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This dissertation analyses the development of one of 
Istanbul’s historical districts, Beyoğlu, between 1950 
and 1990. It explores the historicity of place-making in           
Beyoğlu through the lense of six case studies. The thesis’ 
historical focus – 1950 to 1990 –  is marked by Istanbul’s 
development from a middle-sized city into a metropole, 
ending with the acceleration of gentrifi cation processes 
in historical areas.

It argues that perceptions of the district’s change in 
terms of its socio-cultural composition and built envi-
ronment have resulted in discursive over-determinations 
of the area’s identities or associations. Those are for in-
stance cosmopolitanism, urban deterioration, socio-cul-
tural marginalism and a place where people fail to claim 
their rights to the city. The thesis highlights the historical 
complexity of processes of place-making in the district, 
thereby problematizing popular representations of pro-
cesses of continuity and discontinuity in Beyoğlu. 
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A 2016 article in The New York Times entitled ‘On 
Istiklal, Istanbul’s Champs-Élysées, Symbols 
of a City’s Malaise’, the author offers a prozaic 
description of the central artery in one of Is-
tanbul’s historic districts, Beyoğlu, framing it 
as a ‘mile-long sea of humanity, with a quaint 
streetcar rumbling down the middle’. This 

‘quaint’ scene is no more, he claims: ‘These days, though, it is a sym-
bol of the city’s malaise.’1 Extrapolating the situation of ‘malaise’ of the 
İstiklal Caddesi (İstiklal Avenue) to the district of Beyoğlu at large, the 
author quotes a prominent voice from Istanbul’s urban activist scene 
who states:

“All the characteristic landmarks that made Beyoglu 
special disappeared one by one,” said Mucella Yapici, a 
member of Istanbul’s Chamber of Architects. […] “And 
the neighborhood turned into a place that entirely lost 
its soul. Old taverns, bookstores, theaters, and espe-
cially movie theaters, shut down.”2

This representation of Beyoğlu’ perpetual demise, a recurrent trope 
about the area, lies at the core of this dissertation, exploring the histo-
ricity of place-making in Beyoğlu, between 1950 and 1990. It argues that 
perceptions of the district’s change in terms of its socio-cultural com-
position and built environment have resulted in discursive over-deter-
minations of the area’s identitarian representations or associations: 
cosmopolitanism, urban deterioration, socio-cultural marginalism and 
a place where people fail to claim their rights to the city. By means of 
six case studies, delineated by six concrete spaces, the thesis will aim to 
highlight the historical complexity of the district’s processes of place-

Image 1: An evening on İstiklal Caddesi, Beyoğlu, 2018.
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making in the district, thereby problematizing representations of pro-
cesses of continuity and discontinuity in Beyoğlu. The thesis’ histori-
cal focus is the period between 1950 and 1990, four decades marked 
by Istanbul’s development from a  middle-sized city into a metropole, 
ending with the acceleration of gentrification processes in the area. To 
provide relevant historical context, however, each chapter will reach 
back in its analysis to the nineteenth century, incorporating the work 
of historians, art and architectural historians, geographers and others. 
Geographically, the thesis will focus on the area known as Beyoğlu, al-
though that name should be considered as a geographic container pri-
marily from a discursive point of view; as this thesis will demonstrate, 
what is associated with Beyoğlu as an area is a dynamic process subject 
to change over time. The six case studies provide meaningful limitations 
to the thematic, geographic and historical scope of this dissertation and 
although they should not be considered to be exemplary, they do shed 
light on broader processes that took place between 1950 and 1990 in 
Beyoğlu, Istanbul and Turkey.
 This introduction serves to present the objectives and structure 
of the thesis. Firstly, it will situate the thesis within its multi-disciplin-
ary field, between historical geography and urban history and indicate 
the methodological considerations on which this thesis is based. It will 
continue with a reflection on positionality and the process of conduct-
ing research for this project and a discussion of the presented source 
material. Finally, the thesis structure will be outlined, providing a sum-
mary of each of the chapters and the conclusions. 

THEORY AND METHODOLOGY

‘You have chosen the most uninteresting period for your research!’, said 
an acquianted prominent Istanbulite during an informal conversation 
about our shared interest in the history of Beyoğlu. My research focuses, 
indeed, on the period between 1950 and 1990, not typically considered 
to be the district’s glory years. For an urban historian, however, these 
four decades are particularly significant because they mark a period 
perceived as the era in which Beyoğlu lost its true ‘cosmopolitan’ self, 
and ceased being the vibrant and wealthy belle-époque setting that it 

Map 1: Overview of Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality, the Beyoğlu district is highlighted in black.
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surrounding administrative districts.
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had allegedly been some eighty years prior. When I started investigating 
Beyoğlu as a potential topic of research, I was struck by how little work 
had been conducted on this period. A few in-depth studies existed fo-
cusing on one of the most dramatic events in the district, the September 
1955 pogroms on the Greek community of Istanbul. Yet while the district 
features explicitly or implicitly in publications examining these tragic 
events, the burgeoning popular and academic literature on the history 
of Beyoğlu from the 1980s onwards has zoomed in nearly exclusively on 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. When the post-1940s 
period is mentioned, if at all, it is typically as an object of nostalgia. At 
the same time, a wealth of research exists on the district’s more recent 
evolution, mostly by urban sociologists, geographers and cultural ana-
lysts. So why is it that a crucial period in Beyoğlu’s transition - marked 
by important shifts in its demography, society, cultural production, po-
sition in the city’s economy, and fundamental transformations in its ur-
ban landscape – is barely studied?
 A recent article by Moritz Föllmer and Mark B. Smith shows that 
the case of Beyoğlu from that perspective is, in fact, not exceptional. 
The authors indicate that modern urban history has been marked by a 
tendency to focus on the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Those 
studies that do focus on contemporary issues, struggle in integrating their 
research into the broader range of topics featuring in the disciplines of 
social and cultural history, dealing mostly with issues of planning instead. 
On the other hand, however, the authors argue that social and cultural 
historians still have difficulty in finding their way in urban contexts 
and, rather, focus on social movements, state formation or other topics 
related to social, political or intellectual trends.3 Urban historian Leif 
Jerram has similarly remarked on this seemingly ‘natural’ attitude, whi-
ch reduces the dimension of the spatial to simply a ‘significant setting’. 
His remark becomes clearly relevant when one considers the countless 
studies focusing on national contexts in recent and not so recent histo-
riography. National-spatial descriptors such as the ‘Netherlands’, ‘Tur-
key’, or ‘Europe’ are used as simply thematic containers, without as-
king the question what the specific container, the ‘where’ itself entails.  
 Cultural geographer Denis Cosgrove reminds us of the Latin 
aphorism geographia oculus historiae (likely after the famous sixteenth 
century geographer Abraham Ortels or Ortelius from Brabant), in a 

plea to rethink the long-lasting connection between the disciplines of 
geography and history. This is a highly meaningful plea, yet when his-
torians (including myself ) borrow terminology from colleagues in ge-
ography or urban sociology they tend to overlook or underestimate the 
complexity of the debate that underpins these terms, almost as a form 
of academic tokenism. How relevant is it, for instance, to refer repeat-
edly to the same pages of Henri Lefebvre’s English-language edition of 
La Production de l’Espace without considering the work’s ambiguity, 
context and afterlife? Föllmer, for instance has opted to consider Lefe-
bvre’s work rather as a historical source, instead of using it to reiterate 
the New Left’s critique of modernity.4 When discussing urban ‘space’, 
moreover, different disciplines attribute an array of different meanings 
to the term. Do we talk about space as a setting, as a physical and mate-
rial environment? Does it have agency? Or does it only have meaning 
when invested with meaning by social actors? These are crucial ques-
tions to which historians can in part use answers formulated by their 
peers in different disciplines, but also need to consider more critically 
within the methodologies of their own discipline. 

It matters particularly for cultural and social historians, engag-
ing with the agency of social actors within specific geographical com-
munities. In that context, it is significant to think about Jerram’s sug-
gestion that ‘no-one is indifferent to where he or she is’.5 This is one of 
the key premises on which this study is built, borrowing from Jerram 
who has founded his understanding of the importance ascribed to space 
and place in society on this phrase. Jerram argues that what changed 
through the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is the 
fact that the planning of urban environments did not limit itself to con-
structing the infrastructure of public spaces, but more broadly to the 
‘production’ of (modern) societies, families and individuals. His work is 
innovative in the context of urban historiography, but can also be con-
sidered as a long-awaited connection between the fields of urban histo-
riography and historical geography.6 One of the main issues that Jerram 
addresses is that of bringing space back into history writing, since the 
so-called spatial turn that occurred (belatedly) in other humanities dis-
ciplines did not really happen in history, according to Jerram.7 This is a 
provocative premise which I will use here as a starting point for situat-
ing my own research project, straddling the fields of urban history and 
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historical geography. 
In this dissertation I will investigate the historical interplay 

between specific social institutions in Beyoğlu and their surrounding 
urban landscape. Although informed by work in urban history (such 
as that of Jerram and Föllmer) my use of the terms ‘space’ and ‘place’ 
will draw more directly on geographical understandings, and specifi-
cally those elaborated by John Agnew, who sees the two as related to 
each other through human action and practices of meaning making.8 
Agnew suggests, indeed, that space and place are potentially best un-
derstood in a humanist or agency-based fashion. For Agnew, ‘places’ 
are spaces endowed with meaning by human agency and human experi-
ence – through what he terms ‘sense of place’.9 In the case of my read-
ing of Beyoğlu’s places this is particularly important, since different ex-
periences of space can produce different place-based experiences and, 
as Agnew points out, places are always relational: they are constantly 
made and re-made as ‘changing constellations of human commitments, 
capacities and strategies’.10 It is significant also to refer here to Doreen 
Massey’s concept of a ‘global sense of place’, that conceives of places 
as extrovert rather than introvert: that is, constituted not (simply) by 
their boundaries, but by their connections and relations to other places. 
Places are always processes, snapshots of much larger social networks 
and, importantly, she argues that places should also be considered as in-
tersectional. This is what makes place ‘a source of richness or a source 
of conflict, or both’.11 Place, moreover should not be identified with com-
munity, since communities can exist beyond places, and coherent com-
munities hardly if ever exist in one place and never experience place in 
exactly the same way.12

To illustrate this in a historical setting, David Gilbert and Felix 
Driver have for instance demonstrated in the context of the imperial 
city that spaces are always in movement and shaped – at least in part – 
by their inhabitants. To understand the spaces of cities, it is necessary 
to consider the reciprocity of different spaces – for the sake of clarity I 
would prefer to use the term ‘dimensions of space’ – representational, 
lived, spectacular and architectural.13 Gilbert and Driver’s argument 
follows the theorization of urban landscape of Denis Cosgrove. In So-
cial Formation and Symbolic Landscape (1984) Cosgrove puts forward 
that landscape should not only be considered as a way of envisioning 

the visible world or as the connection between human and natural phe-
nomena which can be verified by scientific enquiry. It is about making 
the connection between the two categories and understanding land-
scape as a cultural and social product of great complexity. Landscape 
is the relationship between ‘land and human life’, or more simply put: 
the way human beings perceive – and construct – their surroundings. 
Cosgrove underlines that ‘(…) [landscape] is an ideological concept. It 
represents a way in which certain classes of people have signified them-
selves and their world through their imagined relationship with nature, 
and through which they have underlined and communicated their own 
social role and that of others concerning external nature’.14 

Cosgrove, who himself has made significant contributions to re-
flections on historical landscapes provides a clear argument as to why 
it would only be natural for historians to reconsider understandings of 
landscape. As Cosgrove indicates, thinking about landscape is particu-
larly significant between the field of history and geography, as it is this 
term which connects ‘geography most closely to history and the hu-
manities’.15 He uses the example of an Italian piazza, in which the archi-
tectural surroundings are considered the product of social conventions, 
memories, political practice, performance, rather than as something 
that ‘contains’ them (or produces them).16 Landscape, he argues, is 
something that ‘acts to “naturalize” what is deeply cultural’.17 The value 
of conceptualizing landscape for historians lies, according to Cosgrove, 
in its quality to be ‘not inherently territorializing’, i.e. opting culture 
over nature or politics, and facilitate the understanding of relative con-
ceptions of space, affected by the continuous interaction of different 
scales – local, regional, global.18 This point is also stressed by historian 
Simon Gunn, who indicates that what ‘the urban’ historically signifies 
has always been dependent on context. In post-war European urban 
settings, this becomes apparent in the manner in which the local and 
transnational are connected through networks of urban planning, with 
similar priorities set at the policy level in Europe and North America 
having a direct impact on the development of local contexts. Gunn illus-
trates this by quoting from Daniel Rodgers’ Atlantic Crossings (1998): 
‘‘an intense, transnational traffic in reform ideas, policies and legisla-
tive devices. For a moment London’s East End and New York’s Lower 
East Side; the “black country” of Pittsburgh, Essen and Birmingham; 
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Image: 2: City plan of Eindhoven by Van den Broek and Bakema, 1967.

and university debates and chancery discussions in Paris, Washington, 
London and Berlin formed a world of common referents.’19 As will be 
discussed in chapter 1, attempts to break up the urban landscape with 
motorways and construct suburbs beyond the limits of the historical 
city centre, would be a few discernible aspects of this trend in the con-
text of Istanbul.

Cosgrove and cultural geographer David Atkinson refer to David 
Harvey’s reading of the Montmartre as a place of ideological contest as 
the opening for a discussion in the field of geography on memory and 
landscape.20 Cosgrove and Atkinson themselves use the case of the Vit-
torio Emanuele II Monument in Rome to demonstrate the intricate 
relationship between memory and landscape, framing it as a ‘memory 
theater’.21 They show that the Vittoriano is a revealing example of a 
concretized and performed transference of official rhetoric to the ur-
ban landscape, communicating the ‘national space’ to the ‘local space’.22 
The monument shows how the spatiality of the city can be – in part – 
produced by the ‘complex interweaving of empire, memory, modernity, 
geopolitics and the gendered bodily presences’.23  Cosgrove and Atkin-
son’s suggestion to ‘read’ landscapes as text has been similarly taken up 
by Wendy Ashmore and Bernard Knapp’s work on archaeological land-
scapes, noting how memory can materialize in landscape and thus pro-
vides individual and social histories fixed points in space (and time, I 
would argue).24 

This fixation of individual and social histories was illustrated 
to me once by the memories of a prominent Istanbulite Rum who al-
ternates between living in Istanbul and Athens, while he gave a lecture 
in Amsterdam. I asked him about his sense of belonging: which factors 
were important for making him feel at home? It may have been the lack 
of clarity of my question, but he understood it as though I had asked him 
whether he felt ‘Turkish’ or ‘Greek’, which would be rather non-sensical 
considering his complex life story. He answered that people often asked 
him this and he noted that, quite understandably, the question was 
wrong. The complexity of this particular question (and my intended 
question), has been expanded by İlay Romain Örs who carried out an 
in-depth study on the Istanbulite Rum community’s sense of belonging 
and their connections to Istanbul and its historical multicultural ‘mi-
lieu’.25 What triggered my question, however, was the way he narrated  
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his past, which was so strongly imbued with the places of his youth. He 
recounted, for instance, how he had fond memories of playing foot-
ball around the buildings of the former Bomonti beer factory in Şişli, 
or driving to Robert College in Rumelihisarı as a student on his scooter 
bike, through empty plains which would later become the upscale Etiler 
neighbourhood. Rather than asking about his ‘national’ sense of belong-
ing, I made an – unsuccesful – attempt to understand his ‘local’ sense of 
belonging.  

The significance of the landscape beyond individual history, 
however, can be appreciated through ‘reading’ the urban landscape, 
and specific buildings or monuments. The reading of landscape can 
potentially highlight the importance of ‘physical, bodily spatialities’ in 
the framework of urban meaning.26 Veronica Della Dora’s research on 
Alexandria, for instance, reveals the city as the uncanny, ‘a disturbing 
phantom, a ghostly memory of a mythical city which may never have ex-
isted.’27 Della Dora carefully dismantles the discourse on Alexandria as 
a cosmopolitan city and analyses how the image of the city can be ‘fixed’, 
made stable, through architecture. In the case of Alexandria, nostalgia 
has become stabilized through restoration projects which materialize 
memory and juxtapose different temporalities in the contemporary 
urban landscape of the city.28 A related argument is made by Mercedes 
Volait, who discussed the imagining of Cairo’s ‘belle époque’ as a power-
ful trope that facilitated the ‘making’ of cultural heritage. In the case 
of Cairo this was less for objectives of nation building – commonly as-
sociated with the making of heritage – than for recognizing previously 
underappreciated fragments of heritage and real estate speculation.  
Rather than a rediscovered historical reality, the imagining of a Cairo 
belle époque, is a narrative which facilitates the social and economic re-
appreciation of specific buildings and districts in Cairo. As Volait indi-
cates, this is in fact similar to Istanbul’s Beyoğlu and Galata, but also to 
Casablanca, Oran and, in a different setting, post-Soviet re-appreciation 
of Soviet architectural heritage.29  

In the context of Beyoğlu I consider the comment by one of my 
informants at the beginning of this introduction, ‘You have chosen the 
most uninteresting period for your research!’ to be illustrative of this 
phenomenon as well. I will indicate in more detail in chapter 2 how nos-
talgia for ‘convenient cosmopolitanisms’ – narratives of Istanbul’s so-

Image 3: The Bomonti Beer Factory, 1911. 
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cial history that fit the goals of various urban actors (municipalities, the 
private sector, NGOs and private individuals) – have a tendency to co-
lour our understanding of Beyoğlu’s recent history, during which spaces 
and communities were ceaselessly marked by simultaneous stagnation 
and change. Nostalgia in Beyoğlu can also have oppressive qualities, ob-
served in the context of Alexandria by Della Dora as well. In that con-
text, she explains how monumental institutions, like hotels and patis-
series, were deprived of –  what she defines as – their ‘original charm’ by 
over-romanticization, restructuring and renovation. What frequently 
occurs, indeed (and as noted by numerous studies), is that the urban en-
vironment becomes an embellished, sanitized version of an imagined 
historical ‘reality’, with disregard for the ‘uninteresting’ episodes that 
somehow sully the supposed ‘original’ and its reproduction. The desire 
for a past that never was, has also been observed in a different context 
by Svetlana Boym. In her analysis of 1990s St. Petersburg, she describes 
how a ‘nostalgia for world culture’ or a ‘provincial cosmopolitanism’, 
rather than a nostalgia for empire, would briefly take root in the city, 
making some of its citizens ‘not nostalgic for the past it [the city] had, 
but for the past it could have had’.30  

In the case of Beyoğlu, such dynamics can be clearly observed in 
the Cercle d’Orient building and the Emek Cinema, claimed for decades 
by urban activists and re-fashioned by a public-private cooperation be-
tween a real estate developer and the Beyoğlu Municipality. That be-
ing said, it should also be pointed out that – following Edhem Eldem’s 
critique of Istanbulite urban nostalgia – it is also necessary to be criti-
cal of the tendency to painstakingly cherish ‘authenticity’, since it has 
the capacity to be as oppressive as the over-romanticized variations on 
nostalgia in the context of Beyoğlu.31 Is opening an exhibition space or 
cultural institution in a historical building inherently ‘better’ for the 
accessibility of that space than opening a hotel, restaurant or shopping 
mall? In this sense, it is significant to pay attention to all the voices that 
are silenced in processes of urban renewal, regardless of the intentions 
of the actors involved. There is no ‘neutral voice’.
 The analysis of the six case studies presented in this thesis should 
therefore not be interpreted as a ‘complete’ (impossible) or represen-
tative (questionable) history of Beyoğlu. It should be read primarily as 
an attempt to critically re-assess some of the previous interpretations 

of Beyoğlu’s and Istanbul’s recent history by drawing attention to the 
complex and sometimes paradoxical relationship between the district’s 
spatial and social continuities and discontinuities. I thus explore how 
six institutions and their physical locations have functioned within a 
period between the 1950s and 1980s: a period commonly represented 
as one of change, demise and decay. Some of the cases in part confirm 
this thesis, while others contradict it. The first of the case studies, the 
German club ‘Teutonia’, shows for example how a historically vibrant 
community struggled to survive and barely managed to hold on to its 
properties. In my analysis, I attempt to show how this was only in part 
caused by the shifting demographies and social functions of Beyoğlu, 
and much more by the institution’s own troubled history, as well as de-
creasing interest in sustaining ‘national’ communities. The case of the 
Cercle d’Orient building, highlights how a building can become progres-
sively dissociated from its namesake, although its longer histories (and 
significance) are maintained in other ways. Indeed, as its relevance to 
the club declined, its significance as a hub for the booming film industry 
only grew. The case of the English School for Girls, on the other hand, 
reveals how a flourishing institution was much less affected by local 
conditions as it was by decision-making in London. It is precisely such 
at times disconnected, at times inter-woven histories and places that 
this thesis aims to render more visible.

RESEARCH IN PLACE

In an article from 1994, geographer Kim England argues for reflexivity 
and intersubjectivity in the discipline of geography, particularly as re-
gards to the geographer’s position in fieldwork. Quoting sociologist Mi-
chael Burawoy, England argues that what had been frequently ignored 
in geography is the ‘actual making of geography’.32 Burawoy describes 
this as ‘the separation of the intellectual project from its process of pro-
duction’.33 England goes on to describe research as an intersubjective 
activity, structured both by the person doing the research and those 
who are the subject of research. While this sort of self-reflexivity is by 
now common to research in disciplines such as geography and anthro-
pology, in the discipline of history (possibly with the notable exception 
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of oral history) reflexivity as a tool and indeed an actor in the research 
project is not a priority. The historian observes her or his sources and 
weaves a narrative based on these sources. A considerable misunder-
standing which might be in part responsible for this lack of reflexivity 
is the fact that historians still by and large rely on sources which do not 
‘talk back’. Joan Schwartz and Terry Cook, however, point out that ar-
chives do ‘speak’, as they silence the narratives of those who were not 
entitled or enabled to speak through the archive: ‘Archives – as records 
– wield power over the shape and direction of historical scholarship, 
collective memory, and national identity, over how we know ourselves 
as individuals, groups, and societies.’34 

Source critique is at the core of the historian’s discipline, but 
still it seems ‘not done’ to reflect on the author’s responsibility for the 
construction of the historical discourse in the same way that Schwartz 
and Cook critically assess the role of the archivist in memory making. As 
oral historian Alessandro Portelli indicates, written sources are often 
based on ‘the uncontrolled transmission of unidentified oral sources’.35 
A difference between written and oral sources however, Portelli notes, is 
that oral sources are accounts that are cornered by their own subjectivi-
ties, from start to finish, whereas written sources are considered to rep-
resent  the impersonality of an institutional context.36 Portelli stresses 
that for historians subjectivity ought to matter as much as ‘facts’. The 
value of conducting an oral history interview, therefore, is not about 
truth-finding. It is, rather, its departure from the ‘facts’.37 The task of 
historians is to analyse how the informant or, more broadly speaking, 
the ‘source’ perceives and relates to these ‘facts’. This, I would argue, 
holds true for cultural historians who employ other sources than infor-
mants as well. It helps them to become aware of the processes through 
which their source corpus has materialized, and encourages them to 
analyse this process in their research and – equally importantly - con-
sider their own agency within the research process. 
 From my own perspective, I have been quite strongly influenced 
by the advice of a colleague, a human geographer from Istanbul, who 
suggested to focus on documented material rather than oral material, 
since my language proficiency could become a problem in the process. 
I followed my colleague’s advice, which enabled me to search for docu-
mented primary material. I think it is unlikely that I would have been 

able to compose a similar source corpus if I had tried to balance written 
and oral documentation. I have, however, in some cases, decided to add 
oral testimonies through semi-structured interviews, as complementa-
ry material when I considered it to be a relevant contribution. Needless 
to say, I am fully aware of the lacunae that will remain due to the lack of 
a systematic and structured usage of oral histories. It proved, however, 
already more complicated than I could ever anticipate collecting a suit-
able corpus of source material that would enable me to adequately tack-
le my research questions. I am therefore convinced that my choice to 
work primarily with materials that I was trained to work with (mainly 
texts) was the best possible one in attempting to recount a history of the 
district.
 I also believe that what my research has brought to the fore is 
that the dichotomy between insider and outsider has far less to do with 
the social constructs that allegedly facilitate or inhibit a relationship 
between a researcher and an informant. I have found that it is far more 
significant that a researcher is able to make a connection with an infor-
mant on an individual level, i.e. as a human being, earning someone’s 
trust. In the case of my research, which was in many cases reliant on 
information not entirely open to a larger audience, such relationships 
have been vital in directing my research choices. While investigating my 
case studies I have witnessed highly divergent strata of human emotions 
and responses to my research, from enthusiasm and friendliness to con-
tempt and jealousy. During my work I was struck both by the abundance 
of interest and disinterest in my research. A colleague explained to me 
when I told him about another archive that I was unable to access: ‘do 
not try to work with sources which are not there’. In fact, it does not 
matter so much for the historian whether or not they are there, since 
an archive is only as good as its accessibility. In one of the case stud-
ies I investigated I had a meeting with an executive director who said to 
me (in Turkish): ‘tell me son, what is it that you want from us?’. When 
I told the director that I would like to work in their archives, the direc-
tor said that they do not let anyone work in their archives. Moreover, 
and this proved to be a recurring trope in my negotiations for access to 
several archives, the director told me that a book had already been writ-
ten about the institution and that everything there was to find out about 
them ‘was in that book’. Elsewhere, I was greeted with enthusiasm and 
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people insisted on connecting me to relevant contacts from their net-
work on the spot. It is to them that this research is greatly indebted.
 Within another institution I have also experienced how differ-
ent personalities can direct this process of facilitation and inhibition. In 
one of my case studies I was, to my surprise, welcomed in an amicable, 
almost colloquial, manner. I was granted full access to their facilities 
and no-one seemed particularly surprised that I was doing research on 
their institution. When I tried, encouraged by some people within the 
institution, to try to get access to (archival) material, a different actor 
from within the institution’s hierarchy showed up who apparently felt 
that I, or the other people within the institution, had overstepped the 
institution’s (or his) boundaries. What followed was a blatant attempt 
at intimidation. I was summoned to the institution’s building to explain 
myself. I remember the person in question asking me: ‘Mr Maessen, 
what is the purpose of your research?’. Following his question I ex-
plained to him what I thought the objective of my research was, after 
which he said: ‘I read this, I did some research about you. But what is 
the exact purpose of your research?’. At the moment the conversation 
took place I was rather baffled, since his question clearly implied that 
I might have a hidden agenda to portray his institution unfavourably. 
What followed was an attempt to frame me as a charlatan, asking when I 
had been to Turkey before, who financed my research, when I had spent 
time at a particular university in Turkey and claiming I had acquired 
access to his institution under false pretenses and falsified letters of my 
supervisors. Despite this rather straightforward display of power I still 
tried to follow the ‘performance’ of the interview.38 It was towards the 
end of our conversation, however, that I realized that the other person’s 
objective had never been to negotiate anything, but rather to put me in 
my place. Right when I thought we had reached some sort of a mutual 
understanding, he took a few printed sheets of paper and asked me: ‘Mr 
Maessen, are you a newspaper man?’. I responded somewhat confused 
and said that I indeed had written some articles for Dutch newspapers 
in the past. He proceeded by ‘confronting’ me with a translation of an 
article I had written in 2013 on the Gezi Park demonstrations in Istan-
bul, and then told me in an angry tone that ‘this would not reflect well 
on me’ and that the only access I would have to his institution would go 
through him. After this I thanked him for his time and the pleasant con-

versation and left. The entire situation was kafkaesque: a small room 
with TL light, two people – one clearly angry, frustrated and suspicious, 
the other not entirely sure what the purpose of our meeting was – and a 
bunch of printed documents gathered to ‘make a case’ against me. It is 
at that point that I came to the realization that I as a researcher was not 
always obliged to follow the rules set by the informant. For the sake of 
courtesy and practicality, I had always been at pains to meet the infor-
mants’ terms, but I felt quite strongly – particularly after the interroga-
tive conversation – that a part of a researcher’s integrity is not only to 
make sure that the researcher’s informant’s integrity is not violated, but 
also to make sure that she or he is not violated either. 
 While I have endeavoured to build a balanced set of case studies, 
I am well aware that this work, like any other scholarly work, is also the 
product of chance, luck and my own personal interests. This is not the 
‘history of Beyoğlu’ that anyone else would have written or could have 
written. Bearing in mind my reflection on methodology I believe that 
research in general is a reflection of the researcher’s personality, whi-
ch in many ways it has to be in order to be engaging and committed. As 
many researchers before me, I have also tried to adequately address the 
differing interests of the audience at home and the audience in the field; 
what may seem to be as a perspective far too microscopic for the former, 
may be dismissed by the latter to be missing the point, or exempting the 
most essential bits. With all its shortcomings, I hope that both parties 
can find the dissertation of some interest.  

SOURCES

There are a significant number of institutions based in Istanbul whose 
documentation can provide insight in the history of Beyoğlu. Although 
a great deal of the material and library collections pertain to the period 
preceding the focal period of this dissertation, there are a number of 
institutions which should be mentioned here for the relevance of their 
collections. Most of these institutions are either state institutions, pri-
vate initiatives of major Turkish corporations or foreign research insti-
tutes. One of the most recent and successful additions is the SALT Re-
search Centre, based in the premises of the former Ottoman Bank and 
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founded by Garanti Bank, Turkey’s second largest private bank. Apart 
from its growing research library the centre has, under the leadership 
of Lorans Baruh, managed to collect and, importantly, provide public 
electronic access to thousands of documents ranging from maps to Ot-
toman Bank records, newspapers, private collections, postcards and 
drawings. Although much of the material dates from the nineteenth or 
early twentieth century, the collection on the later parts of the twenti-
eth century is steadily growing. Apart from SALT, the Istanbul Research 
Institute (İAE), founded by the Suna and İnan Kıraç Foundation, a char-
ity foundation of the prominent business couple Suna and İnan Kıraç, 
deserves mentioning for its large photography collection. The Atatürk 
Library, a state institution, holds one of the largest collections of maps 
and newspapers. Unlike SALT, however, much of the library’s collection 
is not digitally accessible. That is not the case for the Archives of the 
Prime Ministry, which have been recently renamed as the Presidential 
State Archives (following the dissolution of the Prime Ministry under 
the new Turkish constitution of 2018), where one in fact is currently 
only able to access most resources digitally. Another valuable collection 
is held by the privately established Istanbul Library, founded by promi-
nent Istanbulite Çelik Gülersoy. The library of the Istanbul Chamber of 
Architects holds a rich collection of material, ranging from court case 
files, dissertations, unique publications on Istanbul and film material. 
Foreign research institutes whose collections have been proven to be 
particularly useful are the German Orient Institut and German Archeo-
logical Institute (DAI), the French Institute for the Studying of Anato-
lian Civilizations (IFEA). All these institutions are publicly accessible 
and have provided a wide range of supplementary source material for 
this thesis. Due to the nature of this research project, centered around 
six institutions, the bulk of the source material took significantly more 
effort to acquire access to either because it was based in different coun-
tries, or because it required mediation to get access. I will now discuss 
the most significant source corpora for each of the case studies. 
 For the Teutonia case study I have been fortunate enough to 
work in the, mostly uncatalogued, private archives of the association. 
This has given me invaluable insight in its workings. The building of 
Teutonia is currently under restoration, which initially proved to be a 
problem for accessing the club’s archives. Through the mediation of the 

German Archeological Institute’s director Felix Pirson I was able to get 
in touch with Beate Kretzschmann, a Teutonia board member who was 
investigating ways to preserve and catalogue the club’s archive. Through 
her kind assistance and time I was able to spend a number of days in 
March 2017 and investigate the incredibly rich archive, which contains 
anything ranging from minutes of club and board meetings, club maga-
zines, menu cards of the club’s restaurant, financial reports, renovation 
plans and drawings, correspondence with members and partners. The 
archive, which contains materials ranging back to the nineteenth cen-
tury (although the bulk pertains to the twentieth century due to fires 
that destroyed parts of the archive) deserves significantly more atten-
tion than I have been able to grant it. I can only hope that the initial 
ideas about the conservation of the archive will soon be materialized. 
 The Grand Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons was kind enough 
to grant me access to their library facilities. Through the mediation of a 
ranking mason and former Grand Master Remzi Sanver I was able to get 
in touch with the Grand Lodge’s Secretary General and the archivists. I 
was able to use the Grand Lodge’s publications on its history, of which 
there were many, since the Grand Lodge is inherently interested in its 
own functioning and history. As I was mostly interested in the social 
dimensions of the Grand Lodge as an institution in Beyoğlu, much of 
the work related to the execution of Masonic traditions and rituals were 
less relevant to this dissertation. The Grand Lodge in the end did not 
grant me access to their substantial archive, which may or may not have 
been related to the sensitive political circumstances in which the Grand 
Lodge needs to operate and sustain itself. I have therefore relied mostly 
on secondary material written by brethren of the Grand Lodge, which is 
of considerable interest nonetheless since the interpretative layers that 
are projected on the source material in these texts also provide insight 
in the workings and self-representation of the brethren in Beyoğlu.
 The Cercle d’Orient was a particularly complicated case since it 
took a great deal of effort to get in touch with the club’s representatives. 
With the help of a club member I was finally able to talk with the club’s 
director who, unfortunately, denied me access to the club’s archives. I 
then decided to focus, rather, on the building’s afterlife as a hub for the 
cinema industry, for which the library of the Istanbul Chamber of Ar-
chitects proved particularly valuable. Thanks to the library’s staff I was 
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able to look into the court files on the Cercle d’Orient and Emek Cine-
ma as well as find old publications by the Chamber and the Istanbul and 
Beyoğlu Municipalities Other important resources for understanding 
the development of the area were the digital archives of two prominent 
Turkish dailies: Cumhuriyet and Milliyet, both historically center-left, 
Kemalist newpapers although the political orientation of the Milliyet 
has shifted towards the right in recent years. These newspapers con-
tained cinema programs and, more significantly, opeds by prominent 
journalists and columnists and news messages on the area and its rela-
tion to the booming film industry. 
 A representative of the German High School claimed that they 
did not have any archives, which the director of the German Archeologi-
cal Institute considered to be impossible. It would indeed seem highly 
unlikely, but despite numerous requests the representative maintained 
his claim. In the end the archives of the Teutonia club and the archives 
of the German Consulate General in the Berlin-based Politisches Ar-
chiv provided the necessary information. The archive of Teutonia was 
valuable due to the correspondence with the school as it was closely 
linked with the school through educational activities that took place in 
the Teutonia’s premises. The archives of the Consulate General proved 
the most significant resource for investigating the history of the school, 
with numerous field reports, budgetary overviews and policy docu-
ments. A complication was that numerous files were catalogued in par-
ticularly long periods of time which led to some files, particularly those 
containing information regarding the 1980s and 1990s, being still under 
the German Foreign Ministry’s embargo. Another valuable source were 
the school’s Festschriften, published to the occasions of various anniver-
saries. 
 The story of the English School for Girls was somewhat similar. 
I got in touch with the Alumni Association of the English High Schools 
where I was very warmly received and the association’s secretary tried 
to put me in contact with the administration of the school’s successor 
institution, the Beyoğlu Anatolian High School. The director there did 
not seem particularly interested and stated that I would need a research 
permit from the Ministry of Education, which would have taken many 
months to acquire. In the end I decided to leave the archive as is, since 
a prominent Istanbulite who was working on the English High Schools 

as well told me he also could not get access to the archives of the for-
mer girls’ school, although he did not have this problem with the former 
boys’ school in Nişantaşı. I managed to talk with two former teachers of 
the school, one who taught at the girls’ school during the 1970s and the 
other during the 1980s when the school had already become the Beyoğlu 
Anatolian High School. These interviews provided valuable background 
information which complemented the main source corpus of this chap-
ter, being the archives of the British legations in Turkey and the Brit-
ish Council in Istanbul. These archives, based at the National Archives 
in London, provided a wealth of information, ranging from diplomatic 
cables, to reports and correspondences by the consulate, embassy and 
British Council. 
 Finally, for the case study on the Galatasaray High School I was 
brought in touch by the former director of IFEA with the Galatasaray 
Museum, which is responsible for preserving the legacy of the many as-
sociations and institutions connected to the Galatasaray brand. After 
some communication I was allowed to use some photographic material, 
but it was only through the help of a former alumnus of the high school 
that I could get access to a significant amount of material pertaining to 
the history of the Galatasaray High School. I have not been able to get 
in touch with the current high school’s management and have therefore 
not been able to access the school’s archive, but the alumni association’s 
many publications, yearbooks, commemorative volumes and historical 
magazines proved a workable and rich source corpus for this case study. 

STRUCTURE

The main chapters of this dissertation are divided into three sections. 
Section I consists of one overview chapter reflecting on the history of 
Beyoğlu and Istanbul. This first chapter will provides a bird’s eye view 
of the historical development of Istanbul in general and Beyoğlu in 
particular. The chapter will zoom in on the issues of identity forma-
tion and place-making in Beyoğlu between the nineteenth century and 
the 1990s, contextualizing the area within Istanbul, the Ottoman Em-
pire and Turkey. It will demonstrate the intricate relationship between 
Beyoğlu’s physicial environment and its communities in these process-
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schools and their respective buildings. Chapter five will focus on the 
history of the Galatasaray High School, founded in the middle of Pera/
Beyoğlu as the first of a projected imperial system of high schools in the 
late nineteenth century and transformed into a francophone Turkish 
state school in the 1920s. The chapter will dedicate particular attention 
to the sense of belonging that its alumni attribute to growing up and be-
ing educated in a francophone institution situated in Beyoğlu. Chapter 
six discusses the English High School for Girls, a grammar school based 
in a building directly along the İstiklal Caddesi and founded in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century. This school, the girls section of the 
English High Schools, with its counterpart for boys based in Nişantaşı, 
was a reputable educational institution that was particularly popular 
among the non-Muslim minorities until its closure and transferral to 
the Turkish state in the late 1970s. The focus of this chapter is the pe-
riod between the 1940s and 1980s and is based primarily on documents 
from the British diplomatic legations and the British Council in Turkey. 
The last case study comprises of the German High School Tünel. Simi-
lar to the other two schools discussed in this thesis the German School 
has its roots in the second half of the nineteenth century. Founded to 
cater to the educational needs of the German-speaking community in 
Istanbul who preferred a secular style of education, the school would 
also attract large numbers of students from various Ottoman communi-
ties. The general overview discusses the period between its foundation 
and the 1940s. The discussion of the period between the 1950s and the 
1980s is based on archival material from the German legations in Tur-
key and focuses on the pivotal position this school in Beyoğlu held in the 
bilateral relations between Turkey and Germany.     

Following sections I, II and III, a general summary and synthe-
sis of the findings are presented in the conclusions, the final part of this 
thesis.

es and investigate the development, continuities and discontinuities, of 
representations on the district between the nineteenth century and the 
1980s. It shows, moreover, how Beyoğlu was both a unique place in the 
Ottoman Empire and Turkey but also a microcosm, mirroring social, 
political and economic processes that occurred on a citywide or nation-
al scale. 
 Section II consists of chapters two, three and four and discusses 
the buildings and communities connected to three club buildings in 
Beyoğlu. Chapter two will discuss the Teutonia club, a German social 
club founded in the nineteenth century and a pivotal meeting point for 
German-speaking residents in Istanbul until the Second World War. 
The chapter will begin with an overview of the club’s historical roots, 
with particular attention to its surroundings and the building it owns 
in Galata since the late-nineteenth century. It will proceed with a dis-
cussion of unique post-war archival material from the Teutonia club 
to consider its development in Beyoğlu from the 1950s onwards. Chap-
ter three will focus on the Grand Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons, 
which has its main headquarters in one of the sidestreets of the İstiklal 
Caddesi. Due to the complex history of freemasonry the chapter will 
start with a general discussion of contemporary research on freema-
sonry before proceeding to an analysis of the historical development 
from a highly hetereogeneous landscape of freemasonry in Beyoğlu to 
an Ottoman and Turkish monopoly on freemasonry. The chapter will at-
tribute particular attention to processes of place-making by the Grand 
Lodge’s brethren in the second half of the twentieth century. Chapter 
four, the final chapter of section II, will focus on a group of buildings 
that is framed as the Cercle d’Orient parcel. This group of buildings ge-
tis its name from an elite gentlemen’s club which had its main premises 
in the main building until the 1960s. This chapter is different from the 
previous two in the sense that the discussion of the club’s history con-
stitutes a relatively minor part of the chapter. This group of buildings is 
primarily known for the formative position it held, in terms of place and 
memory, in cinema production and consumption between the 1960s 
and 1980s. This chapter will zoom in on this history and discuss it in re-
lation to its contested usage and appropriation by Turkish governments 
and private actors.

Section III is composed of three chapters which will discuss three 
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Map 3: Overview of 
the Istanbul region, 
the current adminis-
trative borders of the 
Beyoğlu municipality 
are highlighted in 
black.
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Map 4: Overview of a 
part of the Beyoğlu 
district, indicating 
the  İstiklal Caddesi, 
Galip Dede Caddesi 
and the relevant 
parcels. 
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T he city of Constantinople or Istanbul as a his-
torical site of contact has attracted the research 
interests of historians for centuries.1 A com-
mon question in that context revolves around 
what it is that makes up Istanbul’s urban iden-
tity. Is it a (former) imperial capital? A port 
city? In a comparative study on Aleppo, Izmir 
and Istanbul, Edhem Eldem rejects the defini-

tion of Istanbul as a port city. He argues that it would be reductionist 
to frame the city’s local, regional and imperial impact entirely through 
the lens of its identity as a port city. The port of Istanbul is what made 
the city possible, it has been its lifeline. Eldem stresses, however, that 
Istanbul as the Ottoman capital introduces a significant differentiation 
from other Ottoman port cities, such as Tessaloniki, Izmir and Beirut. 
This does not nullify its significant identity as a centre of commerce and 
industry. Shirine Hamadeh for instance argues that labour migration to 
Istanbul rose dramatically from the mid-eighteenth century onwards. 
Mostly men would move from the Balkans and Anatolia to the capital in 
search of employment and stability. These bekâr men – bekâr meaning 
bachelor in the Ottoman setting, derived from the Persian bî-kâr or job-
less, as pointed out by Hamadeh – were driven to Istanbul by the incen-
tive of its economy, becoming a significant group in the city, as close to 
half the working population was made up of these single male working 
migrants.2 Eldem points out, however, that the complexity of the city’s 
identity and the dependence of its economy on politics, being the impe-
rial capital, simply makes it impossible to frame it as ‘just’ a port city. El-
dem furthermore argues that the divergent possibilities for analysis can 
be brought together by interpreting the city as a site of contact.3 From a 
different methodological point of view Christian Bromberger has in fact 
made a similar argument regarding a ‘Mediterranean system’. Reminis-
cent of Joep Leerssen’s characterization of Europe as a ‘house of mir-
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rors’, reflecting continuously differing points of reference and identifi-
cation, Bromberger argues that in the Mediterranean system ‘everyone 
is defined, here perhaps more than elsewhere, in a play of mirrors (cos-
tumes, behaviours, affiliations) with his or her neighbour.’4 

Nonetheless, the conclusion of Eldem et al. that these cities prob-
ably had more in common with each other or other port cities around 
the Mediterranean, than with their counterpants in the Ottoman hin-
terlands deserves merit for its potential comparative value. They call 
upon (urban) historians, therefore, to seek for a deeper integration of 
Ottoman cities into the broader historiography of cities, suggesting that 
they themselves would probably prefer to pursue further comparison 
of the three cities in the context of other Meditteranean or global port 
cities, rather than in the context of ‘Islamic’, ‘Ottoman’ or ‘Habsburg’ 
urban settings. They argue that it is likely that the citizens in such Medi-
terranean cities may in fact experience greater commonalities between 
their experience of the urban landscape than their counterparts in the 
same region, state, empire or under the same religion.5 This in fact con-
nects to Michael Herzfeld’s observation that urbanites who identify 
themselves as ‘Mediterranean’ in fact do so not as Italians but as Ro-
mans, as an ‘othering’-device, distancing themselves from – for instance 
– the Milanese. Cultural attributes or characteristics are only Mediter-
ranean, because they are articulated as such Herzfeld argues, and that is 
also why the category holds value for scholars.6 An important addition 
or nuance is, however, provided by Claudio Fogu, with an ironic refer-
ence to Italian statesman Massimo D’Azeglio’s famous quote, ‘we have 
made the Mediterranean; now we must make the Mediterraneans’.7 He 
argues that Mediterraneanism, similar to Orientalism, is principally a 
strategy of othering, but argues that Mediterraneanism also has been 
internalized by the ‘Mediterranean other’.8  
 As indicated before, in the case of Istanbul Eldem already points 
to the pitfalls of describing Istanbul as a ‘port city’, since its identity as 
the Ottoman capital was so pervasive and exerted such great influence 
over the commercial dimensions of Istanbul’s urban identity. Yet when 
considering the aspect of commerce, Eldem et al. indicate it is valid to 
conclude that this would make more sense to compare the Ottoman 
cities along the Mediterranean within the context of Mediterranean 
port cities at large, since the citizens of these cities would feel a greater 
deal of commonalities with the citizens in other port cities than those 

Image 4: Grand Rue de Pera or Caddei-i Kebir (İstiklal Caddesi), approx. 1922-25.

Image 5: View on Pera and Galata from Eminönü, approximately 1860.



Building Beyoğlu Istanbul & Beyoğlu44 45

in non-port cities.9 Henk Driessen argues that such a statement would 
hint towards anthropological reductionism and geographic determin-
ism.10 He nuances this by arguing that not all citizens of Mediterranean 
port cities at large would feel equal impact from their proximity to the 
sea, some living with ‘their backs turned to the sea’.11 Others from the 
mainland, in the case of Istanbul significantly the group of bekâr la-
bour migrants from the Balkans and Anatolia, might have experienced 
significantly more exposure to the influence of the cultural synergies 
emanating from the urban ports than the Istanbulites who had been 
living there for generations, but ‘lived with their backs turned to the 
sea’.12 Equally significant therefore, Driessen indicates that the orien-
tation towards a ‘cosmopolitan’ identity does not exclude orientations 
towards ‘more parochial orientations’.13 Driessen furthermore stresses 
that this fragmentary exposure towards cultural flows also obstructs 
the identification of a particular city as ‘cosmopolitan’ since not all port 
dwellers would identify in similar ways or have the same exposure to 
transnational networks. Doing so would ignore that such identifications 
were much rather applicable to highly particular groups: Driessen for 
instance mentions those professionally involved in the pan- and supra-
Mediterranean networks (seamen, merchants and brokers). Eldem has 
elsewhere also made similar arguments in the context of the Ottoman 
Bank’s personnel in the nineteenth century, as an example of limited – 
and very marginal – ‘cosmopolitanism’.14 

The Ottoman Bank matters particularly in the context of Beyoğlu 
as it is an example of how cultural hybridity and fluidity in the area could 
take shape in an institutional form. Up to the foundation of the Turkish 
Republic the Ottoman Bank, was fundamentally what Eldem describes 
an ‘a-national’ institution. Financially the bank was largely dependent 
on British and French capital, yet the bank was careful not to become 
dependent on whichever political authority. The bank’s top cadre most-
ly consisted of French and British nationals, while the segment directly 
below it was largely made up of non-Muslims. The lower cadres had a 
working population in which Muslim Ottomans held a high percent-
age of the jobs. Foreigners, however, also worked as clerks, while non-
Muslim Ottomans also could hold high positions. Eldem attributes the 
overrepresentation of foreigners in the higher echelons of the bank’s 
hierarchy to the knowledge of French and the necessary education in 
banking. Ottoman Muslims were considered a necessary group in the 

bank as there was an obvious need for Ottoman Turkish in order to per-
form its function as a commercial bank in Ottoman society. It seems 
thus that the cosmopolitan constellation that the Ottoman Bank had 
gradually become, was an almost natural outcome of the institution’s 
historical development and a ‘status quo’ that no-one questioned since 
it was a necessity for the bank’s role in the Ottoman society.15 It is this 
cultural hybridity and fluidity that we will encounter in a number of the 
case studies of this thesis.

REPRESENTATIONS OF COSMOPOLITANISMS AND THE URBAN LAND-
SCAPE IN GALATA/PERA

Beyoğlu or Galata/Pera has become the iconic site of Istanbul’s imagined 
‘cosmopolitanism’. The settlement of the Genovese has been known as 
Galata since the eighth century, its borders formalized since 1303 with 
significant expansions of its territory in the fourteenth century. The 
settlement was lined with defense walls and watch towers, of which the 
Galata Tower from 1349 is the most prominent and one of the few visible 
remains.16 Following the transition of Istanbul from Byzantine to Otto-
man rulership in 1453, the Genovese held their rights but were forced 
by the sultan to decrease the height of their fortifications. Following the 
settlement of the Ottoman rulership in Istanbul, non-Muslims were no 
longer allowed to settle in the old city centre and were thus pushed to-
wards Galata, as well as areas along the Golden Horn and Bosphorus. El-
dem provides a beautiful description of  the impressions of Dominique 
Fornetty, second dragoman to the French embassy in Constantinople 
at the end of the seventeenth century, who he describes to ‘be at a loss 
when he tried to  explain that variety [of people in Galata and among 
those defined as ‘Levantines’] to foreigners’.17 He points out that the 
travellers coming to Istanbul were eager to find ‘the Orient’ and were 
often underwhelmed by Galata, which reminded them of other port cit-
ies along the Mediterranean, yet were at the same time amazed by what 
appeared to be a Christian enclave and to them was surprisingly diverse 
for such an oriental place.18 Eldem argues that for them it was not the 
most spectacular place in the city, since it may have resembled Venice, 
Genua or Marseille. Paolo Girardelli nuances this, however, and points 
out that the district in historiography has been compared by some to 
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a ‘typical, fortified North Italian town’, which he argues is rather exag-
gerated.19 Eldem suggests that it might be possible to call the Galata dis-
trict in the seventeenth (and eighteenth century) a city in itself, within 
Constantinople, as it was walled until the late nineteenth century. The 
‘otherness’ of this district, however, is a representation, or one might 
suggest even a representational culture, that has been – and contin-
ues to be – actively cultivated. The cultural and religious otherness of 
Galata, Eldem argues, neglects the gradual integration of the district 
into the city with a growing community of Muslims moving towards the 
district, reflected for instance in the presence of twelve mosques against 
six churches following a major city fire in 1696.20 This pushed the non-
Muslim communities to expand the district further beyond the walls, 
towards the Pera hill and Taksim cemeteries.21

The appereance of the Galata/Pera area, its architecture more 
specifically, poses a highly revealing example of how the area’s cultural 
hybridity was expressed in physical form. As Girardelli indicates, the 
newcomers that would populate Istanbul would integrate elements dis-
tinct to the architectural traditions of their native regions, which result-
ed in a fairly homogeneous typology of residential architecture, based 
on community traditions of constructing in timber. Maurice Cerasi 
indicates that broadly speaking what became known as the ‘Ottoman 
house’ was the staple of the Ottoman urban landscape, in Istanbul and 
beyond during the eighteenth century.22 Timber constructions, despite 
of their vulnerability to the all too common city fires, were the standard 
in much of Istanbul without bearing reference to any particular identity 
in the architectural language.23 This would hold true for both districts 
on the shores of the Golden Horn, Stamboul and Galata/Pera. Girardelli 
indicates that apart from the higher density of buildings in Galata and 
despite the emphasis that is typically put on the alleged difference be-
tween the two quarters, they in fact were strikingly similar. Even many 
of the buildings occupied by the foreign representations appeared in 
various cases to be decisively more ‘local’ than ‘foreign’.24

Monumental architecture on the other hand reveals a breach 
with the typological boundaries of the ‘classical period’ in Ottoman ar-
chitecture and a new phase in the cultural hybridity of Ottoman monu-
mental architecture. Hamadeh points out that the eighteenth century 
added a broader lexicon to the monumental elements in the urban 
landscape, with old and new as well as local and foreign elements. She Image 6: Ottoman houses in Sogukçeşme Sokağı, Sultanahmet, 1950.
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attributes the change to a disintegration of stable power elements and 
a diffusion of artistic patronage, from the traditional elite to, among 
others, a growing urban middle class.25 This new social order invoked 
a response of the imperial elite to press its stamp on Istanbul’s public 
spaces, claiming its presence. This imperial elite expressed its pres-
ence and power through the public space, which had previously been 
the privilege of the sultan and grand vizier, with their own tastes and 
preferences for self-representation.26 Representation and display of 
power, moreover, moved from Stamboul to the shores of the Bosphorus. 
Hamadeh argues that – in fact similar to the construction of ‘Ottoman 
houses’, which were essentially also architectural testimonies of cul-
tural hybridity – eighteenth century monumental Ottoman architec-
ture is wrongly considered to have suddenly shifted towards Western 
vocabularies. This, she explains, on the one hand poses a reductionist 
view of the preceding centuries during which there had been continu-
ous (political, economic, diplomatic and cultural) interaction with Eu-
ropean powers, while on the other hand the novelties in architectural 
style were equally appreciative of Western and Eastern traditions of 
building.27 Rather than ‘Westernization’ it thus seems that ‘novelty’ was 
the key word in the changing architectural vocabularies of the Ottoman 
urban context, with attention for a variety of local and foreign styles. 
This architectural bricolage had been a reality before, it became even 
more visibile in the urban landscape since the imperial elite could lay 
claim to it as well.28

As strong as the impact of the eighteenth century may have been 
on Istanbul’s urban landscape, the events that unfolded in the Ottoman 
Empire during the final years of the eighteenth century and, most sig-
nificantly, the first half of the nineteenth century would have a decisive 
effect on the physical integrity and appearance of the imperial capital 
again. This time, however, the impact would be particularly large in 
Galata/Pera. As the Ottoman rulership became aware of the limits of 
the imperial army’s power, particularly in contrast with the moderniz-
ing armies of the dominant European powers. The successive failures 
of the Ottoman army against the revolting Ottoman governor of Egypt, 
Mehmet Ali Pasha, and the war against the Greek independence move-
ment, which resulted in the reluctant acknowledgment of an indepen-
dent Greek state by the Ottoman government, made Sultan Mahmut II 
aware of the need for an extensive reform program. Before him, earlier 

attempts at reform and modernization had already been initiated. As 
Erik-Jan Zürcher points out Mahmut II followed in the footsteps of 
his predecessor Selim III as well as his rival in Egypt Mehmet Ali, by 
identifying the need for a modern army which was backed by a modern 
state structure, with an extensive bureaucracy, taxation system, as well 
as Western-style education and legislation.29 Though it would not be 
right to pinpoint Mahmut II as the sole initiator of this process, it was 
ultimately his decision-making that would set the agenda for an ex-
tensive wave of reforms in the Ottoman Empire. Zürcher argues that 
Mahmut II’s push to set up a new army entirely under his control in 
1826, would incite a response from the traditional military core in the 
Ottoman Empire – the janissaries – which was quite rapidly suppressed 
and the old corps were disbanded, effectively ending their military and 
social influence in the Empire.30 Prussian army officers were invited to 
guide the Ottoman leadership in building a modern army virtually from 
scratch. Eventually the new army and the infrastructure it required 
would initiate a period which is often described as the Tanzimat-i Hay-
riye (Beneficial Reforms), formally starting with the Edict of Gülhane 
focusing on the introduction of new legislation on equality of Ottoman 
citizens, taxation and military conscription.31 Even before, however, the 
term Tanzimat had been used and reforms affecting the Ottoman state 
structure had obviously already been set in motion by Mahmut II, who 
died a few months before the realization of the Edict.

