

Cemaziyülahire sene 1304 tarihli tezkire-yi ‘aliyye-yi asafaneleri varid-i dest-i tekrim oldu. Bu 

keyfiyet evvelce taraf-ı çakeriden dahi haber alınması üzerine bizzat cami-i şerife gidilerek filhakika 

duvar ve direklerde öyle münasebetsiz ibarat ve eşkâl görülmüş ve bunların yirmi otuz seneden berü 

tahrir ve resim olunageldiği tarihlerinden anlaşılmış olduğundan hemen o anda me’murlar tayin 

olunarak binanın heyet ve tezyinat-ı asliyesine halel vermeyecek suretde mezkûr ibarat ve eşkâl derhal 

mahv-u tathir etdirilmişdir. Bir de ber mucib-i emr ü ferman-ı hümayun-ı hazret-i padişahî ba’d-ez-in 

gelecek ziyaretçilerin yanlarında hidmetlü bir ikişer kimse bulunub bu gibi ahval ikaına meydan 

verilmemesi ve ma mafih Ayasofya Cami-i şerifinde tabakası zaten kullanılmamakda olmak ve yolları 
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content of the improper writings and figures on the pillars and columns some of 

which were left thirty years prior to 1887. The fact that they were associated with 

both the Rums and the Greeks – not with other Orthodox Christians in particular – 

suggests that at least some of them were written in the Greek language. We do not 

understand whether they were inappropriate because the content was offensive to 

Muslims or they were souvenirs bearing abusive language or drawings, along with 

dates and names of the visitors. In order to prevent these from happening again, it is 

suggested that regular visits to the mosque should exclude the upper floor save for 

highly esteemed visitors and ambassadors and that the visitors be accompanied by 

the janitors of the building.  

In some cases, however, the reason for the improper situation was more clearly 

expressed. According to another document in the archives,
308

 it was reported to the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
dahi hariç-i cami-i şerifde ve gayr-ı muntazam bulunmak hasebiyle her ziyaretçinin tabakalara kadar 

çıkub gezmesinde bir mana olmadığından süferadan ve emsali zevat-ı mu’tebereden olan ziyaretçiler  

müstesna olmak ve bunlar Hariciye Nezareti celilesinde tezkiresiyle gelüb ziyaret etmek üzere Daire-

yi Hariciye’den verilen biletler ile gelen ‘adi ziyaretçilerin yalnız camii gezmeleriyle iktifa olunması 

dahi hademe-i camie ekiden tavsiye ve tenbih olunmuş ve hükm-i celil irade-yi seniyye-i hazret-i 

zıllullahiye tevfikan bu gibi emakin-i mukaddesenin  ziyareti maddesiyçün kaleme alınan talimat 

leffen takdim kılınmış olmağla mündericâtı muvafık-ı emr ü ferman-ı hümayun-ı cenab-ı cihanbani 

buyurulduğu halde icra-yı icabı zımnında iadesi babında  emr-ü ferman hazret-i men lehü’l-emrindir 

Fi 7 Receb sene 304 ve fi 19 Mart 303 Nazır-ı Evkaf-ı Hümayun, Mustafa” BOA, Y.MTV 26/3, 1304 

B 07. 

 
308

 “Beyoğlu’nda muhill-i adab resimlerin alenen satılmakda bulunduğu istihbar olunması üzerine 

zabıta memurlarıyla beraber usulü dairesinde tahkikat icrası mugayır-ı adab resimlerin men-i füruhtu 

içün idare-i acizi müfettişleri i’zam edilmiş idi  Teb’a-yı Devlet-i ‘Aliyye’den ve Musevi cemaatinden 

Avram’ın Zürefa zokağıyla Kulekapısı caddesindeki dükkanları zabıta müfettişleri ve Beyoğlu 

Mutasarrıflığı komiseri dahi birlikde oldukları halde taharri olundukda dört yüze karib muhtelif 

şekillerde gayet müstehcen ve muhill-i adab fotoğraflar derdest ve merkum isticvab olundukda bunları 