As the Tanzimat both explicitly and implicitly aimed to bring the 
Ottoman Empire up to speed with its European allies and rivals, the in-
fluence of the Western powers, intellectually, financially, culturally and 
politically, over the Ottoman Empire grew tremendously.32 Lorans Ba-
ruh points out how this also had rather immediate effects on the plan-
ning of Istanbul’s urban environment. She refers to a letter by one of the 
leading figures behind the Gülhane Edict, Ottoman statesman Mustafa 
Reşit Paşa who wrote to the sultan in 1836 that the dominance of timber 
architecture in Istanbul’s urban landscape was criticized in European 
newspapers as they would pose a recurring problem in the destructive 
city fires that Istanbul was continuously faced with in its history.33 Mus-
tafa Reşit Paşa, who admired the urban landscapes of Paris, Vienna and 
London during his diplomatic missions, therefore suggested to the Sul-
tan to have buildings constructed in stone or brick rather than wood. 
The Ottoman government then tried to regularize the urban landscape 
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and in the second quarter of the nineteenth century several regulations 
were drawn up which stipulated, among other things, that apart from 
the lower classes, no-one was allowed to construct in timber any lon-
ger and that timber structures moreover were not allowed to be con-
structed across from masonry buildings, have significant distance from 
mason buildings and should be separated from other construction with 
a masonry wall reaching to the height of the roof.34 Girardelli points 
out that it would take until the second half of the nineteenth century 
before a noticeable difference in terms of architectural design became 
apparent between Muslim and non-Muslim communities. The great 
city fire of 1831 did, however, have an impact on the properties of the 
foreign embassies and upper class families. The embassies chose styles 
and sizes that would reflect grandeur and a ‘European’ identity, opting 
in most cases for neo-classical or neo-renaissance designs.35 Meanwhile 
the urban government was subjected to a program of reform as well. 
Zeynep Çelik points out in her seminal The Remaking of Istanbul: Por-
trait of an Ottoman City in the Nineteenth Century how the ‘classical’ 
Ottoman city had been organized along principles and theories adher-
ing to Islamic modes of government, which did not recognize corpora-
tions and would leave administration in the urban setting to profession-
al, ethnic and religious communities.36 Islamic judges, the kadıs, should 
according to Çelik be identified as the principal power bearers in the 
city as they were entitled to supervise all matters of a juridical nature, 
in the case of the city also notably that of the city’s real estate. Four 
juridical boroughs, the kadılıks, divided the city: Eyüp, Galata, Istan-
bul and Üsküdar, which further separated into smaller neighbourhoods 
(mahalle) and larger districts (semt).37 Municipal administration took a 
much more decentralized and, to a certain degree, informal character – 
based on traditions, jurisprudence and various written and unwritten 
sources, including imperial orders (ferman).38 

This would change during the Tanzimat. In line with the desire 
of the Ottoman state for full control of the governmental system, the ad-
ministration of the capital also was brought under the control of a cen-
tralized bureaucracy, bringing the power of the kadıs and local councils 
to ministries instead.39 The government aimed to bring Istanbul’s ur-
ban landscape’s ‘quality’ to the standard of its European counterparts, 
regularizing, beautifying, lighting and widening streets,  and improving 
construction methods. To that end the Commission for the Order of the 

City (İntizam-ı Şehir Komisyonu), set up by the Ottoman government 
in 1855, proposed to reorder the city in four arrondissements, after the 
French model, making Galata/Pera and Tophane the Sixth District – ar-
guably with reference to the upscale sixième arrondissement in Paris.40 
This Sixth District would become a pilot area for urban modernization, 
which was expected to be more broadly implemented in other parts of 
the city at a later stage.41 By then the status of the district had already 
been growing considerably while the social composition and existing 
architecture of the area made that the Ottoman government considered 
it particularly suitable for further modernization. Çelik quotes from 
the Takvim-i Vekayi (Calendar of Facts, the Ottoman official gazette), 
which makes this point particularly clear: ‘Since to begin all things in 
the above-mentioned districts [meaning the thirteen districts except 
Galata] would be sophistry and unworthy, and since the Sixth District 
contains much valuable real estate and many fine buildings, and since 
the majority of those owning property or residing there have seen such 
things in other countries and understand their value, the reform pro-
gram will be inaugurated in the Sixth District’.42 

As much as the reform program may have implemented signifi-
cant and highly apparent reforms, Istanbul’s urban landscape would re-
tain the hybridity and mixing of styles beyond the tresholds of commu-
nity lines. As Girardelli indicates architectural typologies in Istanbul/
Constantinople’s urban landscape have been a testimony to the cultural 
intricacies of Istanbul’s hybrid society since Byzantine times.43  The 
nineteenth century Ottoman capital is no exception: a reflection of the 
complex socio-cultural realities faced by Constantinople’s urban dwell-
ers. As pointed out earlier in the context of the eighteenth century, Gi-
rardelli stresses in his work that the architectural languages used by the 
various communities in the city should not be considered as represen-
tations of nationality, religion or ‘lineage’ to a different geographic area, 
political or religious institution. This holds true for the attempts to re-
form the city’s urban landscape of the nineteenth century as well, which 
had by no means the effect of the urban planning strategies implement-
ed in Paris and Vienna. Moreover, the urban redevelopment did also not 
resemble the increasing spatial segregation of ‘local’ and ‘foreign’ com-
munities in semi-colonial urban settings such Alexandria, Cairo, Tunis 
or Algiers where sharp divides were cultivated by European communi-
ties.44 In Galata, the typologies remained much more mixed, while at the 
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same time an overhaul of building styles towards a ‘Western’ model was 
not observable. Girardelli argues that instead the model of the Ottoman 
house was further developed, using less timber and more masonry. En-
tering the second half of the nineteenth century, however, Galata/Pera’s 
growing significance as the centre in the city – in part due to the growing 
economic, cultural and political influence of foreign powers – gradually 
found spatial expression with a growing conglomeration of monumen-
tal buildings.45 
 Giradelli suggests, however, that the idea of a top-down imposi-
tion of urban reform in Galata/Pera underplays earlier attempts at in-
troducing novel modes of construction.46 Considering this also means 
retracing greater continuity in the changing urban landscape. Much of 
the radical shifts in Galata/Pera, moreover, were not incited by plan-
ning ideals, but by the need to rebuild or reconstruct after city fires such 
as the ones in 1831 and 1870, as will also become clear in a number of 
the case studies. The urban form and architecture of the area that con-
stitutes Galata/Pera, or Beyoğlu nowadays, should nonetheless be con-
sidered as an evolution in which ‘local’ methods and styles were mixed 
with ‘Western’ ones. The fragmentary change and combination of styles 
in the district counters ideas that the Sixth District became a regular-
ized space with clear demarcations imposed from the top.47 Girardelli 
describes this as the ‘Levantine environment’, in which rigid models 
either ‘Ottoman’ or ‘Western’ are very much the exception and in the 
latter case limited to the embassy buildings. The categories here are 
hyphenated, as Girardelli indicates that the Levantine practice of con-
struction and architectural design can simply not be limited to either of 
these categories. He explains furthermore that this hybridity was also 
recognized by various local and foreign observers: for Young Turks and 
Republican architects it was too cosmopolitan, for foreign observers it 
was not quite exotic enough.48 
 It is this hybridity that has been represented by artists, public 
administrations, NGOs, novelists, journalists, politicians and citizens, 
particularly since the 1980s, as a cosmopolitanism in which there was a 
seemingly colorful and nearly idyllic coexistence of various communi-
ties and classes in this urban center. This representation has been ex-
tensively criticized by Eldem over the past decades.49 He questions the 
validity of using the term in the context of the communities in Galata/
Pera which rather than with each other, more often appeared to have Image 7: Yüksek Kaldırım in Galata/Karaköy, 1870. 
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lived alongside each other. Superficial observation from an outsider 
would not reveal the relative lack of intermingling between members of 
the various communities. Eldem typifies cosmopolitanism as a commu-
nity which is constituted by the diversity of its members while simul-
taneously changing the members of such a community by the milieu as 
well. A form of cosmopolitanism that he identifies would only flourish 
in an institutional context such as the Ottoman Bank and was more than 
anything a concept defined by boundaries of class, shaped by education, 
linguistic proficiencies. This way of life was thus limited to a particular 
segment of society in the district, by people who were able to navigate 
between their various identities that they were required to perform in 
the different settings that they navigated through.50

With regard to the district’s demographic and cultural diversity, 
Stanford Shaw notes that the Ottoman census in the 1880s registered a 
heterogeneous urban population, in the case of Istanbul, but even more 
so in the case of Galata/Pera. For the year 1885 he presents the follow-
ing segmentation of the urban society, in a total population of 873,565: 
44,06 percent Muslim, 17,48 percent Greek Orthodox, 17,12 percent 
Armenian Gregorian, 1,74 percent Catholic, 5,08 percent Jewish 0,09 
percent Protestant, 0,5 percent Bulgarian, 0,12 percent Latin and 14,79 
percent foreigner. For the Sixth District of Pera and Dolmabahçe there 
was a total population of 237,293 with 18,9 percent Muslim, 7,4 percent 
Greek Orthodox, 12 percent Armenian Gregorian, 1,3 percent Catholic, 
9,6 percent Jewish, 0,001 percent Protestant, 0,04 percent Bulgarian, 
0,03 percent Latin and 47 percent foreigner. Shaw notes that the large 
amount of foreigners overall, and in the Sixth District in particular, is 
not (exclusively) an effect of a sudden rise in the number of foreigners 
in the second half of the nineteenth century, but rather an effect of the 
decision of local Ottoman citizens to adopt foreign citizenship. One of 
the main instigators was the capitulations that the Ottoman Empire 
had granted to foreign powers. Particularly the right of foreigners to 
own property was important in the decision of members of the millets 
to adopt foreign citizenship. Greeks were thus drawn to Greek citizen-
ship, Armenian Gregorian to that of Russia, Iran and Romania, Protes-
tants mostly to German and Italian citizenship, and Catholics to France 
and Austria-Hungary.51    

The rising influence of foreigners in the Sixth District was none-
theless notable, through the rising popularity of Western architectural 

patterns and typologies in the Ottoman vernacular architecture or the 
capitulations towards European powers. Signficantly also, through the 
course of the second half of the nineteenth century numerous schools 
and clubs catering to either a particular or several communities within 
the city were founded, establishing new secular or semi-secular places 
of encounter. These clubs, societies and schools would create important 
links among members of a linguistic, ethnic, or (later) national com-
munity. At the same time, in several cases, links between members of 
heterogeneous communities were built in these institutions. Clear ex-
amples are the Germanophone Teutonia, French Union Française and 
Italian Società Operaia di Mutuo Soccorso. The aims of these clubs could 
go from building ties with the ‘motherland’, to assisting members of 
the community or building social ties within community in the Otto-
man capital. This can be said to a certain extent of some masonic lodges 
as well, who could in particular cases, cater to brethren who were also 
nationals of the country where the Grand Lodge was located or at least 
function in the language of the respective country. In other cases, how-
ever, the lodges would be internationalist and specifically aim for initi-
ating men from a diverse range of communities, not in the least case to 
build networks between foreigners and local Ottoman nationals.52 This 
was also, from the onset, the goal of the gentleman’s club Cercle d’Orient, 
founded in 1882.53 The cultural diversity was one of the most remark-
able features of the latter categories. The foreign schools as well, with 
their highly mixed communities, also present a condition of consider-
able diversity. What is more is that this condition of diversity in the case 
of particular schools endured until well into the twentieth century.54 
This mostly re-emphasizes that processes of cultural exchange and the 
cultivation of culture existed within the boundaries of a particular insti-
tution and limited space rather than within the urban community, the 
district, or even the city in its entirety. As will be shown in the following 
chapters, these clubs and schools can be interpreted as ‘embodied com-
munities’, nodes in transnational networks for what Joep Leerssen has 
defined as the cultivation of culture and its articulation as national.55  

Others, however, have attributed a somewhat broader interpre-
tation of diversity in the area. Ulrike Tischler speaks of the ‘Pera soci-
ety’, with ‘Perotes’ being the representatives of an ambivalent cross-
cutting identity in which ethnodenominational criteria separated them 
from other communities, while at the same time relying on intercultur-
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alism or ‘cosmopolitanism’.56 Interestingly, she notes how in the inter-
views with the oldest group (born 1900-1927, speaking mostly Greek or 
French and little Turkish) among her informants, there was a recurring 
shifting between the times of childhood and the present. The inter-
mittent periods in which the transformation of their lives and that of 
Beyoğlu occurred were largely exempted or mentioned only in passing. 
They speak of the milieu de mémoire or, in Tischler’s words, ‘the authen-
tic Pera’ that they witnessed, but appear to exclude the shifts in their 
livelihoods caused by ‘the authentic Pera’s’ displacement or erasure to 
the fringes of their recollection.57 The younger generations typically re-
produce the idyllic memories of the district that they have heard from 
the oldest generations, while adding experiences of rupture, such as the 
6-7 September 1955 pogrom, the Cyprus crisis, and ‘targets of animos-
ity’, establishing a dichotomy between themselves and anything or any-
one Turkish or ‘other’.58   
  For the most part the surroundings of that ‘authentic Pera’ 
would be shaped during the second half of the nineteenth century. Çelik 
indicates that the Ottoman government considered beauty to be caus-
ally associated with regularity, taking obvious inspiration from contem-
porary European cities. She argues furthermore that many of the most 
crucial reforms took place in the Sixth District. She adds, however, that 
many of the plans could be executed only after fires had destroyed parts 
of the district and city at large. Quite to the contrary of European cit-
ies or European districts in colonial cities?, the street plans of Galata/
Pera would remain patch-like, with grid planning implemented in plac-
es where fire had created empty lots. The Grand Rue de Pera (current 
İstiklal Caddesi) is a notable example from that perspective, since its 
enlargement was incited by the 1870 fire which blazed from the Taksim 
area westwards, destroying much of Tarlabaşı, Taksim, the Grand Rue de 
Pera itself and the area around the Mekteb-i Sultaniye at Galatasaray.59 
At first planners had imagined to build a second monumental artery 
through Tarlabaşı, but by that time such a high degree of monumental 
buildings had amassed around the Grand Rue de Pera that, as Çelik in-
dicates, it was no longer feasible to follow such a plan through. Instead 
the Grand Rue was significantly widened, which meant that remaining 
buildings were at times also required to be demolished. Girardelli refers 
to the case of the Saint Anthony Church, directly adjacent to the Grand 
Rue de Pera. The municipality forced the Franciscan friars to demolish 

part of their prayer hall or choose a new site. The first alternative was 
not considered an option by the friars as their prayer hall could already 
not meet the high demand of believers, whereas the French embassy, 
under whose protectorate the Saint Anthony Church lay, was not will-
ing to support the second option. Eventually in 1895 the friars asked for 
help from the newly founded Italian state, which considered it an excel-
lent opportunity to stake Italian belonging in Constantinople and ‘the 
Orient’. Harking back to the long-standing Genoese and Venetian pres-
ence this cooperation between the friars and the Italian state resulted 
in the current neo-Gothic Saint Anthony church with numerous refer-
ences to the Venetian past.60 

The many improvements in the district – sewage works, street 
lighting, road improvement and embellishment, tram lines, electricity – 
were of particular benefit to the higher classes concentrated around the 
Grand Rue de Pera, both the Ottoman bourgeoisie and Europeans.61 The 
neighbourhoods of Kasımpaşa, parts of Taksim and Pangaltı, predomi-
nantly inhabited by the poorer Armenian, Greek and Turkish classes, 
would experience little benefit from the new facilities.62 This is a nota-
ble issue to emphasize as it renders clearly how Pera was a mixed place 
beyond the mix of ethnicity, but very much so in terms of class as well. 
The economic divisions that ran through the district segmented vari-
ous communities not only in terms of ethnicity or religiosity, but also in 
terms of class.63 It appears that these then were further emphasized by 
the authorities’ decision to provide the new municipal services only to 
the neighbourhouds inhabited by the communities who could be con-
sidered to be in the upper echelons of the socio-economic strata. Çelik, 
following Steven Rosenthal, argues that the services were mostly di-
rected to benefit the Europeans in the district. This, however, disregards 
the significant economic divides within the ‘European’ communities as 
well. As the case of the German community shows – and this would like-
ly be applicable in part to the larger European communities of Italian, 
French or English origin as well – several Germanophone residents of 
Pera in fact belonged to the working classes or lower middle classes and 
it seems unlikely that they would be able to afford living in the upscale 
areas around the Grand Rue de Pera.64 Taking in consideration the large 
share of residents that the Sixth District held in comparison to the rest 
of Istanbul – 237,293 for the Sixth District and 389,545 for Istanbul in 
total – makes it fair to assume that a variety of income groups from for-
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eign origin would live in the poorer neighbourhoods.65 
Architecturally, the district also retained much of its hybridity, 

with the Levantine influences still visible in the archicture constructed 
between the 1930s and the 1960s, notably in Cihangir, Teşvikiye, Şişli 
and other parts of the older districts on the city’s European and Asian 
shores. This image would in fact continue to influence the urban land-
scape until the 1950s Girardelli argues. He also stresses that the top-
down impositions that architects and urban planners had imagined 
were therefore often disregarded.66 A notable example is the ‘National 
Architecture Renaissance’. Sibel Bozdoğan describes how the ‘National 
Architecture Renaissance’ took shape around 1908, which not coinci-
dentally, coincided with the Constitutional Revolution of the Young 
Turks which brought their Committee of Union and Progress (İttihat ve 
Terakki) to power and effectively ended the autocratic regime of Sultan 
Abdülhamit II. The national style that took shape, in various cities of 
what would soon be the Turkish Republic, was based on the combination 
of novel elements from modern architecture, reinforced concrete, steel, 
iron, beaux-arts principles and decorative elements that took inspira-
tion from what Bozdoğan refers to as classical Ottoman architecture, 
with semispherical domes, roof overhangs, tile decoration and pointed 
arches. This new national style also found expression in Beyoğlu, as the 
style was widely used for various public buildings, such as banks, offices, 
cinemas and ferry stations. In that sense it was strikingly similar to the 
way public buildings with neo-Gothic and neo-classical buildings style 
elements were imagined and constructed in Europe and North Amer-
ica.67 The effects of this ‘National Style’ on Beyoğlu’s landscape were 
relatively limited, with notable exceptions such as the building of İş 
Bankası and Tütün Han (Union Han) at Bankalar Caddesi in Karaköy.68 
Girardelli argues that in contrast to the Levantine image, which was vis-
ible throughout the urban landscape, the examples of the National Style 
remained isolated icons within the landscape, rather than becoming in-
tegrated environments.69 Ironically, moreover, Bozdoğan argues that 
the architects responsible for the National Architecture Renaissance, 
most notably Kemalettin Bey and Vedat Bey, were also trained and cul-
tured by the eclectic typologies of the nineteenth century against which 
they reacted.70 Kemalettin Bey was educated in Germany and Vedat Bey 
in France and they were Muslim architects in an industry which for a 
considerable time had been largely dominated by non-Muslims and Eu- Image 8: Tütün Han, Bankalar Caddesi, Galata/Karaköy, 2000.
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ropeans. They were, however, contemporaries, colleagues or students 
of other influential architects such as Vallaury and Giulio Mongheri and 
should therefore also be considered as elements within a larger profes-
sional community, simultaneously influencing and being influenced by 
this community.71

 The hybridity that was strikingly visible in the built environ-
ment also remained a social reality in Beyoğlu’s demography. The so-
called minorities (in terms of their numbers it would be in fact wrong to 
frame them as such in the context of Beyoğlu’s population) were part of 
Ottoman society across all social classes and a significant factor in the 
Ottoman economy.72 Alexis Alexandris indicates that 50 percent of cap-
ital investments in 1914 were made by the Greek community, followed 
by the Armenians with 20 percent, the Turks with 15 percent, foreign-
ers with 10 percent and Jews with 5 percent. He argues that this asym-
metry in wealth distribution over different ethnic groups in the empire 
paved the way for hostility and animosity against the Ottoman multi-
ethnic constellation.73 As will be made clear in the following chapters, 
apart from capital, education was an important factor in the advantages 
that the middle and upper classes of the non-Muslim communities had 
over the Muslim communities. Alexandris points out that in the case of 
the Greek millet, efforts to educate the community had been highly suc-
cessful through its advanced school system. By 1912 the community had 
112 schools, complemented by a large number of private high schools.74 
These institutions also would turn out to be efficient vessels for dis-
seminating Greek nationalism. Alexandris argues that in the rapidly 
nationalizing Ottoman capital, the Greek community would remain the 
second most important around the turn of the century and puts forward 
an interpretation of the city’s cosmopolitanism typified by two groups 
which co-existed: ‘each perfectly distinct and each perfectly at home, 
there was remarkably little assimilation of one element by the other’.75 

BEYOĞLU AND ISTANBUL IN TRANSITION FROM IMPERIAL TO POST-
IMPERIAL SPACES

Animosity and tension had been growing between communities none-
theless. The distance between different communities became apparent 
for instance with the constitutional regulations calling all young male 

Ottoman citizens for obligatory military service, which prompted many 
young men of the minorities, particularly Greek, to leave the country 
or take on a different citizenship.76 The Ottoman leadership was con-
fronted first with the Balkan Wars in 1912-1913, in which large parts of 
its territory in Southeastern Europe were lost to the countries of the 
Balkan League. This caused mass immigration to the Ottoman capital, 
with Murat Gül suggesting that the city’s population rose to 1.6 million. 
Without further reference to this number it is hard to check its veracity. 
Shaw provides the census data from 1906 and 1914, which are 782,231 
and 909,978 respectively. A sharp rise in the number of Muslims in the 
city is noticeable though, the community’s numbers rising from 370,343 
in 1906 to 560,434 in 1914.77 Ayhan Aktar moreover indicates that the 
influx of 250,000 Turkish/Muslim refugees led to a special law, the Law 
for the Settlement of Immigrants, which installed a special director-
ate for the settlement of these refugees.78 Meanwhile the CUP tried to 
modernize the city, with a new bridge between Galata and Eminönü and 
introduce street lighting and a power station, the latter being built in 
1914. Telephone services were set up by a consortium of British, French 
and American companies in 1911 and an electric tramway was put into 
service in 1912 between Karaköy and Ortaköy. More large-scale mod-
ernization was cut short, although mayor Cemil Pasha managed to push 
forward significant improvements between 1912 and 1914.79

Following the Ottoman Empire’s unsuccessful attempts to form 
an alliance with France, tension in Europe was rapidly rising. Finally 
the CUP settled in making an alliance with the Central Powers. Zürcher 
argues that the CUP knowingly brought itself in an alliance that would 
lead to war, as the German Empire had accepted to treat the Otto-
man Empire as an equal partner; a significant gain for the CUP which 
tried to break with its semi-colonial status in Europe.80 The war situ-
ation, however, incited a further escalation of domestic tension and 
brutality between factions, which resulted in the mass expulsions and 
fleeing of non-Muslim communities from the Ottoman Empire and 
of Muslim communities from the surrounding countries towards the 
Ottoman Empire. It moreover, led the CUP to aggressively take on 
the issue of a possible foundation by Armenian nationalists of an in-
dependent state in Eastern Anatolia, while siding with Russia. Uğur 
Üngör argues that the nationalist elements in the CUP welcomed the 
prospect of war as a way to deal with the elements in Ottoman society 
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which were considered to have undermined the state as well as cut short 
the humiliating capitulations. Driven by paranoia and panic the CUP 
became increasingly aggressive towards the non-Muslim populations 
and set up numerous initiatives to eradicate the presence of Armenians 
from public life. Armenians were fired from public offices at first, while 
Armenian conscripts were disarmed and treated as traitors. Gradu-
ally, the CUP government, under the direct control of members of the 
CUP triumvirate leadership, fronted in this case by Talaat Pasha, set 
up a vast campaign to exterminate the Armenian population, carefully 
micromanaged by Talaat Pasha and brutally executed by CUP officials 
such as Mehmed Reshid, governor of the Diyarbekir Province. At a local 
level the persecutions targeted oftentimes indiscriminately Orthodox 
Armenians, Catholic Armenians, non-Ottoman Armenians and numer-
ous other Christian communities. Hundreds of thousands of people 
were murdered, raped, enslaved, while those who resisted to comply 
with the vigourous campaign of pillage and destruction were dismissed, 
prosecuted or murdered.81 These tragic events have now widely been ac-
knowledged in international historiography as the Armenian Genocide, 
a reality which is vehemently denied by the Turkish state and a circle 
of nationalist historians.82 The genocide would be a significant step in 
an ensuing project of social engineering, including mass deportations 
and massacres against various ethnic or religious communities, that 
would continue during the Turkish Republic. Üngör points out that the 
campaigns of resettlement and deportation, particularly of the Kurdish 
communities in the 1920s, were supported up to the highest ranks of 
the Kemalist regime, with pivotal figures as İsmet İnönü claiming that 
it was solely the Turkish nation who had to right to make any claims to 
ethnic and racial rights.83 
 Following the defeat of the Central Powers at the conclusion of 
the First World War, Istanbul was occupied by Allied Forces. The Allied 
Forces set up their headquarters in the Pera district. Istanbul’s minori-
ties had not been affected as devastatingly as their counterparts in Ana-
tolia by the mass persecutions of the CUP and the multi-ethnic demog-
raphy of the city therefore remained largely intact. New complexities 
started to materialize, however, as Alexandris indicates that the Greek 
community decided to no longer acknowledge the sovereignty of the Ot-
toman government and released itself from its civic duties. Greek repre-
sentatives and sailors visiting Istanbul were welcomed as liberators by 

Istanbulite Ottoman Christians, symptomatic of the cooperations be-
tween Armenian and Greek Ottomans. The communities were enthu-
siastic in expressing their hopes that the Allied Forces would protect 
them.84 Alexandris cites the Turkish-language press, which meanwhile 
complained about ‘the recent ostentatious display of the city’s Greek 
character’.85 
 A turning point would arrive when the Greek army landed at 
Anatolia and occupied Smyrna. This would in part incite a Turkish 
national resistance to come together, putting the position of the Is-
tanbulite minorities in a more precarious position. Greek flags were 
taken down at various places in Istanbul and Turkish pamphlets were 
spread throughout the Muslim parts of the city, further contributing 
to the resentment against Christians in the city. The Treaty of Sèvres 
imposed harsh conditions on the Ottoman side and further provoked 
revolt among the Turkish National Movement (Türk Ulusal Hareketi).86 
Parallel governments were formed in Istanbul and Ankara and ensuing 
clashes between the resistance army and the Greek army eventually led 
to the Greeks being pushed out of Anatolia. A new treaty was negoti-
ated on the initiative of the Entente Forces in Lausanne. Both the rep-
resentatives from the Ottoman and national Turkish government were 
invited, after which Grand Vizier Ahmet Tevfik Pasha suggested that a 
joint delegation should be sent to Lausanne. This caused the National 
Assembly in Ankara to adopt a motion to abolish the sultanate, after 
which Tevfik Pasha resigned his office to the Istanbul representative 
of the Ankara government who ordered the termination of the Otto-
man ministries. Sultan Mehmet VI fled to Malta, while his cousin Ab-
dülmecit became the new caliph.87 The Turkish delegation, instructed 
by Ankara and under the leadership of İsmet İnönü, took a very rigid 
stance against the opposing side which on its part treated the Turks 
with considerable contempt. Eventually, however, they were forced 
to give in to the Turkish demands and accepted the full sovereignty of 
Turkish territory and the new state. During the First World War and 
right afterwards hundreds of thousands Greeks and Armenians had 
left Anatolia, but following the stipulations of the Lausanne Treaty 
900.000 of Greeks (among others Turkish speaking Greek Orthodox 
communities) were ‘exchanged’ for 400.000 Turks, which finalized the 
dramatic demographic change of Anatolia which had turned from 80 
percent Muslim to 98 percent Muslim between 1913 and 1923.88
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 The non-Muslim communities in Istanbul would retain their 
position as a significant minority in the city, in part secured by the ma-
jor share they held in the urban economy. Charles King cites numbers 
of Greeks owning 1169 of 1413 restaurants in the city, compared to 97 
owned by Turks, 57 by Armenians and 44 by Russians.89 Still, the city 
had lost significant parts of its population and no longer held the privi-
leged position of the capital of a vast empire. Gül argues that near to no 
public buildings were built in Istanbul until 1940.90 The new regime un-
der the leadership of Mustafa Kemal in Ankara was heavily invested in 
making the new capital a spatial showcase of the new republic. Based on 
the model of the Istanbul municipality, the Ankara municipality was es-
tablished and started expropriating and developing an area of the which 
was called Yenişehir (New City). International competitions were 
launched to attract urban planners and architects to design the outlay 
of the new capital. Following the German urban planner Hermann Jan-
sen’s winning of the first prize, the Ankara urban planning office was 
set up and from 1932 onwards the plans of Jansen were implemented, 
setting up infrastructure, government buildings and other public fa-
cilities.91 Sinem Türkoğlu Önge argues that the buildings in particular 
would in fact aim to communicate the power of the new regime.92 The 
German architects who were invited to design these new public build-
ings would have a vast impact on a new modernist architectural para-
digm for early republican Ankara.93 
   It would be fair to say that the Kemalists and the one-party gov-
ernment of the CHP (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi/Fırkası – Republican 
People’s Party) gave priority to Ankara and even Izmir over Istanbul’s 
urban development after the foundation of the republic. Yet to say that 
the city was entirely disregarded would be nonsensical and would more-
over neglect the significant bottom-up efforts to develop the city on the 
micro- or meso-level. İpek Akpınar argues that the discourse on Istan-
bul’s post-1923 neglect is in fact a result of the manner in which revi-
sionist historians have criticized the one-party regime since the 1990s.94 
On the other hand, she points out that much less attention was paid to 
developments in Istanbul by the Kemalist regime than those in Ankara, 
for which the Kemalists were at pains to indicate how much progress 
they made in the new national space. Akpınar furthermore explains 
that the 1920s were in fact a significant period for Istanbul as these were 
the years when new cadastral city maps were drawn up by Jacques Per-

vitich between 1926 and 1928. He would cover three areas: the historic 
peninsula, Beyoğlu and Üsküdar.95 Rather than neglect, what appeared 
to have happened to Istanbul was that it had lost its privileged status as 
the capital, which until then, as Eldem indicates, had a decisive impact 
on the city.96 Cânâ Bilsel points out that the first international competi-
tion for preparing a masterplan for Istanbul was organised by the Istan-
bul Municipality in 1932, only a few years after the reconstruction plans 
for Izmir and the first plans for Ankara. Henri Prost declined the invita-
tion and the award went to a German planner, Herman Elgötz. His plans 
were never implemented and in 1936, the Istanbul governor-mayor in-
vited Prost again, after which he was requested to prepare a master plan 
for the city.97 
 Charles King also points to the flourishing night life in Istanbul 
during the 1920s. Beyoğlu would remain a center of entertainment, with 
jazz bands performing at the Pera Palace, Tokatlıyan and Park Hotels 
and the Garden Bar, near the Pera Palace. Carole Woodall describes how 
the jazz scene had entered the city with the arrival of US soldiers and 
black musicians. The attitude of the Kemalist regime was not surprising-
ly ambivalent: Woodall cites articles from the New York Times in which 
Mustafa Kemal alternatingly supports jazz and denounces it in favour 
of ‘local’ dances such as the Zeybek.98 After World War I, as an effect of 
the Allied occupation and the inflow of foreign refugees, journalists and 
travelers, Beyoğlu attained an even stronger reality and reputation as 
a zone of contact. As such, it also initiated an even more transnational 
offering of entertainment. Jazz in particular was considered with a mix 
of appreciation and concern, described by an author at the time as a 
‘monster’. Establishments such as the Garden Bar were criticized to be 
a sefahathane (house of debauchery) and non-Turkish.99 The typifica-
tion of jazz as something to be afraid of or consider as a by-product of 
US imperialism, an audible expression of the dichotomy between ‘ma-
chine-age America’ and ‘old Europe’, is described for instance in the 
context of France by Jeremy Lane.100 References to Beyoğlu as a place 
of perversion, a historically recurring theme, became increasingly per-
vasive since the nineteenth century. Arus Yumul quotes Osman Yüksel 
Serdengeçti, an influential nationalist columnist and politician who 
described the district in the second half of the twentieth century as ‘a 
prostitute lodging in the bosom of Turkishness’.101 Habil Adam narra-
ted how Turkish is hardly heard in this polyglot environment and noted 
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that he could hardly see any Turks between the Beyoğlu crowd. Woodall 
indicates that in 1934 cultural critic Ercüment Behzat Lav would argue 
that other countries ‘where the musical culture is not as weak as our 
own’ did not allow their people’s taste in music to be perverted by jazz 
and simply forbade it, probably hinting at the Nazi regime’s banning of 
jazz as Entartete Musik.102

 As the demography of the city had only been relatively mildly af-
fected compared to Anatolia, Istanbul was still a testimony to the Ot-
toman multicultural reality. Sossie Kasbarian notes that by 1927, 28 
percent of Istanbul’s population did not speak Turkish as their native 
tongue.103 Nevertheless, existing tensions worsened and the Turkish 
state’s rhetoric and attitude towards foreigners and non-Muslim Turks 
became increasingly hostile. In Turkey’s Republican Archives numer-
ous police reports can be found with the charge ‘Person who has in-
sulted Turkishness’ (Türklüğe hakaret eden). This was in fact a recur-
ring charge in Beyoğlu, but hundreds of reports (1032 in total) can be 
found from the years between 1926 and 1938 all over Turkey.104 The 
list becomes substantially longer if charges also include insulting the 
government, president, the army, or a combination of these. In its 17 
September 1943 issue, the New York Times reports in an article titled 
‘The Turkish Minorities’ on ‘(…) the extremely cosmopolitan nature of 
Turkish business enterprise’ and how particular groups within it have 
been targeted in the preceding months. They cite figures by the Foreign 
Chamber of Commerce which state that a wealth tax instated by a secret 
commission in November 1942 was effectively making it impossible for 
minorities or particular groups of foreigners to sustain their businesses. 
Turkish Muslims would have to turn over 4,96 percent of their annual 
income to tax authorities, against 156 percent for Greek Orthodox, 179 
percent for Jews and 232 percent for Armenians. The enterprises of 
particular groups of foreigners – Greeks, Italians and Yugoslavs – were 
much more heavily taxed than those owned by French, Germans and 
Bulgarians, while taxes for American and British-owned businesses 
were even lower.105 In line with the nationalization policies of the 1920s 
and 1930s the Kemalist regime aimed to reduce the heterogeneity of 
Turkey’s population. To that end, elaborate and racist language policies, 
notably the ‘Citizen, Speak Turkish!’-campaign was launched, aiming to 
enforce speaking Turkish in the country’s multiglot environments, of 
which Beyoğlu can well be considered one of the prime examples. Other 

Image 9: Ankara Sergi Evi and Bankalar Caddesi, 1940s. 

Image 10: The Garden Bar in Tepebaşı, approximately 1920s-1930s.

Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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initiatives included the 1934 Surname Law, which imposed surnames 
on individuals, which were required to be composed of elements from 
Turkish.106 These and other policies resulted in economic discrimina-
tory policies, aiming at the development of an ethnically Turkish bour-
geoisie and making it significantly harder for other communities to 
sustain their socio-economic standing.107 One of the most notorious in-
struments that the regime used was the previously cited wealth tax. Prior 
to that, particular professions were already blocked for non-Turks with 
legislation, such as civil service positions. Additionally, Aysun Akan in-
dicates that religious trust properties of non-Muslims were confiscated 
by the state. With the pretext of finally taxing the people who had taken 
advantage of Turkey’s hospitality without paying their fair share, the 
government decided to instate the Wealth Tax in 1942. There was some 
economic rationale behind the policies, which was to put an end to the 
large share of non-Muslim business owners in the Turkish economy. 
Akan argues that this created a class of ‘war-rich’, with policies primar-
ily driven by a racist ideology of the ruling elite, industrual bourgeoisie 
and the bureaucracy, stretching in particular cases towards a degree of 
sympathy towards Italian Fascism and German Nazism.108 

REIMAGINING THE OLD CITY

These examples show how also in Istanbul the Kemalists walked down 
their ambivalent and paradoxical path between nationalist and xeno-
phobic resentment for anything foreign – i.e. not Turkish and Muslim 
– and a historical admiration directed towards ‘the West’. This also 
becomes clear in the plans for urban planning at the time at large and 
the plans of Prost for Istanbul. What Prost envisioned for Istanbul was 
modernisation, in line with the expectations of the regime in Ankara.109 
Open public spaces and modern, clean residential areas would contrib-
ute to this goal. Bilsel explains that Prost’s plan essentially aimed for the 
enhancement of transportation, making better connections between 
the historic peninsula and the new residential districts developing to 
the north of Beyoğlu. What would prove to have a particularly destruc-
tive impact on the city’s urban landscape were the streets and avenues 
that were necessary to facilitate traffic circulation. Prost himself, how-
ever, did not consider his plans harmful, but rather ‘a chirurgical opera-

tion of the most delicate nature’, which would ‘protect the incompa-
rable landscape’ with its ‘glorious edifices’.110 His plans would highlight 
imposing monuments from Byzantine and Ottoman times, emphasiz-
ing these landmarks while destroying significant parts of the late Otto-
man urban landscape. 

Sibel Bozdoğan and Esra Akcan argue that the Cumhuriyet Cad-
desi connecting Beyoğlu with the newer neighbourhouds of Nişantaşı, 
Teşvikiye and Şişli was planned by Prost as the new, modernist face of 
Istanbul. At the lowest point of the hill, the Dolmabahçe Stadium was 
constructed in 1946, leaving the green space in between unaffected 
according to the plans of Prost. The further development of residen-
tial architecture that Istanbul witnessed on the other hand did not af-
fect Beyoğlu at first. The upsurge in construction concentrated on the 
newer districts on the developing axis north of Taksim Square towards 
Levent on the one hand and in districts closer to the Marmara Sea, 
such as Yeşilköy and Ataköy, on the other. Mass housing projects could 
in certain cases take the shape of planned and high quality dwellings. 
Bozdoğan and Akcan indicate, however, that the layout of these spa-
cious houses – 140 square meters, with four bedrooms, maid rooms – 
countered the concept of social housing as it would in no way meet the 
possibilities and lifestyles of the people in need of social housing. What 
would have a much larger impact on the urban landscape of Istanbul, 
including that of Beyoğlu, which lost nearly all of its wooden residen-
tial architecture to concrete apartment buildings, is the so-called yap-
sat (build-sell) construction that would start from approximately the 
late 1950s onwards. Referring to Rem Koolhaas’ concept of ‘Junkspace’, 
Bozdoğan and Akcan explain that cheap and anonymous (designer un-
known) architecture became a trend in which contracts between land-
owners, contractors and buyers were made to develop individual slots 
of land with a building. Helped by an import-substitutive construction 
industry through which Turkey started to mass produce inexpensive 
building materials, the small contractors played a major role in the 
housing boom of Turkey, being responsible for 40 to 45 percent of the 
total development in the country’s main urban centres.111 New regula-
tions regarding the maximum number of a building’s stories moreover 
gave property owners the possiblity to have their house demolished and 
redeveloped into taller buildings – a trend which continues up to the 
present day.112     
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In the 1940s the first efforts toward redevelopment were made by the 
Kemalists. Although the areas around the İstiklal Caddesi remained 
largely unaffected by the urban transformation the projects had a pro-
found impact on the area surrounding Taksim Square. An important 
landmark from the late Ottoman era were the Halil Pasha Artillery 
Barracks, which flanked the square and had been in use as the Taksim 
Stadium since 1921 and used by the three major Istanbul football clubs, 
Beşiktaş JK, Fenerbahçe SK and Galatasaray SK. The barracks  were 
demolished in 1940 and replaced by a large public park, with terraces, 
flower beds, trees and the new Taksim Belediye Gazinosu at its north-
ernmost point.113 Yet it would be particularly during the 1950s, when the 
Democratic Party (Demokrat Parti) won a landslide victory during the 
national elections of 1950, that the most dramatic parts of Prost’s plans 
would be executed. The DP heavily criticized Prost’s plan, but would fol-
low through with these by and large nonetheless. Bozdoğan and Akcan 
indicate that the DP would, however, interpret the plans of Prost in a 
more pragmatic fashion as they decided to build one of the most iconic 
examples of 1950s modernism in Turkey in a green space that Prost had 
planned to be left unaffected, the Hilton Hotel.114 The hotel may be con-
sidered to be significant for a variety of reasons, the most noteworthy 
is that it may have marked a shift in the representation of nationalist 
ideology through space and architecture. The successful purges against 
and expulsions of non-Muslim communities, as well as the growing 
confidence of Turkish nationalism were exemplified by a shift in the 
national approach towards architecture, Bozdoğan and Akcan argue. 
Architecture was no longer the showcase for Kemalist modernity that 
it had been in the 1930s and early 1940s. Instead a more internation-
alist modernism was considered more befitting for private and public 
projects in Turkey. Bozdoğan and Akcan present the Hilton Hotel, de-
signed by Gordon Bunshaft as the principal architect and the renowned 
Turkish architect Sedad Hakkı Eldem as the local cooperator, as a first 
step in a process of reorientation. Significantly, they also present it as a 
successful example of American Cold War cultural foreign policy. The 
United States invested considerably in the project through the Bank of 
America and the Economic Cooperation Administration, flowing to the 
Turkish Emekli Sandığı (Pension Fund) as the local public investor.115 
The authors argue that buildings like this were strong visual represen-
tations of the United States’ influence in their partner countries as well 

Image removed due to copyright restrictions.

Image 11: Henri Prost’s İnönü Gezisi, Taksim, 1940s.

Image 12: Plan for an Opera House and Casino in Taksim, 1936.
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as providing the DP with a symbol of American modernity and capi-
talism, to which it had so heavily subscribed.116 As Sara Fregonese and 
Adam Ramadan point out that Conrad Hilton’s hotel chain may well be 
considered to be an example of US soft power ‘designed to reproduce 
American values at the furthermost boundaries of the Western sphere 
of influence such as Cairo, Athens and Istanbul’.117

İpek Türeli indicates that the urban reforms had a devastating 
impact on the old residential architecture, which was, considering the 
fashionable ideas on urban planning, praised in Europe and the United 
States as a successful example of modernization. To such an extent even 
that the Council of Europe awarded Istanbul with the ‘Europe’s Prize’ 
in 1959 for its achievements in the urban reform of Istanbul.118 The re-
forms had made the city ‘more European’ and the President of the Coun-
cil of Europe remarked to the occasion: ‘We all know the courage and 
determination of Istanbul, the guard of the Straits, in the spectacular 
rebuilding effort it has undertaken without damaging any of its histori-
cal treasures that are the living witness to its bright past.’119 The quote 
signifies the rather limited understanding of architectural heritage in 
Turkey and some European institutions alike, equating historical or 
monumental value with size and historical canons rather than the in-
tegrity of a historical urban landscape. One reason may have been that, 
as pointed out by Sven Grabow, the framework for European heritigiza-
tion had only recently started to develop, since the Council of Europe’s 
Euopean Cultural Convention in 1954.120

Beyoğlu, however, still presented the new government with a 
complicated situation. The district was a living and physical testimony 
to the history of ethnic and cultural diversity during the Ottoman Em-
pire. It had been one of the primary objectives of the Kemalists to found 
an ethnocentric nation state around a Muslim-Turkish population and 
the DP replicated the racist and xenophobic elements from Kemalist 
national discourse. During the years of the one-party regime national-
ist sentiments had maintained the awkward attitude towards the dis-
trict’s cosmopolitan image and built on the discursive alienation of its 
‘foreignness’ similar to their Ottoman predecessors of the CUP. In that 
sense the attitude of nationalists during the years of the DP may well 
be considered as a continuation, albeit possibly even more aggressively. 
What Pera or Beyoğlu was or not had been an ongoing discussion in his-
tory. What featured particularly strongly since the foundation of the 

Image 13: Main entrance of the Hilton Hotel in Harbiye, 1950s. 

Image 14: Destruction of the Arabacılar Kışlaşı in front of Tophane-i Amire, Tophane to construct the 
Meclis-i Mebusan Caddesi, mid-1950s.
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Turkish Republic was as an example of its alleged darkness, its deviative 
nature from Turkish values. Yumul provides two noteworthy examples. 
Writer and public official Yahya Kemal Beyatlı (1884-1958) wrote on 
how the Turkish children raised in Pera ‘alafranga’ became estranged 
from Islam because they were not used to hearing the call to prayer, 
framing the district as alienated from Islam. The second example dates 
from 1948, when an author in the journal Haftalık Çınaraltı claimed that 
students on opposing sides of the Galata Bridge, connecting Beyoğlu 
with the historic peninsula, had mentalities so vastly different that 
it seemed as if the distance between Beyoğlu and Paris or Hollywood 
was closer then the distance between Beyoğlu and Beyazıt, Aksaray or 
Kocamustafapaşa, all quarters on the historic peninsula.121 Ali Çoruk 
points out that such districts in the historical peninsula, notably Aksa-
ray and Fatih, were often portrayed as the opposite of Beyoğlu, being 
the authentic, Turkish Istanbul. Beyoğlu is portrayed as a paradoxical 
mix of (unlawfully appropriated) wealth, luxury and moral decay. The 
brothels of Beyoğlu were also a popular theme for novelists. Çoruk in-
dicates that Beyoğlu is represented as a place that housed a ‘whirlwind 
of lust’, for instance in Ethem İzzet Benice’s Beş Hasta Var (There are 
Five Patients, 1931).122 Frequently in these novels, the brothels are asso-
ciated with the minorities. In several books the protagonist will end up 
in a brothel or lodging (often used as a euphemisim) with an Armenian 
or Greek woman, while the female brothel-keepers are often portrayed 
as Armenians or Greeks as well. Mustafa Hakkı Akansel also subscribed 
to this perspective and stated that Beyoğlu was considered as the sym-
bol of alcohol, prostitution and debauchery.123 In fact, prostitution was 
certainly not limited to this district and Mark Wyers explains that non-
Muslim prostitutes dominated the brothels on the European side, while 
Muslim prostitutes dominated those on the Anatolian side. The CUP 
government appeared to have no interest in forbidding the existence of 
brothels, but made efforts to segregate Muslim and non-Muslim pros-
titutes. Health checks on the two groups were for instance to be per-
formed in different hospitals.124 Hospital records, however, show that a 
significant group of Muslim women resisted the segregation and worked 
clandestinely – without registration – on the European side. When the 
Turkish Republic was founded, moreover foreign prostitutes were no 
longer allowed to work in the city and many were deported. 

In any case, Beyoğlu and the brothel sector were represented as 

a venture that was alien to the Turkish nation, further playing into the 
existing dichotomies that involved Beyoğlu as a place of bad, foreign 
habits that did not belong in Turkey.125 In the novel Zâniyeler (Adulter-
esses, 1924) by Selahattin Enis, the dichotomy between the place and 
people of Beyoğlu as a place of perversion is further extrapolated vis-à-
vis the people of Fatih and Aksaray, where one finds the good moral of 
the Turkish nation. The latter are portrayed as forced to eat dry bread 
after the First World War while the ‘debauchery’ in fact increased in dis-
tricts like Beyoğlu and Şişli where there was no a shortage of anything.126 
Çoruk also points to a later quote from Samiha Ayverdi, a prominent 
nationalist author, who wrote in her İstanbul Geceleri (Istanbul Nights 
– 1952) about the otherness of Beyoğlu, which can be considered to 
be a symptomatic example of the antipathy towards the ‘otherness’ of 
Beyoğlu.127 She considers the area essentially as a void in Turkey, a place 
that should not be, as it embodies everything foreign, repeating a trope 
from Turkish nationalism that everything foreign should be considered 
with suspicion:

‘It wasn’t ours in the past and it isn’t ours now. It has viewed 
this land, whose air it breathes and water it drinks, with con-
tempt in the past and it does so now. It didn’t resemble us in 
the past with its customs, appearances, and views [...] and it 
doesn’t now. Leaning on its capitulations, bankers, Masons, 
Levantines, various languages, bars, taverns, public houses, in 
a word – on all sorts of Western mimicry, it looked at us from 
above with contempt in the past, as it does so now.’128

In part it were sentiments like these that can be considered symptom-
atic of the hate campaigns and animosity that were stimulated by the 
state, satellite organizations and the media. Dilek Güven considers 
the 1955 pogroms as an organic outcome of the national politics that 
had dominated the 1930s and 1940s, in which ethnic homogenization 
played a crucial role.129 More significantly, however, she points out that 
the events should be considered as a performance organized by the 
state. Menderes’ DP was confronted with growing domestic tensions as 
an effect of the Cyprus crisis and sought for means to control the public 
opinion. The September pogroms then provided the government with 
an opportunity to declare the state of emergency which enabled them to 
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exert greater control over public life, politics and the media. The event 
revolved around a newsflash on 6 September 1955, which reported that 
the birth house of Atatürk at Thessaloniki had been bombed by Greek 
nationalists. The event received further attention in an Istanbul-based 
newspaper in the afternoon and soon after student organizations as 
well as the Kıbrıs Türktür Cemiyeti (Cyprus is Turkish Association) 
called for a protest on the Taksim Square. This would provoke a number 
of groups to proceed down towards Tünel over the İstiklal Caddesi and 
throw stones at the properties of non-Muslim shopowners. The second 
wave, however, had an even more devastating effect, with large mass-
es swarming through the district and vandalizing shops, apartments, 
schools, churches and cemeteries with materials and tools they brought 
along.130 They would proceed into the adjacent districts like Kurtuluş, 
Nişantaşı and Şişli, but Güven points out that the violence even spread 
to the Asian side and Princes’ Islands as well as other cities in Turkey.131 
Police forces at the Taksim Square did not act upon the violence and 
even expressed their sympathy: a police inspector who refused to help 
his Albanian neighbour stated that on that day he was not a police of-
ficer, but a Turk.132 Güven describes how the event facilitated directed 
targeting to particular communities: the Hilton hotel was protected by 
the police, as well as the premises of the Orthodox Patriarchate and the 
Greek Consulate. Particularly insightful is also the account regarding a 
French shop in Tünel which was guarded by a police officer who told off 
the mob that vandalized stores of the local non-Muslim communities. 
He warned them that they were not allowed to damage the shop since 
it was owned by a Frenchman.133 Güven goes on to explain that a lack of 
police force was also certainly not a reason for the lack of intervention, 
since in the wake of the events policemen from the provinces close 
to Istanbul had been called to the city. A police officer explained the 
passivity by indicating that they had explicit orders on that day not to 
act, except for cases of theft or arson.134 Although all groups were affect-
ed in the district, the Greeks were hit hardest in relative and absolute 
numbers. The violence ended when the army was deployed in the late 
evening of 6 September, but Güven indicates that unrest would smoul-
der for the days and weeks after the events.135 Damages amounted to 150 
Million Turkish Lira (54 Million in US Dollar value at the time). Alex-
andris indicates that the Greek communal properties were hit partic-
ularly hard with damage and destruction to 73 churches, 26 schools, 5 

Image removed due to copyright restrictions.

Image 15: Sight of a street in Beyoğlu after the September 1955 pogrom.
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athletics clubs and two cemeteries. Menderes refused to acknowledge 
responsibility and hinted at a communist conspiracy instead. Any form 
of transparent or objective reporting on the events and its aftermath 
were banned by the government, going as far as to seize telegrams of 
foreign correspondents reporting on the event.136 Alexandris points out 
that the Turkish press framed the events as a conflict of class rather 
than of ethnicity or nationality. Most of the rioters came from the vil-
lages in Thrace and Anatolia that were close to Istanbul. They allegedly 
revolted against the wealth accumulation of the Istanbulite bourgeoi-
sie, not discriminating between Turks and Armenians, Greeks or Jews. 
The resentment, however, particularly targeted the properties of non-
Muslims, damages to Turkish businesses or private property were lim-
ited (due to involvement of the Turkish police or not), further pointing 
to an orchestrated hate campaign. He argues that at the time inflation 
was increasing with 30 percent annually and it was hard for the many 
young, single men in the city to establish a livelihood. Those who had 
some capital – and by 1955 there still seems to be a relatively high de-
gree of capital accumulation among non-Muslims – were able to get by, 
despite of economic difficulties. The non-Muslim well-to-do were the 
target for a mob which was, according to Alexandris, the instrument of a 
group of racist fanatics.137  

Güven concludes that the major consequence of the events was a 
growing estrangement of non-Muslims with the Turkish state and their 
gradual exodus from Turkey or from the quarters where their com-
munities had resided historically to different parts of the city. This had 
surprised them because the relations between the minorities and the 
DP government had at first been positive and relatively beneficial for 
them, with the lifting of restrictions for minority schools for instance.138 
Economic and political problems that the DP was faced with, howev-
er, called for measures to overshadow and suppress these issues with a 
different agenda of violence. Güven argues that next to this, the events 
were a continuation of the expulsion of non-Muslim Turks from Ana-
tolia during the Kemalist regime. Finally, the connection between the 
events and the Cyprus conflict became even more direct due to British 
involvement. The British wanted the Greeks to continue their appease-
ment of British control over the island, by pointing out that the alterna-
tive would be Turkish claims to the sovereignty over the island. A dip-
lomat noted that violence against the Greek minority in Turkey could 

be beneficial for Britain, as it would help them to make their argument 
towards the Greeks. They reasoned that the Greeks might well risk los-
ing all claims to the island if they would not continue to support British 
rulership over Cyprus.139 
 The escalation of the crisis over the political future of Cyprus en-
sued, led to a continuation of popular grievance and contempt towards 
the Greek, and arguably, other non-Muslim communities. Alexandris 
notes that the ‘Citizen, speak Turkish!’-signs began to reappear on the 
windows of Armenian and Greek shops in Beyoğlu in the second half 
of the 1950s.140 By 1960, the number of Greeks with Greek nationality 
had dropped to nearly a third of the population in 1927, from 26,431 to 
10,488. This comprised less than a third of the total Greek community 
in Turkey. Alexandris explains that the difference between the Greeks 
of Greek nationality and those of Turkish nationality were negligible 
and that they de facto constituted a single community, their national-
ity merely based on the origins of their ancestors. İlay Örs has shown 
that the diversity among the community was substantial and that many 
members of the group considered themselves neither as Turkish or 
Greek. In her research she has shed light on the paradoxical nature of 
the nationalist framework that was not able to accommodate the Greek 
community of Istanbul. She explains that within the community there 
was and is a strong sense of relating to locality or geography, rather 
than nationality, feeling attached to Istanbul and its past environment 
marked by diversity and cultural hybridity.141

During the 1960s the numbers of Greek Istanbulites would be 
even further reduced as a result of geopolitical strife. When violence 
flared up on Cyprus in the winter of 1963, the Turkish government 
decided to pressurise Greece by unilaterally ending the 1930 Conven-
tion of Establishment, Commerce and Navigation on 16 March 1964, in 
which the rights of the Greek nationals in Turkey were secured. Ending 
the treaty directly affected these nationals and a deportation campaign 
was started, leading to a registered amount of 1073 deportations by Au-
gust 1964. Greece turned to the UN Security Council, which effectively 
did nothing but denounce the Turkish actions, which Turkey stated was 
only directed at people involved in criminal activities.142 A year later, 
however, more than 6000 Greek nationals had been deported and by 
the late 1960s a mere few hundreds were left in Istanbul.143 The Turkish 
state effectively confiscated their properties and obstructed liquidation 
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of businesses or real estate. It would also have a severe effect on Greeks 
with Turkish nationality, whose were closely tied to the Greeks with 
Greek nationality. The effects on other communities were detrimental 
as well and Kasbarian notes that the non-Turkish nationals were forced 
to leave the country with nothing but some cash. In the increasingly 
Turkified environment differences were sometimes abruptly rendered 
visible and Kasbarian cites the story of an Armenian girl who one day 
could no longer play with her Turkish friend as the Turkish grandmoth-
er forbade it due to the Armenian girl’s ethnicity. She went home in tears 
and asked ‘what does being Armenian mean’?144 Alexandris notes that 
30,000 Greeks with Turkish nationality had left the country by the fall 
of 1964.145 Restrictive legislation regarding the Greek schools in Turkey, 
also caused the collapse of the schools’ educational standing and its stu-
dent numbers. The numbers dropped from 15,000 in 1923 to 5000 in 
1964 and 816 in 1980.146 Estimates from 1978 indicated that some 7822 
Greeks were left in Istanbul, following a further drop in the aftermath of 
the Cyprus division in 1974. Çağlar Keyder remarks that the numbers in 
Istanbul by the 1980s had further dropped to less than 2000, while the 
Istanbulite Armenian community was around fifty thousand and the 
Jewish community at 25 thousand.147

Whereas Beyoğlu and the city at large were gradually left  by the 
minorities entirely, Bensiyon Pinto, former president of the Turkish-
Jewish community, recounts how many of the Jews of Istanbul from 
the Kuledibi neighbourhood in Galata moved to Şişli, to the north of 
Beyoğlu. At the same time many working migrants from Anatolia were 
attracted by the prospects of jobs in Istanbul from the 1950s onwards. 
Keyder and Öncü point out that the housing of these labour migrants 
concentrated on the outskirts of the city in slums (gecekondus) on the 
one hand and in the city centre, which had considerable capacity – not 
in the last part due to the gradual exodus of minorities and foreigners. 
The rapid and uncontrolled growth of Istanbul would lead to the dete-
rioriation of its infrastructure and real estate, insufficiently addressed 
by the governments at the local and national levels.148 Zürcher adds that 
80 percent of the Anatolian population consisted of small farmers by 
the mid-1940s, with vastly different standards of living between the 
city and countryside. When the DP came to power in 1950 they started 
investing heavily in the position of small farmers, providing them with 
cheap credit, subsidizing equipment and upholding the prices of crops 

artificially through the Toprak Mahsulleri Ofisi (Agricultural Product 
Office). Despite of this, more than one million people had left the coun-
tryside for the city by the end of the 1950s in search of jobs. Zürcher in-
dicates that the major cities were growing by no less than 10 percent a 
year by the end of the decade. Keyder and Öncü indicate that growth 
rates from 1950 escalated from a growth of around 100.000 per five years 
between 1935 and 1950 to around 400.000 per five years until 1965, af-
ter which the rates further increased to 1.000.000 every five years un-
til 1985.149 State tariffs and quotas protected new enterprises from the 
global market, which centered around Istanbul. Zürcher argues that the 
workers who came to Istanbul could not find enough vacancies in the 
growing industry and were often forced towards more informal modes 
of labour, as street vendors or casual labourers.150 

In the 1950s and 1960s Beyoğlu had still been the city’s heart in 
terms of business and culture although that position would change in 
the coming decade. As substantial parts of the non-Muslim communi-
ties were forced to leave the country, many properties were abandoned 
as had been the case for the past decades. Several of these properties 
were squatted, claimed or ‘guarded’ by newcomers to the city. Vedia 
Dökmeci explains that in 1960 Beyoğlu was the core business district, 
with the largest concentration of businesses and banks, but as an ef-
fect of industrialization, urban development following the DP’s ur-
ban restructuring and investments in infrastructure, particularly mo-
torways, new centres started to develop to the north of Beyoğlu. This 
gradually dwarfed the significance of the old city centre. Between 1960 
and 1990 the number of firms in Beyoğlu was reduced from 30,4 per-
cent to 15,5 percent of the total in Istanbul.151 The district had become 
a conservation area, following the installment of the Supreme Council 
for the Preservation of Monumental Buildings and Monuments (Gayri-
menkul Eski Eserler ve Anıtlar Yüksek Kurulu) in 1951, although much 
of the real estate rapidly dilapidated in the following years.152 İpek 
Türeli points out that the efforts of the council primarily focused on 
registering monumental buildings and possibly restoring them, with 
little regard for the environment. This led to a policy in which buildings 
could be restored, while paying little attention to the environment of 
these buildings. In 1973, new legislation was introduced which would 
also consider the spatial context of the preserved architectural ob-
ject. Türeli argues that during the 1940s and 1950s considerable parts 
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Image 16: Ataköy, one of the new districts seen from the Marmara Sea.

Image 17: The modernist Atatürk Cultural Centre at Taksim 
with its architect Hayati Tabanlıoğlu.

of Istanbul’s landscape had been destroyed to make way for urban de-
velopment, which triggered a strong debate on heritigization, eventu-
ally leading to efforts to restoration, which Türeli – following Svetlana 
Boym – describes as notably different than reflection.153 As previously 
mentioned, old businesses had in part left the Beyoğlu district, due to 
the nationalist policies towards the minorities, while new businesses 
refrained from opening offices due to the limited available space in the 
district and the restrictions on the height of buildings.154  Neverthe-
less, this did not hinder the construction of probably the first example 
that drastically affected the urban landscape of the İstiklal Caddesi, the 
Odakule building of the Turkish Chamber of Industry. In the 1960s and 
1970s, moreover, several large upscale hotels and the Atatürk Cultural 
Centre were constructed in Beyoğlu. In combination with the many 
significant schools, social institutions, consulates, and foreign research 
and cultural institutions that were based in Beyoğlu which could or 
would not move from the district, it would be an exaggeration to argue 
that Beyoğlu lost its significance. In the tourist guides of Hachette, the 
Guides Bleus, on Turkey and Istanbul, the district is still marked as the 
‘quartier moderne d’Istanbul’ and ‘le quartier résidentiel par excellence’ 
– although Harbiye, Maçka and Şişli are conveniently summed up as the 
suburbs of the area, which in the case of Şişli might already be some-
what of a stretch by 1969 due to the increasing impact of the Şişli district 
in Istanbul’s economy.155 The guide moreover recommends this area as 
the place with the most comfortable hotels which are frequented most 
commonly by foreign tourists: 

‘Beyoğlu, l’ancienne Péra, quartier moderne d’Istanbul est, avec ses 
nouveaux faubourgs de Harbiye, de Şişli, de Maçka, etc., le quartier 
résidentiel par excellence. C’est là que se trouvent les hôtels les plus 
confortables, ceux qui, en général, sont fréquentés par les touristes 
étrangers. Ce sera donc le centre de rayonnement à partir duquel 
partiront les divers itinéraires qui permettront de visiter Istanbul 
et ses environs.’156 

As has been indicated previously, however, the demographics of the dis-
trict had changed dramatically, with direct effects on its socio-cultural 
profile. This phenomenon has often been associated with the alleged 
ruralization of the district, due to the inflow of Anatolian migrants. 
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Quoting Reşat Ekrem Koçu, author of the İstanbul Ensiklopedisi (1961) 
and Özdemir Arkan’s Beyoğlu (1988) Çoruk and Ayfer Bartu both refer 
to how various writers describe the change as perceptible through the 
change of smells, from lavendar and sesam to lahmacun and çiğ köfte, 
while ‘decent’ patisseries were replaced by bars and nightclubs.157 Inter-
estingly, the perceived ‘change’ of Beyoğlu is, like in the 1930s, associat-
ed with a rise in the number of places of late night entertainment. Çoruk 
states that this increase was also a consequence of the growing num-
bers of Anatolian migrants who thought of the entertainment industry 
in Beyoğlu as a business opportunity.158 On the other hand, the quote 
signifies a rise of ‘low culture’ to the detriment of different cultural lexi-
cons, which are often framed as ‘high culture’ versus ‘low culture’, ob-
servable through the smells of the bourgeoisie versus the smells of rural 
villagers. Ayşe Öncü argues that what is instrumental in this context is 
the concept of ‘arabesk culture’. With the arrival of migrants from Ana-
tolia alternative modes of entertainment also entered the city. An en-
tire scene of artists and aspiring artists flooded the nightclubs and bars 
of Beyoğlu with a style of music that was inspired by popular Western, 
Arabic and Turkish music. The topics of the lyrics often referred to the 
situation of the migrant from Anatolia who left his hometown for the 
big city and faced hardship and a tough life over there. The music was 
banned from state radio and was considered to be a corruption of the 
‘authentic’ character of Turkish folk and classical music. The music, 
however, had great appeal to the newcomers and soon would expand to 
an entire genre that included film as well. The genre was, in a deroga-
tive fashion, referred to as arabesk. Öncü explains that these represen-
tations were the outcome of a novel dimension in local identity politics, 
based on a class dichotomy. Öncü argues that the adherents of this ‘ara-
besk culture’ were framed to be neither really urban or peasant.159 The 
way in which the newcomers were regarded reveals contempt and their 
consideration as a nuisance that was in no position to make claims to 
place-making. The newcomers would, however, prove to have a lasting 
presence in Istanbul and a considerable impact on the imagining of Is-
tanbul during the 1960s and 1970s as will be shown in chapter 4.
 Dökmeci and Berköz point out that the decrease in the signifi-
cance of Beyoğlu as the central business district was in part an effect of 
the incompatability of dominant modes of transportation from the 1960s 
onwards, i.e. car traffic. The decrease of businesses should, however, 

Image 18: The Şanzelize Night Club at Galatasaray, 1970s/1980s.



Building Beyoğlu Istanbul & Beyoğlu86 87

not exclusively be considered as an absolute decrease, but rather as 
a relative decrease to the newly developing central business district 
around Şişli and Mecidiyeköy on the one hand and the development of 
sub-centres on the other. At first the process at hand thus was one of 
internal expansion instead of displacement.160 Vedia Dökmeci and Hale 
Çiraci indicate that processes of suburbanization and the unappealling 
prospects for transportation and construction meant that major devel-
opers started to ignore the district, which had a negative impact on the 
overall image of the district and the prices of properties.161 Overall, Is-
tanbul had by the 1970s acquired the position of Turkey’s economic cat-
alyst and centre. The city accounted for 51 percent of total employment 
in the Turkish private sector by 1973.162 Keyder indicates that the Turk-
ish government had reluctantly accepted Istanbul’s dominant position 
in Turkey’s economy, but failed to further invest in its infrastructure. 
The areas around Istanbul’s old centres were quickly surrounded by 
shanty towns inhabited by more and more working migrants and their 
families.163 Turkey’s politics in the 1970s had become increasingly tu-
multuous, following two coups (1960 and 1971, the latter technically be-
ing a military memorandum), paralyzed coalition governments, which 
were unable to execute serious social and political reforms. Adding to 
that was ever-increasing violence between left and right-wing extrem-
ists. Zürcher points out that the leftists were particularly vulnerable and 
found themselves to be at the disadvantage since the fascist party MHP 
(Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi – Nationalist Action Party) held a strong in-
fluence over the police and security forces. The groups fought their bat-
tles on the streets and university campuses and were guaranteed new 
‘recruits’ due to the disastrous prospects for jobs in the country and the 
extreme undercapacity of higher education (only 20 percent of 200,000 
eligible high school graduates would be admitted to university).164 An 
episode that as a consequence has been engrained in Turkish collective 
memory, particularly in the contexts of Taksim and Beyoğlu as a public 
space, were the 1976 and 1977 1 May Labour Day celebrations. The Rev-
olutionary Confederation of Labour Unions (Devrimci İşçi Sendikaları 
Konfederasyonu – DİSK) organized a 1 May Day Celebration in 1976. 
The event was organized again by DİSK the year after, but managed 
to mobilize a much larger crowd this time. The plan was to approach 
the square from the North and Southwest. A highly heterogeneous 
crowd gathered at the square and allegedly amounted to a few million 

protestors on Taksim and other places in the city. Ayşegül Baykan and 
Tali Hatuka indicate that the organizers had, in collaboration with the 
police, appointed volunteers to maintain order in the crowds. After the 
speech of DİSK president Kemal Türkler around 6 pm, gunshots were 
heard around the Tarlabaşı quarter. When more shots followed, police 
vehicles approached the crowds from two sides and fired sound bombs, 
which caused mass panic and resulted in 34 casualties, with numerous 
people being trampled or hit by police vehicles.165 
 The seemingly irresolvable violence and the perceived ‘soft atti-
tude’ of Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit in the end led to the most violent 
coups Turkey would witness in its entire history. Kerem Öktem descri-
bes the situation of Turkey months before the 12 September 1980 coup 
as a country which was at war with itself. He argues that the social and 
political impasse that Turkey had reached brought daily life to halt and 
made the military elite and their henchmen in civil society realize that 
the decades following the breach with the one-party state had yielded 
insufficient results. The military ‘saved the day’ onstage, but used the 
opportunity to push the country in the desired direction backstage.166 
Apart from the military elite and their sympathizers in the judiciary, po-
litics, bureaucracy, business and media securing their position, the ye-
ars following the coup were marked by a turn towards Islam as a binding 
element in society, violence against the Kurds, political suppression and 
a turn towards neoliberal market reforms.167 

The effect of these neoliberal market reforms was felt particu-
larly strong in Istanbul. The electoral success of the Anavatan Partisi 
(Motherland Party), which came to national power under the leaders-
hip of Turgut Özal in 1983 was followed by the party’s success during 
the first elections for the metropolitan mayorship in Istanbul, which 
brought Bedrettin Dalan to power. Dalan set himself the goal to trans-
form Istanbul into a ‘world city’ with drastic interventions in the urban 
landscape. Dalan had little regard for the historical value of the residen-
tial architecture in historical districts and had a considerable part of the 
Tarlabaşı quarter in Beyoğlu destroyed in order to construct a six-way 
car lane. Many properties were not claimed, giving the metropolitan 
government a carte blanche for urban destruction.168 This would cre-
ate a spatial and social segregation in Beyoğlu which has an effect on 
the district up to this date.169 On the side of İstiklal Caddesi, however, 
local actors started to consider the potential of the historical Beyoğlu 
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district. By then Beyoğlu’s significance in the rapidly growing business 
sector was crippled to the benefit of the Şişli, Mecidiyeköy, Levent and 
Maslak districts. Dökmeci et al. point out that city officials and specula-
tors started to become aware of what Beyoğlu could become in a new 
aspiring global city. The arrival of hotels and bottom-up gentrification 
also gradually increased the economic value of the dilapidated district. 
Interestingly, Dökmeci et al. note that despite the gradual disappear-
ance of the middle and upper middle classes from the residential areas 
in the district as well as the subordination of its commercial share to 
the new districts, the area had remained a significant area for local and 
foreign tourists.170 This is not surprising considering the relatively large 
amount of historical and new hotels in the area. The authors consider 
this as one of the principal catalysts of the district’s revival.

One of the most significant actors in the process of Beyoğlu’s 
regeneration was the Beyoğlu Güzelleştirme Derneği (BGD – Beyoğlu 
Beautification Association), a cooperation of major business owners in 
the district and the local municipality.171 As the area gradually started 
to be claimed by the intelligentsia, architects, journalists and artists, 
often attracted by a combination of the district’s historical appeal and 
cheap rental options, the BGD would start initiatives to renovate the 
district’s fabric, primarily İstiklal Caddesi and its direct surroundings. 
Later on, initiatives from civil society, like the Cihangir Beautification 
Association (Cihangir Güzelleştirme Derneği) in Beyoğlu’s Cihangir 
quarter, were set up in order to upgrade the quality of living. As an effect 
the quarter’s demography changed radically and the area became one 
of the most upscale places in Istanbul.172 Edhem Eldem furthermore 
notes that the 1980s brought an industry of cosmopolitan nostalgia in 
popular literature, city and tourism branding, which revolved around 
the claim to multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism in a period between 
the 1980s and 1990s during which most of the ‘celebrated’ non-Muslim 
communities had left the area.173 As indicated in the introduction, Mer-
cedes Volait and Veronica Della Dora have pointed out that this is in fact 
a phenomenon that can be observed around the same time in other cit-
ies around the Mediterranean.174 Türeli has noted similar dynamics in 
Damascus in the 1990s as well.175 In the case of Istanbul, Eldem points 
to the popularity of the translations of Said Duhani’s 1940s and 1950s 
nostalgic narrations of Beyoğlu into Turkish in the early 1980s, which 
had a particularly strong impact on the intelligentsia at the time. Orhan 

Image 18: View on Taksim, one year after the bloody 1 May events, 1 May 1978.

Image 19: Construction of Tarlabaşı Bulvarı, 1989.
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Pamuk in his debute Cevdet Bey ve Oğulları (Cevdet Bey and his Sons, 
1982) took a long passage directly from Duhani’s translated work and 
used it as an introduction.176 Another contributing element in the way 
this ‘reinvented cosmopolitanism’ became so pervasive was certainly 
Turkey’s turn towards neoliberal politics. 

The instrumentalization of Pera or Beyoğlu’s past is problem-
atic as it celebrates and romanticizes a selective historical and imag-
ined representation of the district in which the historical social texture 
– those who were absent at the time of writing – were gone.177 In the 
wake of this rise of interest the gentrification of Beyoğlu skyrocketed. 
Eldem argues that coinciding with this, nostalgia for an imagined multi-
culturalism and high culture, started to be exploited by the ‘stakehold-
ers in the area’, meaning the municipality, real-estate owners and local 
businesses. Adjoining this, museums and cultural centers started to be 
named with references to the district’s ‘former social and topographic 
nomenclature’.178  Eldem, as well as Asu Aksoy and Kevin Robins point 
out that the reinvention of cosmopolitanism  was in large part a conse-
quence of the desire to stimulate the urban economy and tourism sec-
tor.179 Gradually, the district would lose its character as a business and 
residential district, ridding itself also partly of its image as a seedy place 
at night, also described by Eldem in the context of Galata, and gradually 
becoming remarketed as a place of entertainment and consumption.180

Image 20: İstiklal Caddesi after pedestrianization in the early 1990s. 
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I n Galata, along the Galip Dede Caddesi, previously 
known as the Grand Rue de Pera or Cadde-i Kebir 
together with the present-day İstiklal Caddesi, lies 
the building of the German Teutonia club. A modest 
building with neoclassical details and in restoration 
for several years now. Since its construction the buil-
ding has been, with ups and downs,  a centerpoint for 
German speakers, students, migrants, expats and tou-

rists. In the popular imagination of historical Istanbul and Beyoğlu the 
German-speaking communities appear to play a lesser role when com-
pared to their counterparts of French, Italian and even English origin. 
Yet although the presence of communities from Italian city states and 
France predates that of German-speaking communities, the heritage of 
the latter communities remains physically omnipresent in Istanbul and 
Beyoğlu. Prominent examples are for instance the Sankt Georg Kolleg, 
Church and Hospital, the German School, the former Prussian embassy 
(in place of which is an apartment building known as Doğan Apartmanı 
since the 1890s) the Teutonia club building and the former German Em-
bassy, currently housing the German Consulate and German Archaeo-
logical Institute. Istanbul/Constantinople had held a German-speaking 
community since before the 1800s.1 

NATIONAL COMMUNITIES  IN ISTANBUL AND THE GERMANOPHONE 
COMMUNITIES 

A great variety of national and multinational societies in Istanbul 
emerged in the nineteenth century, from the French Union Française 
(1894), the Italian Società Operaia Italiana di Mutuo Soccorso a Istanbul 
(1863), the multinational Cercle d’Orient (1882) to a variety of Masonic Image 21: The Teutonia Building along Galip Dede Caddesi in Galata. 
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Lodges which adhered to various national European Grand Lodges.2 
These societies can be usefully examined by adopting the framework 
on the dissemination and cultivation of national culture developed by 
Joep Leerssen. These societies fit the ‘bottom-up’ category of Leers-
sen’s social ambiances – associations, societies, clubs and others – in 
which national culture could blossom through its active cultivation.3 As 
will be pointed out below, these societies are also excellent examples of 
‘embodied communities’, as a category which critically complements 
Benedict Anderson’s definition of the ‘imagined community’.4 Ander-
son argued that most members of nations, including the smallest ones, 
will never meet face-to-face, resulting in the national community pri-
marily being an imagined one.5 Ann Rigney, however, points to the in-
teraction of imagined and embodied communities, with national and 
other societies such as those quoted above, having a significant role in 
the dissemination of national culture through the performance of imag-
ined traditions as lived experiences.6

 In the context of Istanbul/Constantinople, the German commu-
nity was extremely diverse both in terms of geographical provenance, 
hailing from various German principalities, Austria and Switzerland, 
as well as in terms of class. The community started to expand from the 
nineteenth century onwards, particularly after the trade liberalizations 
that were initiated in the 1830s.7 As historian Erik-Jan Zürcher points 
out, the Ottoman government during the reign of Mahmut II (1808-
1839), aware of its falling behind the major imperial powers of Europe, 
sought to recruit instructors in Europe to build an officer corps for the 
new Ottoman army.8 Due to the Ottoman Empire’s troubled relations 
with the British, French and Russians, the government decided to invite 
instructors from the Prussian army. Zürcher argues, however, that the 
Prussians were confronted with strong reservations by the Ottomans 
due to their non-Muslim background.9 
 The base for a long-lasting Prussian and later German coopera-
tion with the Ottoman Empire were laid nonetheless. A small commu-
nity of traders and diplomats, mostly from Prussia and the Hanseatic 
states, also resided in Istanbul/Constantinople. Malte Fuhrmann de-
scribes that engineers from German and Habsburg lands tried to com-
pete with the British in the construction of railway networks and har-
bour facilities. Only after the creation of the German Empire and after 

Map 5: The Teutonia parcel in its cadastral context. 
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the French and British pushed their policies towards the Ottoman Em-
pire into an increasingly wary and hostile direction, the Germans would 
gain significant influence in the Ottoman Empire. The German influ-
ence on the Ottoman reforms – that took off after Sultan Abdülmecit’s 
announcement of the Tanzimat reforms in 1839 – would rise after 1876 
and German officers from Prussia began to acquire an increasingly larg-
er role in the modernization of the Ottoman army.10 İlber Ortaylı points 
out that especially from the 1880s onwards the Ottoman army’s organ-
isation increasingly resembled one that was based on the German sys-
tem, strongly connected to the strategies of the German military com-
mand, the German arms industry and dependent on the officers that 
were designated to the Ottoman Empire by the German command.11 
 It was also from this period onwards that the German Empire 
started to gain influence in the Ottoman Empire and consequently the 
German community in Turkey and Istanbul/Constantinople in particu-
lar started to grow. Around 1880 mostly Ottoman officers were sent off 
for training to the German Empire, though from 1890 onwards also stu-
dents of medicine started to head to Germany for training, followed by 
students of related professions. Selçuk Akşin Somel explains that though 
German was hardly known in the Ottoman Empire before 1870, it be-
came one of the foreign languages taught at Ottoman schools in 1900. 
The numbers of German-speakers show a drastic increase between 1800 
and 1900. Accordingly, the ambiguous question of who counted as ‘Ger-
man’ in the nineteenth century Ottoman Empire became, as argued by 
Erald Pauw, Sabine Böhme and Ulrich Münch, reflected in the diversi-
fying landscape of Germanophone societies or clubs. Although accord-
ing to these authors the Teutonia club, established in 1847, held a pivotal 
role in the German-speaking social life of Istanbul/Constantinople until 
the 1970s, there were also other societies with a more substantial Aus-
trian or Swiss member profile. The predecessor of the German School, 
the ‘German and Swiss Civic School’ (Deutschen und Schweizer Bürger-
schule), reveals how these identity demarcations were rather vague in 
a gradually expanding German-speaking community. Nonetheless, the 
issue of what and who was ‘German’ and who was not appeared to have 
been an intensely debated topic among German speakers living in mid-
nineteenth century Istanbul/Constantinople.12     
 Somel indicates that Teutonia was founded by a socio-econom-

Map 6: The Teutonia parcel (807 - Club Teutonia) in the insurance maps of Eduard Goad, 1905.
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ically heterogeneous community including tradesmen and craftsmen. 
According to Anne Dietrich, the authors of the Munich-based humor-
istic weekly Fliegende Blättern, suggested in 1850 that the German-
speaking community of Constantinopel comprised approximately 
1000: 320 from the German states and all others from the Austrian Em-
pire. Most were said to be craftsmen, only 50 or so at most were bureau-
crats or tradesmen.13 Franz von Caucig, member of the Teutonia board 
in the 1950s and author of a historical overview of Teutonia’s early his-
tory, cites Dr Säuslein, the chairman and organiser of Teutonia theatre 
plays around the 1870s, who argues that the origins of Teutonia lay in 
a group of about 10 to 12 German glass traders who would gather in a 
Greek restaurant every day to chat and sing in 1846.14 This alleged his-
tory of origins is in fact in line with the dissemination of national cul-
ture through choral societies. Leerssen describes how these forms of 
gathering as embodied communities could facilitate a fertile breeding 
ground for the promotion of national loyalty.15 He argues that these and 
other forms of embodied communities, for instance gymnastic societ-
ies (another significant element in the German community of Istanbul/
Constantinople), made crucial contributions to the making of cultural 
nationalisms in this era. The development of Teutonia in fact holds sig-
nificant parallels with the broad definition that Leerssen provides re-
garding the increase in the number of choral (and other musical) societ-
ies in Europe and chronologically emerges around the mid-nineteenth 
century, a period of a few decades that Leerssen acknowledges as foun-
dational for the dissemination of choral societies in the German states.16 
Teutonia’s association with music would resonate in the decades after 
its foundation in the many concerts and prominent musical guests that 
were invited to Istanbul, among others, the ‘Wiener Chor’ (presumably 
the Wiener Singverein, the concert choir of the Wiener Musikverein) in 
1891. Moreover, notable German artists were celebrated with festivities 
and other ‘national’ holidays were celebrated regularly as the club de-
veloped beyond its roots as a group of singing and drinking men.17

 Von Caucig argues that Säuslein, a medical practitioner, com-
posed a handwritten history of Teutonia’s first fifty years based on 
oral narrations of older members.18  According to these, the idea arose 
to formalize their gatherings in an institution and thus Teutonia was 
born, with ‘die Hebung des geselligen Lebens durch die Pflege deutschen 

Gesanges’ (the improvement of the social life through the practice of 
German singing) as the main aim of the club.19 Dietrich points out that 
despite uncertainties about the early years of the club – such as the sup-
posed founding date: 1 June 1847 – the club gradually developed from a 
drinking club for men into a ‘respectable’ association where festivities 
were celebrated in the presence of families.20 The 1850s proved to be 
fruitful years for the new club, bringing together members who played 
in Teutonia’s theatre company, attended plays, concerts and parties or 
used the club’s first library facilities, skittle alley or billiard.21

 According to Von Caucig and Säuslein, the club settled in vari-
ous rented locations during the 1850s and 1860s. The many changes 
were required due to the many fires in the city, as well as the dilapidated 
state of buildings, the unsafe nature of the area and the desire to have a 
building in the centre.22 All locations which are described by Säuslein, 
however, were in the Pera district and the direct vicinity of the Grand 
Rue de Pera.23 Around the early 1870s, the club’s chairman at the time, 
a Mr Köhler, rented a ‘somewhat dilapidated timber house’ next to the 
Dervish Tekke on the current Galip Dede Caddesi. Säuslein describes 
the disappointing state of the house as follows: 

‘Als ich am 6. Oktober 1870 durch Herrn Buchhändler Christian 
Roth daselbst als Gast eingeführt wurde, kam ich mir vor wie der 
Knabe im Märchen, dem ein glänzender, reich verzeichter Spie-
gelsaal versprochen wird, der sich aber plötzlich in einem Stallke 
befindet und nun neugierig und in banger Erwartung der ver-
sprochenen Zauberwirkung und Metamorphose umherblickt. 
Der Spiegelsaal erschien nicht und ich musste mit einem grossen 
Zimmer vorlieb nehmen, worin sich ein Billard und ein Lesetisch 
befanden und welches auch sonst sehr primitiv anzusehen war.’24

The owner of this house, who is described by Von Caucig as a rich and 
high official at the Sublime Porte, was requested to have a new timber 
house constructed which Teutonia would rent for five years.25 After a 
mere 21 days the building was destroyed by a fire, caused by a gas leak in 
the building. In the night after the fire, chairman Säuslein and the ac-
countant sat together to draw up an invitation for a member meeting the 
day after. During this meeting it was decided that a new house should 
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be built in stone.26 The faulty gas pipes, which according to Säuslein had 
caused the accident, were dug out and brought to the German embassy 
at the instruction of the German ambassador. The purpose was to safe-
guard evidence for a lawsuit against the gas company, which eventually 
Teutonia would lose in 1878. The club did manage, however, to reclaim 
the advance in the rent paid to the owner of the burned down building.

CRUCIAL BEGINNINGS: TOWARDS A NEW BUILDING

The architect who already designed the German embassy in Gümüşsuyu, 
Hubert Göbels, was commissioned to design a new building on the 
Grand Rue de Pera, the parcel of which had been bought for the amount 
of 4048 Turkish Pounds.27 The building process was supervised by 
Giovanni Battista Barborini.28 Teutonia member Barbara Radt argues 
that by 1874 the club had turned into a respectable and frequented meet-
ing place, with a gymnastics and choir singing club. This is confirmed 
by Von Caucig who states that when Säuslein retired as chairman, the 
position would be held by the Ottoman imperial inspector of mines, Mr 
Ernst Weiss and Wilhelm Albert, director of the Metropolitan Railway.29 
This prominent manifestation of a German presence in the develop-
ment of Ottoman public infrastructure and state building is strikingly 
similar to other regions in the world where the German Empire started 
to make its presence felt, notably in Japan. Hoi-eun Kim argues that in 
the context of Meiji Japan the German teachers and advisors that were 
sent to Japan, should be considered as an attempt of the German Em-
pire to gain foothold in Asia, which was otherwise predominantly un-
der the influence of Great Britain.30 Likening them to the Japanese in 
Korea, Kim suggests the term ‘brokers of empire’ for these Germans in 
Japan, who provided, similar to the Germans in the Ottoman Empire, 
knowledge and expertise while communicating an image of the German 
Empire as a collaborative power and an alternative to other European 
powers, notably France and Great Britain.
 Von Caucig argues that the fact that Teutonia had its own build-
ing was of crucial importance for the flourishing of its club life and that 
of other German clubs, such as the Deutsche Turnverein, an Austrian 
charitable society and the Swiss Helvetia club. A recurring problem in 

Image 22: The German Embassy (currently Consulate General) in Gümüşsuyu/Ayazpaşa by Hubert 
Göbels. 
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these years of Teutonia, however, appears to have been finding suitable 
board members. Teutonia’s building – Radt speaks of Teutonia – was 
turned into a restaurant annex bar around the turn of the century. This 
process was further stimulated by the growing amount of activities that 
are organised in the other German clubs, such as the Deutsche Hand-
werker Verein (Alemannia from 1912 onwards), the Deutscher Turnver-
ein, the Deutsche Frauenverein, the Deutsche Hilfsverein, and Helvetia.32 
Around 1892 a large number of members left the club and Dr Schwatlo, 
director of the German School between 1893 and 1907, argues that a lack 
of decisive and energetic young men was a cause for Teutonia’s decline. 
Another cause mentioned by Schwatlo and Von Caucig, was the abusive 
behaviour of Teutonia’s innkeeper towards his wife (who apparently 
beat his wife before the eyes of their guests).33 His qualities as innkeep-
er are also contested by Von Caucig who mentions the innkeeper was 
accused of ‘bad food and dirtiness’. The new building would, moreover 
again be burnt down to the ground floor walls in 1895 during another 
one of Pera’s fires. Von Caucig indicates that the fire this time spread 
from the timber houses in Ester Çıkmaz (Currently Yörük Çıkmaz) and 
hit the back part of the Teutonia building. Two-third of the library, some 
furniture and a few paintings were all that could be saved.34

Von Caucig is of the opinion that this incident helped create a further 
sense of solidarity within the German community. The club had been in 
tough waters prior to the fire due to an apparent lack of commitment, 
but thanks to the fire and the new chairman, a German engineer, Otto 
Kapp von Gültstein, chief of construction at the Anatolian Railways, 
Teutonia was brought back to life. Kapp led the reconstruction of the 
club on the same site as the former building.35 A temporary reading 
room was set up in the German School, the board meetings would take 
place in the Janni Brasserie, while large meetings or events were organ-
ised in the newly-constructed Pera Palas hotel, the Tokatlıyan Hotel, or 
the building of the Società Operaia Italiana in the Rue Ezadji (currently 
Deva Çıkmazı). By 1896, the remains of the old walls were torn down, 
foundations were laid and the construction was supervised by an ar-
chitect mentioned by Von Caucig as Semprini (presumably Guglielmo 
Semprini, architect of the Istanbul Research Institute’s building). On 16 
January 1897 the new building was inaugurated.36 
 With Kapp’s building a new period would begin. Von Caucig men-

tions that member numbers would increase from 130 in 1896 to 249 in 
1912. Radt points out that in the following 20 years the club’s esteem 
started rising and it became referred to as the ‘Deutscher Club’, a meet-
ing place for embassy staff, bank directors, influential businessmen, 
German officers and members of the evangelical Church community.37 
Von Caucig explicitly points to the presence of non-German nationals, 
high-ranking Ottoman officials and officers as well as other ‘reputable’ 
German-speaking individuals from ‘Turkish’ and other communities.38 
It seems thus that at least until the Balkan Wars in 1912 Teutonia in-
deed housed a lively club life. Mr Scheuermann, director of the German 
School between 1929 and 1944, however, argues that after nationalist 
tensions started to rise, the club’s visitors profile started to change nota-
bly. As the Ottoman Empire’s military ties grew closer with the German 
Empire, the number of military men in the Ottoman Empire increased 
as well.39 As a consequence, Teutonia turned into a ‘Deutsches Haus’ 
rather than a club house, when officers from the German Empire and its 
allies started frequenting the club.40 The accommodation appears not 
to have lived up to the desires of this Deutsches Haus, however, since 
already in 1913, when the building of the Swedish Consulate was for sale 
a discussion on its acquisition by the club started. Insufficient funding 
was available and the club resorted to taking an option on a building 
across the Saint Antoine Church on the Grand Rue de Pera instead. The 
building was for sale for 27.000 Lira, but Teutonia would never acquire 
it. 
 When the First World War broke out and the Ottoman Empire 
sided with the Central Powers, Teutonia tried to move to a different 
building one more time. The German-Turkish Association wanted to 
have a ‘Freundschaftshaus’ built, for which a first stone was laid in 1917 
on the historical peninsula near the Cisterns of Philoxenos (Binbirdi-
rek Sarnıcı) to bring – in the words of Teutonia’s board – Germanness 
in Istanbul/Constantinople to ‘a new and worthy stature’.41 According 
to Radt, the plan was then to sell the property that was used since 1897 
for an amount of 40.000 Liras. That, however, would never happen. Fol-
lowing the armistice signed on 31 October 1918 at Moudros, Greece be-
tween the British and the Ottomans, the Triple Entente stipulated an 
armistice treaty that effectively legalized military interventions by the 
Entente wherever and whenever it saw fit.42 This culminated in the Brit-
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ish occupation of Istanbul in March 1920. Dietrich indicates that at the 
end of the year the Germans and Austrians were deported from the Ot-
toman Empire, with the exception of elderly, sick and women married 
to men of other nationalities. They were put under the protection of the 
Swedish Embassy.43 The German properties were seized by the English 
and French occupation forces. Teutonia came into the hands of the Eng-
lish; the building was handed over to the occupying forces of the Triple 
Entente on 3 December 1918. The club was disbanded and its building 
was used as an officers club by the British, a barrack for non-commis-
sioned officers, a shelter for Russian refugees and finally as the building 
of the British YMCA.44

 On 12 September 1923 the property would be transferred to the 
Swedish envoy Holstein, who represented the German interests dur-
ing the occupation. On the same day the envoy sent an invitation to the 
Teutonia members that he was acquainted with and asked them to dis-
cuss the restitution of the seized property.45 A new board was elected 
on 2 November 1923, with approval of the Swedish envoy. The statutes 
of Teutonia had to be adjusted to the new situation and the club had to 
be registered with the new Turkish authorities. Money for a restoration 
was particularly hard to find, according to Radt, but in the end emergen-
cy loans were provided by German banks and companies. Compensa-
tion from the British was never received. The social position of the club, 
which also becomes clear from the desire to build new property befit to 
the stature of the German Empire during the war, before 1918 was a top 
priority. Radt writes that while previously it was considered an honour 
to be member of Teutonia, the exclusivity was lost after the war.46 

TROUBLE AT HOME, TROUBLE IN ISTANBUL: NAZISM AND TURKEY’S 
GERMAN COMMUNITY

The club was still reserved for Germans and German speakers, but of 
all socio-economic levels. Adolf Hitler’s ascent to power in 1933, how-
ever, would have a strong impact on Teutonia. Interestingly, Von Cau-
cig argues that Teutonia risked to become a political forum as well, but 
the leaders of the club at the time managed to prevent this and thus 
managed to prevent closure of the club preceding and during the war. 

Image 23: Postcard celebrating the friendship of the Central Powers, 1916. (Ein Vierverband, doch 
nicht von Englands Gnaden. Kein heimlich Machwerk brit’scher Wühlerei; Ein freier Bund von Waffen-
kameraden Zu brechen Englands Völkertyrannei).
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He also states that Teutonia was a place where all Germans in Istanbul 
could meet and speak freely, ‘without anyone judging them’.47 Dietrich, 
however, comments to this that Teutonia in fact was a political forum, 
where Nazi holidays, festivities and the Führer were celebrated, where 
the local Hitlerjugend was gathered and indoctrinated. Since the Turk-
ish educational law forbade public antisemitism and classes on Nazi ra-
cial theory in the German School, racial theory was taught to German 
children in Teutonia’s building. The so-called Heimabende, for the ideo-
logical indoctrination of the children in the Hitlerjugend took place in 
Teutonia. Dietrich quotes a phrase from the activities of the Istanbul 
Jungmädel during which the leader of the Hitlerjugend, a man named 
Walter, discussed with the children what they should be cautious of, 
with Jews mentioned explicitly: ‘Kamerad Walter sprach von den Juden, 
und wie wir uns gegen sie zu benehmen hätten und noch von allerlei Din-
gen, auf die wir hier achtgeben sollen.’48  Meanwhile the role of Jewish 
members was rapidly marginalized. It should also be pointed out that 
Von Caucig himself was a representative of the Völkischer Beobachter, 
the newspaper of the National Socialist German Worker’s Party.49 His 
post-war comments should thus in part be understood in that con-
text. Dietrich suggests that Teutonia would not lose its reputation as a 
‘Braunes Haus’ until the 1980s and that it was only able to reclaim its 
reputation as a house for all Germans for a short period of time after the 
war.50 
 Radt additionally argues that despite of the drastic increase in 
numbers of German residents in Turkey since the 1920s, the activities 
of Teutonia remained at a relatively modest level. One of the reasons 
seems to be that many newcomers opted for one of the other Germano-
phone clubs and charity associations, whose more politically neutral 
environment had a particular attraction especially after 1933. Teu-
tonia acquired a strong national-socialist profile, and if not the club, 
certainly the building itself became an important place for local Nazi 
representatives, a place from which Jews, socialists, liberals and refu-
gees from Germany preferred to stay away.51 An example of the marked 
levels this political orientation reached is the proposal to expel a Jew-
ish female member of Teutonia from the club because of the opinions 
she expressed on the situation in Nazi Germany, particularly with re-
gard to the poor state of the country’s industry.52 Similar to the Circolo 

di Roma and the Società Operaia’s acquiescence to fascism, Teutonia 
came strongly under the influence of its home country’s totalitarian 
ideology. In the context of Turkey this is particularly interesting since a 
significant number of political refugees from Germany (and later Aus-
tria as well) fled to Turkey in those very years. Fritz Neumark, himself 
a German refugee and academic, indicates that though these numbers 
did not equal the numbers of refugees who headed to the United States, 
the impact of particularly German academics was nowhere felt more 
strongly than in Turkey. The reason was that most of the refugees who 
were academics came together with their families and assistants. Azade 
Seyhan notes, however, that despite of the relatively large intake of Ger-
man and Austrian refugees by Turkey, many were also refused access. It 
was not necessarily a humanitarian incentive that led the Turkish state 
to grant refugees access, but the need for intellectual capital.53 Atatürk 
and his circle wished to modernize the Ottoman Dar-ül Fünun (House 
of Multiple Sciences) and reform it into an institute of higher education 
comparable to universities in Europe.54 This desire would be the basis 
for the closure of the Dar-ül Fünun on 31 July 1933 and its reopening 
as Istanbul University on 1 August 1933. The exact numbers that were 
recruited among German refugees to replace and expand the academic 
staff of the newly founded university varies, but the most conservative 
estimate seems to be 96. Regine Erichsen estimates that around 1000 
people from Germany came as political refugees to Turkey from 1933 
onwards, though this number includes a far larger group than the Ger-
man academics alone. 
 One of the chief reasons for academics to leave Germany for 
Turkey – apart from those who were forced out of their profession and 
country due to issues of an ideological or social nature – was their Jew-
ishness. With the ‘Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Ser-
vice’ that was instated in Germany on 7 April 1933, a few months after 
the National Socialist German Workers’ Party came to power. This law 
stipulated for the dismissal of all civil servants who were of ‘non-Aryan’ 
descent. The Nazis further specified what this meant: ‘A person is to be 
regarded as non-Aryan if he is descended from non-Aryan, especially 
Jewish, parents or grandparents. It is enough for one parent or grand-
parent to be non-Aryan. This is to be assumed especially if one parent 
or one grandparent was of Jewish faith.’55 This meant the end of the ca-
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reers of Jewish civil servants and thus academics in Germany. Stephan 
Conermann indicates that around 3000 academics in total fled Nazi 
Germany to various destinations, which was approximately thirty per-
cent of the total German academic community at the time.56

The acceptance of some of these Jewish refugees by the Turkish Repub-
lic is all the more remarkable considering the cultivation of antipathy 
and hatred towards non-Turks and non-Muslims in the 1930s. As Ko-
nuk and others indicate, the formation of the new Republic’s national 
identity was strongly based on ethnicity and religion. The Muslim citi-
zens of the Turkish Republic were forcibly homogenized into the cate-
gory of ‘Turkishness’. Christians and Jews were subjected to aggressive 
assimilation, forcing them to abandon their mother tongues and com-
municate in Turkish and many adopted Turkish rather than more typi-
cal Jewish, Greek or Armenian names. Konuk argues that to the Turk-
ish hosts, the Jewish Germans on the other hand – as well as a smaller 
group who had other reasons to be forced into exile – were perceived as 
‘Europeans’. The chief reason for the Kemalist regime to invite these 
scholars was their ‘Europeanness’, rather than their ‘Jewishness’.57 He 
refers to Turkish minister of education Reşit Galip who stated the aca-
demics’ arrival compensated for the Byzantine scholars who had fled 
Istanbul/Constantinople in 1453.58 
 Turkish authorities chose not to stress the reasons as to why 
these academics were no longer welcome in Germany, one viable rea-
son for it being the parallels that may have been drawn between the 
Turkish strategies of exclusion and assimilation and the attitude of Nazi 
Germany towards dissident voices.59 Interestingly, Bahar indicates that 
the German scholars themselves were in fact hardly if at all perform-
ing their Jewish identity while in Turkey. Both representatives of the 
native Istanbul and Ankara Jewish communities noted that on the rare 
occasions that they interacted with some of the German Jewish schol-
ars, they did not show in any way that they were practicing Jews. Aykut 
Kazancigil, Uğur Tanyeli and İlber Ortaylı argue that no records of Jew-
ish marriages, birth, brit mila or bar mitzvah from these scholars were 
registered in Istanbul’s Ashkenazic community registers.60 Those who 
died in Istanbul were buried in Muslim rather than Jewish graveyards. 
Bahar argues the German Jewish intellectuals were ‘aloof’ to their re-
ligion, relying more strongly on Bildung ideals – a humanistic ideal of 

self-development. Despite of their disassociation with religion, how-
ever, exiled scholars such as Fritz Neumark, Karl Hellmann and Felix 
Haurowitz indicate that it was also not uncommon – as an insurance 
against rising anti-Semitism in Turkey – for German Jews to have their 
children baptized.61

 In July 1933 the Dar-ül Fünun (House of Multiple Sciences) was 
closed and Istanbul University was opened, based on a German model of 
university education.62 Some of the exiled academics, like Ernst Hirsch, 
even became Turkish citizens when Nazi Germany took away their citi-
zenship. Yet the Turkish authorities’ attitude towards Nazi Germany 
(and Fascist Italy) remained ambivalent due to its desire to remain neu-
tral. As Sibel Bozdoğan and Esra Akcan indicate this ambivalent atti-
tude is for instance reflected in the diverse array of political preferences 
of German architects working in Turkey. Bruno Taut poses one of the 
most prominent examples of an architect and refugee from Germany in 
Turkey, designing various university buildings in Ankara.63 Margarete 
Schütte-Lihotzky, Wilhelm Schütte and Ernst Reuter were active in 
movements against Nazism. Yet other architects such as Hermann Jan-
sen, who designed the master plan for Ankara, and Paul Bonatz had and 
maintained their ties with the regime in Berlin.64 The indebtedness to 
the Nazi and Italian Fascist architectural styles is in any case visible up 
to this day, particularly in Ankara.
 When World War II broke out, Turkey decided to stay neutral. 
Only at the very last moment it decided to join the allied forces, in order 
to avoid not being able to become a member of the United Nations in 
1945. After the war, all residents with German passports were ‘repatri-
ated’.65 Those who refused were put into camps, able to return after 16 
months of internment in December 1945. Those who did return to Ger-
many were not able to return until 1951. The members of Teutonia that 
were able to remain in Istanbul were the Swiss, German Hungarians, 
German Czechs and those who had taken up Turkish citizenship.66 The 
club was closed, while the building was watched over by a caretaker and 
the Swiss consulate posed as a trustee for German properties. 
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POST-WAR TEUTONIA AND THE CHANGING RELATION WITH ISTAN-
BUL’S GERMAN COMMUNITY 

It would take until 1954 before the club’s building was transferred to the 
club once again. Teutonia’s post-war constellation may well be consid-
ered as a reflection of what Jörn Rüsen has described as the first phase 
of Germany’s dealing with its past: the initial externalization and sup-
pressing of the memory of the Holocaust and Nazism in general. With 
the presumption that it was a ‘devilish Nazi seduction’ that made ‘or-
dinary Germans’ victims of a totalitarian rulership.67 In the context of 
Teutonia, a letter from Teutonia’s archive to a lawyer named Murad 
Ferid cited by Dietrich is significant to comprehend how this first phase 
was echoed in Istanbul. In the letter Ferid is asked for his advice in re-
acquiring the building. Interestingly, in the letter Teutonia’s connection 
with the NSDAP and Nazi ideology is portrayed as an imposed one. The 
author claims that Teutonia was forced by the local Landesgruppenleiter 
of the NSDAP to have their building made available for party activities. 
It was thus not the club itself, the writer states, but its building which 
was subjected to Nazism. 
 Many members of Teutonia decided to stay away from the build-
ing, according to the letter Dietrich cites. Dietrich points out that no-
one appeared to take responsibility, as it were always ‘others’ who were 
responsible for complicity.68 She, however, also points to the first chair-
man of the new board, Rudolf Belling a sculptor who had been forced 
to move to Turkey after his art had been denounced as ‘entartet’ by the 
Nazi authorities during the 1930s. Belling’s case provides insight in the 
complexity of Teutonia’s post-war appreciation by the Germanophone 
community. Belling  became the head of the sculpting department at the 
later Mimar Sinan University for the Fine Arts upon arrival and later 
a professor at the department of architecture of Istanbul Technical 
University. Dietrich suggests that Belling’s nationalist sympathies for 
Germany allowed for a rehabilitation in Istanbul by the local NSDAP 
authorities, particularly due to the sympathy that NS-Landesgrüppen-
führer Martin Bethke felt for him, yet granted his difficulties with the 
regime it is interesting, however, that after the war he became the chair-
man of an institution which until recently had been so closely connect-
ed to local representatives of the regime.69 

 Despite Belling being a victim of the Nazi regime, he did not 
choose to denounce an institution that had become embedded in Nazi 
organizational structures. Dietrich also points to the fact that Belling 
would become chairman after the war yet claims that he would not stay 
on as chairman for long, vacating his position several months after. She 
provides dates nor references to these claims. The minutes from Teu-
tonia’s archives in fact show that one of the earliest dates in which he is 
mentioned as president are the minutes from 13 November 1952 and he 
would not resign as the club’s chairman until March 1957 when he was 
succeeded by Sylvio Raymund.70 This may well show that the attitude of 
some members and board members towards the post-war Teutonia, de-
spite continuities in the club’s leadership, may have been more complex 
than Dietrich suggests. Belling’s attitude in that sense may be consid-
ered to be in line again with Rüsen’s definition of first phase of coming 
to terms with Nazism in the post-war period: by suppression and denial 
rather than by displaying outright aversion.71

 The club in any case tried to push forward its mission of regain-
ing the status of a centerpoint for the Germany community in Istanbul. 
That did not occur without problems. In a document titled ‘Richtlinien 
über die Aussprache mit Herrn Botschafter Dr Oellers’ from 27 Novem-
ber 1956, it is indicated that although Teutonia had always had serious 
financial difficulties, the successive boards had managed to keep the 
club alive. It is indicated that this was not in the least thanks to a sup-
port fund from Germany, and only through this was it possible to ‘en-
dow the club with the regard that granted it with considerable recogni-
tion from both the German and Turkish side.’72 The report also recounts 
how several old members took the initiative in 1952 to bring Teutonia 
back to life and the building was, through the intervention of the Ger-
man embassy in Ankara, returned to the club in 1953. The writers indi-
cate that great financial misfortune hit the club subsequently since the 
building had been badly damaged during its confiscation.73 They go on 
by indicating that other German institutions, such as the German Hos-
pital, The German Archaeological Institute and the Evangelical Church 
had all received contributions from the state in Bonn to repair the dam-
age of the preceding years. Teutonia, however, was treated ‘like a step-
child’ (stiefmütterlich) by the government. The board asks the German 
ambassador to mediate between the club and the government and re-
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quested an amount of 190.000 Deutsche Marken in order to ‘arrange 
the German prestige in Turkey of our society in as good a manner as it 
used to be in the past decades’.74 To underline the appeal to the ambas-
sador and the Federal German Republic’s government they closed with 
a quote from Goethe’s Faust: ‘what you inherit from your father must 
first be earned before it’s yours!’ (‘Was du ererbt von deinen Vätern hast, 
erwirb es, um es zu besitzen!’). 
 The club held a first meeting with its members, a group of ap-
proximately 40 with their partners, on 27 February 1954. The club ap-
pears to have been quickly revived by this group, since a reflection on 
the first years of the club after the reopening claims that the cultural 
programme of the years 1954 and 1955 consisted of 50 activities.75 Ex-
actly a month after its first gathering in the old club house, the club 
welcomed Chancellor Konrad Adenauer in its building during his visit 
to Turkey.76 The poor state of the building was pointed out in the same 
document  as well. The club’s statutes meanwhile had retained their va-
lidity after they were last updated in 1939, though in 1960 new statutes 
were introduced. In the first issue of the Teutonia bulletin – Teutonia 
Mitteilungsblatt – from May 1956 the editors of the Teutonia Bulle-
tin memorize how the club was reopened in September 1951 and how 
until 1954 meetings would be held in various locations in Beyoğlu: the 
Park Hotel, Lido, Liman Lokantası, Taxim Kasino and the Municipal 
Marriage House (Belediye Evlenme Dairesi). With the cooperation of 
the German consul, Dr Seelos, the club got its building back and after a 
number of repairs the building was reopened on 27 February 1954. The 
board appeared to be also pleased that in the same year the club’s pri-
vate beach and sports fields on the Anatolian side in Moda was acquired 
anew.77 By April 1957, however, the Teutonia bulletin reports that in a 
general meeting of the club, the chairman had announced that the club 
was forced to let go of its private beach and sport fields, after the deci-
sion of an Ankara court of appeal.78 In 1958 a new beach and sport field 
was found in Fenerbahçe, Kalamış.79 Meanwhile the library had been re-
opened on 17 May 1956.80

 The board reports to its members in 1959 that in line with the 
club’s desire to become a meeting point for Germans in Istanbul once 
again, its member base has increased to approximately 220. They 
proudly announced that many new members who recently settled in Is-

Image removed due to copyright restrictions.