Fenar’da fotoğrafçı Yorgi ile Galata rıhtımında fotoğrafçı Sofyanos’dan aldığını beyan etmiş ve 

benaberin fotoğrafçı Yorgi’nin Fenar’daki dükkanına gidilüb icra kılınan taharriyatda birkaç aded 

muhill-i adab tasavvur ile Yunanistanın fistanlı Evzon alayı efrad  ve kapudanlarının müsellah 

kıyafetde fotoğraf camları elde edildiği gibi hanesinde dahi zuhuru muhtemel olmasına nazaran terfik 

olunan memur ve Rum cemaati kethüdası ile  beraber merkum Yorgi’nin Tatavla’daki hanesine 

gidilüb taharrir edildiğinde bir şey bulunamadığı ve fotoğrafçı Sofyanos’un Galata rıhtımındaki 

dükkânı taharri edildikde iki aded muhill-i adab resim ile dört beş aded Evzon askeri fotoğraflarıyla ol 

mikdar fotoğraf camları ve iki kebir cam üzerine biri Türkiyü’l-ibare protestoname ve diğeri Fransızca 

muharrer fotoğraf camları ahz ve müsadere edildiği müfettişler tarafından verilen raporda beyan 

edilmiş olmağla bu makule muhill-i adab resimlerin füruht ve intişarına meydan verilmemesi 

hususuna begayet dikkat ve i’tina edilmesi lüzumunun Zabtiye nezaret-i celilesine emr ü işar 

buyurulması babında emr-ü ferman hazret-i men lehü’l-emrindir” BOA, DH.MKT 652/24, 1320 Za 

14. 
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police that some indecent photographs were being overtly sold in Beyoğlu, in the 

shops of Avram from the Jewish community. Following the investigations, some four 

hundred obscene photographs were seized in the shops that Avram claimed to have 

obtained from the photographers Yorgi and Sofyanos. Upon further investigation, a 

few indecent photographs along with some photographs of armed Evzones (Εύζωνες, 

i.e. Greek soldiers) were found in the shop of Yorgi in Phanar, though the search in 

his house in Tatavla in the presence of the Ottoman Greek chamberlain proved futile 

since nothing of the kind was found. On the part of Sofyanos, two indecent 

photographs along with four or five photographs of armed Evzones were seized in his 

shop near the port in Galata and it was demanded that the police pay careful attention 

to prevent the reproduction and sale of such indecent photographs. The investigation 

which started due to the sale of indecent photographs ended up revealing visual 

material that could be improper in another sense.  

 
 

Figure 2 Postcard capturing musicians together with masqueraders dressed as Evzones 

(Εύζωνες) for the carnival of Tatavla at the beginning of the twentieth century (The archive of 

St. Dimitrios Foundation, [online]: http://www.tatavla.org/tatavla-karnavali-49.html) 
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Although there is no further comment on the photographs of the armed 

Evzones, we see that the Ottoman authorities try to be cautious about ‘potential’ 

problems or dangers. Another Ottoman document
309

 reports that on the occasion of 

the carnival of Tatavla (i.e. Baklahorani), more than a hundred masqueraders dressed 

up as Evzones were walking together from Galata towards Istanbul, among whom 

some Armenians were most probably present, and even though the police forces were 

not making any enquiries, there could be other intentions behind their strolling in this 

fashion in public. 

It appears that it was convenient to sell erotic pictures in photographers’ shops 

which were equally the most and the least suspicious spots for such business. These 

pictures were called ‘artistic pictures’ (sanat resimleri) whose models were mostly 

prostitutes (fahişeler ve ‘kaldırım oğlanları’).
310

 According to their taste, those 

interested in the art would secretly buy the pictures of Despina, Güzel (Beautiful) 

Eleni, or of Dimos, Stelyo and Panayotis, etc.
311

 Some shop owners had business 

relationships with other owners in the capital, just like Avram had with Yorgi and 

Sofyanos (and maybe with others he did not mention) in order to maintain material, 

as he suggested. Such pictures did not necessarily circulate in the photographers’ 

shops. One of the most well-known procurers of Pera in the 1880s and 1890s called 