Image 24: Konrad Adenauer visiting the Teutonia building in 1957. 
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tanbul had joined Teutonia and that the member base comprised over 
50 percent of the total German community in Istanbul. 81 Nevertheless, 
the club appears to have experienced some problems in motivating its 
members to participate in the organization of the club’s activities none-
theless. On the opening page of the Teutonia bulletin’s second issue, the 
editorial board considers it necessary to remind its readers of the lexical 
definition of a society or club: ‘a society is a network of people with the 
purpose of fostering common interests’.82 The authors ask their readers 
to contemplate on this definition. What follows is a slightly disgruntled 
appeal to the members to contribute to organizing activities, rather 
than paying their contribution and simply enjoying the programme. 
They ask if it is still possible to find a common cause for over 200 mem-
bers, from Germany, Austria, Switzerland and Turkey. Interestingly, 
however, the authors wish to stress that it is not only the wide variety of 
interests – sports, concerts, film screenings, theater plays and socializ-
ing (geselligkeit) – that they wish to cater to, but to be the centerpoint of 
Germanness in Istanbul and to help deepen the ties between club mem-
bers and Turkey.83 
 In 1957 to the occasion of the club’s 110th anniversary, the bul-
letin’s board argues there is no older club in Istanbul and that the club’s 
member base has never been as big. Later that year at a general assembly 
212 registered members are cited.84 It seems that the initial problems 
were somewhat resolved as the report from the 1958 general assembly 
cites a table tennis group, a theater group, a library with volunteers, as 
well as numerous events; theater plays, concerts, carnival and anniver-
sary celebrations.85 Another major development was the opening of a 
seamen’s  home in 1957, which aimed to replace the one that was lost 
in 1918 (presumably following the disownment of German properties in 
Istanbul/Constantinople after World War I). 86 It should be noted that 
elsewhere the opening of the seamen’s home is cited to have taken place 
a few years earlier, in 1954.87 The club was indeed an important meeting 
point for members in those years, frequented, according to the Teutonia 
bulletin in 1961, even during the low-season in the summer. The restau-
rant was a meeting place for members, despite of a lack of activities in 
the summer season. The club’s restaurant had been reopened again in 
1953 and, according to Radt, held a significant position in the German 
colony. Men would gather here for their lunches and women, many of 

whom would not become members, came here after afternoon shopping 
in Beyoğlu. It turned out to be difficult to retain a reliable innkeeper and 
after successive German, Greek and Turkish innkeepers the restaurant 
was finally closed in 1970.88

‘DER ALTE TEUTONIA’: A ‘NEW’ TEUTONIA FOR A NEW GERMAN 
COMMUNITY

In the meantime, Teutonia’s building at Galip Dede Caddesi appeared 
to continuously provide problems despite renovations in the past years. 
In 1963 the Teutonia bulletin reports a lunch meeting of club members 
and their wives. The authors of the bulletin argue here that the renew-
al and enlivenment of the club is not only dependent on the building’s 
deplorable condition, but also on the spirit which ought to govern the 
house and the requirement of members to get to know each other more 
closely.89 Yet, problems became of such nature that in the summer of 
1964 the bulletin announces that, after many years of talking and false 
promises, the building would finally be renovated. The chair of Teuto-
nia’s board Sylvio Raymund meanwhile was supervising this makeover 
‘from roof to basement.’90 Contrary to renovations after the First and 
Second World War, which aimed for continuation and small repairs, 
the author states that according to the chairman everything was being 
renewed. In the old kitchen a new club and play room was introduced, 
with a skittle alley, pool tables and table tennis, aimed at becoming ‘the 
midpoint of club life in the future.’91 The chairman hoped for a reopen-
ing of the building in November 1964. In the same year, a report from the 
Teutonia board states that for the past two years the club held a member 
base of 240, yet mentions this fact in a point titled ‘take up the struggle 
against the indifference of members’.92 The club gradually grew towards 
a role as caretaker and landlord of its building, with the rents of various 
institutions using its facilities becoming increasingly important for the 
continuing existence of club and building.
 It is important to note that Teutonia had acquired new functions 
in Beyoğlu from 1954 onwards. On 26 April 1954 the seamen’s home was 
opened with the cooperation of the local German church community.93 
As indicated earlier, the opening (although the Mitteilungstblatt sug-
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gests the opening actually took place in 1957) of a  home for German 
seamen aimed to fill a ‘cultural void’ (eine kulturelle Lücke) following 
the disownment of the  home in 1918. The Teutonia bulletin described 
it as a particular meeting point for seamen from German ships dock-
ing in the harbours of Istanbul.94 Despite its conflicted history, Teuto-
nia once again aimed to be a cultural and social meeting point for Ger-
mans. Interestingly in that context is also the diverse range of people 
the seamen’s home would cater to. It seems that essentially all German 
institutions in Istanbul had become connected to the Federal German 
Republic (FRG or Bundesrepublik Deutschland) rather than the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR or Deutsche Demokratische Republik). Teu-
tonia would occasionally also feel the geopolitical impact of the home-
land’s separation into West and East part. As options for East Germans 
to flee the GDR grew more and more limited, they would become more 
resourceful and desperate in finding ways to cross over to ‘the West’. 
One of the dangerous passageways was jumping into the Bosphorus 
while GDR ships passed from the Mediterranean to the Black Sea. The 
second floor of the Teutonia building, reserved for the seamen’s home, 
would therefore also shelter other travellers, working migrants and no-
tably refugees from the GDR.  Radt writes that the seamen’s home came 
under the supervision of a pastor named Bott. Ingeborg Çelik, a former 
kindergarten teacher at Teutonia, recounts how this pastor would ready 
small rowing boats whenever the East German passenger ship Völker-
freundschaft travelled through the Bosphorus, often successfully saving 
refugees who jumped from the ship into the sea. That this appeared to 
be common practice is recounted by a traveler on a ship called the Völk-
erfreundschaft, Hartmut Ehbets, who planned to leave the ship together 
with his wife while sailing through the Bosphorus. Ehbets recounts, 
however, how many young people were very disappointed to see that 
sails would be used to cover the safety rails, while men with bats in front 
of the rails would keep an eye on the passengers.95 
 Following the decreasing amount of ships that had the ports of 
Tophane and Karaköy as their destination, due to the introduction of 
container freight facilities in Kadıköy and an increase in passenger air 
travel, the importance of the seamen’s home decreased through the 
course of the 1960s.96 New renovations of the Teutonia building and the 
seamen’s home were nonetheless announced in the bulletin in 1966, as 

Image 25: The GDR passenger ship Völkerfreundschaft.



Building Beyoğlu Teutonia126 127

well as the construction of a consular school in the garden of the Teuto-
nia building.97Interestingly, another example of the enduring usage of 
the Teutonia building by the German community was the Kindergarten. 
The aforementioned pastor Bott and four German mothers took the ini-
tiative to open a Kindergarten for the German community in Beyoğlu 
around 1961 as the community’s numbers were increasing. Marcel Ge-
ser points out how historically there had been a German kindergarten 
in Istanbul since the 1850s, yet in 1944 – following Turkey’s decision to 
join the Allied Forces and the closure of German institutions – all Ger-
man nationals were ordered to return to Germany or deported to camps 
in Anatolia. In December 1945, those in the camps were allowed to re-
turn to their residences. Despite of the intention of the German School’s 
new rector, Karl Steuerwald, to reopen the kindergarten and a promise 
from the German Ministry of Education’s, the kindergarten was not re-
opened. The official reason was that the demand was too low and that 
many of the parents who were entitled to bring their children to a kin-
dergarten lived too far away.98 Many parents therefore entrusted their 
children to au pairs or private kindergartens, but Geser explains that in 
1961 the aim to teach children German at an early age led the mothers 
and Bott to set up the Teutonia kindergarten. A lady named Helga Blan-
ke was hired as the first teacher and the kindergarten received children 
from teachers of the German School, business people and employees of 
the German consulate. 34 small children were under the supervision of 
a kindergarten teacher in the afternoons, the Teutonia bulletin reports 
in 1965, though Geser argues that the number generally did not exceed 
25.99  A report from Teutonia’s general assembly in the early spring of 
1965 indeed reports that until 1965 25 children would be admitted, but 
since an additional supervisor could be hired 34 children were admit-
ted.100 As time progressed, Dutch children were admitted to the kinder-
garten as well, while the kindergarten’s supervision remained with Teu-
tonia.101 
 Meanwhile, the German-Turkish cultural institute – supported 
by the Goethe Institut from 1957 onwards and the official Goethe In-
stitut since 1991 – was also housed in Teutonia as the German Library. 
Contrary to the kindergarten that would change in the 1970s. Istanbul’s 
urban development during the 1970s started to have an impact on the 
usage of the Teutonia building as well. More generally speaking, rising 

migration, the construction of new suburbs and the construction of new 
commercial buildings particularly meant that Beyoğlu’s older buildings 
lost some of their historical occupants. Construction of commercial 
properties in the old centre of Beyoğlu was relatively limited, possibly 
in part due to the complexity of opening Beyoğlu to mass car traffic, 
with the notable exception of the Odakule Building along the İstiklal 
Caddesi. It was there that the Goethe Institut would move to in 1980.102

 Radt claims that as of 1968 the evolving social and spatial struc-
ture of Istanbul also had strong implications for the city’s, and particu-
larly Beyoğlu’s, social life. The Beyoğlu district became less and less de-
sirable. The middle classes withdrew entirely from Beyoğlu and moved 
to Topkapı, Etiler and districts that started to be industrialized.103 Un-
fortunately, this could not be confirmed with member lists from the 
1960s or 1970s. Member lists from the 1980s, however, do indeed show 
that the majority of members had moved to Bosphorus districts like 
Tarabya, Etiler, Emirgan, Bebek and Rümelihisarı or Levent and Ye-
niköy. Only a few were registered as living in Tophane or Cihangir, in-
cluding Barbara Radt and her husband.104 
 From this perspective it is important to realize nonetheless that 
it was only in 1959 when Beyoğlu was still described as the ‘residential 
district par excellence’ in the Istanbul edition of Hachette’s Guides Ble-
us. The guide goes on by stating: ‘It is here where you will find the most 
comfortable hotels frequented, in general, by the foreign tourists’.105 
What follows is a description of İstiklal Caddesi’s institutional richness, 
which hardly gives the impression of a waning district. This certainly 
holds true for the German institutions in the area as well. In fact even 
after the late 1960s, the German School, research institutes, consulate 
and German-Turkish Cultural Institute remained. Different reasons 
may have been at play here. It may have been tough to get a good price 
for the properties, institutions may have attributed a certain attach-
ment to their real estate, yet as shown in the case of the English School 
for Girls and German School, it was also complicated for foreign institu-
tions to acquire or construct new properties elsewhere in Istanbul. The 
case of Teutonia, however, shows an increasing detachment from the 
club as an institution. That being said, members, other German-speak-
ers and German institutions in Istanbul were interested in using Teu-
tonia’s facilities.106 The building was used daily as a kindergarten and 
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primary school, was intensively used by the German School and housed 
the German Library. Newly constructed parts for the schools were still 
executed in the name of the club, though this appeared to have become a 
growing problem for the Turkish authorities. The club had been nearly 
inactive in the second half of the 1960s and the last general meeting had 
taken place on 5 June 1968, though Turkish legislation called for annual 
meetings.107 The club in the end came to a standstill in 1971.108 The de-
cline in the club’s activity during this period is reflected in the relative 
scarcity of source material in Teutonia’s archives; whereas there is an 
abundance of material – correspondences, notes, minutes, invitations, 
reports – from the 1950s, 1960s, 1980s and 1990s, the material from the 
1970s is limited to some communication and reports on the problem-
atic situation in which the club found itself.
 The changing social life in Beyoğlu runs parallel to the decline 
in the periodical announcements of Teutonia’s activities in the Cum-
huriyet newspaper. Numerous classical music concerts and lectures 
are organised and announced in Cumhuriyet since 1954, approximately 
two to three times a year, but in 1968 the announcements disappeared, 
not reappearing until 1986.109 The general meeting of the club on 5 June 
in the club building was announced by the board on 1 June 1968 in the 
Cumhuriyet daily. In the minutes from a meeting at the German Consul-
ate General on 6 May 1970, it is decided that the club’s beach in Kalamış 
would be closed. A period of relative abandonment  was followed by the 
removal of the club from the Turkish registry in 1972, because no activi-
ties or required general meetings had taken place. A variety of factors 
may have been at issue here and the archives of Teutonia did not pro-
vide me with a single conclusion. Dietrich has pointed to the stigma of 
Teutonia, although this seems to have been less of an issue during the 
1950s and 1960s, and Radt, more plausibly, has mentioned how German 
residents of Istanbul moved away from Beyoğlu and towards the new 
districts of the city or the areas around the Bosphorus.110 In earlier ti-
mes, moreover, the lack of engagement of Teutonia’s members with its 
administration has also been quoted as a persistent problem.111 These, 
in addition to Beyoğlu’s changing demography and socio-cultural com-
position at large may all have been elements that contributed to the 
status quo that Teutonia reached in the early 1970s.  It could have had 
severe consequences, however, for Teutonia. The club did not meet the 

Image 26: The (renovated) Odakule building seen from Nur-i Ziya Sokak, 2018.
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bureaucratic requirements of the Turkish state, which, among other 
things, meant that registered clubs and associations needed to organise 
regular member meetings. 
 The club was thus at risk of losing its building to the Turkish 
state. A new club under a new name needed to be founded in 1974, but 
this new club was not entitled to the ownership of the building. Arthur 
Kapps, the manager of the old club and building as well as the initia-
tor of the new club, had been appointed to ensure that daily affairs in 
the building would be able to continue. He pointed out in a letter from 
1979 that there had been a risk that the building would have been con-
fiscated by the Turkish state. As this did not happen, the new club made 
efforts to claim ownership of the building, of which the plot of land in it-
self represented a value of 60 million Turkish Lira. In 1978, through the 
involvement of the German Consul General, the old club managed to 
absolve itself in a special general meeting and transfer its assets to the 
new club. Radt describes how it was, nevertheless, near to impossible to 
sustain a community that would build a flourishing club life. She argues 
that it would have been one thing to become part of a flourishing com-
munity, but another thing to become a participant in the preservation of 
a ‘national’ institution. What she means by this is that the incentive to 
preserve German heritage in Istanbul was not felt significantly enough 
throughout the community of German-speakers in Istanbul. One rea-
son may have been, as indicated by Dietrich, the fact that Teutonia’s 
reputation still was overshadowed by its pre-war past.112 
 The question remains, however, what the founders of the ‘new’ 
Teutonia, fronted by Arthur Kapps was. Uncertainty about the build-
ing’s future had started to arise since the 1960s. In 1972 Teutonia was 
even removed from the club register, but this did not have a direct con-
sequence for the building. The Teutonia building was never sold to a 
third party, possibly because the building’s condition made it a tough 
sell. The German Bundesbaudirektion came to check the building to en-
sure its suitability for a Goethe Institut in Turkey, but argued against it 
in the end. In the annual report of 1964, the board indicates three op-
tions for the future of the club house, namely selling it and constructing 
a new house elsewhere, renting the ground floor for commercial pur-
poses (making it an iş hanı or office building with ‘Teutonia Pasajı’ as the 
suggested name), or acquiring funds to renovate the building. The board 

decided to choose the third option, but indicated that the first option, i.e. 
selling the building and constructing a new one elsewhere, would have 
been the ideal option. The reasons not to sell were that the board could 
not be sure whether the club could acquire a plot of land and construct a 
new building. It was, moreover, unsure whether the sale of the old build-
ing would yield the necessary funds for such a move. Other foreign par-
ties around these years also had considered selling their monumental 
buildings: the British consulate at Galatasaray had unsuccessfully been 
on the market.113 In the 1970s, however, Teutonia’s building had been at 
risk of being lost as a ‘Treffpunkt der Deutschen in Istanbul’ forever. The 
decision of Kapps and others to prevent this could not have been an en-
tirely economic one and it seems very likely that motivations of a more 
‘sentimental’ nature instigated the decision to save Teutonia from being 
permanently expropriated by the Turkish state.
 At the start of the 1970s, Radt describes the building to be in a 
poor condition despite several renovations in the 1950s and 1960s. This 
is reflected also in the notes that Kapps makes in his letters, explaining 
that the roof of the building had been fixed with funding from the Ger-
man consulate.114 The financial situation of Teutonia also was such that 
its daily costs could be barely met. The only income the club had came 
from the rooms that were rented to the embassy school and the cultural 
institute, since the members at the time were not willing to make any 
financial contributions. The dire situation that the club found itself in 
did not mean it was no longer recognized as a ‘German landmark’ in Is-
tanbul. This is exemplified by an unfortunate outcome when it became 
linked to Germany’s geopolitical vicissitudes as well. In 1977  a bomb 
was thrown into the building by a group of 15-20 people while they sup-
posedly screamed ‘German murderers’.115 Not entirely clear about the 
ideological orientations of the perpetrators, the Milliyet daily reported 
on 26 October 1977 that some individuals called the newsdesks of news-
papers stating that the attack was a response to the termination of the 
Lufthansa 181 hijacking on 18 October 1977 by a German anti-terror 
unit in Mogadishu.116 The children from the primary school who were 
in the building at the time were quickly evacuated and apart from sig-
nificant damage to the façade and the site inside the building where the 
bomb exploded and three wounded passers-by, the consequences of the 
attack were limited.117 In spite of these difficulties, the usage of the club’s 
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building fared rather well. In addition to the cultural institute, the em-
bassy school and the kindergarten, an initiative was started in 1979 to 
teach German courses to Turkish teachers in several of the rooms of the 
Teutonia building by instructors from the German High School.118 It is 
interesting to note that, unlike the German School, Teutonia appears to 
have built few connections with Turkish citizens who had temporarily 
lived in Germany but returned to Turkey. The chapter on the German 
High School contains, indeed, further discussion of the effects on the 
School of  the return to Istanbul of large numbers of Turkish guestwork-
ers from Europe during the 1970s and later.
 From the perspective of the club’s building it should be men-
tioned that the condition of the building was far from unique in Beyoğlu. 
Just like Teutonia, many monumental buildings in Beyoğlu had suffered 
from severe neglect throughout the second half of the twentieth centu-
ry. The disrepair of such previously important sites drew the attention 
of resident European and indeed two Dutch consul generals wrote in re-
spectively 1979 and still as late as 1995 about the condition of buildings 
in Beyoğlu. In 1979 consul D.H.M. Speyaert wrote about how the church 
community of the Union Church of Pera had gotten used to being re-
lieved by the view of the flowery consulate general’s garden after stroll-
ing through the neglected streets of Istanbul. In 1995 consul Bloember-
gen complained about the desolate condition of the consulate general’s 
building itself to his superiors in The Hague. He writes: ‘even Turkish 
guests, who are definitely used to the sight of shabby buildings, have 
started noticing the sorry state of the Palais de Hollande’.119 Beyoğlu was 
losing ground to the modern districts of the rapidly expanding city. Çelik 
Gülersoy, one of the key actors in the (controversial) restoration and 
preservation initiatives and chairman of TURING Club, writes about 
Beyoğlu in a travel guide, published in 1969: ‘This is Istiklal Câddesi. It 
was the main meeting place for Europeans 70 or 80 years ago. Since the 
modern part of the city has been greatly enlarged, Istiklâl Caddesi has 
not kept its monopoly. Moreover, the fact that it is a one-way street has 
caused it to lose a great deal of importance. But all the same, old or new, 
there are 10 cinemas, 7 theatres, 4 exhibition galleries, a large number of 
snack-bars and restaurants on this stre[e]t, which leads to Taksim.’120 
The building would turn out to remain a cause of worry for the board of 
Teutonia as well. The chairman in the mid-1980s, Stephan Kroll, argues Image 27: The 1905 Yazıcı Zade Apartmanı by E.G. Ladopoulos, 1965.
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that according to the strict Turkish club regulations the club was barely 
eligible to conform to regulations which could have consequences for 
its ownership of the property. To avoid the risk of losing the building 
altogether, the club decided to provide the German Consulate Gener-
al with a leasing agreement for the duration of 99 years, during which 
the club would be able to use the building together with other parties, 
among others the Embassy school, Kindergarten, German High School 
and the Turkish state television channel TRT, that had been using the 
building up until then.121 The board even considered to disband the club 
altogether and transfer their assets to the Consulate General, but in the 
notes from 20 October 1987 the board states that this had proven to be 
‘politically impossible’. If the club were to be disbanded in the future, 
however, the immoveable assets would be transferred to the General 
Consulate.122 The club that had 57 members on 17 March 1988, thereby 
had been able to safeguard one of its main rationales of existence, what-
ever would happen to the club itself.123 
 The Beyoğlu area meanwhile is described in a building report by 
two engineers, Adolf Hoffmann and Klaus Nohlen, from 1984 as ‘some-
what neglected’. Only four years earlier the social and political turmoil 
at the national and local levels had been brought to a halt by Kenan 
Evren’s military coup. A year before Turgut Özal had managed to bring 
his Motherland Party to power, with Bedrettin Dalan as his representa-
tive in the metropolitan government. In the years to follow politicians 
would not let an opportunity go by to stress how they would change 
the face of Istanbul and “clean up” Beyoğlu in particular. A telling ex-
ample is a publication from the Beyoğlu municipality, Beyoğlu İçin (For 
Beyoğlu – 1984) with articles titled ‘Famous Beyoğlu is returning to its 
old beauty’ (Ünlü Beyoğlu eski güzelliğine dönüyor) and quotes from the 
Beyoğlu mayor Haluk Öztürkatalay that indicate the discovery of the 
district’s marketing potential: ‘Istanbul is famous for Beyoğlu’ (İstanbul 
Beyoğlu’yla bilinir).124 The report by Hoffmann and Nohlen also indi-
cates that the area will soon be restored by the Beyoğlu municipality, 
with the prospective pedestrianization of the İstiklal Caddesi contrib-
uting to the reinvigoration of the district’s profile as well. The building’s 
location is described as ‘favorable’ due to the adjacency of the Tünel 
funicular. Access with private cars is on the other hand complicated, 
though this is – according to the report – a general problem in Istan-

Image 28: A street in Cihangir, 1965.
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German institutions ensured the continued existence and link with Is-
tanbul’s German-speakers. In that sense the building may be seen as a 
place-marker that bears witness to the continuining presence of Ger-
man communities in Istanbul. 
 Within Teutonia’s long history, the composition of the German 
community had grown and shrunk several times before. Although its 
member base had different proportions relative to the German commu-
nity, the ‘crisis’ that Radt and Von Caucig described around the turn of 
the nineteenth century, during which the club house had become some-
thing that resembled a members-only restaurant rather than a club, 
also shows that what made Teutonia was very much connected to the 
interests and motivation of Istanbul’s Germans at the time rather than 
a static and stable entity. On the other hand the enforced or voluntary 
involvement of Teutonia with the NSDAP in the 1930s and 1940s, and 
the differing historical representation of how events would unfold, can 
possibly show the intricate connection of the building and the institu-
tion. The absence of discussion regarding the club’s Nazi associations, 
referred to in the Teutonia archives in euphemistic terms (war years or 
Kriegszeit) mirrors the general attitude to the (lack of ) memoralization 
in Germany in the immediate years following the Second World War. 
The stigma of the building’s involvement and the club’s integration in 
the infrastructure of the Third Reich abroad, may have had an impact on 
the club’s appeal, although this hardly showed after its reopening in the 
immediate war years.  It seems more likely that local factors, the mov-
ing away of German-speakers from the old city centre and the gradual 
change of Istanbul’s and the Beyoğlu district’s socio-cultural, demo-
graphic and services profile had a more considerable impact on Teuto-
nia’s post-war history. Even then, the building was used by various Ger-
man actors, which – as will be shown in the chapter on the German High 
School – were unable to move to different areas. Today, the club’s ac-
tivities are quite limited while its building is being renovated, with the 
aim that in the future it will host new institutions, including the Orient 
Institut research institute.

bul.125 It does not appear from any document that the Teutonia board 
expressed the desire to sell its building and its decision to connect its 
future in the case of Teutonia’s dissolution to the Consulate General in-
dicates that it was felt to be important that the building would be pre-
served for the German community even if there was no future for its 
namesake. That, in fact, was an implicit expression of the de facto situa-
tion for over two decades; despite of recurrent calls to recruit members 
among the local German and Germanophone community, the reality 
was that a large part of the building’s users had no formal connection 
to the club. Compared to the celebrated mid-1950s its member base 
dropped by a factor of four, while the majority of its users were non-
members and other institutions.126 
 As such it is fair to conclude that Teutonia has continuously 
played a significant role in the German and Germanophone community, 
though since the mid-1960s less as a club and more as the caretaker of a 
building that catered to the different needs of the community. The crisis 
of the early 1970s, during which the club risked losing its building to the 
Turkish state, rendered visible the changed relationship between club 
and building: whereas the building served the club at first, it became 
clear during the 1970s that the reality was that the club was serving its 
building. Since so many had become dependent, for practical reasons 
primarily, on sustaining the occupation of the Teutonia building, it was 
in their interest that the club would remain, at least in a somewhat ar-
tificial manner, active. Both Radt and Geser hint at this when they re-
spectively mention the involvement of the German School’s teachers 
in Teutonia in the 1980s and the overlap between the board members 
of the Kindergarten and Teutonia’s board.127 It should therefore be con-
sidered what the meaning of this place in Istanbul as a locus for a va-
riety of institutions with a German connection and not limited to the 
historical club. Though it may have become increasingly difficult for 
the club to live up to the aims indicated in its statutes, its caretakership 
of the building ensured that one of its important goals – being a cen-
terpoint for Germans in Istanbul – was indirectly met for a long time 
after the club itself failed to be a relevant contributor to the social life 
of the German community.128 The building’s adjacency to the German 
School – more or less around the corner – its relatively close proxim-
ity to the German Consulate in Gümüşsuyu and its housing of various 
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T hose who observe Beyoğlu’s crowds may notice 
that on certain days of the week small groups 
of men will pass down one of the many hills 
from İstiklal Caddesi towards the Bosphorus. 
All dressed plainly in black suits, white shirts 
and black ties, they proceed together towards 
‘their street’, chatting, laughing and stopping 
in front of a group of buildings across from 

the French consul general’s residence. They are one of the few societies 
in the city that has been able to lay a definitive claim to place-making in 
this area, by having its street named to a concept – Nur-i Ziya (Literally: 
Light of the Divine Light) from its philosophy. The buildings itself stand 
somewhat in the shadow of the building across the street: the opulent 
neoclassical Palais de France, the residence of the French Consul Gen-
eral in Istanbul. If not for the security booth and the flag of the Grand 
Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons in Turkey, one might not notice 
this group of buildings. The freemasons’ two main buildings on num-
bers 13 and 15, nonetheless, display a sense of modest elegance: arched 
windows on the first two floors, adorned by distinctive wrought-iron 
fences and balconies. Looking more closely, one notices the main en-
trance is sealed off from the street by a heavy armed door, reflecting the 
brethrens’ position in this street: its presence expressly claimed by the 
name of the street, a flag, security booth and several plaques attached to 
the walls of their premises, yet still, secluded and inward-looking.
 The scene described above is one of the few recurring public 
performances of freemasonry in Istanbul as the brethren walk towards 
their premises on the Nur-i Ziya Sokak. It is here that the Grand Lodge of 
Free and Accepted Masons has had its headquarters for several decades. 
The brethren of the Nur-i Ziya Sokak have friendly relations with 147 
Grand Lodges in the world. It adheres to the Turkish rite, which is spe-

NUR-İ ZİYA 
SOKAK

free and 
accepted 
masons



Building Beyoğlu Free and Accepted Masons146 147

cified as largely adhering to the Modern Ritual of Scotland, with several 
additions from continental masonic rites. It currently has lodges that 
operate in Turkish, English, French, German and Greek.1 This chapter 
will focus on the freemasons of Nur-i Ziya Sokak, historically contex-
tualizing and analysing their position in Beyoğlu during the twentieth 
century. 
 Jan Snoek argues that generally speaking the body of academic 
work on freemasonry world-wide has been steadily growing since it be-
came a subject of academic interest in the late 1970s. In several univer-
sities in the United States and Europe key works were published, while 
chairs and research centres were created as well.2 Snoek notes that al-
though in this early phase half of the academics involved were also free-
masons themselves, the fact that half was not is more relevant. The in-
volvement of freemasons in research on the history of freemasonry is 
quite natural, since one of the aims of freemasonry is to study its own 
history, although Snoek distinguishes history writing in the academic 
sense from what he terms ‘so-called “legendary” or “traditional” histo-
ry’. The latter category should be understood in terms of the functions 
of Greek mythology in classical antiquity or the stories of the Bible in 
Medieval Christian Europe.3 According to Jean-Yves Beaurepaire the 
strong tradition of freemasons studying own history has also led to an 
obstruction in the study of freemasonry which is in fact rather similar 
to the development of historiography of some of the exact sciences. As 
Frank Huisman, Joris Vandendriessche and Kaat Wils for instance note, 
since the 1980s the study of medical history has steered away from his-
tory writing by practitioners and by professionals, thereby integrating 
medical history in the wider paradigm of social historiography and, per-
haps more importantly, problematizing positivist narratives that had 
dominated medical historiography until then.4 Equally so, Beaurepaire 
notes that freemasonry has always striven for academic recognition yet 
the discipline of  masonic Studies remains isolated and is insufficiently 
recognized. He argues that this problem is twofold, it is related to the 
bonds of the subject with Grand Lodges and other masonic institutions 
on the one hand and its integration (or lack thereof ) into broader aca-
demic debates on topics such as public space, political culture, history 
of ideas and social networks.5 
 Snoek adds that the historiography of freemasonry has devel-

Image 29: The main buildings of the Grand Lodge on Nur-i Ziya Sokak, 2018.
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oped immensely since 1986 when John Hamill, himself a freemason 
and Master of the Quator Coronati Research Lodge, criticized previous 
work on the origins of freemasonry in The Craft: A History of English 
freemasonry (1986).6 Theories on the origins of English freemasonry 
are highly diverse, though Snoek argues the so-called Gould thesis is one 
of the most prominent ones. Named after Robert Freke Gould who, with 
friends, established the first research lodge Quator Coronati No. 2076 in 
the 1880s. The thesis asserted that ‘simple’ freemasons, i.e. craftsmen, 
established lodges around 1717 (an entirely artificial or legendary date, 
according to Bogdan and Snoek) without symbolically interpreting the 
craft or their tools. The interpretation of crafts, tools and history as 
symbols, which – depending on the branch of freemasonry – can be con-
sidered in a very diverse way, e.g. from a moral, scientific, psychological, 
esoteric, philosophic, political and religious perspective.7 Significant 
symbols stem for instance from the Bible, the Temple of Solomon with 
two pillars; a chequered floor and an eye in a triangle which signifies the 
Great Architect of the Universe (a metaphor for God), or tools from Me-
dieval stonemasonry.8  The interpretation of these and other symbols 
is also known as ‘speculation’ in the jargon of freemasons. When an in-
creasing number of ‘gentleman masons’ became members, the ‘specula-
tive’ ideas started to be introduced in these lodges. This thesis was taken 
as a matter of fact for over a century until John Hamill threw into ques-
tion the thesis. Snoek explains that the first ‘freestone masons’ were 
architects and sculptors; men who were the most skilled and trained 
and allowed to work with freestone (limestone or sandstone), the most 
expensive of materials. Contrary to what the Gould thesis asserted, 
Snoek following Hamill, points out that these operative freestone ma-
sons did speculate and that this is exactly what attracted ‘gentleman 
masons’ – non-operative masons – to the craft. The dichotomy between 
speculative and operativ freemasons is therefore a false one, since – ac-
cording to Hamill and Snoek – it would only make sense to discriminate 
between gentleman masons and stone masons, all involved in specula-
tion, but the latter being operative and the former not. Snoek points out 
elsewhere that, Hamill’s publication revealed the necessity of delving 
into the masonic archives in Britain, a task not seriously undertaken 
until then, contrary to France.9 In these archives the oldest documents 
related to freemasonry date back to as early as the fourteenth century, 

Map 7: The Grand Lodge’s parcels in their cadastral context. 
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with the ‘Old Manuscript Constitutions’. Though Snoek indicates that it 
is somewhat complicated to understand whether or not these were used 
during initiations, documents from the late sixteenth century onwards 
explicitly indicate that they should be read during the ‘acception’ (ini-
tiation) of a candidate into a lodge. 
 Starting with the Grand Lodge of England, in the early eighteenth 
century the first Grand Lodges were established, the English one quickly 
followed by the Scottish and Irish Grand Lodges after which freemason-
ry spread over continental Europe and British colonies, starting – with 
the exception of a short-lived unofficial yet influential lodge of British 
masons in Rotterdam – in France after 1725. By the second half of the 
eighteenth century freemasonry was flourishing over the globe.10 By the 
1730s onwards Jews were also initiated, but it would take until 1808 be-
fore the first Muslim to be initiated in Paris, the Persian diplomat Askar 
Khan Afshar. Thierry Zarcone adds that the continental tradition of 
freemasonry was more rigid in excluding Jews and Muslims from their 
lodges, while British and Dutch freemasonry were more open to allow-
ing their admission. Contrary to Snoek, Zarcone argues that a few Mus-
lims, students, diplomats or merchants mostly, were admitted to lodges 
as early as the eighteenth century, though their numbers were few and 
the conditions to allowing their admittance were exceptional.11 Snoek 
and Henrik Bogdan note that since the most central symbol of freema-
sonry, the Temple of king Solomon, features in both the Torah and the 
Quran, the symbolism of masonic rites would make ‘at least some sense’ 
to Jews and Muslims.12 Additionally, freemasonry works to honour the 
‘Grand Architect of the Universe’ (the deity), which singular interpreta-
tion resulted in Hindus not being admitted until the 1870s. 
 Zarcone, who has done extensive research on freemasonry and 
other mystical orders in the Middle East, also argues that two types of 
lodges should be distinguished. On the one hand the lodges in colonial 
settings, such as British India or the Dutch East Indies, aimed for ‘fra-
ternal assimilation’, while on the other hand lodges in the Ottoman Em-
pire were mostly composed of reformist groups – the connections be-
tween freemasonry and the Jeunes-Turcs were for instance particularly 
strong – including intellectuals, high officials, diplomats and others who 
may be considered to belong to the local bourgeoisie.13 Apart from free-
masonry’s political and social character, Zarcone attributes the popu-

Map 8: The Grand Lodge’s parcels (848) in the insurance maps of Eduard Goad, 1905.
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larity of freemasonry among these various communities – rather prob-
lematically – to what he describes as the fascination of Muslims with 
secret societies.14 On a different note, through the increasing impact of 
European colonialism and the expanding settlement of Europeans in 
other parts of the world, the ideas of tolerance and discrimination in 
freemasonry were gradually reconsidered. Bogdan and Snoek do point 
out, however, that if non-Christians would strongly identify with a dif-
ferent religion, particularly the non-Abrahamic religions, freemasonry 
could only be meaningful if they had been assimilated in the culture of 
the colonizer. They go on by arguing that polytheistic religions were 
generally considered a complication, since freemasonry dedicates itself 
to honour a single ‘Grand Architect of the Universe’. In a British colo-
nial setting it would take until the 1870s before Hindus were admitted. 
Nonetheless, the authors consider freemasonry as an emancipatory 
tool for non-Christians, including Jews and Muslims in non-colonial or 
semi-colonial settings.15 This resulted in the rise of freemasonry’s im-
pact beyond the borders of Europe and North America during the nine-
teenth century.

RESEARCH ON FREEMASONRY IN TURKEY

In the context of the Ottoman Empire and Turkey it is safe to say that 
peer-reviewed academic research, executed outside of the context of 
masonic institutions, is limited. This is less so the case for the Ottoman 
Empire, as it is for freemasonry in modern Turkey. Due to the impact of 
freemasonry on the most important reformist movement of the nine-
teenth and early twentieth century in the Ottoman Empire, namely the 
Jeunes-Turcs or Young Turks, the society has also entered the social and 
political historiography of the late Ottoman Empire. Şükrü Hanıoğlu, 
who has one of the prominent voices in the historiography of the Young 
Turk movement, assessed the freemasons as one of the most decisive 
elements in the movement. This is particularly interesting considering 
the official stance of freemasonry to not involve themselves in politics 
as a society or discuss politics in any way. Their active political involve-
ment resulted, according to Hanıoğlu in their becoming of a particular 
scapegoat and target of Abdülhamit II.16 Dorothe Summer’s work focus-

es on the late Ottoman Empire as well, but exempts the Ottoman capital 
and focuses on the Ottoman provinces in the Levant instead. Historians 
Paul Dumont and Thierry Zarcone have been among the most prolific 
writers on the topic. Dumont has performed crucial research through 
introducing and investigating sources on freemasonry in the Ottoman 
Empire from the archives of the French Grand Orient. Yet in the case of 
Dumont and Zarcone, the bulk of their research also focuses on the im-
perial period and deals only marginally with the early years of the Turk-
ish Republic and more contemporary episodes.17 
For discussing the history of freemasonry in modern Turkey authors 
rely mostly on secondary material, particularly the work of three au-
thors, the journalist İlhami Soysal who wrote Türkiye ve Dünyada Ma-
sonluk (Freemasonry in Turkey and the World) in 1978, Celil Layiktez, 
himself a mason, who published on the history of freemasonry in Tur-
key between 1721 and 1990 and Orhan Koloğlu’s Cumhuriyet Döneminde 
Masonlar (Freemasons in the Republican Period) published in 2003.18 
Interesting and useful as these publications are, they also fit to what 
Beaurepaire describes as the ‘positivist, factual, chronological history 
of freemasonry’. He indicates that this positivist history has its obvi-
ous value, if only for freemasons and the general public with an interest 
in freemasonry. Apart from methodological concerns, however, these 
works obviously have little or even lack connection with broader his-
toriographies regarding Turkey’s society, politics and culture, or that of 
Istanbul or Beyoğlu.19 
The state of affairs regarding academic research on freemasonry in 
Turkey could not be further from the situation Beaurepaire envisions 
as ideal for researching freemasonry according to the standards of 
twenty-first century academia. Little academic archival research that is 
embedded in the context of social, political or cultural historiography 
exists, particularly with regard to the twentieth century. Beaurepaire, 
moreover, argues that membership lists and statements should no lon-
ger be the sole source for historians to investigate freemasonry. They 
should also involve ego documents and track the relational network of 
freemasons. Although Beaurepaire’s suggestions deserve full endorse-
ment, the reality of freemasonry in Turkey as well as the contemporary 
– as well as arguably historical – political situation in the country se-
verely limits the flexibility of the researcher. There is a certain degree of 
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interest and endorsement of the Grand Lodge of Turkey towards the re-
search of non-masonic academics, yet my own research experience has 
unfortunately proven that it is impossible to proceed beyond the work 
published by the Grand Lodge’s own research lodge, i.e. being limited 
to working with published rather than archival material. This may be a 
result of the current political situation which complicates the freedom 
of movement for freemasonry. It is a concern for many associations and 
institutions in Turkey, but freemasons have historically always been 
a target of ultranationalist and Islamist propaganda and thus are well 
warranted in being extremely cautious. 
On the other hand, it also appears to be a result of the convictions of some 
– certainly not all – within the Grand Lodge, which run in consonant 
with Beaurepaire’s argument that many freemasons are convinced that 
the only ones who can write the history of freemasonry are the freema-
sons themselves, since they are the only ones who would be able to fully 
grasp its project. Hamill’s key publication, however, is a case in point 
of why this assumption is problematic. It is understandable that Beau-
repaire’s suggestions for a so-called ‘strategy of generosity’ – meaning 
opening up archives, providing expertise to academia, exchange ideas 
and proceed beyond introverted perspectives – have unique complica-
tions in the context of Turkey, yet it would certainly prove to provide 
invaluable research and knowledge opportunities for both the Grand 
Lodge and historiography on the Ottoman Empire and Turkey. The ne-
cessity of fact-based research, employing archival material, is in fact 
also acknowledged by researchers in the Grand Lodge of Turkey. Remzi 
Sanver and Yavuz Selim Ağaoğlu emphasize for instance that in the past 
a substantial part of the Grand Lodge’s archives had been lost in fires 
and another part had been sold to junk dealers. Only after it was almost 
too late the archives started to be treated with more care. They argue 
that this complicates doing research on Turkish freemasonry based on 
historical documents. They go on by stating – referring to the period 
around 1965: 

‘it does not help our understanding of controversial periods 
when personal opinions are as time progresses treated as 
facts. The risk of drawing rigid conclusions from personal 
convictions presented as the actual state of affairs has virtu-

ally been imprinted in the cultural genetics of our freema-
sonry.’20 

The importance of freemasonry in the socio-economic, cultural and po-
litical elites of Turkey and Istanbul during the focus period of this the-
sis would make it hard to imagine excluding them from Beyoğlu’s map 
of social institutions. The political reality of Turkey and the way this 
political reality is considered by some brethren who have influence on 
the access of externals to the Grand Lodge’s library and archival facili-
ties, unfortunately implies that there are limitations to integrating the 
Grand Lodge’s history in modern Turkey into the social historiography 
of Turkey, Istanbul and Beyoğlu in the twentieth century. 
Nevertheless, the sources that I have been able to use for the purpose 
of writing this chapter focused the Grand Lodge and its buildings in the 
Nur-i Ziya Sokak in Beyoğlu, will prove to be interesting as the brethren 
writing on Nur-i Ziya Sokak not only have been able to use archival mate-
rials to which I had no access, but also convey interpretations and repre-
sentations of their presence in Turkey broadly speaking and in Beyoğlu 
more precisely. As I will show in this chapter, these representations and 
interpretations contain valuable assumptions about the presence and 
the right of freemasonry to be present in Beyoğlu. Indeed, I would argue 
that the freemasons provide a highly significant narrative for compre-
hending elements of the socio-cultural complexity of Beyoğlu’s history. 
Particularly before and after the domination of the Young Turks, the so-
ciocultural composition of the freemasons was very eclectic. From the 
freemasons and other informants that I have spoken with informally it 
becomes apparent, moreover, that various brethren were also members 
of clubs like the Büyük Kulüp, or were alumni of one of the foreign-lan-
guage high schools and universities in Beyoğlu and Istanbul. It should 
also be noted that many brethren were highly educated and would thus 
find themselves in influential and international communities as well, 
for which Beyoğlu would remain a significant place of gathering. 
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THE GRAND LODGE OF FREE AND ACCEPTED MASONS

The history of freemasonry in the Ottoman Empire dates back to at 
least the nineteenth century, although the earliest example appears 
to date from the eighteenth century. Paul Dumont cites a document 
from the eighteenth century in which the French ‘Ordre de la Grappe’, 
a group dedicated to consuming good food and wine, had a section in 
Istanbul/Constantinople. Dumont argues that this section also pursued 
‘esoteric objectives’ and asserts that this was the first organisation with 
a masonic character. Yet most of the long-lasting lodges date back to 
the mid-nineteenth century. It would for instance take until 1855 be-
fore formal contacts between the Grand Orient of France and French 
freemasons in Istanbul/Constantinople were established. This was the 
Étoile du Bosphore, made up of 15 members, mostly middleclass men – 
Dumont mentions an architect, tradesmen and a captain working in the 
long-haul trade.21 By 1860, they had 39 members, still mostly comprised 
of French nationals, though their ranks now also included a Mexican, 
some Italians, a Pole and a Turkish secretary at the Ottoman govern-
ment. Various European masonic lodges started to set up lodges in the 
Ottoman capital. Dumont states that one of the main reasons as to why 
this occurred at that point was the Islâhat Hatt-ı Hümâyûnu (Imperial 
Reform Edict) from 1856. Selim Deringil indicates that this edict was in 
fact introduced to implement the promises that were made in the ear-
lier Tanzimat-i Hayriye (beneficial reforms) from 1839.22 On the initia-
tive of Mahmut II the Tanzimat Edict, as Zürcher points out, brought a 
governance model to the empire that resembled a bureaucratic appara-
tus and transferred the gravity centre of legislative power from the sul-
tan and the Palace to the Sublime Porte (the central government).23 Yet 
it also promised judicial equality of all Ottoman subjects, regardless of 
their religion. Zürcher indicates, however, that the issue of equality was 
described rather ambiguously and Deringil confirms that it was only 
until the announcement of the Imperial Reform Edict of 1856 that the 
Ottoman government made its attitude towards the freedom of religion 
more specific, stating that: ‘As all forms of religion are and shall be freely 
professed in my dominions, no subject of my empire shall be hindered 
in the exercise of the religion that he professes, nor shall he be in any 
way annoyed on this account. No one shall be compelled to change their 

religion.’24

 After the 1850s freemasonry in the Ottoman Empire started to 
develop and by the end of the 1860s 15 freemason lodges were estab-
lished in the imperial capital and several other lodges were established 
in Smyrna, Alexandria, Ismailia, Port-Said, Cairo, Cyprus, Beirut and 
Salonika. Dumont points out that all the lodges in Istanbul/Constanti-
nople adhered to foreign Grand Lodges; four to the Great Lodge of Eng-
land, four to the French Grand Orient, five or more to the Grande Oriente 
in Italy, one to the Great Lodge of Hamburg, one to the Great Lodge of 
Ireland and one or possibly two to the Greek Meghali Anatoli.25 The va-
rieties of the lodges’ composition appear to have been rather diverse, 
with lodges comprising mostly of European foreigners such as the 
French Étoile du Bosphore, lodges organised by Ottoman millet, includ-
ing members from one of the Ottoman ethno/religious communities, 
mixed lodges with mostly non-Muslim Ottomans and Europeans and 
mixed lodges with a large share of Muslim Ottomans.26 The latter cat-
egory is particularly significant, since Dumont argues that the attitude 
towards freemasonry among Muslims was hostile during the second 
half of the nineteenth century. Nonetheless, various foreigners actively 
aimed to recruit influential members of the Ottoman elite. Despite the 
antipathy among Muslims, a substantial number of Muslim Ottomans 
did become members, famous nationalist writer Namik Kemal, is said 
to be among them, of one of the lodges and freemasonry from the 1870s 
onwards rose to become of the most influential movements in the Otto-
man Empire.27 
 This became particularly clear during the ascendance of Murat 
V to the throne. Murat V, known to be close to the reformist Young Ot-
tomans and their ideology, and sympathetic to the ideas of freemasonry 
(Dumont goes as far as saying that one of the French lodges ‘recruited’ 
him). The turn of events, however, would develop rather tragically for  
Murat V. He appeared not to have been able to bear the pressure of his 
rulership, soon become an alcoholic and suffered a nervous breakdown 
resulting from the suicide of his uncle and former sultan Abdülaziz as 
well as the murder of several of Murat’s cabinet members. His cabinet 
deemed the sultan unfit to rule and turned to Murat’s younger brother 
Hamit to become sultan. The reign of this sultan, Abdülhamit II, would 
turn out to be tough years for the freemasons in the Ottoman Empire.28 
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Particularly after Abdülhamit II found out that they were exploring 
possibilities abroad to put Murat V – by then imprisoned in Çırağan Pal-
ace –  back on the throne, his government framed the freemasons as ‘a 
habitual source of sedition’.29 
 During the Abdülhamidian era (1876-1909) a significant number 
of Young Turks became freemasons and a trend of opposition among 
freemasons against Abdülhamit’s authoritarian regime became notice-
able. According to Şükrü Hanıoğlu, several pamphlets targeted against 
Abdülhamit II were published in outlets such as a periodical titled La 
Turquie Libre, which appeared in London starting from 1891. The pam-
phlets were written by a group that called itself Le Comité Libéral Ot-
toman, described by Hanıoğlu as a political wing of the Ottoman free-
masons in Turkey, though the organisation appears to have remained 
separated from the actual lodges. The freemasons, however, supported 
the Young Turks’ endeavours nonetheless.30 Zarcone argues that the 
Young Turks used Spanish, French and Italian lodges in Salonica to 
further their cause. They had by then been united in the İttihat ve Ter-
akki (Committee of Union and Progress, CUP)  whilst its organizational 
structure was based on that of the Italian revolutionary network, the 
Carbonari, and masonic frameworks.31 After the Young Turk Revolu-
tion in 1908 and the reinstating of the Constitution that Abdülhamit II 
had suspended, the freemasons came increasingly into the open. Three 
masons, Enver Pasha, Taalat Pasha and Djemal Pasha, would have a 
dominant influence in the CUP government, while many brethren-
cum-Young Turks would be instated in high positions of the new Otto-
man government.32 In 1909 the Young Turks involved in freemasonry, 
among them Talaat Pasha, set up the Ottoman Grand Orient or Maşrık-ı 
Azam-ı Osmani and the Supreme Council of Turkey.  The foreign lodges 
were pressured to pledge their allegiance to the Ottoman Grand Ori-
ent, rather than a foreign one. The Ottoman Grand Orient eventually 
was able to acquire a monopoly on practicing freemasonry in the Otto-
man Empire. In any case, Dumont argues the foreign lodges from then 
onwards were hardly able to recruit members of the Ottoman elite and 
thus acquire influence, into their ranks.33 A total of approximately 65 
lodges was registered under the Ottoman Grand Orient.34

 As Dumont indicates, the membership of the freemasons’ lodg-
es until those years had comprised partly or entirely of Europeans and Image 30: Talaat Pasha. 
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non-Muslim Ottomans. It comes as no surprise then that the gatherings 
of these lodges would concentrate around the Pera and Galata quarters. 
Hanıoğlu, however, argues that most of the lodges until the 1890s oper-
ated largely clandestinely and the exact locations that were used by the 
lodges are not always available.35 A Brother named Suha Umur from the 
current Turkish Grand Lodge, however, discusses a number of the earli-
est known locations in one of the journals of the Lodge. He argues that 
before and after the foundation of the Ottoman Grand Orient – which 
he interestingly (and anachronistically) translates from Ottoman Turk-
ish to modern Turkish as Turkey’s Grand Lodge (Türkiye Bü. Lo.sı), es-
tablishing a direct continuity between the Ottoman and Turkish history 
of freemasonry – most of the Lodges indeed met in Pera. He states that 
four lodges which pledged obedience to the Grand Orient de France and 
one lodge of the Grande Oriente d’Italia had together rented a house on 
Ağahamamı Sokak 12 which they used for three years. This was allegedly 
the place where the later Murat V received his 2nd and 3rd degree diplo-
mas.36 After 1874, Umur claims that these lodges moved to the Çiçek So-
kak, the present-day Kameriye Sokak.37 Most of the lodges which were 
associated with the foreign Grand Lodges would, however, meet in a lo-
cale above the Hacopulos Passage adjacent to the Grand Rue de Pera.38 
Before the Ottoman Grand Orient was founded, the first meetings took 
place in the Tokatlıyan Hotel in 1908. Here it was decided that an Otto-
man obedience (again Umur speaks of a ‘Turkish obedience’) should be 
founded and the first Supreme Council was chosen. The actual founda-
tion of the Grand Lodge then took place above the Hacopulos Passage. 
Meetings of the new Grand Lodge then took place in Koloğlu Sokak, in 
the building adjacent to the present-day Taksim Primary School’s build-
ing.39

 Following the formation of the Ottoman Grand Orient and the 
CUP government Zarcone suggests that freemasonry became an instru-
ment of the Young Turks, rather than the other way around. Hanıoğlu 
provides an interesting reflection to this perspective from the period 
preceding 1908. He argues that while the Young Turks gradually resort-
ed to nationalism, originally several prominent freemasons had backed 
the idea of a revived ‘Byzantine state’, uniting Greeks and Turks under 
an enlightened sultan. When Murat V was forced to abdicate, the free-
masons saw it fit to support the Young Turk’s struggle against Abdül-

hamit II. A prominent figure in this movement was the Ottoman Greek 
Cleanthi Scalieri from Istanbul/Constantinople. Closer to the Young 
Turk Revolution in 1908 and the reinstation of the constitution, the 
fault lines between the agendas of the Young Turks and other freema-
sons who did not fully adhere to their increasingly ethno-nationalist 
ideology became clearer. The freemasons realized that a neo-Byzantine 
state would not be feasible in the contemporary political climate which 
gradually became under the increasing and polarizing influence of Turk-
ish nationalism. As Uğur Üngör indicates, the Young Turk dictatorship 
would become particularly apparent after their coup d’état in 1913. The 
Young Turks opted for the model of the nation state as the ideal model 
to ban foreign interference. In the context of freemasonry in the Otto-
man Empire this move was clearly echoed by the Young Turks’ efforts to 
monopolize freemasonry through instating the Ottoman Grand Orient. 
Hanıoğlu argues that it became clear that the freemasons were only 
partners with the Young Turks on the same bandwagon aiming to bring 
down Abdülhamit II, and that comparable partnerships had been es-
tablished with Armenian, Bulgarian and Albanian national committees. 
The domination of freemasonry by the Young Turks through Talaat Pa-
sha’s inauguration as the first Grand Master to function in the Ottoman 
masonic monopoly, combined with the despotic and suppressive nature 
of the CUP government nonetheless led to increasing bad propaganda 
for freemasonry. Dumont points out that the success of the Young Turk 
Revolution in 1908 also led to a rush towards the ranks of the masonic 
lodges, apparently perceived as a shortcut towards power and influence 
in the new political status quo.40

 The ties between freemasonry and the Young Turks did not re-
main unnoticed beyond the borders of the Ottoman Empire, though it 
did lead to painful and even ludicrous misinterpretations of the politi-
cal reality. The renowned British historian of Iraqi Jewish descent Elie 
Kedourie notes that it resulted in the British ambassador’s speculation 
of a Judeo-masonic conspiracy. The ambassador Gerard Lowther, led by 
his dragoman, discusses – aided by countless anti-Semitic metaphors 
– how the Young Turk may turn out to be an old Jew, and refers to the 
Committee of Union and Progress as ‘the Jewish Committee of Union 
and Progress’.41 As Kedourie indicates, one of the most important sourc-
es of intelligence on the Ottoman Empire and its politics for the British 
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Foreign Office, notes Talaat Pasha ‘to be of Gipsy descent’ and Javid, the 
Minister of Finance as ‘a Crypto-Jew’. The ambassador notes further-
more that ‘Talaat Bey has been spreading the net of the freemason Com-
mittee over the Empire (…) The invisible government of Turkey is thus 
the Grand Orient with Talaat Bey as Grand Master’.42 As pointed out be-
fore, Hanıoğlu indicates that the opposite was in fact true; a situation 
where freemasonry in the Ottoman Empire became dominated by the 
Young Turk movement. Nonetheless, Lowther recommended that the 
Ottoman Grand Orient would not be recognized by the most important 
Grand Lodges in the United Kingdom. He writes in 1910: ‘It has been 
said above that the Grand Lodge of Scotland refused to recognise the 
new ‘Grand Orient Ottoman’, whose Masonry it pronounced ‘spurious’; 
but I learn that efforts are being made to indirectly get round this dif-
ficulty by inducing the Grand Lodge of England to recognise the new 
Turkish creation. In view of the curious developments in Egyptian Ma-
sonry, it would seem desirable that the Grand Lodge of England should 
follow the example of its Scotch sister and refuse its imprimatur to an 
institution so coloured by politics.’43

By the time of the Young Turk Revolution and the coup d’état of the 
Young Turks in 1913, the power of the Young Turk triumvirate far ex-
ceeded that of freemasonry at any given time in its existence in the Ot-
toman realm. If anything it can be considered to have functioned as a 
useful vessel for the Young Turks. Dumont therefore rightfully con-
cludes that the presumed secret influence of Turkish masons was more 
a figment of the imagination of politically opposed circles than of reality. 
The role of freemasonry as an ideological or spiritual inspiration for the 
Young Turks, moreover, he argues was if anything short-lived. Nonethe-
less, the involvement of Talaat Pasha in what by now has been widely 
acknowledged by historians as the Armenian Genocide, as well as other 
crimes committed by the CUP, would reflect badly on the image of free-
masonry in Turkey abroad. When the Ottoman Empire suffered its de-
feat at the end of World War I, the Ottoman Grand Orient was closed. As 
Paul Dumont indicates, this was met with little interest among masons 
abroad, since the European obediences had justified suspicions that 
some of the brethren connected to the CUP were in some way connect-
ed to the massacres committed during the war years.44 It would, how-
ever, recover relatively quickly when the exponents of the CUP regime 

founded the Turkish Republic. The CUP and later the Republican Peo-
ple’s Party of Mustafa Kemal were effective in pushing away the dark 
pages of their history.45 This helped freemasonry to recover quickly and 
Dumont notes that in fact most bureaucrats and officials were masons. 

FROM OTTOMAN TO TURKISH FREEMASONRY

From 1925 onwards the former Ottoman Grand Orient becomes known 
as the Türkiye Maşrık-ı Azamı Heyet-I Umumiyesi (Supreme Council 
of Turkey) and was linked to the Hür ve Kabul Edilmiş Büyük Mason 
Locası (Grand Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons). According to Ziya 
Umur, one of the more prolific writers in the post-1950s Grand Lodge, 
the freemasons resided in this building for 15 years. This would mean 
that the freemasons continued to gather in the period after 1918. In 1925 
a new gathering place was found at Telgraf Sokak, though this build-
ing was not to the satisfaction of the Grand Lodge and it was decided 
they would move once more. This time though, the Grand Lodge would 
buy a building instead of renting one. For the amount of 60.000 Turk-
ish Lira a building across the former American Hospital was bought on 
Sıraselviler Caddesi. Half a year later the decision was reversed due to 
the considerable costs of the building. Instead a building on the Polonya 
Sokak (later Nur-i Ziya Sokak) would be bought. This building, which 
is mentioned as number 25 (nowadays number 13) by Umur is indeed 
shown as number 25 in the maps of Goad. The occupation of the build-
ing on the map from 1905, however, appears to have been the Italian 
Consulate General. In a later year, 1924, the building also shows up in 
the chronicles of the German School. Apparently the school, which was 
closed after World War I, had been reopened in 1924 and had taken resi-
dency in a rental house, which was in fact Polonya Sokak 25. The Ger-
man School would, after the return and restoration of its properties in 
Galata, return to its original building in 1925.46 At the time the street was 
known as the Polonya Sokak (Poland Sokak), yet after an apparent in-
tervention of freemasons the municipality decided to change its name. 
The chosen name was no coincidence. As explained before, the name 
that was used from the early 1930s onwards, the Nuri- Ziya Sokak, refers 
to two crucial terms in freemasonry.47 The name-change thus may have 



Building Beyoğlu Free and Accepted Masons164 165

been the result of sympathy of the municipality to the Grand Lodge or 
the involvement of members of the Grand Lodge in the municipality.
 The freemasons would not be able to enjoy this building for a 
long time. Atatürk and his Cumhuriyet Halk Fırkası (Republican Peo-
ple’s Party – CHF, later CHP) had decided to experiment with a multi-
party parliamentary system. Zürcher points out that after Atatürk had 
become aware of discontent with his party, he welcomed the foundation 
of an opposition party that would be loyal to his leadership. The mem-
bers of the party, which was formally established in 1930,  all came from 
the Kemalist CHF elite, encouraged by Atatürk himself and their pro-
gram strongly resembled that of the CHF. The opposition party, named 
Serbest Cumhuriyet Fırkası (Free Republican Party – SCF), was moder-
ately successful during local elections nonetheless. This surprised the 
ruling CHF and in combination with the SCF’s accusations of mass elec-
toral fraud and corruption on the side of the CHF and a violent uprising 
of a group of dervishes in Menemen, close to İzmir, shocked the regime 
to such an extent that they decided to initiate mass arrests and instate 
martial law. Atatürk and his government decided to bring Turkey’s cul-
tural and intellectual life under their direct control. The independent 
organisations from the years of the Committee of Union and Progress, 
prior to the foundation of the Turkish Republic years, were banned. 
The Türk Ocakları (Turkish Hearth movement), an organisation aim-
ing to spread nationalist, secularist and positivist ideas through pub-
lic education and with a member base of 30.000 divided over 267 na-
tional branches, was banned and replaced by the Halk Evleri (People’s 
Houses) and Halk Odaları (People’s Rooms). Zürcher argues that these 
institutions would basically perform the same function as the Türk 
Ocakları, though under tight control of the CHF’s provincial branches.48 
The Türk Kadınlar Birliği (Turkish Women’s Union), founded in 1924 
by women of the national resistance movement, was disbanded in 1935 
as well. Pressed to do so by the CHF, the official reason was that it had 
accomplished its goal for equal rights for women by allowing them to 
vote. Next were the freemasons’ lodges, which were closed in the same 
year. In the period between 1935 and 1948 freemasonry was banned in 
Turkey, though framed rather euphemistically in freemason’s literature 
as the ‘uyku dönemi’ (sleeping term). The building on Nur-i Ziya Sokak 
25 subsequently became used as a Halk Evi as well.49

Image 31: Invitation of the Freemasons in Ottoman Turkish, 1928.
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 It is significant here to remark that the freemasons still had a 
considerable network within the Turkish state around the time the de-
cision was made to centralize all cultural life in the Halk Evleri. From 
the accounts of Ziya Umur, it becomes clear that this may have provided 
the brethren of Nur-i Ziya Sokak with a minor advantage in compari-
son to other associations that were banned in 1935. Ziya Umur narrates 
the memory of a brother named İbrahim Hoyi. Hoyi remembered that 
the district governor Daniş Yurdakul was a brother as well. Yurdakul 
informed his fellow brethren when he received the order from Anka-
ra to have the doors of the Grand Lodge’s building locked. His alleged 
words to his brethren then were: ‘I can not lock those doors with my 
own hands. Take your measures and bring the key to me’. Umur states 
that because of this the Grand Lodge was able to donate 12.000 Liras 
from its safe to the Himaye-i Etfale (an Association for the Protection 
of Children founded by the freemasons), have its documents secured by 
some of the brethren and hand the key to Yurdakul. Umur closes the an-
ecdote by stating ‘let us affirm our affection to the memory of our Broth-
er Daniş Yurdakul’.50 Though the political influence of freemasons after 
the Young Turk Revolution is a matter of speculation and imagination, 
this example shows that the fraternity was able to protect its own inter-
ests through its connections.
 Umur describes the measures that were taken by the CHF re-
gime as ‘normal according to the mentality of the time (…) all kinds of 
social activities in Turkey were executed through the People’s Houses 
by the Republican People’s Party.51 Although the latter statement may 
hold essentially true, the implications of this process were that the Par-
ty aimed for and succeeded in acquiring a full domination of the social, 
cultural and intellectual life in Turkey, in line with the increasing totali-
tarianism of the Kemalist regime, erasing any kind of free and indepen-
dent civil society and replacing it by what Zürcher defines as a Kemalist 
‘noblesse oblige’.52 Umur furthermore points out that documents from 
the Beyoğlu cadaster indicate that despite of the fact that the CHF was 
using the building as a People’s House, the Party could not claim own-
ership. Therefore, the building was transferred to the state’s treasury. 
This in fact resembles the situation that both the Teutonia club would 
risk in the 1970s as well as what would be a point of enduring struggle 
for the English High School for Girls until its end. In the end the Grand 

Image 32: Kadıköy Halkevi, 1939.
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Lodge was only able to get the building back through a lawsuit against 
the state in 1953. The situation of the Grand Lodge’s building in Izmir at 
the beginning of the 1950s was essentially the same. The Ankara build-
ing on the other hand was successfully registered with mediation of the 
Ankara Municipality to the property of the ‘Türk Yükseltme Cemiyeti’ 
(Turkish Society for Elevation) the name of the Grand Lodge at the time 
of freemasonry’s reentrance to Turkish community life.53 
 Former Grand Master Remzi Sanver and brother Yavuz Selim 
Ağaoğlu explain that since the Grand Lodge and the Supreme Council 
were two different organizations, and that at least nine masons were 
recognized in the 33rd degree, the Supreme Council in fact may consid-
ered to have been active during the sleeping term. Sanver and Ağaoğlu 
note that after the freemasons became active again officially, a part of 
their archives, that had been stored for safekeeping in a building of the 
Association for the Protection of Animals, was burned. A second part 
was burned again in the 1960s and another part was sold to junk dealers, 
through which a part of the archives made its way to a newspaper.54

 On 5 February 1948 seven members of the Supreme Council reg-
istered the Turkish freemasonry Association anew in the Turkish club 
registry. The Grand Lodge would resume its activities in Izmir and An-
kara soon after. 14 lodges in Turkey would start functioning, seven in 
Istanbul of which three had been patented by the Supreme Council as 
early as 1939.55 Ziya Umur describes the lawsuit that followed was one 
executed at a masterful level and that the Grand Lodge owes gratitude 
to its lawyers-brethren. The buildings in Istanbul were returned in 
1953, but due to the ill-treatment of the buildings and the necessity of 
repairs the buildings finally became ready for use again in 1959-1960. In 
1952 a building on Meşrutiyet Caddesi 111 had been bought, which was 
used by the Supreme Council until 1965.56 After that the building would 
be left to ‘the other side’, referring to the Freemasons that would adhere 
to the continental tradition after the schism of 1965.
 1965 is a year that features prominently in the collective mem-
ory of Turkish freemasonry and inspired at least two books produced 
by brethren of the Grand Lodge. The first one dates from 1978 and is 
written by Grand Master Nefiz Ekemen, titled Arşivlerimiz içinde 1965 
olayları (The events of 1965 in our archives). The second one is rather 
recent and prepared by former Grand Master Remzi Sanver and Yavuz 

Selim Ağaoğlu, titled Masonluk Tarihimizde 1965 Olayları: Yarım asır 
sonra bir retroperspektif denemesi (The 1965 Events in our freemason-
ry’s History: a retrospective study after half a century), the 2nd print 
from 2016. The book by Ekemen contains a collection of sources gath-
ered regarding the events of 1965, whereas Sanver and Ağaoğlu’s book is 
as the title suggests more an analytical retrospective. The authors stress 
that the events which are linked to the year 1965 should in fact be con-
sidered in the perspective of the longer period between 1950 and 1971.57 
 After the forced closure of the Grand Lodge, and the continua-
tion of the Supreme Council, the Grand Lodge was allowed to contin-
ue its work in 1948. Sanver and Ağaoğlu indicate that the relationship 
between the Supreme Council and the Grand Lodge reach back to the 
founding years of both institutions. They indicate, however, that follow-
ing the reopening of the Grand Lodge, the Supreme Council put a lot of 
pressure on the Grand Lodge, to which various high-ranking brethren 
protested.58 At the same time animosity against freemasonry in Turkey 
started to increase, with MPs from the new DP majority government 
under Menderes petitioning to have the Grand Lodge closed, due to its 
‘foreign ties’.59 Increasing discord within freemasonry in Turkey about 
how to accommodate foreigners accustomed to different rites, as well as 
the sharpening tensions in the hierarchy between the Supreme Council 
and the Grand Lodge created the roots for a rift. An independent Turk-
ish Grand Lodge was founded and an attempt was made to normalize 
relations between the Supreme Council and the Grand Lodge. Ağaoğlu 
and Sanver explain that the situation was further complicated by the 
amount of different official masonic organizations that existed in the 
fifties.60 
 The discord escalated in 1964 when Süleyman Demirel, promi-
nent member of the Adalet Partisi (Justice Party) and a Brother of an 
Ankara-based lodge, was questioned – ‘accused’ – during a party meet-
ing by a party member regarding him being a freemason. Süleyman 
Demirel flatly denied and stated: ‘I swear to God, I am not a Mason. I am 
a child from a family where one does not sit for breakfast in the morning 
before having read the Quran’.61 Adding further oil to the fire was the 
fact that the Grand Secretary, a Brother from the Lodge where Demirel 
was inaugurated, decided unilaterally to provide Demirel with a docu-
ment stating that he indeed was not a mason. The fact that a prominent 
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public figure would deny being a freemason, implicitly acknowledging 
the criminalization of freemasonry (as well as – through his statement 
explicating that he was rather a man of God – that the Grand Lodge was 
a Godless organization) caused significant anger among freemasons. 
 The unilateral acts of the Grand Secretary caused animosity 
against the Grand Secretary among the Supreme Council. When the 
Grand Secretary ran for the position of Grand Master and was elected, 
the Supreme Council tried to annul the result of the elections and have 
a Grand Master sympathetic to the Supreme Council elected. The re-
lations between the Grand Lodge and Supreme Council were subse-
quently cut off and a group of freemasons separated from the Grand 
Lodge, founding its own Grand Lodge, nowadays known as the Grand 
Lodge of Free Masons, which attached itself to the French Grand Ori-
ent. The building where the Supreme Council resided at Meşrutiyet 
Caddesi 111 was given to this new Grand Lodge while the Grand Lodge 
of Free and Accepted Masons stayed in the buildings at Nur-i Ziya So-
kak. The Grand Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons was reconsecrated 
by the Grand Lodge of Scotland in 1965 and acknowledged by the Grand 
Lodges of England and Ireland in 1970.62 Beyoğlu from then onwards 
would have two Grand Lodges within its borders. Suha Umur explains 
that the ‘clandestine’ lodges that would start working under the auspic-
es of the Supreme Council were declared irregular by the Grand Lodge 
of Free and Accepted Masons, which forbade its members to attend the 
meetings of the irregular Grand Lodge.63 The masons connected to the 
Supreme Council reorganized the organization and registered it as the 
‘Fikir ve Kültür Derneği’ (Association for Ideas and Culture), renting a 
new office around the Sıraselviler Caddesi. 
 Meanwhile, in 1967 the Grand Lodge would start expanding its 
real estate portfolio on the street, starting with number 21, where the 
room of the Grand Master, the Grand Secretary and the meeting room 
for the Senior Wardens was.64 Umur expressed the hope to also acquire 
an empty plot on number 23, which would help using the buildings of 
the Grand Lodge in a more ‘rational’ fashion. He expresses not being 
able to acquire the property at number 27 as a huge loss. In 1975 the 
plot of number 19, with an old, dilapidated house on it was bought. At 
the time of Umur’s writing it housed the offices of the Grand Secretary 
and the Grand Lodge’s research lodge Mimar Sinan.65 The house was 

Image 33: Street sign at Nur-i Ziya Sokak, 2018.
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demolished and a new building was constructed by the Grand Lodge. 
A plaque remembering Franz Liszt’s stay there on the invitation of the 
Commendinger family had already been attached to the old building. 
Umur refers to a letter by Çelik Gülersoy, at the time of Umur’s writ-
ing head of the Turing Automobile Club, in which Gülersoy stated that 
the owners at the time, an Italian Levantine family, had objected against 
the plaque. Their argument was that the building with a plaque would 
be ranked as a historical building and thus would decrease its market 
value. In the end, however, Umur recounts that the owners could not 
object any more following the pompous ceremony of Reşit Safvet Atabi-
nen, head of Turing at the time, and the plaque was attached to the door. 
The plaque would mysteriously disappear after a few months, but the 
new building of the freemasons would have one again up until this day.66 
 It is worth noting that following the first military coup in Tur-
key in 1960, the freemasons realized they might find themselves in a 
hazardous situation. It was subsequently decided to move the centre of 
activity away from Ankara and to Istanbul. In a meeting from 26 June 
1960 it was decided that in order to be able to work in peace and not 
be affected by any kind of influence to move the Grand Lodge’s centre. 
The constitution of the Grand Lodge would therefore be amended from 
the ‘centre of Republican Government’ to ‘Istanbul’. The authors of the 
suggested amendment state that Istanbul holds a large community of 
brethren, is known to the world for it, while the move would be in line 
with the established and old tradition of freemasonry in Turkey.67 
From the perspective of ownership of place, Umur makes an interesting 
statement in his conclusion. He argues that the street is their street. The 
street has been given to the freemasons as a ‘safety deposit box of his-
tory’ (tarihin […] bir emaneti gibi) and the Grand Lodge has the duty to 
protect it.68 He explicitly mentions the street as ‘our street’ and pushes 
for efforts to acquire more buildings on the street. This appears to ema-
nate from an effort to be able to use the buildings that were already in 
the Grand Lodge’s possession in ‘a more rational way’, but also as a con-
scious effort to claim greater ownership of the street. Umur wrote his 
article in the 1980s and he seems clearly inspired by Said Duhani’s work 
as he explicitly refers to one of his books, in which Duhani according 
to Umur portrayed Beyoğlu as the most cosmopolitan city centre in the 
world.69 He writes: ‘in those days (…) the importance of a street was not 

measured by its width, but by the men living alongside it’.70 Within that 
context he considers Nur-i Ziya Sokak – ‘our street’ – as one of the most 
important ones. ‘The freemasons have given new meaning to this street 
and will continue to do so’, he argues, closing by stating that the street is 
now as the freemason’s Nur-i Ziya Sokak, rather than the Polonya Sokak 
or the street of the French embassy. 
 In an interview I asked former Grand Master Remzi Sanver to 
comment on some of the reasons for the Grand Lodge to stay in Beyoğlu. 
At first he seemed unsure about the ties of the Grand Lodge with its en-
virons, particularly in the context of Beyoğlu as a gathering of different 
communities:

 ‘I understand when you look from the point of view of a social 
scientist you can interpret freemasonry as a club or as an NGO 
or whatever, however this is not how freemasonry defines itself. 
For freemasonry being a club is not something… it’s not a com-
pliment I would say. It really sees itself as an ancient, esoteric 
tradition which is about individuals working on themselves. 
It’s an internal transformation, with the tradition of symbols. 
In that sense, it’s not really an institution open to interacting 
with its environment. Now, in more recent times, masonic or-
ganizations – including the Grand Lodge of Turkey – they have 
slightly more interaction with their environment. But particu-
larly when you look at the fifties, sixties and seventies, really… 
Of course the Grand Lodge’s building is there, but it’s simply 
physical. It should be somewhere and it’s there, but it’s not re-
ally an institution which was interacting with its surroundings. 
(…) The choice of Beyoğlu is not pure coincidence. But after that 
it has not really been an institution which was interacting with 
its environment. Even still, I can’t say that we really have par-
ticular ties with the Beyoğlu environment. (…) If you ask me to-
day, for example, during my Grandmastership, which is not that 
long ago, it was between 2010 and 2013: ‘Did you have any par-
ticular relationship with Beyoğlu?’ Well, of course the mayor of 
Beyoğ lu is a friend, we have relations with him. Being a big in-
stitution there.’71
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Mr Sanver’s explanation regarding the whereabouts of the Grand Lodge 
in Istanbul points to three important issues. Firstly, from his narrative 
it becomes clear that the wider political climate  in twentieth- and twen-
ty-first-century Turkey, as well as more  specifically attitudes towards 
freemasonry, ensured that freemasons remained in Beyoğlu, long after 
their roots had been settled there in the twilight of the Ottoman Empire. 
The socio-cultural diversity of the district ensured that freemasonry 
could probably operate more easily than it would in an area with a more 
homogeneous social composition. Secondly, apart from considerations 
of access and economic concerns, what Mr Sanver defines as ‘sentimen-
tal reasons’ hint at a claiming of belonging to place, relating those same 
places to ritual and tradition, quite similar to the opinions expressed by 
Ziya Umur in his writings. Thirdly, Mr Sanver’s statements implicate 
what is often overlooked in considerations of Beyoğlu’s alleged cosmo-
politanism, namely that there is an enduring ‘cosmopolitan quality’ or, 
more specifically, an enduring perception of the persistence of diver-
sity in Beyoğlu. The representation of Beyoğlu as a place of alterity and 
marginality that belongs to all and none (as well as its past and pres-
ent as a place of actually-existing diversity) means that it has also been 
an appealing location for groups which preferred a certain degree of 
anonimity. This is one of the reasons that made it easier for freemasons 
to gather and remain in the area where all kinds of communities and 
classes could move around with relative freedom. It does not seem to be 
the case that these groups felt necessarily feeling safe or connected, but 
the fact that so many groups laid claim to this space with their physical 
presence resulted in an area defined by a diverse socio-cultural make-
up. In a district to which nobody could lay definitive claim, freemasonry 
could operate as it had in the past. 

Mr Sanver’s hesitance to consider the significance of the area to the 
Grand Lodge and consider the brethren’s processes of place-making 
seems to stem primarily from the understanding of freemasonry as a 
unique sort of institution, entirely different from other communal in-
stitutions in the area. When he elaborated about the significance of the 
area for the Grand Lodge and whether or not the Grand Lodge would be 
able to easily leave its premises in a way that happened in the case of the 
Büyük Kulüp he, however, nuanced his position:

‘Yes, what is understood as investment in a capitalistic sense, 
is not the same for the Grand Lodge. Their things are much 
more, I would say, sentimental. (…) It’s true that we continue 
to invest in Beyoğlu. For example I had this experience as the 
Grand Master, when we were discussing with the brethren how 
we should develop a strategy of buildings for the forthcoming 
10, 20, 50 years. I am speaking about the real future. You re-
ally see this very sentimental reaction, which I deeply respect 
and even appreciate. (…) people say we should stay – because 
there were options; you can sell those buildings and go to Lev-
ent business district [an up-scale business district to the north 
of Beyoğlu, that was founded as a residential area from the late 
1940s onwards] and whatever. The general opinion is: no, peo-
ple are happy to be there. Look, even the street is called Nur-i 
Ziya. In an institution of tradition like freemasonry being in a 
modern building is not really the meritor. Being in a building 
where your predecessors were initiated as well, in the same 
temples, this gives a feeling of attachment. (…) You can’t say 
never, but I don’t think it will be an easy decision ever if it’s tak-
en to move from Beyoğlu to Levent or anywhere. (…) Of course 
I can also say that it’s more comfortable for freemasonry to be 
in a cosmopolitan neighbourhood. Because the perception of 
freemasonry is not always very positive, least to say. Instead of 
being in more homogeneous neighbourhoods, being in hetero-
geneous neighbourhoods where diversity is more a principal 
characteristic... freemasonry would feel more comfortable in 
such neighbourhoods. I think Beyoğlu is a very good example 
of such a place.’72 
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YEŞİLÇAM 
SOKAK 

the cercle 
d’orient parcel I n between Galatasaray Square and Taksim a building 

is situated that may well be considered to have one 
of the most imposing and monumental façades on 
İstiklal Caddesi. The building historically known as 
Cercle d’Orient, after the club that occupied one of the 
floors in the building since its opening in 1882 until at 
least the late 1970s, was built by one of the most prom-
inent Istanbulite architects of the second half of the 

nineteenth century, Alexandre Vallaury.1 The architect made his name 
in Istanbul designing the Pera Palace Hotel, the Imperial Museum, the 
Imperial Ottoman Bank buildings, the building of the Ottoman Public 
Debt Administration and several other prominent monumental build-
ings in Beyoğlu, the historical peninsula and along the Bosphorus. The 
main building stands out in the eclectic mosaic that constitutes the ar-
chitectural landscape of İstikal Caddesi: the size of the parcel is reflected 
by the colossal symmetric façade which for a long time stretched beyond 
any other building along the street. In its most recent incarnation the 
Cercle d’Orient building has become a shopping mall, cinema centre as 
well as housing a number of cafés, restaurants and a branch of the Ma-
dame Tussaud wax doll museum. The newly constructed annex to the 
historical building is hardly visible due to the density of buildings in the 
area. This is where the rear part of the historical Cercle d’Orient par-
cel was before its demolition, particularly known for housing the iconic 
Emek Sineması. 
 Originally the building was constructed for the club, which start-
ed as a meeting place for Ottoman and foreign dignitaries, founded by 
Alfred Sandison, the British Levantine chief dragoman to the Ottoman 
Empire in 1882. The building was commissioned and owned by an Ot-
toman Armenian bureaucrat and diplomat Abraham Paşa, one of the 
wealthiest men in Istanbul at the time. Following his bankruptcy as a 
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result of unfortunate bourse speculation and gambling the Ottoman 
Bank seized his properties, including the Cercle d’Orient building. The 
properties then came into the possession of an Ottoman Armenian 
stockbroker in 1919, who is mentioned in the archives of the Ottoman 
Bank as Manuk Manukyan.2 The Cercle d’Orient building is listed, as a 
first grade historical building, initially becoming protected in 1971 in a 
order by the High Council for Historical Real Estate and Monuments 
to protect a large number of buildings along the Istiklal Caddesi.3 Its 
categorization as a first grade historical building does not allow for any 
changes to be made to both the building’s interior and exterior. The 
building has been restored with remarkable detail between 2012 and 
2016, particularly considering the fact that the surrounding buildings, 
also listed buildings, have been entirely destroyed. Despite ongoing 
protests by civil society organizations since the 1990s, the buildings be-
hind the Cercle d’Orient, including the Emek Sineması, were destroyed 
as part of the parcel’s redevelopment.4 The Emek Sineması building on 
the same parcel as the Cercle d’Orient building, was marked as a sec-
ond grade historical building, which theoretically should have made it 
impossible to make any changes to the building’s exterior.5 New legisla-
tion that was introduced in the early 2000s, however, made it possible 
to overrule the safeguards of the building’s protected status.6 
 Parallel to the destruction of the Emek Sineması, the main 
building of the Cercle d’Orient building facing the İstiklal Caddesi was 
carefully restored. Despite of its restoration, including original interior 
and exterior details, references to its previous functions or occupants 
have been erased. To a certain degree the Cercle d’Orient building as it 
is today has been ‘whitewashed’, in order to re-fashion it as a monumen-
tal entrée to a shopping mall complex. The concept of whitewashing is 
defined by Michael Herzfeld and is marked by process of radical redefi-
nition of a place’s meaning. Such reimaginings of urban landscapes have 
been the focus of an extensive body of scholarship in history, geography 
and anthropology, including Herzfeld’s own work that examines the var-
ied processes through which urban boundaries are redefined on both a 
symbolic and physical level and former residents framed as intruders. 7 
In particular, the obsession with ‘cleanliness’ that Herzfeld notes in the 
context of Thailand and Greece, is in fact strikingly similar to the Cercle 
d’Orient case: here, an idealized image crafted by real estate developers 

Image 34: The main building of the Cercle d’Orient parcel (currently Grand Pera), 2018. 
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has taken precedence over the messiness and informality of small shops 
and old cinemas. Although I would not go as far as to compare this to 
what Herzfeld notes to be a ‘quasi-colonial nervousness about making 
a good impression on foreigners’, the case of the Cercle d’Orient’s reno-
vation does mark an obsession with idle references to value, quality and 
reviving the former glory of Beyoğlu.8 On the website of the shopping 
complex Grand Pera a return to the alleged glory of the Cercle d’Orient 
is promised, without further defi ning what this glory consists of. A simi-
lar process is observed by Andreas Huyssen of banners displayed all 
over Berlin in 1996: ‘BERLIN WIRD, BERLIN BECOMES’, leaving open 
what Berlin was becoming and ironically (and possibly unwittingly) re-
ferring to the building pit that made Berlin in the 1990s.9

 When I visited the building while it was still under restoration, 
the supervisor told me that it was unclear what actually would happen 
to the fi rst and second fl oors. Since no changes were allowed to be made 
and – apparently – were made, a lucrative exploitation of the building’s 
bulk by the concessionaire appears to be complicated. Currently, the 
Cercle d’Orient building houses a café in a newly constructed annex, 
the entrée to a Madame Tussaud wax museum, some temporary exhibi-
tions or displays by prominent local and international brands, as well 
as the entrance to the shopping mall, which will have to account for the 
majority of the project’s income.10 
 The process of ‘whitewashing’ could be seen as the fi nal step in 
a longer sequence of growing disconnection between the building and 
its namesake: the elite club Cercle d’Orient known since 23 April 1944 
as the Büyük Kulüp (Grand Club). The Cercle d’Orient club used the 
fi rst fl oor of the building for its activities, whereas the ground fl oor fac-
ing İstiklal Caddesi was used by shops and cinemas. The building was 
formally connected with the elite club Cercle d’Orient club until the 
early 1980s. The original Cercle d’Orient club held a heterogeneous au-
dience, with businessmen, diplomats, state and military offi  cials from 
various nationalities and ethnicities until the Second World War. The 
club is mentioned in numerous British newspapers as the most elite 
club in Pera.11 Elsewhere it is described in The Times as ‘the well known 
diplomatic club’.12 In recollections from foreign diplomats it was pre-
sented as a centerpoint of power. In 1938 Sir George Klerk, a diplomat 
in Istanbul/Constantinople before the First World War, for instance re-

Map 9: The Cercle d’Orient parcel in its cadastral context. 
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counts a few memories about the club. He describes it as an elite meet-
ing point for the crème de la crème in Istanbul/Constantinople: ‘You 
could lunch at the Cercle d’Orient and incidentally eat some of the best 
food and drink some of the best wine in Europe, and see Talaat [Pasha] 
embracing the Armenian deputy whom he was to send to his death or 
watch Enver [Pasha] saluting Nazim Pasha, the Minister of War, whom 
he shot in the Sublime Porte.’ It would also feature in foreign reporting 
on Istanbul with regard to more trivial matters: in 1926 The Daily Tele-
graph Diplomatic reported how the Turkish Liquor Control Board, in 
control of the liquor monopoly in the newly established republic, con-
fiscated 7000 bottles of French champagne, other wines and 9 300-li-
ter barrels of wine.13 As Istanbul’s political significance at the national 
level decreased, following the instation of Ankara as the Turkish capital 
in 1923, the significance of Beyoğlu and its international clubs would 
also gradually decline. Orhan Koloğlu claims that the differentiated 
membership changed significantly, after the Second World War, with 
a drastic decrease of foreign members.14 In the 1940s, French was en-
tirely abandoned as an official club language and on 23 April 1944 Büyük 
Kulüp (Grand Club) would become its official name and thus effectively 
Turkified.15 
 One of the few local observers who made some remarks on the 
club and its building is Said Naum Duhani (1892-1970), who writes 
briefly on the Cercle d’Orient in one of his books. A note on Duhani is 
required here. Born in a renowned Christian Arab family and part of the 
Pera community, he was, as Edhem Eldem notes, the first to start a trend 
of nostalgic reflections on Beyoğlu. Contrary to the many publications of 
the 1980s and 1990s, which followed the translations of Duhani’s work 
from French into Turkish, Duhani’s work is different since he wrote his 
two books about Pera/Beyoğlu at a time when the described communi-
ties were still present in the city. In addition, the books were, in French, 
and thus for ‘internal consumption’ within the Pera community. Eldem 
is right to note that Duhani’s work is imbued with melancholia and nos-
talgia, and much of the information in his essayistic writings is hard to 
check for its ‘historical veracity’. This holds true for many other (later) 
sources of a similar nature written by authors like Giovanni Scognamil-
lo, Atilla Dorsay, Çelik Gülersoy, but certainly also Koloğlu’s book on the 
Cercle d’Orient, which is the only publication discussing the history of  

Map 10: The Cercle d’Orient parcel (865) in the insurance maps of Eduard Goad, 1905.
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the Cercle d’Orient and its building in some detail.16 I will still include 
Duhani’s remarks since they were also included in the files on the Emek 
Cinema and Cercle d’Orient composed by the Chamber of Architects. 
The inclusion of fragments of the Turkish translation of Duhani’s book 
gives an impression of how this source is considered by experts of law 
and architecture in Turkey. Duhani recounts how all the shops in the 
building of Abraham Pasha (Cercle d’Orient) were very upscale and lux-
urious, whereas at the time of his writing there were only small shops 
‘which could never compete with the esteem of the gentlemen that had 
left’.17 To enter the club one would require a password. He cites a chair-
man of the club who was an ambassador and stated that diplomats or 
high officials would become members. From among the ‘Turks’ only 
vezirs could enter the club.
 The club itself also occupied a summer residency in Caddebostan, 
on the Asian side of Istanbul since the early 1950s.18 When the club’s ad-
ministrative board decided that the summer residency would be bought 
in the fall of 1976, the dominance of the summer residency increased 
and the club became further estranged from the Beyoğlu building. De-
spite of this, Koloğlu indicates that the 1977 programme of the build-
ing in Beyoğlu was still quite rich. That would change when in 1978 the 
decision was made to only organise activities in the Beyoğlu building 
in December.19 A group within the club wanted to push towards increa-
sing the activities and participation of members at the Beyoğlu building 
nonetheless. The board in the end decided that the Beyoğlu building 
was no longer suitable to keep up with the changing desires of the club 
members. The decisive reason to entirely leave the building, however, 
seems to have come from external factors. When a fire in the winter of 
1983 severely damaged parts of the building and the club refused to pay 
the rent until the damage was repaired, the owner decided to serve an 
eviction notice to Büyük Kulüp, definitively severing the ties between 
club and building.20 

NIGHTS AT THE MOVIES: THE OTHER CERCLE D’ORIENT PARCEL

Rather than focusing on the Büyük Kulüp itself, this chapter will focus 
on the lively history of the Cercle d’Orient parcel, which stretches far 

beyond the club’s history and imaginary. As will be shown in this chap-
ter, the Cercle d’Orient parcel would acquire a prominent position in 
the cultural and social memory of Istanbul and Turkey, exceeding that 
of the history of the former gentleman’s club. The building and its sur-
roundings had acquired new meanings, particularly during the second 
half of the twentieth century. As this corner of the city became both the 
virtual and actual heart of a local cinema industry, Yeşilçam – named 
after the street that runs next to the Cercle d’Orient building – the 
block’s identity would be renegotiated; it became a place in the imag-
ining of a new generation during the 1960s and 1970s. In fact the area 
around Yeşilçam had been the locus of Turkey’s film industry since the 
late nineteenth century. That is significant in a Turkish context since 
cinema would become such a significant commodity from the 1960s on-
wards, for women living in cities (the most important group of viewers 
initially) and middle class families, but also subsequently young male 
working migrants.21 Dönmez-Colin argues that the case of Yeşilçam cin-
ema is even more important since cinema did not simply functions as a 
medium in negotiating or contesting various intersectional identities. 
The process of finding new identities in the complex socio-cultural and 
political landscape of the young republic was also reflected in cinema 
itself. Turkish cinema struggled to find an identity of its own, mirror-
ing processes in the country of its origin.22 One of the more interesting 
studies on Yeşilçam’s landscape has been executed by Özlem Öz and 
Kaya Özkaracalar. They argue that the film industry by the late 1930s 
had concentrated in Beyoğlu. They add that Istanbul had been the cul-
tural and financial centre of Turkey (and the Ottoman Empire) and 
present this as the main reason why the concentration of a film indus-
try occurred in the Istanbul. They argue that Pera/Beyoğlu constituted 
itself as the quintessential centre for movie screening and production, 
despite of the arrival of cinemas to various parts of the city. Öz and Öz-
karacalar explain, that the reason for this was, was that in the early days 
of film screening in the Ottoman Empire, the industry was mostly im-
port-based. The importers came predominantly from the non-Muslim 
millets, with some notable exceptions, whose companies were based in 
the Pera and Galata quarters. They use the example of a Turkish Mus-
lim entrepreneur who started his film venture in Sirkeci, adjacent to 
Beyoğlu, but on the other side of the Golden Horn and thus in the for-



Building Beyoğlu The Cercle d’Orient Parcel190 191

mer dynastic ‘Muslim’ quarters. He felt it necessary to move his offices 
to Beyoğlu soon after the establishment of his company, which brings 
into focus the significance that the area had gained for the film industry 
by the early 1920s .23 Kaya Mutlu notes that by that time cinema-going 
was still limited to the urban elites, limiting its scope. The audience, 
moreover, would prefer foreign cinema over local productions, as the 
latter was framed as ‘bad taste’.24 Cinema consumption was thus large-
ly class-based, as the number of cinemas in smaller cities and towns 
in Anatolia was limited. During the 1950s, however, the impact of cin-
ema on Turkish society at large and that of Istanbul in particular would 
change significantly. 
 Kaya Mutlu’s work also shows that Beyoğlu had been the quint-
essential centre of cinema production and screening since its onset. She 
refers to the memoires of Ekrem Talu, who as a boy witnessed the first 
public screening of a 30-minute film in a venue called the Sponeck res-
taurant or pub in Beyoğlu, across Galatasaray, by the local representa-
tive of the Pathé Brothers, Sigmund Weinberg, a Polish Jew of Roma-
nian descent. Talu recounts how people were terrified by the footage of 
a crashing train, while the room was filled with the smell of the petrol 
used to drive the projector.25 Further on Kaya Mutlu refers to an adver-
tisement in the cinema journal Sinema ve Tiyatro Heveskârı Mecmuası 
from 1934 in which Beyoğlu is used as a benchmark of ‘urban quality’. 
The advertisement claims Beyoğlu is ‘the location of the most distin-
guished and cultured families of İstanbul’.26 An implicit link between 
cinema as an art form befitting to Beyoğlu as a ‘wealthy area’ is thus 
once again established.
 Öz and Özkaracalar note that most of the major film companies, 
as well as several minor ones, have their origins in the mid-1940s. These 
companies set up their offices in the Yeşilçam Sokak, its parallel street 
Sakızağacı Sokak and the street across on the other side of the İstiklal 
Caddesi, Alyon Sokak. It is unfortunate that Öz and Özkaracalar do 
not provide precise reference to their sources, though their arguments 
for the concentration of the companies in this very particular corner 
of Beyoğlu seems convincing. A number of large cinemas had opened 
their doors in the vicinity of the Cercle d’Orient parcel since the 1910s. 
Several older establishments in the parcel’s direct surroundings, such 
as the horse circus Cirque de Pera, a variety theatre, the Odeon Theatre 

as well as several large apartment blocks, contributed to the attractive-
ness of the area for cinema entrepeneurs, the authors argue. This re-
sulted in the situation in which, by the 1940s, six cinemas had flanked 
the Yeşilçam Sokak, most with capacities of over 1000 seats, making it 
the de facto centre of Istanbul’s cinema screening. By then two of the 
cinemas were owned by the İpekçi Brothers, who had their offices in 
the building of one of the cinema halls.27 This had a clustering effect on 
the area, attracting more and more entrepreneurs in the movie indus-
try, that gradually became less import-depended and more oriented to-
wards domestic film production.   
 Kaya Mutlu argues that the material screened by the cinemas in 
Beyoğlu and elsewhere in Istanbul and Turkey was dominated by im-
ported movies from Europe and the United States until the end of the 
1940s. Until the Second World War 43 movies were locally produced, 
which was probably due to the high profit taxes charged by the state. 
Until 1938 producers would be charged with 32,5 percent, after which 
Atatürk reduced the rate to 10 percent. Due to the demanding years of 
the war period, this steeped to 75 percent at the end of the 1940s, while 
ticket prices were not increased accordingly. In 1948 taxes for screen-
ings of films that were produced in Turkey were decreased to 25 percent 
while those for foreign movies were brought back with just 5 percent to 
70 percent. This development, which went hand in hand with the liber-
alization of raw film import, facilitated a favourable climate for Turkish 
cinema production and screening.28 
 Different socio-economic groups gained access to parts of the 
building as cinemas and movie production houses started to cater to 
the working and middle classes, for whom these movies were an attrac-
tive and affordable mode of entertainment. Kaya Mutlu explains that 
from the 1950s onwards the local cinema industry gained traction as it 
spread to Anatolia and became a more popular medium for entertain-
ment.29 She notes, however, that film critics still looked down on local 
productions, distinguishing ‘art’ from ‘entertainment’ and framing the 
audience of popular Turkish productions as ‘passive’, ‘irresponsible’ or 
‘mindless’, essentially imagining a class rift between local low culture 
and foreign high culture.30 Whereas Yeşilçam was a popular form of 
entertainment for women and families at first, producers played into a 
new market of young men coming to the major cities, particularly Istan-
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bul, in search of jobs. This would fit into a category of films that became 
particularly popular from the 1970s onwards and fitted a wider trend of 
so-called arabesk culture. Ayşe Öncü describes the term as a derogatory 
framing of music that is characterized by contestants by it ‘impurity, 
hybridity and bricolage and designates a special kind of kitsch’.31 She 
argues it is a mix of popular Turkish, Western and Egyptian music, dis-
regarding established musical canons and taking hold of large shares of 
the 1970s cassette market. In broad terms the people enjoying arabesk 
culture, were framed as the binary opposites of the ‘cosmopolitan’, edu-
cated and accultured Istanbulite. It is interesting that Öncü notes that 
the perceived danger of arabesk culture was particularly in its hybridity, 
it did not adhere to existing categories of music or film. Its audience, 
moreover, lost its rural authenticity and naivity, yet was due to its ig-
norance also unable to embrace the ‘urbanity of cosmopolitan life’.32 
Meanwhile, she argues, in the discourse of Turkey’s 1980s (and as we 
will see later on the 1970s as well) arabesk culture’s hybridity essential-
ized the ‘purity of Istanbulite’s culture and endanger[ed it].33 Coming 
back to the context of the Cercle d’Orient, Orhan Koloğlu argues that 
the increase in popularity of the club building’s direct surroundings to 
a more socio-economically and culturally diverse crowd would around 
the 1970s in fact much to the dismay of those belonging to the build-
ing’s namesake, the Cercle d’Orient and may also in part explain why 
the elite club left the building for a different one on the Anatolian side.34 
Despite of its separation with the club, the building would be known as 
the Cercle d’Orient or Serkldoryan, until the building’s recent renova-
tion by Kamer İnşaat.
 The purpose of the Cercle d’Orient buildings has been an ongoing 
discussion since at least the 1950s. In a short news message from 1 De-
cember 1951, the Cumhuriyet daily announces that the municipality had 
decided to sell the building that it had acquired during the ‘war years’ for 
1 million liras.35 In a publication of the municipality titled ‘Güzelleşen 
İstanbul’ (Beautifying Istanbul), it is stated that all of the Serkldoryan 
buildings were bought for a total amount of 1,1 million Turkish liras, 
while the land estate was acquired for an additional 71,500 Turkish li-
ras. The total plot of land that was acquired comprised 410.350 m2, con-
sisting of three adjacent plots, including the Cercle d’Orient building, as 
well as the Melek (which would later become Emek Cinema), İpek and 

Sümer cinemas.36 The Cercle d’Orient building gave access to the club, 
while the ground floor facing İstiklal Caddesi housed 8 stores and gave 
access to two of the cinemas. On the side street, Yeşilçam Sokak, there 
was another shop, a printing house, the five-storied Melek and Sümer 
apartment blocks as well as two houses. The entresol floor was used as a 
beer brewery and sewing studio. The club used nine salons and an annex 
building, while the top floor housed two flats.37 The total revenue from 
rental agreements is estimated as close to 100.000 Turkish liras annu-
ally. Though I have not been able to find conclusive evidence for this, it 
seems plausible that the municipality acquired the block from the pre-
vious owners, who are in news items indicated as H. Arditi and Saltiel, 
during the 1942 Wealth Tax (Varlık Vergisi) campaign which particular-
ly targeted the properties of Turkey’s non-Muslim communities.   
 After these tumultuous years another episode in the building’s 
history as a contested place begins. It is important to note that the 
struggle over this particular place from the 1990s onwards, should be 
considered in the light of contested beginnings as well. The very name 
of the cinema, Emek Sineması, carries a troubled history that reflects 
local and national policies geared towards changing the socio-cultural 
profile of the area, city and nation. After acquiring the block, Cumhuri-
yet daily announces that the municipality had unsuccessfully tried to 
evict the tenants from the building. The newspaper on 7 December 1951 
reported that the municipal council, moreover, blocked the decision to 
sell the building. On 6 January 1957, the Milliyet daily reported that the 
building block was finally sold off to Emek Sandığı (Pension Fund), the 
only participant in the public bidding, for 16,5 million liras, despite of 
the municipality’s aim to sell it for at least 25 million liras.38 In accor-
dance with their newly acquired ownership, the Emek Sandığı decided 
that the biggest of the cinemas in the block, the Melek Sineması should 
from then onwards be known as Emek Sineması, setting the scene for 
an ‘urban legend’. The problematic acquisation of the Cercle d’Orient 
parcel thus entered a new phase, turning hands from the local govern-
ment to a national governmental institution. The name change from 
Melek Sineması to Emek Sineması may also be interpreted as an attempt 
to turn to another page in its history.  
 It is unclear whether exploitation until the 1960s was successful, 
but the fact that a change of hands was discussed at length in nation-
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al newspapers in 1968 is significant. On 17 September 1968 the Cum-
huriyet reports that the Emek Sineması will be turned into a variety 
theater by director and scenarist Turgut Demirağ, who according to the 
newspaper had previously rented the Rüya Sineması, next to the Cercle 
d’Orient building. The Emek Sineması building was planned to be used 
for film screenings during day time and operettas, musicals, variety the-
ater and concerts of foreign artists in the evening.39 Interestingly, the 
repertoire does not yet appear to cater to an audience of working class 
men, so strongly associated with the area in the 1970s. An investment 
of 100.000 Turkish Lira was made by Demirağ to make the necessary 
changes to the building. Less than two months later, on 4 November 
1968, an announcement is made for the opening of the cinema season 
of the year 1968-1969 in ‘Istanbul’s most luxurious cinema’. The movie 
‘Dear Brigitte’ (Tatlı Hayal in Turkish) is announced, featuring Brigitte 
Bardot and James Stewart will be screened in colour 5 times a day, with 
the last screening at 21.15 in the evening.40 According to the advertise-
ment, the operators of the cinema appear to pride themselves in being 
able to screen movies from MGM, Fox, Paramount, Walt Disney as well 
as the most popular European films. Apart from notes on the prospec-
tive screenings,  the advertisement announces that visitors will also be 
able to watch international revue shows on a new stage of 25 meters.41 
Atilla Dorsay recounts that Yeşilçam Sokak had not witnessed such a 
crowd in years and tickets had to be booked days or even weeks in ad-
vance. For the first time 70 mm and 6-channel audio was used in Tur-
key.42

 The cinema on the same block, Rüya Sineması was also owned by 
Emekli Sandığı and had for a short period been known as ‘Küçük Emek’, 
until its name was reversed to Rüya again after 1963. This cinema ac-
quired a particular reputation after it started screening adult movies 
from the mid-1970s onwards. Dorsay states that most of the material 
shown in the cinema was local production, shot in the backstreets of 
Yeşilçam. According to him it would never be the same again from those 
years onwards, leading it ‘as an unavoidable development’ into becom-
ing a meeting place for gays.43 It seems thus that by the mid-1970s the 
area around the Cercle d’Orient had at least in part turned from an elite 
space for social gatherings and entertainment into a refuge for those 
who were forced to live their sexual identity, quite literally, in the dark.