                                                           
309

 “Bu akşam saat on buçukda Yunanın evzon kıyafet-i askerisini labis yüzü mütecaviz masharanın 

ikişer ikişer ve tulani asker sırasıyla Galata ve köprüden bi’l-mürur İstanbul cihetine geçdikleri 

görülmüş ve vakı’a Tatavla Panayırı olmak mülabesesiyle masharaların ötede berüde dolaşmaları 

vaki’ ise de böyle yüzü mütecaviz masharanın cümlesi bilâ-istisna Yunan kıyafet-i askerisini labisan 

ve müctemian esvakda dolaşmaları bir maksada mübtenî olacağı derkâr idüğüne ve işbu müctemi’ler 

yerlü Rumlardan mürekkeb olmağla beraber bunlar meyanında Ermeniler dahi bulunması akva-yı 

melhuzâtdan bulunmasına binaen ve zabıtaca bu babda hiç bir ta’kibat ve tahkikat bile icra 

edilmemesine nazaran arz-ı ma’lumata cüret kılınmışdır Ferman Fi 12 Şubat sene 316 Beyoğlu 

tahrirat muavini ve tiyatrolar sansürü, Abd-i memluk ve asdakları, Mehmed Ali” BOA, Y.PRK.ZB 

26/80, 1318 Za 06. 
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‘Horoz’ Corci (or ‘Karantina’ Corci, since he was an employee at the isolation ward) 

would carry the pictures of the women he prostituted.
312

  

A very well-known figure, Max Fruchtermann, came to Istanbul from Austro-

Hungary in 1867 and succeeded in printing the first postcards of the Ottoman Empire 

as of 1895.
313

 He had networks which went as far as Vienna where he would have the 

pictures of the ‘coquettes’ of Beyoğlu printed as postcards and sell them in his 

photography shop on Yüksekkaldırım near the Galata Tower (Kuledibi), especially to 

foreign travellers.
314

  

 

Figure 3 One of the ‘erotic’ postcards edited by Max Fruchtermann, 

Beauté orientale, Series XVI, 1901-1906, No. 1506 (The Postcards of 

Max Fruchtermann, Vol. II, 554) 
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 Alus, İstanbul Yazıları, 57. 
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In 1906, some of the postcards he was selling were reported as ‘unbecoming’ (‘bu 

misillü münasebetsiz tesaviri havi kart postallar’) in which the Egyptian Copts were 

wearing dresses associated with Muslim women and it was demanded that necessary 

action should be taken in order to prevent further certificates as regards to their 

import, distribution and reproduction.
315

 This time, the improperness of the depicted 

women was not due to obscenity but due to transgression of social codes in terms of 

religion.  

Just like some police and army officers were into malfeasance, other 

authorities did also misuse their power. In a case from 1906,
316

 it was attested that 

Diyonis Efendi, the Ottoman Greek muhtar of Galata, was essentially from Samatya 

with no real estate in the district of Galata and he was charging people more money 

than required for all sorts of papers they demanded. Consequently, it was decided 

that Diyonis Efendi be replaced by Prodromos Efendi who was among the local 

power holders and had the required qualifications. In another Ottoman document 

dating back to 1903,
317

 an employee of the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Istanbul 

                                                           
315

 “Galata’da Yüksek Kaldırım’da Avusturya teb’asından Frühterman nam kimsenin on üç numerolu  

dükkânında Mısır kıbtîlerini muhadderat-ı islamiye ziyy ü kıyafetinde gösterir bir takım kart postallar 

füruht edilmekde olduğu haber verildiğinden bu misillü münasebetsiz tesaviri havi kart postalların  

idhaliyle neşr ve füruhtuna meydan verilmemesi esbabının istikmali Dahiliye Nezaret-i celilesinden 

bildirilmiş (müdiriyete ve İskenderiye) ve keyfiyet Beyoğlu mutasarrıflığına da izbar kılınmış  

olmağla icra-yı icabı hususuna himem” BOA, ZB 592/5, 1322 T 31. 

 
316

 “Zabtiye Nezareti Celilesine 

Devletlü efendim hazretleri 

Galata Rum muhtarı Diyonis Efendi esasen ahali-yi kadimeden ve ashab-ı emlakdan olmamasından ve 

her nev’i ilmühaberden otuz kırk guruş ve daha ziyade akçe talebiyle halkı iz’ac etmekde 

bulunmasından naşi mezkûr muhtarlıkdan ihracıyla yerine o evsaf-ı lazime-i kanuniyeyi haiz erbab-ı 

iktidardan Prodromos Efendi’nin intihab ve ta’yini ol babdaki istid’a sebk eden isti’lam üzerine 

Altıncı Daire-i Belediye müdüriyetinden iş’ar edilmiş olmağla ba’dehu iktizası icra edilmek üzere 

evvel emirde bunların her ikisi hakkında da zabıtaca olan ma’lumat ve tahkikatın inbası menut-ı 

müsa’de-i celile-i daveraneleridir ol babda emr-ü ferman hazret-i men lehü’l emrindir” BOA, ZB 

55/57, 1322 A 16.  

 
317

 “Daire-i acizi dahilinde polis me’murlarınca su-i istimâlat vukua getirildüğü bazı tarafdan Patrik 

Efendi’ye ifade olunduğu ve hatta istikametimiz Patrikde ma’lum olmasından naşi şikayet-i vakıa 

garabet ve hayretini mucib olduğu Patrikhane kapu kahyası muavini Spiraki Efendi ma’rifetiyle 

hikâye tarzında olarak acizlerine nakl ve ifade olundu. 
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is claimed to have attempted to calumniate a police officer who did not cooperate 

with him. According to the story, following the death of the director of the 

Patriarchate’s printing house, Hristaki Papayani Efendi wished to take up the 

position for which he needed the authorization of the Patriarchate. Despite his failure 

to receive the required seal, he transgressed both legal and moral limits concerning 

his actions. 

As this chapter aims to suggest, ‘unorthodoxy’ was not only associated with 

people who were already poorly regarded in society with respect to their occupations. 

The state officers, including the police, the army officers, etc., the employees of the 

Patriarchate or those who enjoyed high social status were as liable to go beyond the 

morally, socially, or legally acceptable limits as the rest of the people. Transgression 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Şikayet-i vakıa şahsıma aid ise: saye-i madeletvaye-i hazret-i padişahîde ebvâb-ı mahakim herkes içün 

açık bulunduğundan kimin iddiası var ise müracaatla ihkak-ı hak edebilür. Bilakis ma’iyyet-i acizi 

içün şikayet olunmuş ise şuraya kadar bu yolda taraf-ı acizeye bir gûne şikayet vuku’ bulmadığından 

mütecasir var ise hakkında ta’kibat-ı kanuniye ifa olunmak üzere me’muriyet-i aciziye müracaat 

olunmak icab eder yolunda cevab verilmişdir. 

Patrik tarafdaranı canibinden tertib edilmiş olduğuna şübhe olmayan işbu tehdid-amiz ifadatın esbab-ı 

mucibesi teemmül olundukda: umur-ı mezhebiyelerine müteallik kütüb ve resail ile kilisa ceridesinin 

tab ü neşrine mahsus olub Patrikhane dahilinde bulunan matbaanın geçenlerde vefat eden müdir-i 

mes’ulü yerine intihab olunan Patrikhane me’murlarından Hristaki Papayani Efendi’nin kefalet-i 

kaviyeye rabtı hakkında Dahiliye Nezareti celilesinden tastir olunub Zabıta Nezareti’nden makam-ı 

aciziye havale buyrulan tezkire-i aliyye mucibince hukuk-ı mukaddese-i şahaneye ve menafi’-i 

Devlet-i Aliyye’yi kâfil vesair şerait-i lazıme-i kanuniyeyi şamil olmak üzere taraf-ı aciziden kaleme 

alınub Patrikhane meclisince kabul ve imzasına muvafakat olunmayan taahhüd senediyle kefalet şerhi 

âmâl ve makasıdlarına mugayır bulunmasından, ve Patrik’in aleyhtarlarından bazı ileri gelen zevat ile 

hasbe’l-meslek ihtilat edilmesinden ve geçenlerde efkâr-ı umumiyeyi tehyic maksadıyla vaktiyle 