Image 35: The main hall of the former Emek Cinema. 

Image 36: The main entrance of the former Emek Cinema. 
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 Cinema production in Turkey had by then already reached its 
extraordinary peak, with film production tripling between the early 
1960s and the early 1970s to approximately 300 movies a year.44 By 1962 
the number of people working in Yeşilçam – as the industry and thus 
the street with its direct surroundings – had come to 1185. Yeşilçam ap-
pears to have created a transgression between reality and ficition, with 
the place and the people that acquired a sense of belonging from it, from 
everyday life into fiction and vice versa. The audiences that the bulk of 
the cinema production catered to identified with the protagonists in 
the stories. Another example noted by Kaya Mutlu is that in films and 
magazines people all over Turkey were able to witness the dynamic life 
associated with Yeşilçam and thus Beyoğlu, further establishing the ties 
between the place in the movies and in reality throughout Turkey. Addi-
tionally, she argues that the exceptional popularity of Yeşilçam cinema 
was expressed through the desire of audiences in letters published in 
cinema journals to have their favourite stars cross from other artistic 
industries to Yeşilçam.45 As will be shown further on in this chapter, this 
was far from uncommon. 
 The number of movie theaters meanwhile had increased from 170 
in 1960 to 281 in 1966, with visitor numbers increasing from 25.161.000 
in 1960 to 41.606.506 in 1965 (no data was available for 1966).46 Since 
the coup of 1960 and the relatively liberal constitution that was instated 
consequentially in 1961, the film industry had flourished in what was 
probably the most liberal political climate ever witnessed until then in 
the Turkish Republic.47 Erik-Jan Zürcher indicates that it was mostly 
liberal in the sense that it gave greater freedom to the political left and 
right – and Islamism – though that would only occur at a later stage 
around 1970.48 Savaş Arslan argues that the Yeşilçam industry moved 
in consonant with the political developments of the time, even ‘echo-
ing the hegemonic power relations of the state, filmmakers, and its au-
dience’.49 As indicated in the first part of the dissertation, these years 
were marked by mass migration to Turkey’s urban centres, particularly 
Istanbul.50 Arslan states that this led to cinema going to become one of 
the most prominent modes of family entertainment.51 The spatial cen-
terpoint of this these vibrant years in Turkey’s cinema production was 
the vicinity of Yeşilçam Sokak, bringing a considerable and crucial part 
of Turkey’s popular cultural production to Beyoğlu. In sync with the 

socio-political developments of the 1960s, Kaya Mutlu indicates that 
the 1960s would become the ‘golden age’ of theorizing and thinking on 
Turkish cinema. Terminology aiming to define or perhaps also claim 
certain branches of cinema, such as people’s cinema (halk sineması), 
social realism (toplumsal gerçekçilik), national cinema (ulusal sinema) 
and revolutionary cinema (devrimci sinema), emanated from this pe-
riod in which Turkish politics and Turkish civil society was reinventing 
itself.52 
 The direction of cinema, was also determined to some extent by 
tough censorship in Turkey. Dönmez-Colin argues that most cinema 
production during the golden years of Yeşilçam would evade sensitive is-
sues.53 Since 1939 censorship laws had been in order, executed by a cen-
sorship board under the auspices of the Ministry of Interior. Dilek Kaya 
Mutlu and Zeynep Koçer indicate that until 1932 movies were screened 
to two police officers who would report to city governors. They would 
subsequently have the authority to censor movies, until film censorship 
was centralized in 1932. The 1939 Regulations on the Control of Films 
and Film Screenplays were inspired by Fascist Italy’s Codice di censura 
according to Gönül Dönmez-Colin, while Mutlu and Koçer remark that 
it was inspired by the 1934 Police Duty and Authorization Law. This law 
would be sustained practically unchanged until 1977. Mutlu and Koçer 
indicate that the Commission’s approval was based on 10 criteria, ironi-
cally referred to as Turkey’s ‘Ten Commandments’ of film censorship. 
They rightfully argue that these motivations are not only national-
ist (and militaristic), but also vague to such a degree that virtually any 
movie could be banned based on this.54  Motivations for banning films 
or scenes reveal a state in deep conflict, excruciatingly paranoid about 
anything that might reflect remotely negative on its reputation or incite 
undesirable criticism. Dönmez-Colin refers to the example of Metin 
Erksan’s film Aşık Veysel’in Hayatı (1953) about the life of the famous 
minstrel and poet Veysel. Scenes showing crops in the minstrel’s home-
town were banned for showing crops in Anatolia undersized. Consid-
ering the harsh repression during Adnan Menderes’ governments and 
his Democrat Party’ populist efforts to acquire a voter base among the 
Anatolian rural population such a move does not seem surprising.55 An-
other instance that she quotes, is Erksan’s Susuz Yaz (1963), which was 
awarded with the Golden Bear at the Berlin Film Festival. A scene in 
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which a woman marries the brother of her dead husband was banned 
since the authorities were worried this would negatively reflect on Tur-
key’s image abroad.56 Though this is speculative, but with Turkey’s ef-
forts to become further integrated in ‘the West’ – with the 1963 Asso-
ciation Agreement (Ankara Agreement) with the European Economic 
Community as an obvious benchmark – it once again seems logical that 
the Turkish state would make efforts to control its desired image to 
populations abroad, particularly in the context of a high-profile cultural 
platform.
 Mutlu and Koçer show that the reality of the censoring deviated 
from the commission’s ‘Ten Commandments’, since it was impossible 
for them to make sure that the copy that would be screened to rep-
resentatives of the committee was the same as the one that would be 
screened. They refer to a quote by a representative of the commission in 
the 1960s, Feriha Sanerk, who features in the 1993 documentary Siyah 
Perde: Türk Sinemasında Sansürün Tarihi (The Black Curtain: the His-
tory of Censorship in Turkish cinema) by Behiç Ak: 

‘I knew that my work was in vain. I did my job but it was rather 
a joke. They [filmmakers] were adding scenes later, so you were 
unable to control them. They were omitting some scenes before 
submitting. So you do not see those scenes and you cannot cut 
something you cannot see … Therefore, in my view, it [censor-
ship] was totally unnecessary.’57

The greater ideological freedom of the 1961 constitution in combina-
tion with a paranoid, but also ineffective censorship, would encourage 
producers and directors to experiment with social realism. Dönmez-
Colin points out that in this period filmmakers experimented from both 
a thematic and cinematographic point of view: through Marxism and 
cultural avant-gardism. The experiments between 1960 and 1965, were, 
however, met with financial constraints and a return to harsh censor-
ship. So harsh in fact that it led Yılmaz Güney, the most prominent di-
rector in Turkish social realism, to compare it to the persecutions by 
Senator Joseph McCarthy in the United States, a decade before. The 
smallest detail could lead the authorities to define it as inciting separat-
ism and banning the production altogether.58

Dönmez-Colin describes the Yeşilçam genre nonetheless as one domi-
nated by Hollywood-like heterosexual relationship narratives, conflict 
between good and bad and issues of tradition versus modernity.59 She 
argues that the attitude towards the ‘West’ was ambivalent: an object 
of desire and corruption at the same time embodied. She goes on to ex-
plain that the audience, identified with the melodrama of the movies, in 
part explaining their popularity and the reason why so many produc-
tions revolved around more or less the same narrative of a young (male) 
protagonist who heads for the city.  This inclination towards melodra-
ma coincided or perhaps culminated in the previously discussed ara-
besk genre. Emanating from the music industry, arabesk  in this con-
text propagates a deep nostalgia for the hometown in Anatolia and the 
impossibility to return. Several successful musicians in the genre, such 
as Orhan Gencebay and İbrahim Tatlıses, along with many of their less 
fortunate peers, started to appear on the film screen. Whether or not 
identification explains the full picture of this booming film industry is 
questionable, as will be explained further on.
 The reality of the industry shows that the quality of the prod-
uct in terms of its cinematography, screenplay and acting was largely 
subordinate to the potential profit that the movie could make. Arslan 
explains that many Yeşilçam films were used with handhelds cameras, 
without making use of any of the technological innovations. Innova-
tions that became commonplace, like zoom on cameras, was often used 
in an amateurish fashion. Actors often did not receive formal educa-
tion, as the examples previously cited also indicate, and were required 
to bring props and costumes themselves. Most interesting in terms of 
the places of Yeşilçam is that there were hardly any studios. Production 
companies rather rented houses from the upper classes in and around 
Istanbul or would use actual sites instead.60 The genres of Yeşilçam were 
highly diverse, from comedy to melodrama, action, ‘spaghetti (or ke-
bab) Westerns’ to horror and pornography. With reference to spaghetti 
westerns and other ‘genre films’ in Italy, Christopher Wagstaff makes 
an interesting observation that may in fact be fitting to that of much of 
the Yeşilçam production and reception as well. These movies special-
ized in providing so-called ‘quantitative gratifications’, for instance a 
lot of shoot-outs or splatter. Wagstaff compares it to Coca Cola: it will 
not nourish you, but you do want to consume more.61 Wagstaff posits 
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this against the idea that movies should resonate with the ‘needs’ of ‘the 
people’ for the movies to be profitable, i.e. the audience needs to be able 
identify ideologically with some of the characters to become popular. He 
argues that this in fact conflates the concerns and the gratifications of 
the people: one can enjoy a blockbuster without their private concerns 
being addressed.62 Given the steep increase in Yeşilçam production it 
seems unlikely that addressing private and ideological concerns was a 
genuine motivation for most producers. This lets us reconsider the ar-
gument posed by Dönmez-Colin regarding the cinematic trope of the 
young male from the countryside who moves to the city. Was it solely 
the  young men’s nostalgia for their hometowns that drove them to the 
cinemas, or rather a mixture of nostalgia and an urge to be entertained 
and to be able to forget? Beyoğlu was therefore simultaneously a place 
for escapism, an imagined place of escapism and  a center for Turkey’s 
national production of escapism. 
 Though identification with protagonists may have been one 
reason to explain the success of the film, it would seem that Wagstaff’s 
more mundane explanation for the success of Italian genre cinema is 
convincing in the context of Yeşilçam as well. Another indicator of this 
is that audiences would have an impact on the appearance of particu-
lar individuals on the screen. For the artists that had already build a 
reputation for themselves the film industry may have been a lucrative 
source of income or of advertisement at least. People like Gencebay 
and Tatlıses were able to make their fortune in music and, to a lesser 
extent, film industry, yet many young men and women faced a tough-
er reality in the Beyoğlu gazinos  (nightclubs) and bars. Asu Aksoy and 
Kevin Robins tell the story of Adil Tekirdağ, who used the stage name 
Adil Tokses during his years as a musician in the Beyoğlu nightlife in 
the short documentary Improvised City: Adil Kebap Dürüm, which was 
part of an exhibition during 2012’s Istanbul Design Biennial.63 Adil, a 
native of Southeastern Turkey’s city of Urfa, came to Istanbul as a young 
man around the 1970s to pursue his dream of becoming a professional 
musician. He settled on the southwestern slope of Beyoğlu, in the old 
working-class district of Kasımpaşa, where he worked in a restaurant 
and took singing and saz lessons. He claims to know between 1500 and 
2000 songs, calling Beyoğlu his ‘world conservatory’, where he catered 
to the customers from all corners of Turkey, playing the songs and lo-

Image removed due to copyright restrictions.

Image 37: Orhan Gencebay in the movie Bir Araya Gelemeyiz, 1975.

Image 38: Poster for Yol, the screenplay of which was written by Yılmaz Güney, 1982.
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cal styles they would request. Sustaining himself and his family later on 
with music and a small kebap shack, he quite possibly exemplifies the 
tough life of many young men and women in the Beyoğlu nightlife of the 
1970s and 1980s. He explains: 

‘Nowadays it is hard to earn bread from music. In early days there 
was no television, so you have to personally go to see the perform-
er. (…) After that the TV stations were opened and cinemas were 
closed. The nightclub scene ended. (…) So I have many friends in 
this business. They all suffered a lot from this business like I did. 
We were being dragged around between restaurants and night 
clubs. Couldn’t play at upscale locations. I was being sent to film 
sets as a guest artist, but they used me as an extra on sets. I real-
ized I was an extra.64 

Having jobs in the nightlife of Beyoğlu was quite common for artists 
featuring in the Yeşilçam movies. An article from November 1972 in the 
Milliyet daily discusses how, following the opening of the new nightclub 
or gazino season, an ever larger amount of names of Yeşilçam stars was 
featuring in the neonlights.65 Interestingly, the Milliyet indicates that 
this is a trend despite of some gazino owners’ claims that there would 
be no place anymore for movie artists in their gazino.66 The relation-
ship between Beyoğlu’s nightlife and cinema, significant because they 
reinforced both its reputation as a centre of escapism and a centre of 
production of escapism, thus appears to be an inevitable one, though 
there are some signals of a certain unease with this relationship. In con-
trast to the apparent reluctance of some gazino owners indicated in the 
Milliyet article, Dilek Kaya Mutlu indicates that in the years preceding 
film producers had preferred hiring girls who had no experience in the 
nightlife sector. She quotes an article from the Perde ve Sahne magazine 
in which film makers lament about their difficulties in finding female 
actresses. They indicate that the profession has a bad image because of 
the large numer of ‘pub women’ (bar kadını) and belly dancers working 
as actresses.67 An announcement in Perde ve Sahne from 1954 therefore 
explicitly asks for the following: ‘a family-girl type of lady of 1,65 m tall, 
with a symmetrical body, pretty face, sufficiently encultured, between 
the age of 22 and 26, with no working experience in places like public 

nightclubs or bars is sought’.68 
A discursive dichotomy of moralities determined by spaces – in this 
case more particular space of occupation – stretches beyond the bor-
ders of film making into its narratives. Dönmez-Colin makes an inter-
esting remark with regard to the establishment of place in cinema that 
makes up the spatial binary of the ‘typical Yeşilçam movie’. In it we find 
a ‘here’: the poor (but honest) environment of the countryside, the cra-
dle of the protagonist. ‘There’ is Beyoğlu: ‘the cradle of evil, home to the 
degenerate with slippery values, a trap for innocent country boys (and 
naïve young women without male protection’.69 A recurring stereotype 
about the area as a place of moral deprivation is reproduced in Yeşilçam, 
somewhat contrasting however with the more ‘positive’ and recurring 
stereotype of Beyoğlu as the place to be in Istanbul and Turkey. 
 Despite of the rosiness of many of the productions, driven by 
commercial rather than artistic motives, Dönmez-Colin’s remark and 
the fierce censorship it is peculiar to see that a considerable amount of 
productions focused on the issue of class discrepancies. This leads to a 
rather different interpretation of the Yeşilçam industry by one of the 
crucial names in Turkish cinema production, the director Yılmaz Güney 
(1937-1984). He argued that all of the productions in the Yeşilçam genre 
are essentially about the struggle of classes. Such an interpretation 
seems much inspired by Marxist sympathies that were also particularly 
en vogue among the left-wing of the ideological spectrum in Turkey. 
Yılmaz Güney himself is considered to be one of the frontmen of Turk-
ish ‘revolutionary cinema’ and had been imprisoned for his work and 
ideas.  
 The credits of more than 100 movies hold Güney’s name, a large 
portion of which was censored by the authorities. The director-cum-ac-
tor, was crowned the çirkin kral (ugly king) by the audiences who strug-
gled, according to Dönmez-Colin, to recognize themselves as working 
migrants from Anatolia in the characters played by Göksel Arsoy, the 
handsome blond and blue-eyed actor who was often casted as the arche-
typical hero or Ayhan Işık.70 The movies of the short-lived social real-
ist movement in the early 1960s paved the way for Güney’s movies that 
communicated political messages and put social issues at the forefront, 
in contrast with the bulk of contemporary commercial Yeşilçam produc-
tions.71 He was imprisoned twice; the first time on charges for assisting 
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a leftist organization and the second time for killing a prosecutor. He 
managed to escape from prison and died in exile in Paris. Arslan argues 
that Güney was exceptional in Yeşilçam since he managed to bind both 
female and male audiences to his movies. He – as actor, or director and 
screenwriter (or all at the same time) – struggled against the system in 
his movies as an anti-hero, with righteous or bad strategies. Arslan con-
cludes that Güney instrumentalized reality and fiction to reflect on the 
desire of the audience. He quotes a brothel worker stating: ‘His best film 
is Baba (Father, 1971). In that film, he cleanses (kırklamak) his daugh-
ter and saves her from prostitution. We all wait for someone to cleanse 
us’.72 To a certain degree this particular representation also shows how 
different ideologies struggled with the squalor of society, a very signifi-
cant part of Beyoğlu’s representation. 
 Through the work of Güney and others before and after him, the 
block’s fame would spread all over Turkey. Yet reflections on Yeşilçam 
as an ‘actual place’ on the map of Beyoğlu, beyond its reputation in cin-
ema production are scarce. The actor Ahmet Mekin describes Yeşilçam 
Sokak, adjacent to the Cercle d’Orient parcel, in a very colourful way, 
indicating the discursive importance invested into this particular space 
in Beyoğlu:

‘The people of our street (…) do not live on their own street (…) 
the mornings are wild on our street. Yelling, shouting, conversa-
tions, and excitement…Cars, cameras, projectors stand in front 
of the offices of producers, and boxes and boxes of raw film are 
carried about. Stuntmen (…) snack on whatever they can find 
(…) Directors, reviewing their work plans for the day, determine 
the cast of players. At such moments there is nothing to say to 
the anxiety or the annoyance of the producers if one of the main 
players has not been seen yet (…) this is the cacophony just about 
every day on our street. No doubt one day, we will have big stu-
dios and a housing complex setup for the artists around it. And 
in this manner OUR STREET will become history. Even if this is 
a hayal, I like it.’73

Mekin’s narration of the street gives an insight in the vibrance of the 
street and area. It also communicates what this place is, both in fiction 

Image removed due to copyright restrictions.

Image 39: Ahmet Mekin.
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and reality. It is exciting, lively, the place to be for anyone who wants 
to feature in a Turkish movie or wants to be part of this very particu-
lar place in Turkey: Yeşilçam as the cultural signpost for Beyoğlu, with 
Beyoğlu itself signifying Istanbul’s position as the beating heart of Tur-
key’s culture and economy. 
 A new dynamic in the continuously changing profile of the sur-
rounding area becomes clear in a 1976 article from the movie critic Atil-
la Dorsay in Cumhuriyet.74 Here, Dorsay complains how Istanbul’s cin-
emas are being transformed into shops and passages. He in fact opens 
with the sentence that there has been talk for years about closing Emek 
Sineması and turning it into a passage. He states that the trend in Is-
tanbul is to close art galleries, concert halls, cinemas and theaters, re-
placing them with shops and passages in order to gain higher rents.75 In 
addition he states that books, movies, stage plays, tuluat theatre (im-
provisational theatre), ideas, thoughts, modernity and patriotism have 
been forbidden. What is left is only ‘the worst of the worst, the most ba-
nal of the banal, the most disgusting of the disgusting, promoted under 
a guise of ‘film’ or cinema’76 This remark is interesting as it echoes simi-
lar notions of what Beyoğlu should or should not be as a place of social 
gathering and cultural capital in comparison to those described by Kaya 
Mutlu in advertisements from the 1930s. The connection he makes be-
tween cultural production and notions of modernity and patriotism – 
highly charged terminology in the context of the tumultuous Turkish 
1970s – making an implicit judgement about the ‘newcomers’, retailers 
and consumers, of Beyoğlu as well. Dorsay appears to be demarcating in 
this article the boundaries of what not only cinema, or arts and culture 
in broad terms, but also Beyoğlu should be defıned by. 
 Arslan notes that during what he defines as the ‘late Yeşilçam 
era’, i.e. the late 1970s and early 1980s, cinema started to lose ground 
to television as more families were able to buy tv sets. Nijat Özön states 
that while the grand total of ticket sales in 1970 was 250 million, while 
the sold number of tv sets was 30.000, these numbers contrast sharply 
with 1984, when the numbers are 56 million and 7 million respectively.77 
In consonant with the comments of Dorsay in the 1980s, Arslan points 
out that one of the direct effects was that cinemas in the city center (so 
first and foremost Beyoğlu and its direct surroundings) were closed 
down or transformed into small shopping malls, meaning the passages 

that Dorsay talks about disgruntledly. He also argues that the decrease 
of families going to the movies after 1975 causes a shift of producers 
towards their new core audience, an urban male one. As a result Dor-
say’s ‘banal of the banal’ – action and sex – became the new mainstay in 
Yeşilçam’s production pattern. Cinemas saw their visitor rates declin-
ing nonetheless, though interestingly the Yeşilçam industry managed 
to persevere through the introduction of videotapes.78 One of the most 
crucial remarks of Arslan is the high regard of Yeşilçam movies and, 
more importantly, the nostalgia with which it is conceived: it allegedly 
represents a Turkish cinema industry not affected by the global econ-
omy, pure, naïve and innocent. Yet Arslan rightly criticizes this narra-
tive, since these years, particularly the 1970s, were marked by political 
violence, major socio-economic change and the increasing visibility of 
urban labour migration on Istanbul’s urban landscape.79 
 It is also important to stress once more in this context that, as 
shown also by Dorsay’s article, these are the years in which Beyoğlu’s 
socio-cultural shifts are becoming most sharply noticeable and repre-
sented, contrasting the idea of a naïve and innocent Turkey, Istanbul, 
Beyoğlu, or cinema industry.80 With the eventual demise of the Yeşilçam 
industry, cinema production would leave the area for new studios in the 
newly developing business centres of the cities, though in fact one of the 
main players in the television production, the state channel TRT, would 
stay in Beyoğlu and invest in setting up its headquarters in Tepebaşı, 
only a few blocks away from Mekin and others’ vibrant spatial center-
point for their careers, lives and imagination.81 Despite of Dorsay’s re-
marks it appears that Emek Sineması screened a diverse programme 
and also participated in film festivals, together with institutes such as 
the new Atatürk Cultural Centre at Taksim Square during the late 1970s 
and early 1980s. 

STRUGGLING FOR THE RIGHT TO INFORMALITY

The Cercle d’Orient’s main building meanwhile witnessed a different 
trajectory. A major fire had made parts of the floors used by the club 
practically unusable and in an article in Cumhuriyet from 13 November 
1983 Yalçin Pekşen states that the Cercle d’Orient building had become 
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a storage facility for a clothing brand.82 The ground floors, however, 
were still used by shops, entrance to cinemas and the İnci Patisserie. 
The first floors were in use by the SESAM cinema owner’s associa-
tion by the 1990s, while the parts damaged by fire (of Büyük Kulüp and 
İpek Sineması) were still empty due to fire damage.83 A fırst proposal of 
the Emekli Sandığı states that the building of the comedy theatre on 
Yeşilçam Sokak had been severely damaged and that a project including 
a new passage and business centre was suggested which would conserve 
the façade.84

 Another occupant of the building was also faced with Emekli 
Sandığı’s discontent about its properties’ revenues. Salim Alpaslan for 
Cumhuriyet daily reported on 29 March 1980 (page 7) that the State Gal-
lery for the Fine Arts, Turkey’s biggest art centre, opened only 5 years 
before on 1 March 1975, risked closure. The owner, Emekli Sandığı, had 
filed a lawsuit following an increase in the rent charged to the gallery. In 
the article it is stated that Emekli Sandığı had set up a company called 
the Emek Turistik Tesisleri İşletme Ltd. Şir. (Emek Touristic Establish-
ments Operating Company Ltd.) to control the real estate properties of 
the Emekli Sandığı. The gallery had for a longer time struggled to pay 
its rent and deal with the rent increase. The chamber of accounts of 
the Ministry of Culture – the institute controlling the gallery – had ar-
gued that the right might rise with 20 percent. On top of that the Eme-
kli Sandığı took the gallery to court demanding the evacuation of the 
gallery before June. The Ministry of Culture claimed that a favourable 
solution would be found for the issue. If the decision was taken, how-
ever, the author concludes, Istanbul would be without a state gallery for 
several months as a new location would be prepared.85 What happened 
afterwards is unclear. The grand entrée of the Cercle d’Orient building 
featuring the name of the gallery shows up in a series of undated pho-
tos in the collection of the SALT research centre. It is not possible to 
provide an exact date for the series, though one photo shows the Cercle 
d’Orient building from the side of Yeşilçam Sokak in which a billboard 
stating ‘Rambo First Blood 2 Fourth Week’ (İlk Kan 2 4. Hafta) can be 
seen. As the movie was released in Turkey in 1985 it would be prudent 
to assume that the pictures were taken in that year. In the Cumhuriyet 
issue of 17 June 1985, an advertisement for a painting contest for young-
sters is announced in the gallery, with the address stated as İstiklal 

Caddesi 122/A. On 18 February 1990, however, the address is stated 
as İstiklal Caddesi 209/49, with the remark that the gallery is located 
above the Atlas cinema. Granted that street numbers on İstiklal Caddesi 
have changed various times, it seems assumable that the gallery moved 
from its old premises in the second half of the 1980s to its most recent 
location above Atlas Pasajı.86 Until its recent renovation the property 
reserved by the gallery would be used by SESAM, the cooperative of 
cinema owners, with the tympanum occupied by the cooperative rather 
than the gallery’s name. Several governmental websites of local and na-
tional authorities, which are apparently out of date, however, show that 
the building still housed offices of the gallery’s directorate.87  
 As early as the 1970s, files from the TMMOB archives show that 
the Council for Historical Real Estate and Monuments had in a decision 
from 13 June 1971 demanded that practically all buildings on both sides 
of the axis between Tünel and Taksim – being İstiklal Caddesi – would 
be subject to protection and conversation. A halt was thus made to any 
prospective changes. This decision was further solidified on 14 July 
1978 when the Council decided that the entire area – as well as other 
historical areas in Istanbul – should be subject to protection and con-
servation legislation. The ultimate purpose of the council was to pave 
the way for reinvigorating the Beyoğlu area and turn it into an area for 
tourism.88 The Ministry of Culture and Tourism’s Tourism Bank pro-
posed the Beyoğlu-Galata Tourism Development Project. The TMMOB, 
however, noted in a publication from the late 1980s titled ‘Beyoğlu nasıl 
kurtulur?’ (how to save Beyoğlu?), that rather than adhering to these 
plans municipalities decide to start destroying historical properties il-
legally.89 It should be noted that the decision by the Council was made 
around the same time when one of the most intrusive interventions in 
the İstiklal Caddesi’s urban landscape was made, namely the construc-
tion of the Odakule office building. The intervention that would result 
in public outrage was, however, the destruction of major parts of the 
Tarlabaşı neighbourhood in order to construct a motorway in the mid-
1980s. Although conservation and protection legislation was applied 
from a legalistic point of view, it seems that the Council lacked at least 
the financial and legal means to effectively enforce legislation in a uni-
form manner. It seems likely that influential stakeholders, such as mu-
nicipal governments, moreover held a particularly strong sway over the 
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direction the protection and conservation of the urban landscape would 
take, even more so after the restructuring of Istanbul’s administrative 
governance structure in 1984. 
 This would start to have a notable effect on the Cercle d’Orient 
parcel when the Emekli Sandığı decided in 1993 to grant a concession 
for 25 years to a business man named Kamer Tosun and his construc-
tion firm Kamer İnşaat. Plans to turn the group of buildings into a ho-
tel, business, entertainment and art centre had been forwarded for ap-
proval already in April 1991 by Süzer Holding who would have been a 
prospective candidate for a ‘Yap-İşlet-Devret’ (Build, operate, transfer)-
construction that was eventually granted to Kamer İnşaat. Soon after 
the concession was granted to Kamer İnşaat a group  which feared clo-
sure of the cinema started a petition titled ‘Let Emek Sineması exist’ 
(Emek Sineması yaşatılsın). The group was fronted by a group of cinema 
managers, art and the İKSV (İstanbul Kültür ve Sanat Vakfı – Istanbul 
Foundation for Culture and Arts). The petition was started on the same 
date as the 13th International Istanbul Film Festival, organized by İKSV, 
and managed to collect thousands of signatures during the first days of 
the campaign.90 It would be one of the first steps in a long-lasting stale-
mate between the owner, the prospective developer, local government 
and civil society organizations.
 The documents of the TMMOB show that various actors start to 
actively claim a position in the process of place-making. In a letter by 
three architects associated with the TMMOB from 17 January 1995, it 
is indicated that the buildings’ future should not be only up to Emekli 
Sandığı to decide on as the Cercle d’Orient buildings are not only in a 
decent state from the perspective of engineering, but also since these 
buildings are among the most crucial symbols of 19th century Istanbul.91 
It should be noted that no mention is made of the significance of more 
recent episodes in the history of the Cercle d’Orient parcel as a place of 
social and cultural gathering, distinguishing it from other activist rep-
resentations of the block’s significance, particularly in recent years with 
initiatives such as Emek Bizim İstanbul Bizim (Emek is Ours, Istanbul is 
Ours).92 It moreover displays a quite limited interpretation of what these 
buildings (should) signify, namely a symbol of late-nineteenth century 
vernacularized neo-classicism rather than a place with a rich socio-cul-
tural history. In a sense this is also the way the restoration of the Cercle 

d’Orient’s main building was approached in the 2010s, as a placeless 
shell that ought to be restored with an obsession for authenticity. Istan-
bul’s First Council for the Preservation of Natural and Cultural Objects 
decided that a report and layout sheet should be prepared to assess the 
state of the building. One of Kamer İnşaat’s owners Veysel Tosun stated 
among the same time in 1995 that: ‘there are six architects taking mea-
surements in the building. (…) After this, we will apply to the Council 
for Monuments and bring the project into operation. Everyone is going 
to thank us when this project is finished. We are changing Beyoğlu’s ap-
pearance. Of course we are making profit from this project. No-one can 
execute a project like this for nothing, but we will definitely not touch 
the historical construction’.93 Again, there is no mention whatsoever 
of the past and present users of the building and the remark simply ig-
nores, wittingly or unwittingly, the position this particular place holds 
in the social memory of many Istanbulites and Turkey’s citizens. The 
plans at the time, however, indicate that the plot was supposed to house 
a three-floored parking space, three theater spaces, 52 meeting rooms, 
four exhibition halls, 200 stores and offices for a total price of 112 billion 
Turkish Lira, with a total monthly rent revenue of 330 million Turkish 
Lira. It therefore seemed inevitable that the construction firm would 
severely damage the historical properties.94 The first steps towards the 
process of spatial cleansing that had been successfully executed in the 
2010s were thus already prepared in the early 1990s. 
 The fact that any future changes or projects in or around these 
buildings were subject to the approval of the Council for the Preserva-
tion of Natural and Cultural Objects, together with lawsuits opened by 
the TMMOB hindered further steps by Kamer İnşaat. That changed, 
however, when in 2005 a notorious new law on urban renewal passed 
through the Turkish Parliament. This ‘Law on the Protection of Dete-
riorated Historic and Cultural Heritage through Renewal and Re-use’ 
is most well-known by its number, 5366. As İclal Dinçer, Zeynep Enlil 
and Tolga İslam argue the law grants extensive powers to local munici-
palities. From 2005 onwards local municipalities can declare any given 
site, regardless of its protection status, as a space for urban renewal.95 
In the case of historical sites this can be done based on the criterium 
specified in the law as: ‘protection of deteriorated historic and cultural 
heritage through renewal.’96 The law thus specifically does not specify 
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this as renovation, but rather as renewal. For projects to be granted a 
green light, however, several actors have to grant their accord. It is in-
teresting in that context that the Council for the Preservation of Natu-
ral and Cultural Objects, is basically sidelined in this process. Moreover, 
the political climate in Turkey since the early 2000s, dominated by the 
Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi – AKP), has 
effectively annulled the ‘obstacle’ of oppositional forces.
 The parcel on which the Cercle d’Orient buildings were situated 
subsequently were designated as an urban renewal area in 2006. De-
spite an ongoing lawsuit opened by TMMOB in 2010 which obstructed 
any kind of work on the buildings on the Cercle d’Orient parcel, public 
outcry and several attempts to mobilize to protest the destruction of the 
buildings, Kamer İnşaat started the destruction of Emek Sineması and 
the surrounding buildings on the parcel in 2013. Contrary to its previ-
ous decisions, the Council for the Preservation of Natural and Cultural 
Objects had agreed with the project proposal already approved by the 
Council for Renewal. Possibly due to the fact that the destruction of 
Emek Sineması, more than other buildings on the parcel, had been the 
subject of public outcry, the Beyoğlu municipality and Kamer İnşaat 
presented the destruction of the cinema as a renovation. Elements from 
the old cinema hall were allegedly taken from the old building, restored 
and placed in an entirely new space in the shopping mall that had been 
erected on the parcel. The Beyoğlu municipality, fronted by mayor Ah-
met Misbah Demircan himself, took great pride in this ‘restored’ facil-
ity and the ‘new’ Emek Sineması has since then regularly been used for 
public events sponsored by the Beyoğlu Municipality as well.97 The only 
remaining building on the parcel is the Cercle d’Orient building itself, 
well-restored, though its function in public space has been effectively 
marginalized to the role of a – securitized – entrance of a shopping mall.
 The recent history of the Cercle d’Orient parcel gives insight 
into the evolution in time of Istanbul’s debate on public space in a loca-
tion that features prominently in cultural and social memory through 
Beyoğlu’s exceptionally rich history in Ottoman and Turkish movie 
production and screening. More than anything it reveals on a micro 
level how the city has been re-made by government policies inspired by 
Turkish nationalism and later by increasing exposure to economic lib-
eralization. Although the starting points may differ, the outcomes are 

Image removed due to copyright restrictions.

Image 40: Destruction of Emek Cinema, 2013.
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GALATASARAY 

galatasaray 
high school T he Lycée de Galatasaray or Galatasaray Lisesi 

(Galatasaray High School) is situated right in 
the middle of the İstiklal Caddesi, where the 
street’s pedestrian circulation takes a pause, 
making a slight turn en route from Taksim 
Square to the Galata neighbourhood. The ear-
ly twentieth century neo-classicist building 
is largely hidden from the view of passers-by 

due to the imposing school gates, fences and tall trees in its front gar-
den, making it one of the few – secluded – green spaces in the district. 
The Francophone school prides itself on its long history and reputation. 
As a Dutch acquaintance once explained: ‘I attended Galatasaray High 
School, but as it goes in the Turkish school system, Galatasaray is one 
of those reputable schools that you ‘win’ (kazanmak). I therefore won 
Galatasaray.’ The school currently holds 711 students with a teacher 
cadre of 68.1 The former high school building at the Bosphorus in Or-
taköy has, since its foundation in 1992, housed the Galatasaray Univer-
sity. Similar to the high school, however, the historical description of the 
university makes claim to the earliest known history of tradition in the 
location of Galatasaray, claiming the historical ties of the high school 
with its Ottoman predecessor and even the Ottoman fifteenth century 
palace school. The university is part of the Galatasaray Education and 
Training Institution (Galatasaray Eğitim Öğretim Kurumu) which con-
sists of the Galatasaray Primary School, the Galatasaray High School 
and Galatasaray University.2 The initiative to set up a university came 
in 1992 from a number of Galatasaray High School graduates,  and the 
institution was founded as a French-Turkish University, with a French 
vice-rector and Turkish rector. Through the Galatasaray Education and 
Training Institution the primary school and high school adhere to the 
university’s rectorate. The objective of the foundation was to estab-
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lish an integrated line of education from primary to higher education.3 
With that idea in mind, the primary school was established in 1993 and 
currently resides in Şişli. Middle school level teaching also takes place 
within the high school’s premises.4 
 The focus of this chapter  will be on the high school and its build-
ing in Beyoğlu, the roots of which lie in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, though claims to a longer history hold some value, if only for 
the etymology of the High School’s name. As an effect of the Tanzimat 
reforms in the Ottoman Empire, the state’s educational apparatus was 
subjected to an extensive metamorphosis. Carther Findley points out 
that the major focal points of the Tanzimat reforms were legislation, 
education, elite formation, expansion of government, intercommunal 
relations and the transformation of the political process. These focal 
points are interconnected and though Findley is right to argue that leg-
islation was the reform movement’s main instrument – with the intro-
duction of the Gülhane decree of 1839, the reform decree of 1856 and the 
1876 constitution, as well as integrating codes based on French models 
and religious (Islamic) legislation – the bases for the new Ottoman state 
were built in the new academies and colleges. Although earlier attempts 
at educational modernization had been made, the reforms of the Tanzi-
mat resulted in the need for unprecedented changes in the educational 
system. These proceeded beyond the previously established engineer-
ing, medical and military schools aiming to bring the Ottoman Empire 
up to speed with its European counterparts. Zürcher argues that the 
Tanzimat also included a secularization campaign which had a major 
impact on the Ottoman judicial system. In 1839 Sultan Mahmut decid-
ed to found secular schools, the rüşdiye, which aimed to link the tradi-
tional Quran-school or mektep to professional schools and vocational 
training. Additionally, middle schools would start to appear from 1845 
onwards. Findley, however, complicates Zürcher’s statement on the 
secularizing impact of the Tanzimat. He argues that religious legisla-
tion, the şeriat, was still present in the 1876 constitution and also points 
to the presence of clergymen in courts around the same time.5 Zürcher 
counters this argument by indicating that the influence of the şeriat was 
almost entirely limited to family law. 
 Whether or not the issue of secularization as a main character-
istic of the Tanzimat is overstated, it seems valid to argue that secular-Image 42: The inner court of Galatasaray High School.

Image 41: View on the Galatasaray High School main gate from İstiklal Caddesi, 2018.

Image removed due to copyright restrictions.
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ization posed a crucial reform of the Ottoman state’s educational sys-
tem. Further nuance is provided by Findley’s agreement on the fact that 
it was in education that the loss of infl uence of the religious elite was 
most noticeable and Zürcher’s indication that the goals of the reform-
ists were utilitarian, refl ected by the absence of a university until 1900. 
Before that education was directed towards training bureaucrats and 
army offi  cers in colleges and academies.6 These initial attempts to bring 
Ottoman education in accordance with that of the other major pow-
ers in Europe, however, did expose the growing Ottoman civil elite to 
foreign ideas and knowledge production. It is therefore not surprising 
that the fi rst Young Turks were in fact graduates of the Ottoman mili-
tary medical schools.7 Further exposure to foreign education would in 
various instances consist of sending promising students abroad to Prus-
sia, France, and Great Britain.8 Many of them would turn out to become 
leaders in political, military, bureaucratic or scientifi c reform. Others 
would be perhaps less successful and Davison, himself not free of Orien-
talist tendencies, quotes the pun of an Ottoman statesman who said that 
some returned: ‘syphilized, not civilized’.9 
 The dramatic growth of the bureaucratic apparatus – from ap-
proximately 2000 scribes in 1770-90 to 35.000-70.000 civil offi  cials in 
the Abdülhamidian era at the end of the nineteenth century – neces-
sitated the expansion of teaching facilities in an empire where literacy 
levels were still very low. The most important example of a school which 
aimed to train offi  cials was founded in 1859, the School of Civil Adminis-
tration or Mekteb-i Mülkiye-i Fünun-u Şahane or simply Mekteb-i Mül-
kiye, which would be, following the foundation of the Turkish Republic, 
the basis for the Faculty of Political Science at Ankara University. Find-
ley argues that the initial educational reforms resulted in elite forma-
tion, though there could be rather large diff erences within the degree 
of education or, as he points out, westernization marked by the offi  cials’ 
mastery of French. The rüşdiye were complemented with the equivalent 
of middle schools, the idadiye, from 1845 onwards.10 

Map 11: The Galatasaray High School’s parcel in its cadastral context. 
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A NEW SCHOOL IN A NEW SYSTEM: THE MEKTEB-I SULTANIYE

It would take another 23 years before the first high school or lycée was 
then opened, the Mekteb-i Sultaniye at Galatasaray, right at the heart 
of Pera. Historically, this area had already been the location of a school 
since 1481, when Sultan Bayezid II opened a palace school at the site. 
The foundation of this first school is the subject of various legends and 
even described by the author of one of the most famous pieces of Otto-
man travel literature, Evliya Çelebi in his Seyahatname as well as by the 
nineteenth century Ottoman historian Tayyarzade Ata Bey in his Tarih-
i ‘Ata. İsfendiyaroğlu states that Ata Bey describes how Sultan Beyazit 
II travelled around the area of Galata and Tophane which was used as 
a hunting ground when he encountered an old man, who is sometimes 
claimed to be a dervish, known by the name of Gül Baba. The encounter 
is reputed to be linked directly with the building of a new school: as the 
capacity of the three palace schools, at Edirne, Topkapı Palace and the 
Old Palace at Beyazıt was not able to provide the required numbers of 
officials and clerics, Gül Baba recommended to Beyazid to set up anoth-
er palace school in the area. This encounter is immortalized on a plaque 
commemorating the foundation of the school that was installed in the 
garden of the Galatasaray High School on the occasion of the school’s 
100th anniversary in 1968.11 This legend (drawing a direct link between 
the 15th century palace school and the Galatasaray High School) can, due 
to the allegorical nature of the account and shifting variations in its nar-
rations, rightfully be designated as an invented tradition in the defini-
tion coined by Eric Hobsbawm.12 
 Formally, the school founded during Beyazit II’s reign would 
be called the Galata Sarayı Enderun-u Hümayunu (Imperial Palace 
School of Galata). For purposes of analyzing identity formation and 
tradition making, however, it is salient that the school and site were al-
ready referred to by the name ‘Galata Sarayı’ (Galata Palace), long be-
fore that name would become the formal name of the high school. Fethi 
İsfendiyaroğlu claims that it was used long before it was coined as the 
high school’s official name after the foundation of the Turkish Republic 
in the 1920s.13 The contraction of the proper noun and the word, ‘Galata’ 
and ‘Saray’ respectively, was made under the vernacularizing influence 
of foreigners: French-speakers would refer to the school as Galata-Sé- Map 12: The Galatasaray High School’s parcel (857) in the insurance maps of Eduard Goad, 1905.
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rai or Galata-Sérail whereas English and German-speakers opted for 
Galata Saray (excluding the mandatory adjective suffix -Sİ in Turk-
ish) or simply Galatasaray.14 This school would have been an extension 
of the palace schools at Topkapı and Edirne providing training to the 
devşirme (the collecting of non-Muslim boys as tribute) as Janissaries, 
palace officials or servants.15 
 It should also be noted that the Ottoman rulership presented the 
site as the  palace at Galata, despite of the fact that the school’s location 
was well beyond the former Genoese and Venetian settlement known as 
Galata and its walls, positioning it in what would become known as Pera. 
The Ottoman rulership apparently referred to the area, at least initially, 
as Galata at large.16 The palace school’s establishment would provide the 
name of the area around it and the name of the lycée during the republi-
can period. In the period between the opening of the page school in 1481 
and the founding of the Mekteb-i Sultaniye in 1868, the school was alleg-
edly used as a medrese from the reign of Sultan Selim II’s reign onwards. 
It is said that his father and predecessor Süleyman I had more interest 
in the school, although the education of the devşirme was largely con-
centrated at the Topkapı during his reign. All activities related to the 
court, from statecraft, to the harem and page training were brought to 
the direct vicinity of the sultan due to the development of Süleyman I’s 
meticulous court culture during the second part of his rule.17 
 With regard to the historical usage of the school, it is interesting 
to consider İsfendiyaroğlu’s reference to Earl Paul Rycaut’s The Pres-
ent State of the Ottoman Empire (1670). Rycaut was special envoy of 
Charles II (1630-1685) to Mehmet IV (1642-1693). He writes that dur-
ing his posting formerly Christian boys, to which he refers as ‘Ichoglans’ 
(İçoğlanı – page), were educated at the Seraglio of Pera, Adrianople (Ed-
irne) or the Grand Seraglio of Constantinople (the Topkapı Palace. He 
writes: 

‘But these Youths before they are admitted, are presented 
before the Grand Signior, whom according to his pleasure he 
disposes in his Seraglio at Pera, or Adrianople, or his great Se-
raglio at Constantinople, which is accounted the Imperial feat 
of the Ottoman Emperours. For these are the three Schools 
or Colledges of Education. Those that are preferr’d to the last 

named, are commonly marked out by special designation, and 
are a near step to degrees of Preferment (…).’18 

He thus indicates that the best pages were placed at the Topkapı Pal-
ace and simultaneously points out that the Galata Sarayı was around 
the second half of the seventeenth century, during Mehmet IV’s reign, 
indeed used as a Palace School. According to sources published by the 
Galatasaray High School the premises were used as a medrese and pal-
ace school in an alternating fashion for 144 years until 1714.19 A library, 
comparable to those found in the Fatih and Hagia Sophia libraries, was 
added by Mahmut I in 1741.20 Joseph von Hammer mentions in his Con-
stantinopolis und der Bosporus (1822) that with Galata-Serai the sec-
ond half of Pera’s main street begins, showing that despite many city 
fires and urban renewal in the nineteenth century, the integrity of the 
urban plan has largely remained the same.   
 The school’s building was initially a timber construction, which 
was destroyed in 1819 during Mahmut II’s reign as a consequence of one 
of the many city fires in Istanbul. Mahmut II ordered the reconstruction 
of the building and when it was reopened in 1838, it housed the Tıbbiye-i 
Adliyye-i Şahane, combining a hospital with a medical school. The school 
burned down once again during the reign of Abdülmecit in 1862, after 
which it was decided to build the reconstruction in stone. This building 
would house the Mekteb-i Sultaniye from 1868 until 1873, when it was 
assigned to the Medical School again. The Mekteb-i Sultaniye moved to a 
building in Gülhane, but after three years moved back once again to the 
building in Galatasaray. The wooden inner construction was destroyed 
again in a fire on 6 March 1906 or 22 February 1907 (different dates are 
used in different sources), when a fire in the kitchen of the French di-
rector’s apartment broke out and would destroy the library that was a 
gift from Napoleon III, as well as the museum, which allegedly held the 
skeleton of a mammoth.21 Lessons were transferred to the premises of 
the Beylerbeyi Palace, while the building was reconstructed, this time 
entirely in stone. The reconstruction that was finalized in 1909 is the 
building that stands on the spot today. It is particularly interesting to 
note how the continuity from the Palace School to the present-day High 
School is continuously stressed in the history writing on the high school 
in general and in the publications linked to the institutions of the Gala-
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tasaray Foundation and High School in particular. The roots of the pres-
ent-day educational institution are continuously retraced back to the 
fifteenth century , although there is in fact little in common between 
the buildings and objectives of the Enderun school and the current high 
school.
 After the opening of the first sultaniye, another comparable 
high school was opened in Darüşşafaka. A year after the opening of the 
Galatasaray sultaniye, a new system of educational legislation was in-
troduced with the Maarif-i Umumiye Nizamnamesi (General Education 
Regulations). These regulations introduced a new system of primary 
education, high school education in every province and plans to open 
a university. The prospective plans projected in this legislation intro-
duced a hierarchy of education from the primary to the university lev-
el and resembled to a significant degree that of the Ottoman Empire’s 
counterparts in Western Europe. With some exceptions these regula-
tions would set the framework for the public school system until the dis-
solution of the Ottoman Empire in 1923.  Similar to the delay between 
legislation and execution of the plans to open a university, it would take 
a significant amount of time until Ottoman high schools were indeed set 
up in every Ottoman province.22 
 The high schools at Galatasaray and Darüşşafaka would thus 
constitute the only materializations of the Ottoman state’s aim to in-
troduce the lise level of education for a considerable amount of time. 
Yet even when other schools were introduced in different parts of the 
empire, the quality of education provided at the Mekteb-i Sultaniye was 
unrivalled. Roderic Davison argues that this was in part a consequence 
of the French involvement with which the school was set up, with the 
help of an expert of the French Ministry of Education. As had been the 
case in earlier examples of educational reform, such as in the case of 
military academies, the school’s model was based on the French system. 
The curriculum of the School of Military Sciences (Mekteb-i Harbiye-i 
Şahane – opened in 1834) in Constantinople for instance was in French 
and based on that of the French military academy Saint-Cyr.23 
 Also in the case of the Mekteb-i Sultaniye the curriculum was 
based on the French model and entirely in French, with the exception 
of additional classes in Turkish and other local languages.24 The French 
part of the diploma would designate the school as Lycée Impérial de 