Yunan ihtilalinde zi-medhal olub devletce siyaseten salb ve idam etdirilen Patrik Ligoriyosun tasviri 

ma'ruzât-ı sabıka-i acizanem vechile merkumun mahall-i siyaseti olan mahalle ta’lik edilmek gibi bir 

takım teşebbüsat-ı ha’inaneleri haber alınarak hasbe’l-ubudiyet hakpay-ı şahaneye arz edilmiş 

bulunulmasından mütevellid eser-i husumet ve garaz olduğuna kanaat hasıl olmuşdur. Bu gibi 

mefsedetlerine ha’il olageldiğimden dolayı bunların âmâline karşu bir mania teşkil etdiğimi nazar-ı 

dikkate alarak bunun ref’i esbabına tevessül edilerek bâlâda arz olunan ihbar bu babda bir mukaddime 

olmak üzere tertib ve dermeyan edilmiş ise de taraf-ı aciziden verilen cevaba nazaran tehdidat-ı 

vakıanın müsmir olamayacağı anlaşılarak acizleri aleyhinde teşebbüsat-ı fi’iliyeye girişildiği ve hatta 

bu cümleden olmak üzere da’vâ vekillerinden Vasilaki Panigidi namında birisinin mutasarrıf olduğu 

meyhanede hilaf-ı merza-i âli vuku’a gelen bazı uygunsuz ahvalin def ü refi esbabına tevessül 

edilmesinden naşi aleyhimde bulunan merkum Panagidi alet ittihaz edinerek acizleri hakkında mahzar 

kılıklı bir şikâyet varakası tertib ve tasni’ ve ötekine berikine imza etdirilmekde bulunduğu istihbar 

olundu 

‘Adavet-i diniyeleri  iktizası olarak müslümanlar hakkında azviyat ve müfteriyatda bulunmakdan 

çekinmeyen ve esbab-ı ma’rufeden dolayı hakk-ı abidanemde garaz ve adavet bağlıyan bu makule 

ashab-ı iğrazın tasniat-ı bedhahanesi mesmu’ âli buyurulmak üzere işbu ma’ruzât-ı memlukânemin 

hakpay-ı ma’delet-ihtiva-yı cenab-ı hilafetpenahiye arz ve takdim buyurulmak babında ferman 

Fenar merkezi serkomiseri kulları” BOA, Y.PRK.ZB 33/13, 1320 Z 29. 
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of limits was not directly linked with isolation. Due to the nature of the archival 

documents used in this chapter, which are mostly police records, we learn that some 

people were replaced or punished for their deeds. These replacements and 

punishments show us that the relevant ‘unorthodoxy’ was somehow recognized in 

the eyes of the state or the community. Nevertheless, they do not particularly show 

us the limits of marginalization or estrangement, if there was any. In some cases, we 

are not even informed about what certain uygunsuzluk (improperness) is at stake, 

which leaves us guessing at the possibilities. On the whole, ‘unorthodoxy’ was 

omnipresent, yet the way it was perceived as well as the way the individuals 

experienced its consequences varied. 
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V 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

It appears that the visualization of the Greek community of Istanbul in the late 

nineteenth century bore the signs of a move towards a more tight-knit community 

life. The Greeks themselves contributed many structures to the capital such as 

schools, churches and buildings housing cultural societies that suggested gathering. 

Nevertheless, it was not an overt call for those who had blatantly ‘immoral’ or 

‘ambiguous’ occupations such as prostitutes, pimps, singer/actresses, tavern keepers, 

etc. Education, for example, could not appeal to the underclass that did not have the 

means: these people could only be a part of the moralistic discourse via which the 

upper classes visualized their ‘proper’ identity. Poverty could generate all sorts of 

undesirable consequences as well as immorality that had to be supervised, yet at 

times, those who were more ‘orthodox’ among the needy were given priority for 

help. Apparently, while education, charity and philanthropy served for the well-being 

of the Greeks, they also served to help mark the boundaries of the Greek Orthodox 

community (ὁμογενή) which progressively became more Greek in character. 

However, the aim of the policies was not exactly to include the underclass – and not 

necessarily the entertainers – in the wider circle. It was rather the middle and the 

upper/middle classes that actually moved towards a more tightly knit community life 

by means of certain ideals and values. 

 As far as ‘improperness’ in late Ottoman Istanbul is concerned, 

entertainment practices in Pera and Galata were the most likely targets susceptible to 
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nurturing the ‘favourable’ environment. If these practices paved the way for 

‘improperness’, the clientele/consumer that mostly comprised men must be equally 

investigated in future studies on account of their participation and agency as well as 

the role of masculinity. Entertainment was extensive in scope and the entertainers 

therefore did not form a homogeneous group in which they were all prone to be seen 

as immoral or marginal to the same extent. Networks, differences in occupation, 

wealth, status and lifestyle strengthened hierarchy which consequently changed the 

degree of integration to one’s milieu among the entertainers. Especially in the case of 

prostitutes and pimps, the degree of integration to society was not particularly 

incompatible with ‘immorality’. Due to variations in features, not all the prostitutes 

may be regarded as on the edge of the society as a whole. 

 Even though the entertainers in Pera and Galata were primarily non-

Muslims, our sources reveal that some of them were involved in illegal cooperation 

with Muslims and Muslim authorities behind the scenes. Muslims were denied legal 

participation in businesses such as tavern keeping and prostitution, yet malpractices 

and abuses of power were visible in the form of connivance in return for bribe or free 

service. Besides secret partnership, some people had dual occupations, one of which 

tended to be illegal or required secrecy, and they did not legally attract any attention 

for their clandestine occupations unless caught by the state authorities. Even if the 

unemployed and the vagrant had no legal occupations, they should not necessarily be 

regarded as more liable to ‘unorthodoxy’ than those who were employed. Despite the 

fact that some people went unnoticed by the authorities or the society, they were still 

oscillating between legal as well as moral limits. 

 In the light of various sources including the newspaper Tachydromos, it is 

hard to disagree with Ahmet Rasim – his nostalgia for the olden days 
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notwithstanding – that the life in Galata was as fearsome as it was amusing.
318

 

Despite their infamy, the districts of Galata and Pera were not isolated; to the 

contrary, they were right in the heart of the city where people interacted daily and 

they offered more social intermingling than many other neighbourhoods in the 

capital, with a number of schools, places of worship, venues for entertainment and 

leisure activities, business offices, banks, shops, etc. Whether restricted or 

superficial, the limits of intermingling could be further evaluated by means of study 

on the transgression of moral, social and legal codes. 

 In conclusion, it is important to determine from which side we are looking 

at the story. It has three dimensions to it, albeit interrelated: the state, the community 

and the society. In our case, the state was mostly interested in control, law and order 

whereas the Greek community leaders had to deal with the curse of immorality, 

misery and ignorance in order to have a robust community to fit in with the new 

world order. I believe that the society proves to be the hardest yet the most 

interesting part to assess where the people under study seem to have a rather slippery 

ground. All in all, the ‘unorthodox’ Greek figures did not form a uniform group: 

‘improperness’ did not necessarily go hand in hand with marginalization whereas the 

‘improper’ were not limited to a single business or an ethno-religious group. The 

shifting focus on ‘the black sheep of the family’ could challenge our understanding 

of communities against a collective and nostalgic reading of non-Muslims in the 

Ottoman Empire. 
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 Rasim, 104. 
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APPENDIX A: OTTOMAN STATE DOCUMENTS 

Footnote 170 

BOA, Y.PRK.ŞH 2/61, 1304 R 24 
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Footnote 187 

BOA, A.MKT.MHM 532/11, 1311 N 07 
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Footnote 307 

BOA, Y.MTV 2/63, 1304 B 07 
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Footnote 308 

BOA, DH.MKT 652/24, 1320 Za 14 
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Footnote 317 

BOA, Y.PRK.ZB 33/13, 1320 Z 29  
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APPENDIX B: EXCERPTS FROM TACHYDROMOS 

Footnote 200 & 201 

Tachydromos, 24 April 1898 

 

 



103 

 

Footnote 227 

Tachydromos, 22 February 1900 

 

Tachydromos, 23 February 1900 
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