Galata-Serai.25 The headmaster and teachers were also in majority 
French when the school was opened. The school in Galatasaray would 
particularly cater to the children of the burgeoning Ottoman bourgeoi-
sie and have a significant impact on the expansion and intellectual cul-
tivation of the growing class of Ottoman bureaucrats.26 Fatma Müge 
Göçek makes the  ironic observation that the exponential growth of the 
Western-style schools in the Ottoman Empire, initiated by the Ottoman 
dynasty, would in fact cause the radical transformation of the Ottoman 
state apparatus, transferring power from the Ottoman dynasty’s pala-
tial household to a bureaucratic apparatus. It would be wrong to attri-
bute this entirely to the upsurge in the foundation of schools from the 
second half of the nineteenth century onwards, since, as Göçek argues, 
it was a process that had essentially its roots before the second half of 
the eighteenth century. With the foundation of schools like the Mekteb-
i Sultaniye, however, the basis for institutional reform, i.e. education, 
started to reach its apex.27 
 Davison notes that the school at its opening had 147 Muslim stu-
dents against 194 non-Muslim students. Davison states that most of the 
Muslim students were ‘presumably Turkish’, but it should be noted that 
these categories had at least not formally crystallized yet within the Ot-
toman context.28 That is further confirmed by the desire of the Ottoman 
government to desegregate education, which was on the one hand con-
sidered necessary to retain the loyalty of the non-Muslim Ottoman pop-
ulation and on the other hand bring the literacy levels of Muslims up 
to the level with that of non-Muslim Ottomans. The number of schools 
of the Ottoman millets had been expanding in the nineteenth century 
and their quality of education was well beyond that provided to the Ot-
toman Muslims. Often supported by the University of Athens, Greeks 
abroad, Armenians in Russia and the Alliance Israélite, these schools 
would contribute to a growing dissonance in literacy levels between the 
Ottoman Muslims and non-Muslims.29 
 It is therefore hard to understate the importance and the need 
the Ottoman rulership felt to create a new ‘Ottoman’ high school, which 
would later become the Galatasaray High School. The school’s gradu-
ates, particularly in the years of the Ottoman Empire and the early years 
of the Turkish Republic, would grow up to become the administrators, 
diplomats and politicians of the late Ottoman Empire and early Turkish 
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Republic- not to mention the legacy it would create as one of the most 
prestigious institutes of education in Turkey up to this date. 30 Lewis ar-
gues that as much as it may have been initially set up as a school which 
would bring different Ottoman communities together, the school’s pro-
file started to change, becoming increasingly favoured by the ruling 
elite in the capital.31 He argues that this is a phenomenon that became 
apparent during the Hamidian period (1876-1908) in which the school 
became more Turkish in character, dropping Latin from the curriculum 
and with an increase in Turkish students. Apart from the complications 
of the anachronistic usage of Turkish ethnicity as a ‘national’ category in 
this context, the names of the graduates provided in the yearbooks and 
other publications of the Galatasaray Alumni Association render a much 
more complex impression of the school population at the Mekteb-i Sul-
taniye until well beyond the end of Abdülhamit II’s reign, following his 
deposition in 1909. This counters Lewis’ rather essentialist representa-
tion of the school’s student population beyond the Young Turk Revolu-
tion. In 1873 the first Muslim Ottoman name – Abdurrahman Şeref – is 
registered, among a total of 14 graduates, 13 of which – considering their 
names – represent different millets, mostly Pontic Greek, Armenian, 
Jewish or Levantine. Most notable is a change in 1885 where the gradu-
ation cohort is split into three groups, those who graduate with both 
French and (Ottoman-)Turkish degrees and those who graduate only 
with the French or (Ottoman-)Turkish degree. In that year five Muslim 
Ottomans, one Armenian and two Persians get a dual-degree, four Mus-
lim Ottomans get a Turkish degree, and a total of nine – three of which 
can be identified as Armenian, two as Greek and two as Jewish – gradu-
ate with a French degree. It is only by the time of the First World War 
that the composition of graduates starts to change and by the time the 
Turkish Republic is founded and the Mekteb-i Sultaniye is transferred to 
the Turkish school system, the frequency of non-Turkish names drops 
drastically.32 In any case, considering the names of the school’s gradu-
ates, it is hard to draw general conclusions about the school population 
at the high school at all, or even observe a rapid‘Turkification’.
 The left wing of the school’s building was used as a hospital by 
the Ottoman Red Crescent during the First World War, while lessons 
resumed in the other parts of the building. Until 1924 classes at the Me-
kteb-i Sultaniye would consist of 3 hours classes in French and 2 hours 

classes in Turkish. After 1924 the French and Turkish cohorts were 
brought together and only the Science and Literature classes in the final 
year were separated. Considering the names of the graduates from the 
1920s onwards it appears that the school was no longer following the 
earlier mission of the Mekteb-i Sultaniye, i.e. to bring the different Ot-
toman communities together. The names of graduates from the trans-
formation of the Mekteb-i Sultaniye to the Galatasaray Lisesi onwards 
are nearly exclusively Turkish. It should be noted, however, that apart 
from an occasional Levantine name in the graduation registers, some of 
the remaining members of the Ottoman millets chose or were forced to 
adopt Turkish names.33 
 The high school at the old palace school would educate many 
and employ many illustrious figures from Ottoman history. It is in this 
legacy that the Alumni Association of the High School takes particular 
pride. At the pinnacle of the production of the imagined and embodied 
Galatasaraylı community and its history features Tevfik Fikret. A poet 
and thinker, Fikret is oftentimes together with Yahya Kemal presented 
as the founder of modern Turkish literature. Fikret was born in Istan-
bul in 1867 and would become a prominent figure in the revolutionary 
Young Turk movement to such a degree that Ebru Boyar and Kate Fleet 
cite him as a major influence on the founder of the Turkish Republic, 
Mustafa Kemal.34 Some of his poetry allegedly was among the favourite 
work of Mustafa Kemal. Vangelis Kechriotis, Maciej Górny and Ahmet 
Ersoy describe Fikret in equally prasing terms and add, importantly, 
that Fikret’s philosophy of life centred around the secular, material-
ist and progressive ideas that would be framed by state ideologues in 
the 1920s as some of the founding principles of the Turkish Republic.35 
Kechriotis, et al., however, also present Fikret as someone who looked 
down on nationalism and was an editor at the Servet-i Fünun (The Merit 
of Sciences), the Ottoman literary journal that was marked by its anti-
establishment attitude as well as its liberal and progressive views. With-
in that setting, moreover they argue that Fikret was one of the most 
vocal critics against authority, conformism and tradition. As a conse-
quence Fikret was celebrated as a ‘recurrent target of conservatives and 
an enduring icon for generations of Republican modernizers.’36 
 Fikret was a student of the school himself who graduated as the 
best of his class in 1888 and would become a teacher at the high school 
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not long after. He would part ways with the Mekteb-i Sultaniye for a 
while and started teaching at Robert College, a high school and univer-
sity founded by an American missionary. His former house overlooking 
the Bosphorus – the present-day Aşiyan Museum – still bears witness 
to that period. In 1908 he would return to the Mekteb-i Sultaniye as the 
director. Not long after the building would be largely destroyed by a fire 
and Fikret would witness the building’srenovation while the students 
moved to Beylerbeyi. In one of the sources this is presented as if it was 
Fikret’s effort that enabled the renovation and the students’ moving to 
Beylerbeyi, yet considering the year in which the fire took place – 1906 
or 1907 – it seems unlikely that it was only Fikret who initiated these 
steps. 
 It is more generally interesting how in the publication on the his-
tory of the school, prepared for the occasion of the institution’s cente-
nary, Fikret’s work as the director is so strongly emphasized. It is all the 
more remarkable considering the short period that he would be pres-
ent at the school as its director: he would start on 20 December 1908 
and leave the school again, after some cited discord with his superiors, 
on 28 February 1909. Considering the many other directors the school 
had in its relatively short existence, this is not necessarily remarkable, 
but even directors who stayed on for more than 10 years were not cred-
ited as much as Fikret.37 He is credited with giving the school and its 
students order and discipline as well as for the expansion of the build-
ing with a conference hall, laboratories and a library.38 The authors go 
on: ‘(…) Mr Tevfik Fikret of all the directors of the Mekteb-i Sultaniye 
in history, he was at the top of those who left a good reputation’.39 In a 
short historical overview of a book published in 1996 on the occasion 
of the class of 36’s 60th anniversary, Fikret is described as a ‘symbol of 
Galatasaray’.40 The school cultivates and memorializes him with an oil 
painting in the school’s conference hall – named the Tevfik Fikret Sa-
lonu – a bust in the front garden, and a commemorative stone.41 Consid-
ering the remarks of Kechriotis et al., however, it seems less surprising 
that an institution which prides itself in being strongly embedded in a 
tradition of modernity and positivist education, would choose Fikret as 
its main figurehead.
 The continuous association of the school, in both formal and in-
formal history writing, with its most illustrious alumni and institutional 

Image 43: Tevfik Fikret.
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legacies are understandable. The school, for many decades, would edu-
cate the children of the elites, so it may seem as a logical outcome that the 
school or its alumni desire to share in the glory of legacies. As indicated 
at the beginning of this chapter, even in the educational context of Tur-
key where so much value is already attributed to the prestige of a school 
or university, the Galatasaray High School may be considered to stand 
on a different level. To say that one is ‘of Galatasaray’ (Galatasaraylı), 
invests many of its graduates with pride to be part of this community. 
This is clearly expressed in the Galatasaray High School’s Anthem, the 
so-called Galatasaray Marşı:

‘Our path follows the tracks of Ekrem and Fikret
Our first goal is an advanced civilization
We are the pioneers of knowledge, work and innovation
We are western-minded, Turkish-hearted youngsters
We are from Galatasaray, we are from Galatasaray
with unmatched confidence and unmatched speed in service of 
the motherland
Our souls, our bodies are healthy 
Our love, our knowledge, our compassion are profound
We came together, broke away and came from four parts of the 
homeland
We are western-minded, Turkish-hearted youngsters
We are from Galatasaray, we are from Galatasaray
with unmatched confidence and unmatched speed in service of 
the motherland’42

The lyrics of the song navigate the Galatasaraylı community’s identity 
between Turkish nationalism and a community-bound elitist and posi-
tivist discourse of ‘Westernized’ cultural and intellectual supremacy. 
As such it may be interpreted as heavily influenced by Turkish state 
ideology.43 This can also be observed in the memories of graduates, par-
ticularly of those who left the school during the early years of the Turk-
ish Republic. What is significant, moreover, is that the song stresses 
the healthy minds and bodies of those who are from Galatasaray. The 
importance of the healthy body and sports for that matter are in fact 
frequently stressed in the identity and history writing on Galatasaray. 

The connection between the Mekteb-i Sultaniye and the Galatasaray 
High School on the one hand and sport culture on the other in the Ot-
toman Empire and Turkish Republic respectively is an apparent one. A 
long legacy of sport clubs who hold their roots in the school exists. The 
pride towards this legacy is actively cultivated: in a special issue for the 
50th anniversary of the graduates of  1933 prepared by the Galatasaray 
Educational Foundation (Galatasaray Eğitim Vakfı) several pages are 
attributed to the renowned ties of the school with sports.44

 The roots of one the top teams in the Turkish premiere football 
league, Galatasaray Spor Kulübü, lie with the school. The catalogue of 
an exhibition which was on display in 2010 at the Galatasaray Art and 
Cultural Centre in Beyoğlu, the football club’s founder Ali Sami Yen, ex-
plains how the club was founded in 1905 on the initiative of Ali Sami, 
Asım Tevfık, Emin Bülend, Celal, Bekir, Tahsin, Reşat Şirvani, Cevdet, 
Abidin, Kamil, Milo Bakiç and the Robenson brothers. Ali Sami, son of 
the Albanian Ottoman writer and philosopher Sami Frashëri who was 
a key figure in the Albanian National Awakening Movement, attended 
the school between 1902 and 1906.45 Together they would found the 
first Turkish football club, which was admitted to the Istanbul Football 
League or Constantinople Football Association League in 1906, founded 
by James La Fontaine and Henry Pears as the Istanbul Sunday League.46 
The club would win three of seven titles in the Istanbul League following 
the introduction of Turkish professional football in 1952, 20 titles in the 
Turkcell Super League since 1959 and 16 titles in the Turkish Cup since 
1962. Its greatest success was winning the UEFA Cup and UEFA Super 
Cup in 2000. Nowadays the Galatasaray Spor Kulübü is represented in 
a wide range of sports from basketball and volleyball to waterpolo, judo, 
motorsport and chess.47 
 The connection to club sports has contributed considerably to 
the feelings of pride and adherence to the Galatasaraylı community 
some graduates undoubtedly experienced. In the 50th Anniversary edi-
tion of the 1934 graduates, the authors write that ‘sports is the most 
important of everything at Galatasaray and a Galatasaraylı is from all 
perspectives a true sportsman’.48 They go on by claiming that Western 
style sports in Turkey started at Galatasaray. Demet Lüküslü and Şakir 
Dinçşahin retrace the origins of modern physical education back to Se-
lim Sırrı Tarcan, who they argue was indeed inspired by the gymnastics 
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classes he took during his short period of attendance at Galatasaray 
High School. It thus seems justified to make the claim that the Mekteb-i 
Sultaniye had an important role in the development of a Western-style 
sports culture in the Ottoman Empire and Turkish Republic, although 
it should be stressed once again that it would take a significant amount 
of time until physical education became commonplace in other schools 
around the country as well. 
 The emphasis on body culture in the imagining of the 
Galatasaraylı reflects a broader phenomenon rooted in nation building 
projects. In the Ottoman context, Cüneyd Okay describes processes ini-
tiated by the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) in 1913 to pro-
mote physical education with the aim to ‘improve the health of Turks, 
reinforce their physical strength, and raise active generations as a con-
tingency in times of hardship’.49 The efforts were organised in a paramili-
tary substructure of the CUP, called the Association of Turkish Strength 
(Türk Gücü Cemiyeti). The association focused on promoting national 
sports which seem to reflect some of the contemporary historical ima-
ginings of ethnic Turks; Okay mentions horse riding, archery, shooting 
exercises, wrestling and sword fighting. Additionally he also mentions 
the prescription of a ‘national costume’ in the associations by-laws.50 
The Association’s mission is quite similar to Friedrich Jahn’s initiati-
ves of the Turnverein in nineteenth-century Germany. Joep Leerssen 
describes how Jahn in the first half of the nineteenth century developed 
training sessions which would form the basis for radical nationalist mi-
litia. He adds that many nationalist movements in the decades to follow 
would copy his model.51 In the context of English public schools, Sudipa 
Topdar argues that there was an intricate relationship between school 
games and ideas of discipline, masculinity, militarism and patriotism. 
In the colonial setting of British India, however, it served three different 
purposes: bringing improvement to the ‘weak’ bodies of native children; 
disciplining bodies for purposes of combating lack of hygiene and order; 
and finally depoliticising bodies through obstructing them from parti-
cipation in political activism.52 As such they fit into broader schemes of 
colonial suppression and disciplining on the one hand and conceptions 
of a mission civilisatrice on the other. 
 Vladimir Tikhonov points out how beyond a colonial context 
European ideas on body culture and manhood would also trickle down 

to, for instance, Korea as an effect of the country’s modernization ef-
forts. He argues that, quite similar to the German situation, the Korean 
nation would be represented primarily as a group of healthy, strong and 
disciplined men.53 It should be noted, however, that for instance in the 
German context from the years of the German Empire onwards initia-
tives were developed to also combine physical education with the arts, 
described by Christine Mayer as efforts to emancipate and educate rat-
her than to drill.54 Marion Kant, in addition, emphasises that the roots 
of twentieth-century modern dance in fact lie within nineteenth-cen-
tury gymnastics and Turnen.55 

GALATASARAY LISESI IN THE SECOND HALF OF THE 
TWENTIETH CENTURY

The official name-change of the former Mekteb-i Sultaniye took place in 
1924, with the integration of the school in the newly established Turkish 
school system. By 1930 the school building at Galatasaray had proven to 
have insufficient capacity to provide for all the students and part of the 
Feriye Palace in Ortaköy – other parts being used by the Kabataş High 
School for Boys – was taken into use by the school as well. The school 
was visited by dignitaries such as Mustafa Kemal and later by France’s 
President Charles De Gaulle in 1968 to celebrate the school’s centen-
nial, cultivating a continuity between the Ottoman and Turkish insti-
tution. On the occasion of De Gaulle’s speech then director Muhittin 
Sandıkçıoğlu prepared a speech which bear testimony to the belief of 
Galatasaray’s community in being the champion of Turkey’s modern-
ization and progress. Parts of the director’s speech also bar witness to 
the feelings of indebtedness the director felt, or at least wanted to pres-
ent to have felt, towards French culture: 

‘Monsieur le Président, (…) nous sommes honorés et fiers de votre 
visite qui illustre les fêtes du Centenaire de ce Lycée, vieux d’un 
passé qui s’identifie avec l’histoire même de notre culture. J’ai 
parlé de modernisation dans le sens occidental, mais pour nous, 
l’Occident s’identifait à la France. (…) C’est dans la vie intellectu-
elle et sociale française que les mouvements intellectuels, littérai-
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res, sociaux de notre pays trouvèrent leur raisen [sic] d’être. (…) En 
raison de son role preponderant dans l’évolution de l’enseignement 
et des mouvements sociaux en Turquie, notre école fut justement 
nommée une fenêtre ouverte en Orient sur l’Occident.’56 

Given the considerable amount of studies, popular and academic, re-
garding Galatasaray’s history until the first half of the twentieth century, 
and until the 1920s in particular, it is remarkable how little material has 
been produced on the school’s more recent history. This is particularly 
intriguing considering the importance the school and its community at-
tribute to its role as forebears of modernity in Turkish society.
 That being said, the publications of the Galatasaray Foundation 
provide a rich source corpus for studying Galatasaray High School’s po-
sition and history in Beyoğlu from the 1930s onwards, since its Alumni 
Association, the Galatasaraylılar Derneği, has made considerable ef-
forts to protect, collect, archive and make sources available to its alumni 
and, partially, the public as well. The Galatasaray alumni can through 
the association’s website check the school’s yearbooks up to the 1930s; 
the magazines published at the school, the Galatasaray Dergisi, Aka-
demi, i and Le Tambour, are available to the public. The Galatasaray 
Dergisi would typically contain short stories, poetry, essays and reports 
about news on the school. The association itself as well as the publica-
tions are examples of the importance and prestige that is attached to 
being a student at or graduate from the high school. The objective of 
the publications of the Alumni Association seems to be to cultivate and 
preserve the legendary status of the school, by emphasizing its role in 
sports and, through its graduates, politics, economics and culture. The 
yearbooks in particular provide valuable insights into what it meant to 
be a student at the high school and, significantly, what it meant to be a 
student in Beyoğlu from the 1930s until the 1990s. 
 The publications also provide insight into Galatasaray’s position 
in a national context which was dominated by Kemalist nationalism, 
the school being an example of the complicated nationalist discourse 
in which the supremacy of the Turkish nation was negotiated with an 
admiration for a positivist interpretation of ‘the West’ and its achieve-
ments. A graduate of the year 1942 describes how Galatasaray to him 
was a place where nationalism was always upheld.  ‘I think that Gala-

Image removed due to copyright restrictions.

Image 44: French president Charles De Gaulle at Galatasaray High School, 1968.
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tasaray, in the Beyoğlu neighbourhood, which was the last to Turkify, 
was not just a hearth of knowledge where the most important and brav-
est sons of the nation were educated. At the same time, it was a sacred 
place where the masses who spoke with a variety of languages passed 
the iron fences were obliged to lower their voices. Yes, a sacred place. 
Even on the darkest days and the worst moments the children of the 
motherland were worshipping Turkishness there without losing any of 
the spirit and fire in their hearts.’57 Others, at a later age, had different 
thoughts about this. A graduate of 1955 reminds his fellow graduates 
about the pogroms against non-Muslims in Beyoğlu and other parts of 
the city on 6 and 7 September 1955. He recounts how the diploma cer-
emony was delayed to October due to the pogroms, which he felt had 
turned out to be a huge plunder and campaign of destruction, describ-
ing it as ‘disheartening’.58

 The memories of the graduates in the yearbooks and commem-
orative editions of the earlier years, recurrently remind of the darker 
episodes of Beyoğlu’s history, including episodes of nationalist violence 
and the involvement or attitudes of some students in it. In phrasing 
which leaves little to the imagination, a former graduate explains how 
on 3 March 1929 they attacked a Rum newspaper in Istanbul. The au-
thor starts that he wishes to explain how sensitive the students from 
Galatasaray were to national issues. He narrates how one of them de-
cided to gather a handful of friends ‘to teach a lesson’ to a Rum news-
paper which was hostile towards Turkey. On 8 March 1929 they were 
in class together discussing a newspaper called TaHronika. The author 
describes it as ‘a Rum newspaper which could not accept the trashing 
[of the Greek army] in Anatolia and exploited our incredible tolerance 
and was a piece of junk that did not let an opportunity slip to produce 
hostilities against Turkey in our lands’.59 The newspaper had published 
an article regarding ‘an episode about Anatolia’. The author and friends 
got agitated at a phrase which stated that ‘when Izmir changed hands 
to the Turks, a civilization was ruined’. The author goes on to say that 
a Turkish columnist had countered these words in another newspaper, 
but emphasizes his agitation at the fact that no response came from the 
government. A former graduate and student at the Medical School then 
gathered 8-10 ‘nationalist’ friends (8-10 milliyetçi arkadaşı[…])  to ‘re-
solve the matter themselves’.60 They found out that the newspaper had 

their offices on the Şişhane Yokuşu and took the matter into their own 
hands: ‘they went to the printing house and destroyed and threw out 
machines, devices, tools, printer cases, documents and furniture, while 
giving 5 or 6 Rum who were inside a good beating as well. The Ta Hron-
ika rag was no longer published after that day and its owner pissed off 
to Athens’ (sahibi de Atina’ya defolup gitti).61 Gürhan Yellice indicates 
that the newspaper was closed on 3 March  1929 on the decision of the 
Council of Ministers, since the word ‘agriotera’ had been used, which 
was translated as ‘brutal’. Later, however, the court case against Ta 
Hronika’s owner was reopened and it was decided that the word had 
been intended as ‘violent’ and would therefore not be considered as an 
insult to Turkishness. He argues that considerations on bilateral levels 
between Turkey and Greece, which tried to mend their ties, were at play 
in the case. In 1930 the newspaper was able to resume publishing. 
 The graduate’s testimony in the commemorative volume, how-
ever, does not need to be adjudicated based on its historical veracity. 
What is fascinating is that it is narrated by the author without remorse 
or embarrassment, but simply as a nostalgic story from his younger 
years as a student at Galatasaray High School, highlighting the pro-
found tensions between different communities in the late 1920s and 
1930s and the degree to which individuals felt at liberty to be vigilant. 
At the same time and at a different level – since this particular publica-
tion dates back to 1982 – it may also reflect the rising tensions between 
Greece and Turkey. Following the generals’ junta of Kenan Evren, in-
stated after his 1980 coup, vitriolic nationalisms were flaring up and 
possibly seeped through to a commemorative publication of this elite 
Turkish high school. Apart from these sentiments, more light-hearted 
encounters also occurred when the basketball team of Galatasaray had a 
special match in 1949 with the team of the Greek Zoğrafyon high school 
around the corner on Turnacıbaşı Caddesi. The team of Galatasaray 
lost with 11-13. The cited reason was that the team of Zoğrafyon was 
composed of players from the youth teams of the predominantly Rum 
Beyoğluspor and Kurtuluş. Also in some of the yearbooks match results 
of the Galatasaray sport teams and the Zoğrafyon High School’s teams 
are cited, indicating that this was indeed not uncommon.62   
 Elsewhere students of graduation year 1933 argue against the 
occurrence of racism in the school. When one of the boys was running 
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around in the class room he bumped into another boy, who – judging 
from the narration – was Jewish. The boy who struck the other boy then 
exclaimed: ‘what are you afraid of you coward Jew?’. The author writes 
that all of the boys then stood up for the Jewish kid and the boy who 
made the racist exclamations then felt obliged to make ‘a thousand apol-
ogies.’’63 One of the students recounts how they would not understand 
their Armenian biology teacher to be Armenian when he was speaking 
French, but that they would get it when he was speaking in Turkish. He 
goes on by saying: ‘He was entirely Turkified. He was a person who ad-
opted Turkishness.’64 A graduate of 1955 recounts: ‘we were all Kemal-
ist, but none of us were racists. We never looked down on the minorities. 
We did not differentiate between Turkish-Kurdish, Sunnite-Alevite, 
Jew, Rum or Armenian. We were raised without the pressure of faith.’65 
Nonetheless, some of the boys at times also referred to ethnicity or re-
ligiosity, without realizing the implications of making such statements. 
Another graduate of 1955 tells an anecdote about a teacher who would 
collect some cents from every student who spoke a word of Turkish in 
the French class. The teacher would collect the cents in a box and the 
boys would guess during their breaks how much money was in there. 
After some arguments one boy supposedly exclaimed: ‘Give me a break, 
the Jew opens the box and steals from it!’. The author then explains: 
‘When he said Jew, he meant no-one but our teacher Arditi, whom we 
had learned was Jewish’.66 In the yearbook of 1959 it is explained that a 
boy was often called ‘Salomon’ by his friends since he was so good at do-
ing impressions of Jews.67 It is important to note that in these reflections 
there never seems to be any doubt about Galatasaray High School’s right 
to have its place in this district. It appears that despite the eb and flow 
of nationalism in the students’ imagining of their community, they did 
not think that they were in any way out of place in Beyoğlu. The school 
belonged in Beyoğlu, but Beyoğlu – at least partially – also belonged to 
them. This is particularly important considering the representation of 
post-1950s Beyoğlu as a place of perpetual change, loss and deteriorati-
on. Galatasaray, to the contrary, has remained both a place and symbol 
of elitist continuity. 
 As has been explained in chapter 1, the 1950s, and to varying 
degrees the preceding decades as well, were marked by racism and dis-
crimination towards Turkey’s non-Muslims and others who were not 

considered to be ‘ethnic Turks’. The fact that the graduates feel the need 
to express that they were in fact not racists in itself is a revealing in-
dicator of the general attitude towards these communities in Turkey. 
Discrimination and racism had always been common in the Turkish 
Republic and was actively encouraged by the state.68 In his memoires, 
Bensiyon Pinto, the former chairman of the Jewish community in Tur-
key, gives an insightful account from the days when he was training to 
become a professional trainer at the Galatasaray football club:

‘I was having a training session at the Hasnun Galip Street venue 
of Galatasaray Club. I was hopping along the narrow corridor af-
ter the match, still wearing my studded football boots. I was not 
supposed to do that, but I sometimes walked as far as the chang-
ing room before taking my shoes off. The adults never complained 
about it. That day there were maybe ten other players walking 
along with me. One trainer came along and said: ‘”Don’t walk with 
these on, Jew! Take them off!” This was the second time I heard 
this word: “Jew!” This time, I did not need explanations. I was 
old enough to understand what calling me a Jew with this tone of 
voice meant. It was discrimination itself. It was racism. (…) What 
bothered them were not my studs, it was my being Jewish.’69

Sources from the High School also provide more light-hearted examples 
of the feelings of pride Galatasasaray High School instilled in its stu-
dents. In an issue of the Galatasaray Dergi from August 1947, a student 
explains how they felt obliged to defend the reputation of their school 
when an American group came to Istanbul and visited the school. The 
author writes that he thinks the Americans were misguided by precon-
ceptions about the city and explains that he and his classmates showed 
what an imposing place the school and Beyoğlu were. ‘Our school is a 
centre like Beyoğlu, it is a place where foreigners wander around the 
most.’70 They showed them around the school, and the author indicates 
how impressed the Americans were by the building, the gardens, the 
school’s facilities and the prizes won by the various sports teams con-
nected to Galatasaray. It seems that the students aimed to showcase 
how great a school Galatasaray high school was and that the school and 
its students were successful examples of modernity. He concludes with 
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a letter he received from the American visitors: ‘(…) You taught these 
Americans who thought they knew everything that there are many 
things that they do not know and should learn(…) with your being a 
Galatasaraylı to us you are the best specimens of Turkish schools and 
Turkish youth. If all your schools resemble Galatasaray, Turkey can 
boast about its schools and youth.’71 The author appears pleased with 
these words, confirming Tevfik Fikret saying that Galatasaray was the 
first window of the East to the West.72 
 In the article numerous references are made to the quality of the 
school’s building by the author and the impression it made on outsid-
ers: ‘A large building which rises up in the middle of a well-cared for and 
orderly garden, which a majestic gate and thick walls work to surround 
as if they do not want to show it to the outside world out of jealousy, 
took the American sailors’ attention and these guests, who disembarked 
with the intention to not let anything slip their eyes anyway, wanted to 
understand what was going on here.’73 These and numerous instances 
in various publications of institutions related to Galatasaray refer to the 
qualities of the building. One student, a graduate of the class of 1937, re-
members what kind of an impression the school building had on him 
when his parents took him there for his admission: 

‘One day they took me by the hand and said: “you’re going to take 
an exam” and brought me in front of a big building. From between 
the high fences, it was a building which only revealed a big clock 
towering over the green trees. We went into the garden, and the 
school now lay fully in front of my eyes. This majestic building left 
me in awe. I though to myself: “I suppose I will grow up in this big 
city’s schools”.74 

Elsewhere in the yearbook of the graduates of 1968 an equally colourful 
memory is brought to the fore in a description of one of the graduates: 

‘If you enter the Galatasaray Sultani through the gate you will see 
the school building with all its majesty across of you. (…) Some-
times, you will see someone playing football in grand toilette, with 
brand new polished shoes, with a suit, starched shirt and tie. Don’t 
be surprised. This person who stands next to the other players in 

shorts is no-one but Hüseyin. (…) Despite him being from Kayseri 
he dresses chic.’ 

Beyoğlu as an ambiguous place of memory, nostalgia, recognition and 
belonging is a recurring theme in the yearbooks of the imagined and 
embodied community of Galatasaray graduates. Yet the memories of 
the graduates when they were at a younger age are not always particu-
larly cheerful. One of the graduates of 1942 remembers how imposing 
or even terrifying an experience it was for the young boys to be in the 
school. The building’s giant classrooms, dark corridors and restrictions, 
its crowdedness and sheer size scared them. They were, among other 
things, not allowed to approach the gates and tall iron fences, secluding 
the school grounds from the rest of the area. He explains how they felt 
much more at ease when they were moved to the school’s building in 
Ortaköy, presently the building of Galatasaray University.75 Elsewhere 
in an issue of the Galatasaray Dergi from March 1949, Metin Toker, re-
nowned journalist and graduate of 1942, explains that they in fact found 
the building very appealing. They were still young students, and the 
school’s gardens, Grand Cour and flower gardens were reserved for the 
older students. Yet, he explains, ‘forbidden places appeal to people and 
these forbidden gardens attracted us like bees to honey’.76 
 The gate and fences separating the school from what happened 
around them is something that features prominently in the place-mak-
ing of the students, as it recurs throughout the years and memories. 
Both in a metaphoric and a spatial sense it separated Galatasaray and 
the pupils from Beyoğlu, being part and parcel of it and distinctively 
separate from it simultaneously. It is noteworthy that this is in fact 
quite similar to the way Beyoğlu itself is represented in the context of 
Istanbul: both an integral part of the city and its urban identity, yet also 
something distinctively different from everything and everywhere else. 
In one of the reunion albums for the graduates of 1955 most of the stu-
dents were boarding students until around the 1950s and would not be 
able to go anywhere else during the week: ‘they could not even watch 
Beyoğlu from afar’77. From the other side of the fence memories also 
grew as graduate of 1964 and author İlhan Eksen writes: 

‘in the early moments of my boarding school years, far from 
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home, I sought solace in the advertisement lights and sounds of 
the tram. To my surprise, my recently retired father would go to 
Beyoğlu every evening around nine to stand in front of the post 
office across the school, waiting for the lights of the dormitories 
to go out. After returning he would report to my Mom: ‘I put our 
son to bed and came back’’.78

 
The gates and fences facing Beyoğlu therefore seem to have become 
a metaphorical anchor point for some of the Galatasaray students. A 
picture in the yearbook of 1969 shows seven young men climbing the 
fences of the high school, with a caption that reads ‘the place where co-
lourful Beyoğlu nights started and ended (Mahmut what are you doing 
here, you’re a married familyman)’. It appears that the policies regard-
ing the crossing of fences of students became less strict through the 
years allowing the students to familiarize themselves with the nightlife 
of Beyoğlu. The reference of the caption’s author to their friend’s mari-
tal obligations (irony or not) is significant as it reveals the perception 
of the author, and possibly his friends, regarding the district. Beyoğlu 
at night was not a place for families, but for bachelors and, quite likely, 
male bachelors.79 When, during the weekends, the students were able to 
go out, the district provided the students with opportunities for experi-
ences they would not have been able to acquire in any other part of the 
city. One graduate of 1955 states: ‘at Beyoğlu’s heart we had the chance 
to learn about the tests of life at an early age. (…) We did not miss the 
chance to be a gentleman of Beyoğlu when we left the school during the 
weekend. Nothing was exempted in the warnings of our teachers about 
the responsibility of being a student of our school’.80 Graduates of the 
year 1958 share insight into what this might mean while discussing one 
of their comrades: ‘[he] played the saz, but not with [eyes for the] scores. 
Always with a side-eye for the girls in Beyoğlu’.81 Others seem to have 
been slightly more direct in following the impulses of their burgeoning 
sexuality, as a graduate of 1962 made it a habit to stick his head through 
the window of every car in Beyoğlu that would pass him and had a wom-
an in it. 
 Accounts like these in which Beyoğlu and the school’s build-
ing feature as a point of reference and setting, for the memories of the 
boys, and from 1965 onwards girls. indicate what strong an imprint the 

Image 45: The Ortaköy premises of the Galatasaray High School (currently part of the university 
grounds), with the Kabataş High School for Boys to the right. 
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of the high school is accompanied by a comment describing its former 
beauty as a ‘flower heaven at the heart of Beyoğlu’ which was due to 
indifference turned into a ruin and a garbage dump. According to the 
authors it was waiting for the help of their foundation since the Min-
istry of Education would not provide the school with a gardener and 
allowance for it.85 Elsewhere it is indicated that the building had by 
1986 not received any substantial renovations apart from the parts that 
were repaired by the state. In 1982, however, İnan Kıraç, a prominent 
businessman at Koç Holding, philanthropist and himself a Galatasaray 
graduate of 1959, would set up the Galatasaray Education Foundation 
which in four years time would donate 861 million liras to the school, 
which was complemented with 700 million liras from the state. With 
initiatives like these the many associations and foundations set up by 
graduates of Galatasaray High School try to preserve the school’s legacy 
for the future, cultivating ties with alumni through formal and informal 
networks. The most notable being the annual Pilaf Day, in which a rice 
dish is served for the school’s alumni on the school’s grounds. Alumni 
associations moreover exist in other cities, notably Ankara, and abroad 
as well, in France, Belgium and the USA.86 For all these alumni the Gala-
tasaray building and ‘their Beyoğlu’ remains as the setting and point of 
reference for their childhood and adolescent memories. As much as they 
cherish the memories from their days at the high school, the presented 
cases also show that the students of Galatasaray reflected the shifting 
attitudes towards multiculturalism that existed within the framework 
of Turkish nationalism. Whereas some feel the need to stress that they 
were not racists, or cherish memories regarding their ‘Turkified’ Arme-
nian teachers, other (older) graduates felt instilled with pride recount-
ing memories or stories on attacks against Rum citizens. Such diversity 
in attitudes also makes the school a telling microcosm of more general 
tropes of representation of Beyoğlu, ranging from multiculturalist nos-
talgia to xenophobia. 

building’s site left on the students of Galatasaray. In 2002 three gradu-
ates discuss the results of a forum that was organized by the Galatasa-
ray Community Cooperative. The first question that is discussed is: 
‘what is the significance of the school’s presence in Beyoğlu for being 
a Galatasaraylı?’. The authors ask the reader whether the school could 
move to a new campus in a site outside of the old city? Those present 
argued that the school’s presence in Beyoğlu was of prime importance. 
They state that the outcome was that the graduates concluded that 
Beyoğlu was a symbol of their shared past and unity.82 

‘The “Point Zero” is this district, this building. Beyoğlu if insisted 
is one of Istanbul’s, or even Turkey’s, most prominent and impor-
tant cultural and social places. (…) The students of those schools 
[which moved outside of the city centre] only know the city and 
the society from the windows of the school buses that bring them 
to school. The students of Galatasaray High School learn the re-
alities of society through living them.’83 

They express the wish that the school will stay in the same place for 
the coming centuries and moreover feel indebted to the school. In con-
clusion they state that the school’s presence in the area of which it is 
the namesake is quintessential. They thus make a strong claim to the 
school’s right to be in its current place and the interconnectedness of 
school, building and site. Elsewhere, in a publication titled Bitmeyen 
Mektep (ever-lasting school) of the Ankara Galatasaray Birliği (Ankara 
Galatasaray Union), the issue of girls being admitted to the school is 
discussed. From 1965 onwards girls were accepted to the high school, 
which caused major upheaval at first. The girls who reached the high 
school level initially stayed at the building in Ortaköy, but gradually 
started to be admitted to the Beyoğlu building as well. The author states 
that this was significant, for ‘to be a ‘true Galatasaraylı” one needs to 
study in Beyoğlu’.84

 The graduates of the high school thus felt their memories to be 
strongly connected to the place that is Galatasaray and Beyoğlu. Also 
in earlier instances than the quoted summary of the meeting organized 
by the Galatasaray Community Cooperative a strong connection to the 
school as a material site is visible. A picture featuring the back garden 
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H istorically Pera housed a great number 
of foreign or foreign-language schools, 
with some of the most prominent exam-
ples being the German High School, the 
Austrian Sankt Georg School, the French 
Saint Benoit Lyceum, Sainte Pulcherie 
and later Pierre Loti High School, the 
Italian Primary School and later Middle 

School for Girls and the English High School for Girls.1 The English 
High School for Girls (EHSG) was situated on the top floors of a large 
building directly on the İstiklal Caddesi. For a school building it is par-
ticularly peculiar that the school had no playgrounds. Generally speak-
ing,  schools like the EHSG were usually founded for the purpose of 
providing children education in their native language and adopted cur-
riculae that would relate at least in part to those of their ‘homelands’. 
From a geopolitical point of view, however, it issignificant to note that 
most schools would admit children from the local bourgeoisie as well. 
As such they had and have a significant role in building connections and 
spheres of influence between the Ottoman Empire or Turkey and no-
tably France, England, Italy and Germany. As I will show in this chap-
ter and further on in chapters 7, this also had strong implications for 
Beyoğlu, marking it as the one of the most significant centres for educa-
tion and British cultural diplomacy in the country.

The initial contact between Great Britain and the Ottoman Em-
pire had been established through trade, organized in 1581 through the 
Levant Company’s monopoly granted by Elizabeth I’s charter. Chris-
tine Laidlaw and Geoff Berridge argue that trade would be the domi-
nant mode of interaction between England and the Ottoman Empire for 
many years to follow.2 Changes in Europe’s balance of powers started to 
take shape. These shifts were partly  driven by the Ottoman Empire’s Image 46: Building of the former English High School for Girls (currently Beyoğlu Anatolian High 

School), 2018.
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power reaching a status quo around the eighteenth century. The empire 
retained most of its possessions, but no longer posed an acute threat to 
the major European states as it had in the centuries before. British for-
eign policy became increasingly directed towards sustaining the Otto-
man Empire and protecting its own interests in the Levant trade. Laid-
law indicates that particularly after the invasion of Ottoman Egypt by 
Napoleonic France in 1798, the British and Ottoman shared a common 
geopolitical interest against France. The British Embassy’s significance 
would expand considerably as a consequence and the Crown took over 
the responsibility for financing the British representation in the Otto-
man Empire from the Levant Company, the responsibility it bore for 
over two hundred years.3

The decades following would be marked by an increasingly close 
connections of the Ottoman Empire with Europe. Edhem Eldem argues 
that the Crimean War (1853-56) was of particular significance in that 
sense from a political point of view – the Ottoman Empire struck an 
alliance with the British Empire, French Empire and the Kingdom of 
Sardinia against the Russian Empire – but also from an economic point 
of view. As the Ottoman government became aware that it would need 
foreign loans to finance its endeavours, it embarked on a programme 
geared towards the acquisition of loans from Western European pow-
ers, notably France and Great Britain.4 Eldem points out that the first 
loans in the mid-1850s were acquired at highly favourable rates, a result 
of the French and British interest in sustaining the Ottoman war efforts 
against the Russians.5 This process culminated in a formalized depen-
dency of the Ottoman Empire on foreign powers. Following its bank-
ruptcy in 1875, the Ottoman Public Debt Administration was founded 
in 1881, in order to structurally settle the Ottoman Empire’s public debt. 
As Eldem points out this resulted in a ‘state within the state’, in which 
the Ottoman state was forced to accept the control of foreigners over 
substantial parts of its finances. He goes on, however, to indicate that 
this dependency took the shape of an economic rather than a political 
dependency, since the relation was between creditors and the state, 
without a structural formal role for the foreign powers.6

Effectively, the financial and strategic dependency of the Otto-
man Empire on its Western European counterparts, meant that the sig-
nificance of the foreign presence, political, economically and culturally 

Map 13: The English High School for Girls’ parcel in its cadastral context. 
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speaking, increased dramatically. One notable effect in the Ottoman 
capital was the increase of organizations geared towards providing in 
the needs for Europeans, notably churches, clubs, banks, companies 
and schools. One of the earliest examples of a school, which was set up 
to educate a growing number of children in Istanbul/Constantinople is 
the English School for Girls. In a memorandum from the British Con-
sulate General, from approximately 1968, it is stated that the English 
School for Girls was founded in 1860 and established in a building that 
was granted by sultan Abdülmecit to the wife of the British ambassa-
dor, Lady Stratford de Redcliffe.7 She transferred the school properties 
to the British Embassy in 1881 and established a general committee 
for the administration of the school.8 A yearbook of the English High 
School for Girls from 1960, holds an extract from an article by Miss 
Thompson, Headmistress of the Girls School for the Journal of Educa-
tion from 1944. In this extract the school is said to be founded as early 
as 1849 by Jane Walsh, who died in 1872. The epitaph on her grave at the 
former Crimean Cemetery in Tarabya stated that she had, with help of 
her sister, worked for 23 years in an institution established under the 
protection of the British ambassador at the time Stratford Canning. The 
author of the article deduces that the institution thus must have been 
established in 1849. After the Crimean War, according to the author, 
Sultan Abdülmecit granted to Lady Stratford de Redcliffe the plot on 
which the present-day school building stands today at İstiklal Caddesi 
185.9 The ‘Trust Deed of Girls School at Constantinople’ from 12 Oc-
tober 1881 indicates that the buildings presented to Lady Stratford de 
Redcliffe in 1858 were Grand Rue de Pera 347, 349, 351, 353, 355, 357 and 
359. The document indicates that this consisted of ‘a large Stone House 
and six Stone Shops commonly known as “The Casino”.10 Barrister and 
historian Edwin Pears wrote in his book Forty Years in Constantinople 
that the school was originally housed in an old timber building with ca-
fes on the ground floor. This building was then required to be demol-
ished when the authorities claimed a part of the building’s parcel for the 
expansion of the Grand Rue de Pera.11

 A new building was constructed around 1901 or 1902, with the 
bottom floors reserved for shops rented out by the school committee, 
in charge with the administration of the school. The article by Miss 
Thompson, however, indicates that a stone building had already served Map 14: The English High School for Girls’ parcel (846 in the insurance maps of Eduard Goad, 1905.



Building Beyoğlu English High School for Girls264 265

the school before, which corresponds with the information of the cited 
trust deed. She also states that the school served mostly children of Brit-
ish nationals and other foreign members of the bourgeoisie in Istanbul/
Constantinople during the final years of the Ottoman Empire, with 
numbers of around 200 pupils at the turn of the century.  The school was 
closed in 1914 for six years due to the First World War.12 Following the 
dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and the foundation of the Turkish 
Republic, the status of the school as an ‘established foreign school’ was 
recognized in 1923 in an exchange of letters between the British ambas-
sador and Prime Minister İsmet İnönü.13 This was particularly signifi-
cant considering the stipulations of the Lausanne Treaty. Following the 
discontent among the Turkish National Movement with the Treaty of 
Sèvres from 1920, in which what remained from the Ottoman Empire’s 
territory was divided into Armenian, Greek,  Kurdish, Turkish, British, 
French and Italian territories, a large scale conflict erupted, commonly 
presented as the Turkish War of Independence. Eventually this led to 
the Turkish National Movement and Atatürk’s government in Ankara 
to push for the negotiation of a new treaty in 1923, known as the Treaty 
of Lausanne, which would essentially define the borders of the Turkish 
Republic. 

THE ENGLISH HIGH SCHOOLS AS A CENTERPOINT OF BRITISH 
CULTURAL DIPLOMACY

For the existing foreign schools that were suddenly within the borders 
of the Turkish Republic rather than the Ottoman Empire the Treaty 
of Lausanne would be of pivotal importance. Nimet Hadimoğlu argues 
that the status of foreign schools is hardly regulated and that the contin-
uation of foreign schools in the Turkish Republic was dependent on the 
letters of İsmet İnönü to the English, French and Italian governments, 
which can be considered as an addendum to the actual Treaty. In the 
letters it is stipulated that: ‘religious, educational, health and welfare in-
stitutions of these states, which were recognized until October 30, 1914, 
will continue to exist, that these institutions will be treated the same as 
Turkish schools, that they will be faithful to public order and laws and 
regulations and will be controlled in good will’.14 With that the existing 

rights of the schools, no more or less, were preserved. As will be shown 
in this chapter, this rigid result of international diplomacy would lead to 
ongoing legal problems for the English School for Girls. 

It was indicated by the Turkish government that any changes in 
the location of the buildings or reconstruction of the buildings would 
mean that the schools would lose their special status as protected for-
eign entities under the stipulations of the Lausanne Treaty and that 
their status would have to be renegotiated if such changes were to be 
made. The British side disagreed with this rigid interpretation, yet also 
decided to remain within the boundaries of the status quo, which meant 
that profound financial and practical problems within the schools en-
dured.15 One of the reasons of the British government’s hesitance to act 
may have been that despite of the talks that were held at the highest lev-
el, the government appeared to have not been certain about what its le-
gal ties and responsibilities were to the school. According to diplomatic 
cables from the 1960s, this led the British embassy to investigate its ties 
with the English Schools in 1926, with no result except for the fact that 
the British government had made a donation of 5000 Pound Sterling 
to have a new building for the Boys’ School constructed in 1911.16 Else-
where, in documents of the Foreign Office, the previously cited text of 
Thompson is provided in full, yet here there is a lack of clarity regarding 
the legal ties between the British government and the Girls’ and Boys’ 
Schools. In the text it is argued that the school after its reopening in 
1922 was based entirely on the model of an English High School, with 
teaching in English – except for foreign languages –  by British teachers, 
primarily for British and other foreign girls as well as – once again – girls 
from the non-Muslim upper and upper middle classes.17 Following the 
Kemalist reforms of the educational system and the earlier quoted stip-
ulations from İnönü’s letters, the school had to start operating within 
the boundaries indicated by the new regime, although Thompson indi-
cates that the school did not lose its ‘character as an English School’.18 
Certain subjects were from then onwards taught in Turkish and chil-
dren of Turkey’s citizens joined the school population. She narrates 
that the years following 1922 were difficult in terms of finances for the 
school, which nearly caused its demise. Although the school was self-
supporting at first – possibly through the rents that were gained from 
the shop owners on the ground floor of the school’s building as well as 
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the financial assets the school had in its possession – it became reliant 
on subsidies from the British Council, similar to the English School for 
Boys in Nişantaşı, to the north of Beyoğlu. She does state that consider-
ing the small amount of applicants that could actually be admitted to 
the school, the British school system was appreciated in Turkey at the 
time. Contrary to the English High School for Boys the girls’ school only 
offered education at the middle school level (orta), including three years 
of education preceded by two years of English prep school. This meant 
that the girls would be required to enrol in a different school once they 
reached the lyceum (lise) level. Several girls would continue their edu-
cation at the American Schools or Robert College, though in the final 
years of its existence in the 1970s, female students were also admitted 
to the lyceum cohorts of the boys’ school.19

Founded in 1934, the British Council stood and stands at the core 
of Great Britain’s cultural diplomacy. Tamara van Kessel argues that this 
‘soft power’, a significant branch of international relations, has received 
increasing attention in recent years, triggering research into the histor-
ical dimensions of cultural diplomacy. The British were relatively late 
in recognizing the significance of an organized effort towards cultural 
diplomacy. Van Kessel points out that in 1929 the Foreign Office made 
estimates of their foreign counterparts’ spending in cultural diplomacy: 
£500.000 by France, £300.000 by Germany and close to £300.000 by It-
aly. She describes a lack of political will as a significant reason as to why 
the British were unable to organize similar efforts, with cultural affairs 
considered as a task that was to be beyond the realm of the state. She 
quotes the British diplomat Harold Nicolson, whose description of the 
general opinion is indicative: ‘[it was thought that] the genius of Eng-
land, unlike that of lesser countries, spoke for itself’. 20 

Van Kessel points out, however, that not geopolitical, but rather 
economic considerations were the primary incentive for establishing 
the British Council. She does add that growing concerns of the British 
about control over their Empire were another significant reason to in-
vest in cultural propaganda and diplomacy, particularly in the Middle 
East. It was reasoned that good relations with Egypt were necessary to 
ensure stability along the Suez Canal, crucial for connecting Great Brit-
ain with India, and a robust standing against Italian and French com-
petition could be partially attained by cultural diplomacy.21 Van Kessel 

notes that the British Council differed from its Italian, French and Ger-
man rivals since it was a private entity, although under the supervision 
of the Foreign Office and with the Prince of Wales as its patron. The rea-
soning according to her was that projections suggested that the council 
could eventually become independent from governmental subsidies. 
The reality turned out to be different: it would become fully dependent 
on the state. The objective of the Council then became: ‘[…] to promote 
a wider knowledge and appreciation of Great Britain and the English 
language abroad, and to develop closer cultural and commercial rela-
tions between Great Britain and other countries.’22 Van Kessel argues 
that although the British Council always denied during the interbellum 
to be involved in cultural propaganda and rather provided information 
and engaged in cultural diplomacy, the strategies of the Council were 
reminiscent of the former War Propaganda Bureau. She concludes that 
this was an outcome of the ties of both organizations with the Foreign 
Office and the involvement of the Council’s founders in both. Represen-
tatives such as Lord Lloyd, chairman of the Council between 1947 and 
1941, however, made statements that are significant in understanding 
the Council’s involvement with the EHS in Istanbul: ‘We do not force 
them to ‘think British’; we offer them the opportunity to learn what the 
British think.23 It is in that light also that the British Council’s involve-
ment in the EHS should be considered. The schools were essentially 
appreciated by the British Council as a way to exert influence over the 
outlook on life of potentially influential Turkish citizens, particularly 
with regard to their attitude towards anglophone culture.

 This led around the time of headmistress Thompson’s writings, in 
1944, to a mixed school population with 20 nationalities, although most 
pupils were Turkish girls. It is unclear if she means Turkish nationals 
or ‘ethnic Turks’ in this case, or if the twenty nationalities she refers to 
also include the Pontic Greek, Armenian, Jewish and other populations 
that constituted an Ottoman millet before the regime change.24 The 
Foreign Office and British Council in the meantime appeared to have 
shown great interest in the school, for both reasons of required finan-
cial investments and the potentially beneficial impact to Anglo-Turkish 
relations through raising and educating Turkish citizens as anglophiles. 
Angus Gillan, representative of the British Council in London, writes 
the following in 1946: ‘On general principles, I feel strongly that an effi-
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cient British school which is open to and really used by the natives, is in 
any country the very best propaganda we can do and should have a very 
high priority.’25 The amount of non-British students in both the girls’ 
school and the related boys’ school in Nişantaşı is estimated to be 75%, 
with long waiting lists, giving a clue of the impact that this school had on 
the local population, particularly considering that many of the schools’ 
graduates would be able to attain established careers.26 

The importance of this observation can also be appreciated in 
the light of iron curtains that were being drawn up. As Turkey was align-
ing itself with the Western bloc and being actively persuaded to do so 
by, among others, Great Britain and the United States, the significance 
of Gillan’s words should not just be understood in a local, national or 
bilateral context, but also in a world of shifting geopolitics. Great Brit-
ain feared the possibility of growing influence of the Soviet Union in 
Greece and Turkey. With the aggressive rise of a communist party in 
Greece, the British Government feared that Greece’s sympathies could 
shift towards the Soviets, which would have a detrimental effect on the 
position of the United States in the region. Former US Ambassador to 
Turkey George McGhee argues that the British Government, which had 
become aware that it could no longer bear the economic burden of sup-
porting the Greeks and Turks, pushed the United States to take up the 
responsibility of providing aid.27 The Truman administration became 
quickly aware of the potentially hazardous situation and decided in no 
more than two days that it would support the Turkish and Greek gov-
ernments and armed forces. McGhee points out that the US government 
considered Turkey to be a natural barrier against the Soviet Union and 
expected that the Soviets would not aim to invade the country, but rath-
er to cripple its economy by provoking it just enough to push Turkey 
into upholding a sizeable standing army.28 The US government there-
fore realized that an aid program would require to surpass the boundar-
ies of military aid and also accommodate the Turks in building a robust 
economy. This should be considered one of the prime reasons as to why 
Turkey would receive Marshall Plan aid. Indeed, the Truman Doctrine, 
considered the pre-eminent geopolitical statement of the Cold War era, 
was formulated with this goal in mind: halting the potential communist 
threat to Greece and Turkey.29

Within these circumstances the significance of cultural diplo-

macy on the side of the British, which could no longer provide aid on the 
same scale to Turkey and had to proxy the responsibility to the US, be-
comes apparent. When issues of finance and the necessity for a transfer 
or adjustment of the schools’ legal status became more pressing in the 
1960s, it is pointed out in a memorandum of the British Consulate that 
the schools’ committees opposed a transfer of the schools to the Turk-
ish state, as the maarif (Turkish educational system) would ‘inevitably 
result in the Schools losing their special nature as ‘English Schools’.30 
The documents indicate that this special nature does not only refer to 
the language of instruction, but to the entire character of the school. 
Reflecting the discourse of a post-imperial Britain struggling to find 
its role in the world, it is suggested that the appeal of the schools was 
generated by its deviation from the Turkish educational system, along 
‘liberal English lines’ which would ‘develop a personal and intellectual 
discipline that is not found elsewhere in Turkey.’31 
 In a report on the activities of the British Council in Turkey from 
1944, the fourth year that the Council was active in the country, the im-
portance of English language education is stressed. The report explains 
that the British were in fact last to join the Nazi Germany and France, 
which was reflected in the low numbers of Turkish students going to the 
UK for education in comparison with for instance the Nazi Germany. 
The report boasts a significant increase in the interest of ‘British cul-
ture’, particularly since the diplomatic rupture between Turkey and 
Nazi Germany. In the years since 1940 the total number of English-lan-
guage books, 188.000 distributed by the British Council, surpassed the 
amount of books that had reached departments and bookstores in the 
entire period before 1940 according to the report. Still the demand was 
much larger than the supply, which led the Council to introduce library 
loan, which was a novelty to Turkey. In addition, Turkish translations 
of English classic novels and other works were on the rise, both through 
efforts of the British and separate endeavours by the Turkish Ministry 
of Education.32 Another medium used as a means of ‘cultural propa-
ganda’ were educational films screened at Halkevleri (People’s Houses), 
military colleges and schools. Council teachers were moreover teaching 
English to over 2000 students in 55 Halk Evleri spread over Turkey.33 
English was also taught through initiatives of the British Council in ci-
vilian and military schools, companies and the Turkish Foreign Minis-
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try.34 Travelling exhibitions of photography portraying ‘British graphic 
art and scientific achievement (…) architecture, countryside and edu-
cational institutions’ aimed to familiarize people around Turkey with 
Great Britain and British culture (defined as an ‘unpopular but conve-
nient omnibus term’).35 Other topics which the Council involved itself 
in were science, medicine, agriculture, sports and archaeology. The 
Council meanwhile was able to execute its tasks, which is particularly 
noteworthy considering the fact that it was forced to close its branches 
in numerous communist countries and that it was severely curbed in 
Nasserian Egypt.36 As such it can be considered as a clear sign that post-
war Turkey was strongly embedded in the Western geopolitical sphere 
of influence. Slightly before the end of World War II , the report on the 
council’s activities in Turkey indicates that the efforts of Germany had 
been gradually collapsing, which may have also given additional room 
for the British to operate within Turkey. Additionally, the authors think 
that the lack may have also helped launching the council’s efforts with 
unprecedented success: ‘Even those with the longest memories find it 
difficult to think of other foreign organisations that have been allowed 
to make the same progress in the same or indeed in any lapse of time’. 37

 Cables from the British legations in 1944 show that the EHSG’s 
school population was gradually changing, with the amount of ‘Moslem 
Turkish girls’ increasing to 47% of the total. British dignitaries reflect 
on this development as somewhat worrisome, primarily because they 
feared that an increase in the amount of local students would decrease 
the quality of English language education and hinder its own goals. Oth-
ers, however, argued that the rise of local girls would increase ‘in confor-
mity with the wishes and policy of the British Council, if not to the full 
satisfaction of some of the Teachers and Committee members’.38 The 
document suggests not to let the amount of ‘Moslem Turks’ increase be-
yond 55%, citing the total amount in absolute numbers as 104, while it 
was 94 at the time of writing. The quality of English speech is explicitly 
cited as the reason for this recommendation. 

It becomes clear, however, that there was a divergence between 
the aims of the British Council and the EHSG. Whereas the British 
Council aimed to spread British culture exclusively among ‘Moslem 
Turks’, the EHSG’s board felt that it could only go as far along with the 
Council’s objectives as it had until that year. 27 girls from the minorities 

versus 94 Muslim Turks are cited as being among the school population 
with 55 Muslim Turkish girls admitted to the school since 1941 against 
10 girls from the minorities.39 The Committee is said to have pointed 
to its Trust Deed as indicative for its own objectives, namely ‘to show 
no prejudice or preference for any race or creed’. The report assesses 
the Charter of the Girls’ School (as well as the Constitution of the Boys’ 
School in Nişantaşı) to be incompatible with the Lausanne Agreements 
of 1923, although both documents had no legal standing in a Turkish le-
gal context. They did, however, for the British Government.40

The Committee moreover was not registered as a legal entity in 
Turkey, but functioned as such according to the British government 
and Embassy. The author of the report questions whether the High 
Schools would sustain the ‘Turcising policy’ at all if they were not de-
pendent on the subsidies of the British Council. He also stresses that 
it would be difficult for the High Schools to regulate the inflow of the 
students population so that the 55% margin of Muslim Turks would be 
sustained, since the schools would maintain the principle of first come, 
first serve.41 It appears, nonetheless, that around 1944 a certain degree 
of antipathy towards the British Council existed among the schools’ 
management, i.e. headmaster, headmistress and members of the school 
committees, which was principally caused by the British Council’s ef-
fort to get more Muslim Turks into the schools’ ranks.42 The number of 
British pupils meanwhile was dwindling and not expected to increase, 
while the school became increasingly popular among Turkish nationals 
(Muslim and others) and non-British foreigners.43 The British Council 
would eventually cease to subsidize the schools in 1968 (elsewhere it is 
claimed that the Boys’ Schools funding had been terminated already by 
1966 and that of the Girls’ School in 1967), when it was decided that the 
sponsoring was ‘no longer justified’. It seems that the funding of a num-
ber of British teachers in the schools by the Council, however, contin-
ued. It is suggested in diplomatic reports that the British Council and 
the British government had considerable disagreements over this mat-
ter.44 The official instigation of the British Council to withdraw its sup-
port at that point were the ensuing budgetary difficulties of the schools, 
though no further explanation as to the exact nature of the disagree-
ments between the two British parties is given.  However, diplomatic 
communication from 1962 also shows that the British Council and 
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Foreign Office seemed to be in agreement that it would be best for the 
council to ‘entrench themselves in the educational system of a foreign 
country, rather than seek to maintain extra-national institutions which 
were exposed to pressures of various kinds. We were inclined to agree 
with the Council that we could not accept a solution that would put the 
schools at the mercy of the Turks.’45 The duality of the Turkish position 
is remarkable, because the Foreign Office appears to have been of the 
opinion that closing the schools would have severe negative effects on 
Anglo-Turkish relations and was therefore to be avoided. 

The Foreign Office and the British Council thus were actively en-
gaged in what Sarah Davies describes in the context of British cultural 
diplomacy in the USSR as ‘the struggle for men’s minds’.46 Nevertheless, 
considering the significant efforts that were deployed in other coun-
tries, the British initiatives at the onset of the Cold War seemed to have 
lacked a clear strategy. J.M. Lee argues that if there was any kind of co-
herence in what the British were doing on a global scale, it was centred 
on the question of what would happen to the ‘British presence’ in the 
post-imperial age.47 Another issue mentioned by Lee was Arab national-
ism and the priority that the UK should retain access to oil reserves. His 
argument in that context is essentially that objectives of cultural diplo-
macy in Davies’ ‘war for the mens’ minds’ could be generally easier at-
tained in ‘informal empire and UN mandate’ than in colonial settings. It 
is the specific context of the 1950s Middle East which pushed the British 
to compose a more organized strategy of cultural diplomacy Lee con-
cludes.48 James Vaughan adds, moreover, that British Council schools in 
the Middle East were often considered to be the most important branch 
of British cultural diplomacy. A quote from the Council’s staff members 
is telling in that sense: ‘their  character  building  reputation’  lent  them  
a  level  of  prestige  which  enabled them  ‘to  attract  the  children  of  
important  families  and  to  build  up  understanding of  Britain  both  by  
their  impact  upon  the  pupils  and  by  their  contact  with  the parents’.49 
Yet, Vaughan also reaches the conclusion that cultural diplomacy in the 
Middle East essentially failed due to setting wrong or unrealistic targets 
by policy makers; cultural diplomacy typically takes much time to bear 
fruit, whereas the impact of political and economic diplomacy can have 
quick and drastic (or even dramatic) effects.50 
 In Istanbul the policies of the British appear to be marked by 

confusion as well, although within the Istanbul schools the freedom 
of the British was also severely limited. Nonetheless, the schools were 
appreciated, very popular and thus successful in their effort to be ‘flag-
bearers’ of Britishness in Turkey. From a local perspective, however 
the schools appeared to have been on the expensive side in comparison 
with some of the French Schools, such as St Benoit, St Michel, St Joseph 
(in Kadıköy) and the German School, but in relative consonant with the 
American College for Girls and Robert College. A report found in the 
National Archives, however, notes that the facilities offered by EHSG 
and EHSB are insufficient and not comparable to those of the other 
schools, making the school fees much too high. The report therefore 
pushes against increasing the fees, because it would result in a further 
socio-economic asymmetry in the school’s population or the increase of 
bursaries. In addition, the report suggests that the schools’ curricula de-
liberately stray from the rules set by the Turkish authorities in line with 
‘various evasions and extensions to the curricula to which the Schools 
are entitled’.51 The author suggests that these ‘irregularities should be 
condoned if not encouraged’ and argues that considering the circum-
stances in Turkey at the time efforts should be made to limit the amount 
of Turkish language classes and other classes taught in Turkish, while 
pushing to increase the amount of classes on social subjects in English 
as much as possible.52 

The author clearly seems to want to praise the schools’ relative 
liberty (compared to Turkish high schools), as they offered an alterna-
tive world view and curriculum to students, thus offering a counterbal-
ance to the growing nationalist grip on the educational agenda of the 
Turkish Republic.53 More suggestions and recommendations are made 
to push back against the increasingly nationalist influence on foreign 
education in Turkey. The schools, however, are not considered ‘unfa-
vourably’ by the Turkish state, due to the influence of the British Coun-
cil on the Turkish Ministry of Education and the ‘skillful, even Machia-
vellian negotiations’ of the schools’ management. Elsewhere it is stated 
that several British representatives did not have a ‘high opinion of the 
value of (...) support’ of Minister of Education, Hassan Ali. Further com-
munication between the British and the Turks appears to have balanced 
awkwardly between flattery and insult. The minister stated in a con-
versation with (…) that ‘the English Schools are the best of the foreign 
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schools, but foreign school as a whole are not very good’.54  

THE SHADOW OF LAUSANNE: THE EHSG’S KISMET IN BEYOĞLU 

The building of the EHSG meanwhile, is described as being inadequate 
and inconvenient: ‘The Girls’ High School (exclusively for day girls) is 
a tall six-storeyed building in the middle of the shopping centre [i.e. 
Beyoğlu] of Istanbul. It is surrounded by commercial buildings and 
blocks of flats, the noise of traffic is continuous and loud, and there is 
little access of fresh air or sunlight. (…)’.55 In the documents of the For-
eign Office British officials comment on the peculiarity of the buildings 
and claim that the buildings of both schools were expensive and difficult 
to maintain and run. The girls’ school is cited as being ‘full of safety haz-
ards’, which is probably in reference to the steep stair cases and the rec-
reational area on the rooftop that students would refer to as ‘the Roof’.56 
A British English teacher who started working at the school after its 
transferal to the Turkish Ministry of Education recounts how he would 
be very strict about the way girls would go up and down the staircases, 
since a girl in the past had fallen from the staircase and died.57 A more 
frivolous example of the peculiarities of the school building is narrated 
by one of the former girls who had fond memories how they would cross 
over the fenced area at the rooftop in order to sunbathe. At the other 
side of the street builders were constructing the Odakule building of the 
Turkish Chamber of Industry, who almost fell of their scaffolding in awe 
when they saw the girls relaxing in their school uniforms.

Visitations to the school by British dignitaries, usually sum up in 
complimenting the staff and questioning how the staff manage to keep 
up a school in the building. In a telegram from a tour through the Mid-
dle East between February and April 1946, Angus Gillan reports that he 
was not happy about the institutions and their management, more due 
to financial shortcomings than the management itself. He was content 
with the way the girls’ school was run, considering it ‘is as well run in-
ternally as it can be in a building which is only excelled in unsuitability 
by the boys’ school’.58 In another cable from the Ankara embassy to the 
Foreign Office it is stated that the conduct of the schools is not up to 
standards, though the schools can on the grounds of prestige never be 

allowed to be closed down.59 These matters appeared to have cleared up 
to some extent, as the tone of following cables regarding the girls’ school 
is considerably more positive, though the enduring main problem ap-
pears to be the lack of sufficient funding.60 The statement of accounts 
from 1961-1962 therefore indicate that despite of the age of the building, 
which is described as old, only the most necessary repairs are executed.61

 The issue of funding was a recurring issue, which was essentially 
caused by the school’s legal status (or rather the lack of it). In a cable 
from a 1960 a lawyer named Ayhan Unler, lawyer of BP, explains the 
complications of registering the school building in name of the embas-
sy. It becomes clear that the building and the school were separate legal 
entities.62 The consul general appears to have, pressed by the Embassy, 
contacted authorities in Istanbul. The consul points out to the British 
embassy that this is rather pointless, but necessary nonetheless. He ex-
plains that the only motivation to keep in touch with the local authori-
ties in Istanbul was to avoid that the governor of Istanbul at some point 
would feel at liberty to take definite decisions regarding the school and 
its properties, in which the governor would claim that he could have 
intermediated in a more positive fashion to solve any problems of the 
school if only he had known about them.63  The consul general contacted 
his German counterpart to see if they had experienced similar problems 
with the German School in Galata. The German consul general con-
firmed that the German School indeed had also considerable problems 
with the Turkish authorities, but he also explained to the British side 
that taking up the problem with the Vali (governor) of Istanbul would 
not help a great deal. 

In a cable from 1962 new problems appear to arise, now con-
nected to the buildings of both schools, which – according to the cable 
– urgently need repair and improvements requiring ‘re-building on new 
sites’.64 Later in the 1960s, however, it became clear that new Turkish 
legislation forbade the enlargement of existing building or developing 
new properties elsewhere. This restricted the freedom of movement 
for the schools even further. The documents suggest furthermore that 
the law also required foreign schools to become private legal entities. 
The Turkish authorities appear to have wanted to get rid of these inde-
pendent schools in their current format, which is in a sense remarkable 
since the 1960 coup had introduced a constitution that was in essence 
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more liberal than the previous one and Zürcher points out that in gen-
eral people and ideas in Turkey were becoming increasingly mobile.65 
This may also be one of the reasons as to why the Turks retained the sta-
tus quo, but also did not make fundamental efforts to entirely curb the 
freedom of the EHS. The Foreign Office also notes that there was dis-
cord within the Turkish state, which may have had a positive impact on 
retaining the status quo. The British Embassy’s cultural attaché notes: 
‘There seem to be two trends of thought within the Turkish Govern-
ment. There is the usual anti-foreigner approach, which is evident in 
the desire that all foreign aid should be handed over at the frontier, in-
cluding that for schools, and the more broad-minded approach of some 
Ministries who would like to see us giving technical aid, including, for 
instance, the running of technical schools.’66

Nevertheless, statutes were drawn up to ensure a relative in-
dependence from the Turkish state, proposing to turn the schools 
into ‘Anglo-Turkish entities under Turkish law’. It was hoped that the 
schools would become foundations, retaining the characteristics of the 
British educational tradition while conforming to the Turkish system. 
‘A war for the minds of men’, offering an alternative (or in the minds 
of some: superior) outlook on life, thus also appeared necessary for 
the British Council and the Foreign Office in Turkey. The British ap-
peared reluctant to consider closing the schools, since it may have in-
cited legal action from parents and the necessity of sale of the proper-
ties which would have been ‘extremely complicated’, since the buildings 
and schools’ status was so diffuse.67 This resulted in a dragging legal 
case in 1962, in which it was made clear that the properties could not 
be turned over to the British embassy as the grounds would require to 
be granted diplomatic immunity in that case which was impossible as 
the lot was designated for educational purposes. In the meantime it also 
proved impossible to move the properties away to sites in Tarabya or 
other parts of Istanbul owned by the British state.68 The Turkish state 
appeared hesitant to allow the schools to be allowed to become foun-
dations (tesisler) rather than associations (kurumlar), but the school 
committees insisted that the schools would become foundations since 
otherwise there would have been a serious risk of losing control over the 
distinct British character of the schools and their educational programs. 
At the same time officials from both the Turkish and British sides, up to 

the levels of the Turkish Minister of Education stressed how important 
they considered the British contribution to the Turkish educational 
system to be and how closure of the schools would negatively impact 
the Anglo-Turkish relations.69 

A noteworthy observation is made in a communication from the 
1960s. In it the question of the school’s embedding in the Turkish school 
system is brought up again, with particular regard to the relevance of 
the provisions indicated in the school’s trust deed. Was the school com-
mittee legally obliged to conform to it or was it by now more a guide-
line than a legal document? The author, who signs as D.F. Duncan and is 
most likely working at the Foreign Office, wonders whether the school 
should be ‘Protestant’ and part of the ‘Church of England’, since this is 
indicated in the School’s Trust Deed of 1881. As this would run against 
the legislations of the Turkish school system and considering the fact 
that there are very little to none Protestant girls in the school, he ar-
gues against taking too much notice of the considerations of the Trust 
Deed.70 Despite of this, several former girls who were students in the 
EHSG in the 1970s indicate that some of the English teachers asked the 
girls to say grace before lunch.71 Rosamund Wilkinson, a math teacher 
who worked at the school in the mid-1970s, puts this remark into per-
spective. She describes her decision to come to Istanbul to be inspired 
both by a desire for adventure as well as a Christian calling. She adds, 
however, that she was always very careful with regard to explicating her 
religious convictions and quickly understood she should not discuss 
these with her students at length. She did occasionally talk about her 
faith when her students asked about it, but she was always very care-
ful, because she felt and feels that in Turkey people should not be evan-
gelized under the age of 18.72 Most students were Muslims at the time, 
though in the mid-1970s approximately a third was still Christian or 
Jewish according to her estimates.

It also becomes clear that considerable confusion exists consid-
ering the exact prescriptions of the founding deed and the regulations 
in which the agreements were set up with the Ottoman government. In 
an investigation carried out by the British Embassy in 1956, which is cit-
ed in cables from the 1960s, it was found out that the founding deeds of 
the Boys’ School from 12 April 1911 had permitted the School’s premises 
to be listed in the name of the British Embassy’s name. The cables point 
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out that this became a problem only when on 1 March 1916 the Ottoman 
government decreed that no other land could be claimed by a foreign 
legation except for consulates and embassies, bringing the provision in 
the title deeds in conflict with Ottoman law. Consequentially the Boys’ 
School officially had no owner. When the authorities pushed the school 
to have its properties registered in 1956 and 1957 it was only possible to 
do so in the name of the school. Interestingly also, possibly from a legal 
perspective as well, the British documents do not discriminate here be-
tween the Ottoman and Turkish governments, simply referring to the 
Ottoman Empire as ‘Turkey’ when discussing the acts of 1916.73 

The British Government did make efforts through the British 
Embassy to have the Girls’ School’s premises registered in its name 
when the ‘local land commission’ found out that it had no registered 
ownership, but the requests were refused by the Turkish Foreign Min-
istry several times. Eventually, similar to the Boys’ School, the EHSG 
Committee had no other option than to allow the premises to be regis-
tered in its own name. Guarantees were given by the Turkish side not to 
interfere in the administration of the school: ‘Fears that it would incur 
setting up and Anglo-Turkish Committee which might lead to embar-
rassing Turkish interference in the management of the Schools par-
ticularly of their finances were dispelled by the Turkish authorities’.74 
The documents further suggest that the Boys’ School had been accepted 
by the Turkish government as a legal entity and was therefore entitled 
to own its building. When checking the registries in 1967 it was found 
out that the property was still without owner. Following the problems 
of registration of the Boys’ School, which are cited confusingly to be in 
1958, it was found out that registration was costly. This is cited as a pos-
sible reason as to why the building was still not registered. If the schools 
were to be closed the properties would therefore have no owner, which 
would imply the dissolving of the assets entirely and most likely be-
ing claimed by the Turkish authorities. The case for the Girls’ School 
is claimed to be ‘similar’, although ownership of a playing field is sug-
gested to be ‘clearly registered in the [Girls’] School’s name’.75 The situ-
ation that would unfold during the construction of the first Bosphorus 
Bridge would counter that suggestion. The Trust Deed of the EHSG 
indicates, moreover, that the property was to be transferred from Lady 
Stratford de Redcliffe to the embassy’s possession.76 Apparently, that 

process was never finalized or at least not in agreement with the Otto-
man authorities, leaving the building formally without an owner. This, 
as well as the uncertainty regarding the exact legal status of the school 
and the legal value of the deed, is confirmed in documents of the Brit-
ish legations from 1979.77 The staff of the English High Schools and its 
school committees appear to have been caught in between the conflict-
ing opinions of Turkish policymakers and politicians, one side wanting 
to preserve this prestigious institution of education, while other would 
rather see it disappear. This conflict may in part explain why it was so 
excessively difficult for the British representations or the schools them-
selves to break free from the impasse that they faced. The Turkish side 
seems to not have want to change anything regarding the school’s status 
but preserve it nonetheless, whereas the British side for a long time did 
not dare to threaten with the school’s closure fearing collateral damage 
to the diplomatic relations between the two countries.

In cables from 1968 the issue still appears unresolved. Until the 
1970s it had not caused severe problems that would risk dispossession 
by the Turkish state. In the early 1970s, however, the Girls School’s plot 
of land that was used as a playfield in Şişli primarily by the boys’ school, 
was disowned to construct a new road leading to the first Bosphorus 
bridge. Gwyneth Petter, the headmistress writes in the yearbook from 
1972 that the school held its last Speech Day in 1971 at the playfield since 
the Highway Authority claimed the property for the construction of the 
highway. She describes it as ‘(…) a fine scheme, but one which, in depriv-
ing us of our valuable playing area, is a great blow to the school.78 A year 
later she once again expresses her sadness with the loss of the playing 
field, but also narrates that the school was able to use the Tarabya Gar-
dens of the British Consulate and the track facilities in the Dolmabahçe 
stadium, the later Beşiktas JK stadium.79 She hopes, however, that the 
school will at some point be able to use a small plot of land that was not 
dispossessed by the Turkish state. In cables from the British legations, 
it is found out that a compensation for the part of the land that was tak-
en was paid, but when the committee of the school disagreed about the 
amount the authorities argued that there was no legal ownership con-
nected to the plot.80 This runs contrary to suggestions made in British 
memoranda that in fact the plot was registered in the name of the school 
on authority of the Beyoğlu Prefecture (Beyoğlu Kaymakamlığı) at the 
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Land Registry of Beyoğlu. The estimated value in 1968 was 200.000 
Pound Sterling and the British Consulate’s documents state that it was 
expected that the value would increase once the Bosphorus Bridge was 
constructed.81 The exact amount granted by the Turkish authorities is 
not clear. The properties in Beyoğlu and Nişantaşı remained unaffected 
nonetheless, while plans for rebuilding on different sites and sale of the 
buildings appear to have been abandoned.

The stature of the school is still apparent in the documents of 
the late 1960s, with the committees stating that a closing of the schools 
would have a detrimental effect on the ‘British standing in Istanbul’.82 
Despite all of its problems, the popularity of both schools was far from 
decreasing. It is suggested that both the boys’ and girls’ schools have a 
considerable reputation among businessmen, with the schools having 
trained many businessmen, and – showing the painful reality of a pa-
triarchal society in the 1960s – ‘hardly less important, many top private 
secretaries and wives of, for instance,  important officials’.83 It should 
be pointed out that this gender dichotomy in the career perspectives of 
the EHS graduates may not have been as black and white as the British 
reports suggest. In the interview with Wilkinson, teacher of the girls’ 
school, she narrates how she is often surprised how many of the girls 
would become professors, doctors and set up their own enterprises.84 

To protect the school’s legacy it is proposed once again by the 
British side, including the committees of both schools, to have the EHSG 
and EHSB turned into Turkish private schools. It becomes clear in the 
documents that an update of the statuses of the schools is required as it 
was by the late 1960s still based on the provisions made in the Treaty of 
Lausanne of 1923 which guaranteed the continuation of existing British 
institutions in the Turkish Republic. This would grant the schools more 
freedom to stipulate their own fees, which were already high in compar-
ison with other comparable schools, and avoid the feared risks of losing 
the schools’ ‘Englishness’ that a turnover to the maarif would entail.85 
Considerable confusion appears to exist on the British side about the 
legal connections of the UK with both schools and what plans for the 
future would mean in reality. At one point a British MP seems to have 
thought both schools are closed, in case of which the legation in Turkey 
has to explain this is in fact not the case.86 

Another example of the ensuing misunderstandings is the sug-

Image 47: The Mithat Paşa Stadium (later İnönü Stadium) in Beşiktaş/Dolmahbahçe.

Image 48: The Bosphorus Bridge in Ortaköy.
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gestion of the Foreign Office to have the schools established on the line 
of the English-language Ankara College. This college was set up as a 
foundation by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk to push for education in English, 
in which – the British documents suggest – he pushed his circle to invest 
considerable funds.87 The Foreign Office appeared to consider the school 
a state school, whereas in fact it was a foundation not under the direct 
control of the Turkish Ministry of Education. The Foreign Office then 
suggested to hand the schools over the Turkish authorities and have it 
run in a similar fashion as the Ankara College. This resulted in the Brit-
ish Consul General, who was chairman of the Girls’ School Committee 
in 1968, indicating that neither the school committees of the EHSG or 
the EHSB were prepared to hand over the schools to the Turkish au-
thorities for the reasons of losing the schools’ British character.88 The 
Consul General added to this that he thought Anglo-Turkish relations 
would experience considerable harm from the schools’ closures and 
‘have a highly adverse effect on our commercial prospects in Istanbul’.89 
The British Embassy appears to have disagreed and suggested that the 
Consul General is to speak with the Turkish authorities only as repre-
sentative of the School Committee from then onwards, since the com-
mittee has ignored the wishes of the Foreign Office, the ambassador and 
the British Council in London. He is also advised to resign as Chairman 
of the Girls’ School Committee. The Embassy indicates that handing 
over the schools would not be damaging to Anglo-Turkish relations and 
that the Embassy will do whatever it can to help the schools, although 
the British Government decided not to support the schools with subsi-
dies.90 
 The girls’ school meanwhile housed 250 pupils in 1974, and a re-
port notes that though the majority consists of ‘Moslem Turkish girls’, a 
total of eighteen different nationalities are represented at the school.91 
Rosamund Wilkinson, however, recounts: 

‘(…) The girls who came were all Turkish nationals. The ma-
jority Muslim background, some, probably around a third 
Jewish and Christian.’ 

She also notes the following on the quality of education at the 
school: 

‘it was called the English High School for Girls, but the ed-
ucation didn’t really correspond with what it was like in 
England. We used English textbooks, but it was more like a 
grammar school really. Quite rigid really, because of being 
here in Turkey. (…) We didn’t have permission to open the 
lise part, we only had the middle school part. There were al-
ways students who went to either the boy school, or Robert 
College or Üsküdar American High School. Some of the best 
girls went on to Robert College, they often were the top stu-
dents. We had a two-year prep, which gave them a really good 
grounding. Üsküdar had, I think, one year of prep, so they 
had English, but not quite as good as our girls had got. That’s 
what we used to tell ourselves anyway.’92 

The mixed population would remain a fact until after its transferral to 
the Turkish state and Wilkinson narrates how girls would basically get 
along regardless of their background, with a third of the girls being Jew-
ish in some classes, though occasionally the racist influences of Turkish 
nationalism would trickle down into the school lives of the girls as well: 

‘It was good academically and – I felt – a good atmosphere. Al-
though I have talked to some students, one of the Jewish girls, 
she was actually harassed really because of her Jewishness. So 
there were a lot of things going on that we didn’t pick up and 
that saddens me.’93

Regarding the socio-economic divisions in the schools she recounts that 
most girls were from the ‘old middle and upper middle classes’ in Istan-
bul, reminiscing her of Orhan Pamuk’s description of his family life in 
his memoir-like Istanbul. In this description she arguably establishes a 
synthesis between personal and cultural memory in a way quite similar 
to the process that has been coined by Marianne Hirsch as postmemo-
ry.94 This ran contrary to the times when she taught in Robert College 
when a nouveaux riche class had started to develop in Istanbul. Despite 
of the fact that fees for the schools were kept relatively low (though they 
were much higher than state school fees), the competition to get into 
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the school made it particularly hard for children from less well-off fami-
lies to get their children on the school. It is probable that the fees were 
also simply too high for some families as a report from 1960, discusses a 
visit by a Turkish inspector who stated that the school fees of the Eng-
lish schools were above those of all other schools in Turkey. An ongo-
ing quarrel between the Turkish and British side about these fees would 
ensue over the next two decades.95 Wilkinson mentions the following 
about this: 

‘(…) They were from quite wealthy families, a lot of them. (…) 
There were some who were poorer, but mostly they were from 
quite wealthy backgrounds. (…) The school has been part and 
parcel of Istanbul and the mix that’s here, it was obviously 
very elitist which I think is the downside of the school really.’96

Despite this, the situation described in the archives of the Foreign Office 
makes clear that the schools were not allowed to increase their fees to a 
level that would allow for a healthy budgetary balance. The math teach-
er recounts how this would affect the lives of teachers in the schools on 
a daily basis: 

‘Eight years I taught there, I realized those were the best years 
of my teaching career. It was a very nice school and a very nice 
atmosphere. We didn’t have much. The blackboards were aw-
ful and I got them painted and then in the end I had to do it 
myself, because they put green gloss paint on it. It has to be 
matte. There was a lot of do it yourself stuff, just to make it 
work. We had funding, but not a lot. The girls had to pay for all 
their textbooks. There wasn’t a lot of money for doing things, 
so we did do some things ourselves. Mostly we had quite good 
foreign teachers who all worked together.’97

Alumni from the years that Rosamund Wilkinson was a teacher at the 
EHSG also shared fond memories of their years in the school. They also 
recounted  the strict discipline that was upheld in the school. During 
a dinner at the EHS Alumni Association in Arnavutköy, a number of 
former graduates from the girls’ school memorized how teachers were 

strict about the stairs routine. Saturday detention and other disciplin-
ary measures were also taken when girls would speak in Turkish during 
the breaks. School uniforms were mentioned as a matter of embarrass-
ment for some as the girls would be required to wear hats which would 
inspire men on the streets to call them ‘hostesses’ on the street. Despite 
of the apparent stringent regime of the school, the girls would occasion-
ally be able to get away to spend time in a café near Galatasaray which 
was, according to the girls,  also frequented by the Galatasaray football 
players. When a teacher found them they felt like they were walked back 
like a gaggle of geese.98 Rosamund Wilkinson recounts how teachers and 
school administration was also quite strict about speaking English. She 
still wonders how some of the students managed to learn the language 
properly since the teachers in the prep school were usually not native 
speakers. 

The school’s status as a foreign school came to an end, following 
Margaret Thatcher’s election as Prime Minister in the United Kingdom 
and her decision to close all foreign schools in 1979. The schools were 
nonetheless maintained as English language institutions after the clos-
ing and reopened as Anatolian High Schools, (Anadolu Liseleri), a se-
lective public high school system. The change of attitude towards the 
importance of English language education as a means of cultural diplo-
macy is reflected in a letter from the Foreign Office by Parliamentary 
Under Secretary of State Richard Luce, dated 21 November 1979. In this 
letter Luce points out that the British government has ‘no responsibil-
ity for the education of British children living overseas; and certainly 
none for foreign children living in their own country’.99 There was, how-
ever, considerable discord on the British side. In a letter in the National 
Archives Gasford Willis, former headmaster of the Boys’ School and de-
scribed in diplomatic cables as ‘an extremely persistent correspondent’, 
questions whether the ambassador was properly briefed on the matter 
since the closure would cause ‘genuine hardship & distress and bitter 
anger against the British which would be caused among all the 600 sets 
of highly influential Turkish parents as a result of the handover’.100 He 
goes on by saying that ‘did the CG [consul general] make it clear that we 
were giving away at least £2½ million sterling worth of British assets 
held by us for ¾ century – longer for the EHSG – without getting any-
thing in return  except a vast amount of odium and contempt. [emphasis 
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in original]’101 
Though financial difficulties of the girls’ school are frequently 

cited in the British documents, it does seem that the financial difficulties 
were primarily caused by the deficits of the boys’ school in Nişantaşı. 
The British Ambassador, Derek Dodson, indicates that the boys’ school 
had been troubled by financial issues since it was founded in 1905. One 
of the main causes was in fact the lack of income, since, contrary to the 
EHSG, the EHSB did not have any shops in its buildings from which it 
could collect revenues.102 Apart from that it becomes clear in the initial 
meetings of school committees and the British legations to discuss the 
transfer the school indeed had also financial reserves.103 This is con-
firmed by Wilkinson:

‘(…) Actually the girls’ high school was quite well off. They had 
not only some fees coming in, but they owned the shops as 
well underneath. So they had rents coming in. And then they 
must have had shares or even gold actually. Because I remem-
ber one of the heads commenting, and the head had to sell it. 
There was someone on the board who was quite astute and 
knew about investments, but then it was the head mistress, 
who had to take the action to sell or buy. So I think we had 
quite a lot of private investments or gold.’104

In the Foreign Office’s files concerning the transfer of the schools to the 
Turkish authorities it is indicated that the Boys’ School was essentially 
about to go bankrupt whereas the Girls’ School would only be able to 
sustain itself for another two years. An important reason was the rap-
id inflation which strongly affected the EHSG’s financial assets on the 
one hand and the necessity to increase salaries of the British teachers 
if the school were to attract new teachers on the other.105 Agitation was 
rising meanwhile among representatives of the Foreign Office. In one 
cable it was stated that the issues surrounding the schools had taken up 
far too much time of the consulate, embassy and British Council.106 On 
the schools’ side Mr Sharland, the headmaster of the EHSB, wrote a let-
ter to an MP in the UK asking for support and indicating the sacrifices 
the staff had made financially to keep the school open, because they be-
lieved in its purpose.107 Eventually, despite efforts, the properties were 

transferred to the Turkish Ministry of Education and the girls’ school 
was named Beyoğlu Anatolian High School, or Beyoğlu Anadolu Lisesi 
in 1980.

Despite of this, on the British side efforts were made by various 
parties to retain the links with Britain. In a protocol set up to facili-
tate the transfer it was indicated that the British Council would have a 
‘privileged position’ in the policy of both the girls’ and boys’ school. The 
continued use of English as the language of instruction was considered 
as another safeguard for preserving the schools’ ‘Englishness’.108 This 
‘British experience’ appears to have been one of the hallmarks of the 
school and its popularity. Wilkinson recounts that the girls were influ-
enced by the school, its teachers and curricula considerably. She won-
ders occasionally about what they were doing and whether this school 
system really helped them to establish livelihoods and cope in Turkish 
society: 

‘One thing that I often wondered about, because I thought 
about doing an MA in education. If I had done that I would 
have liked to have looked at the influence of the school on peo-
ple culturally. I felt in a way – looking in retrospect – we were 
very British. There were lots of British teachers, even though 
you were not teaching British culture, it comes over. Eng-
lish literature and stuff like that. (…) I have often wondered 
whether we really helped the girls in some way. How able they 
were to fit into Turkish society. (…) They often went to Eng-
lish universities or universities in America and so on. (…) It 
wasn’t obviously our fault, we were just part of a system. This 
is a long history of foreign education. (…) Those countries 
[France, Italy, Germany} would have probably fostered that. 
The influence it would have on the leadership of a country and 
so on. In a way it was a bit sad when the British government in 
1980, didn’t want to continue to have these schools here. It’s 
sort of saying like we don’t want a link with Turkey in a way. It 
was a time when we were having cuts, but I think it’s a shame 
in a way. There wasn’t that ongoing connection [anymore]. I 
mean you can’t influence everyone, but I think there is value: 
it just gives a different viewpoint.’109
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After the school was turned into an Anatolian High School the school 
managed to uphold its reputation as an English-language institution 
for a number of years. A former student of the Beyoğlu Anadolu Lise-
si recounts how classic English and American literature was part of 
their classes, with a prefect-system still in place. She also argues that 
the school remained very popular due to the increasing importance of 
English in Turkey.  There was one British English teacher who made 
a particular impression on her at the school. The English teacher re-
membered by the student started working at the school in 1979 and he 
also narrates how the school appears to have retained its appeal among 
Turkish parents:

‘When it became a Turkish government school suddenly it 
was flooded with pupils. We had inspectors coming round to 
see if even the little room where the tea was made could be 
turned into a classroom, because people were complaining 
that the school was not accepting enough pupils. Because a 
lot of parents wanted their pupils to get in, so we had lots of 
people trying to get in – shall we say the backdoor. Getting 
their girls into other Anadolu Lisesis and then transfer them 
to our school. We also got people who had been the daughters 
of Turkish diplomatic staff or military attachés abroad and so 
we had part from those, we also had a girl from India. I don’t 
know how she managed to get in.’110 

His remarks in fact echo the reports of a school inspector who visited 
both the boys’ and girls’ schools in 1960 and complained about the small 
numbers of students in the classes of the boys’ schools, describing it as 
‘a very expensive luxury’.111 On a different note, the English teacher re-
members that the population of the school still included significant rep-
resentations of girls from the minorities. Regarding the student popula-
tion he mentions the following: 

‘There were a lot of Armenian, Greek, Jewish girls at the 
school when it was the high school. But that carried on, after 
it had been taken over, we still had quite a lot of girls from the 

Christian and Jewish communities.’.112 

The school would eventually, however, transform into a regular Anato-
lian High School, though at first British involvement continued through 
the funding of two British English teachers and one math teacher. The 
changing of the head mistress would have had a considerable impact, 
according to the English teacher:

‘In the end, however, it appears that the school started to be-
come integrated in the regular system of Anadolu Liseleri. (…) 
Well, we lost our head mistress, […], she went off to be the head 
mistress of Darüşsafaka. Then we had a guy who stayed for 
about a year, then we had a lady from Kadıköy Anadolu Lisesi, 
but the new Turkish head mistresses and head masters had not 
been in the British system. The thing about [the head mistress 
who went to Darüşşafaka] was that she had been at the school 
when it was a British school, so she knew how things were run 
in the British system. And she knew what sort of things British 
people liked and didn’t like. The people who came after were 
completely Turkish in their mentality, so it was very difficult 
for me in particular, because I was trying to hang on to some of 
the British traditions to get through to this lady. So that made 
life very difficult and it became very stressful, so I left.’113 

Regarding the British traditions he tried to uphold the teacher tells: 

‘First of all, the system of prefects. The teachers on duty and 
this going up and down the stairs in single file and quite qui-
etly, because in the late seventies a girl killed herself by slid-
ing down the bannisters, and of course there were six or seven 
floors. […] What else… I think in general, discipline, because 
of course it had been a smaller school and it was easier to get 
people to go up and down stairs in single file and line up, cue 
up for instance in the canteen when they wanted food. That’s 
a very British thing to cue up and the British are very strict 
about that. So that’s the sort of thing that started to go.’114
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The Beyoğlu High School remains in its present building up to this 
date, though education in English and its ‘British character’ has waned 
through the years as it became further integrated in the system of Ana-
tolian High Schools. The most prestigious historical schools that offer 
education in English nowadays are embedded in an American, rather 
than a British, tradition, notably Robert College and Üsküdar American 
High School. The school was turned into a co-educational institution af-
ter 2002. In recent years there has been debate about turning the school 
back into a high school for girls only, which stirred a debate among parts 
of the general public as well as among students, both claiming it to be 
a move of the conservative AKP-government to push for separation of 
boys and girls in the educational system.115 The director of the school 
claimed it was for ‘historical reasons’, since the school always had been 
a girls’ school he had seen it fit to turn the school back to its ‘original 
state’, suggesting that he proposed it to the Ministry of Education which 
had granted him the go-ahead.116 Pictures from 2018 on the school’s 
website show, however, that the amendments have not been made and 
that the school still holds a mixed student population.117 The ties with 
the historical institution that was once a standard-bearer of ‘British-
ness’ in the city, however, have been severed and little reminds of the 
anglophone culture that was upheld in the EHSG and the early years of 
BAL.
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D own a steep hill at the intersection of Tü-
nel square and the İstiklal Caddesi lies 
the German High School, currently a pri-
vate school (Özel Alman Lisesi or Deutsche 
Schule Istanbul). Similar to the Galatasa-
ray High School the building is secluded 
from its surroundings by a perimeter, in 
the case of the German School a wall, con-

signing little of the building’s size. Since 1897 the school has held its 
premises here and functioned as a pivotal actor for German cultural 
diplomacy while providing a significant contribution to the Turkish 
education system which had a hard timing keeping up with the rapid 
increase of population, particularly in the city. That being said the Ger-
man School was one of the elite high schools in the country, open to the 
best students and historically with a considerable representation from 
the country’s minorities amongst its student population. Set up in the 
same year as the Mekteb-i Sultaniye, in 1868 , the German High School 
was initially founded as the paritätische Deutsche und Schweizer Bürg-
erschule (German and Swiss civil school). It had earlier roots, however, 
as historian Anne Dietrich indicates, when she mentions a Protestant 
School that had already existed since 1857. Yet, the new “German”school 
was deemed necessary by missionaries, who had complained that inter-
confessional marriages affected negatively the Christian upbringing of 
children in Istanbul/Constantinople. Again, Dietrich traces an earlier 
evangelical school in Smyrna, which was to be the model for the previ-
ously mentioned Protestant School in Istanbul/Constantinople. 

The initial plot of land for its building was acquired in Aynalı 
Çeşme, where the first stone was laid in 1856 and which is presently still 
the site of the German Protestant Church. When the Protestant School 
also known as the Prussian School, opened in 1857 it had 44 students of 

Image 49: The building of the German High School.
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Protestant, Roman Catholic, Greek Orthodox and Greek Orthodox de-
scent. In 1867, part of the Protestant community suggested to lessen the 
Protestant character of education. Dietrich argues this was probably 
catalyzed by new initiatives from within the Germanophone commu-
nity in Istanbul/Constantinople, aimed to set up a new civil high school 
where Armenians, Catholics, Jewish and Protestants would benefi t 
from the same type of education, with no religious discrimination or any 
particularly outspoken confessional orientation. Gerhard Fricke argues 
that eff orts were initially made to merge the plans for this new school 
with the Protestant School, but were met with resistance of the Prus-
sian representatives of the Protestant Church. The parents who took 
the initiative for the plans then decided to set up an entirely new school 
in a diff erent building. This would be the Deutsche und Schweizer Bürg-
erschule, opened on 11 May 1868. Here, two teachers were responsible 
for 23 or 24 girls.1 The foundational document of the school pointed out 
that the institution should match the standards of similar well-ranked 
educational institutions in Germany.2 Not long thereafter the Protes-
tant School and the Bürgerschule were merged, on 23 November 1873,  
continuing together as the Bürgerschule. 

THE PARITÄTISCHE DEUTSCHE UND SCHWEIZER BÜRGERSCHULE 
IN ISTANBUL

Another type of “competition” coming from earlier German language 
education institutions was that of the Nationalschule of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, located near the imperial embassy in the vicinity of 
Galatasaray.3 Ulrich Münch explains that, similar to the Bürgerschule 
which was about to be opened, the Nationalschule was under the super-
vision of Austrian-Hungarian clergymen, who were known to be liberal. 
They consequently opted to steer the school clear of religious education 
bound to a particular denomination. The main instigation behind this 
choice, Münch argues, was the multi-confessional background of the 
pupils.4 He describes the observations of a visitor in the school around 
1873, who noticed that the Jesuits had by then indeed‘conquered’ the 
religious education, but that any kind of autonomy of the Jesuits in-
side the school was in the curriculum. This suggests that the school 

Map 15: The German High School’s parcel in its cadastral context. 
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had maintained what could be seen as a liberal context. It reflects the 
broader philosophy of the Austrian school, which not only offered 
classes in four languages, but set an ambition for itself summarized as 
follows: ‘eine absolute Nationalitätenlosigkeit zu bewahren und in sich 
den [östereichisch-ungarischen] Gesamtstaat zu repräsentieren, von je-
her nur einzelne Deutsche.’5 Elsewhere Gerhard Fricke suggests that the 
language of instruction at the school was in fact Italian rather than Ger-
man.6

In contrast to the Prussian Protestant School and the Austro-
Hungarian Nationalschule the Deutsche und Schweizer Bürgerschule 
appears not to have had any clergymen or representatives of the North 
German Confederation involved in its establishment. This leads Münch 
to the conclusion that the school was a private initiative by parents.7 
Paradoxically, the Bürgerschule grew much more popular among the 
German-speaking community than the Prussian Protestant School. By 
the early 1870s, the German consul Gillet noted that the number of stu-
dents at the Bürgerschule was double that of the Protestant School and 
its income and contributions moreover were thrice as high.8 The secular 
character may have been a partial cause for this popularity. It should be 
noted, however, that the Bürgerschule was quite unique in the context 
of the German-speaking community in Constantinople: Marcel Geser 
argues that before the founding of the Bürgerschule most schools had 
been either Protestant or Catholic mission schools. 

The Bürgerschule may be seen as representative of a new trend 
bearing similarities with the English schools and the Ottoman Mekteb-i 
Sultaniye. As indicated in chapters 6 and 7 these schools did not, due to 
the multi-confessional and multi-ethnic composition of their respec-
tive student populations, have obvious religious orientations as well. 
The Bürgerschule actively cultivated a disregard for any of the particu-
lar denominations as  the head master of the school Engelking noted in 
1872: 

 
‘Hier war zur Konfessionlosigkeit der Boden günstiger als irgendwo 
anders. In dem Zusammenleben der giesigen Deutschen machen sich 
die konfesionnelen Unterschiede so wenig geltend und verschwinden 
bis zu dem Grade, dass manchen von seiner übrigens guten Bekannt-
en nicht weiβ, ob sie protestantisch oder katholisch sind, und ich 

Map 16: The German High School’s parcel (809) in the insurance maps of Eduard Goad, 1905.
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weiβ von den Ältern vieler Kinder, die unsere Schule besuchen, nicht, 
welcher Konfession sie angehören’.9

 

Münch furthermore quotes the Pastor of the Protestant community 
and consular priest in 1871 when stating that the school did not just dis-
regard denominations, but religion altogether:

  
‘Die bedeutend gröβere Zahl deutscher Katholiken hier, dient nur 
den an und für sich alufen Protestanten zum bequemen Deckmantel 
für ihre Abneigung gegen alle evangelischen Institutionen und Be-
strebungen. Nur ja nicht etwas Konfessionelles, deutsch muss alles 
sein! und so wird das ‘deutsch’ identisch mit konfessions- d.i. reli-
gionslos.’10 

 
Münch notes, however, that the pastor appeased himself by joining the 
school board, becoming a delegate of the German Empire’s embassy on 
the school council and even teaching religious classes in the school.

The directors of the school actively transformed the Bürger-
schule into a Realschule where children could learn Latin and Greek. 
Director Mühlman, however, suggested that the daily reality of Istan-
bul and the German-speaking community within it required a differ-
ent kind of skill set than classical languages. According to him it would 
make more sense to teach children New Greek, Turkish, French and 
English. The book published for the 125th anniversary of the German 
School points out that most children were already familiar with Greek 
or ‘Vulgär-Griechisch’ as Mühlmann calls it, likely due to their interac-
tion with Greek nannies, and that consequently it would be a more logi-
cal choice for students in the higher groups to take grammar classes in 
Greek or Turkish. He goes on by stating that:

  
‘Die wirklich vorhandenem Bedürfnisse der Schulgemeinde hinsich-
tlich der Ausbildung ihrer Söhne lagen auf einem anderen Gebiet als 
dem der klassischen Bildung: Handel und Wandel in Constantinopel 
stellen an jeden der es zu etwas bringen will, die Anforderungen, daβ 
er modern Sprachen, besonders die französische, womöglich aber 
auch die englische sprechen und schreiben kann’. 

 

Mühlmann takes concern particularly with the career path for boys, 
hinting at the distinct educational trajectories of boys on the one hand 
and girls on the other. Indeed the curricula of boys and girls differed: 
girls were allocated more time for education in geography, history, sing-
ing and English, as well as ‘weibliche Handarbeit’, while ignoring math 
altogether.11 
 Lothar Wiltmann of the German Foreign Ministry’s Cultural Depart-
ment indicates that the school was placed under the patronage of the 
German Empire in 1878 with the ‘Reichsschulfonds’.12 It rented a proper-
ty for the German School, but it proved to limit the potential for growth 
of the school. The community needed 100.000 Goldmark to finance the 
acquisition and build new premises. Half of this amount was collected 
by the community itself, with 12.000 Goldmark donated by the small 
Swiss community. According to Fricke, the school community conse-
quently changed its name to deutsch-schweizerische Schulgemeinde. 
Fricke points out that the subsequent tradition of having one Swiss citi-
zen on the German School’s board endured  up to  the time of his writ-
ing in 1958. The rest of the amount needed to build the school was cov-
ered by the German Empire, which also made commitments to assist 
the school in its future development. Eventually a new site was chosen 
near the Galata Tower in 1871, where a three-storey school building was 
constructed.13 Director Mühlmann describes the location of the build-
ing: near the Galata Tower where it would catch the healthy winds from 
the Bosporus and Marmara Sea from all directions and thus highly suit-
able for a school. He notes: ‘Wahrlich, es dürfte wenige deutsche Schulen 
geben, denen eine so herrliche Landschaft in die Fenster hineinlacht’.14 A 
heavy earthquake in 1894, however, badly damaged the building which 
led the Kölnische Zeitung to report in that year that the ‘wenig erfreuli-
che Gebäude der Schule’ had become a hazardous site for the children 
attending it to such an extent: ‘dass es die Kinder ohne Gefahr für Leib 
und Leben nicht mehr besuchen können.’15

The school is described by director Mühlmann as two separate 
buildings, connected by a courtyard. The buildings were built in stone, 
with asphalted terraces and flat roofs. Both buildings had their own cis-
terns for water provision, while the school’s playground was lined with 
ailanthuses.16 It had a total of eleven classrooms, an apartment for the 
rector, two married and two unmarried teachers, and a housemistress. 
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Furthermore, it possessed a turn hall, which was rented by the local 
German turn club. By the time of the new building’s opening in 1872 the 
school had already 133 students; 71 boys and 62 girls of, as Fricke points 
out, ‘exclusively German origin or German ethnicity’, growing further 
to 200 students and 9 classes with 10 teachers in 1874.17 

Fricke states that it remains unclear, due to the destruction of 
documents from the early years of the school in a fire, when the restric-
tions on the students’ ethnicity were lifted to allow other non-Muslim 
and Muslim children to attend the school. Student numbers had by 1897 
risen to 600, however, which indicates that by that time not much had 
been left of the school’s restrictive access. In the 1880s already, direc-
tor Mühlmann notes that besides German, Swiss and Austrian citizens, 
also Ottoman Turkish, Romanian, English, French, Greeks, Russians 
and others were attending the school. In the 125th anniversary of the 
school edition in 1993, Gerhard Nurtsch noted that Mühlmann in the 
1880s tried to counter critiques regarding the mixed school population. 
He adds that if German language proficiency, rather than nationality of 
the parents, was to be taken as criterion, then most Turks, Romanians 
and Russians from the school’s numbers could behave been designated 
as Germans, inserting an ambiguous definition based on language profi-
ciency rather than nationality.18 The 1880s was a decade of quickly bur-
geoning nationalism and antisemitism in the German Empire, which 
may explain why sensitivies on nationalities became a topic of interest 
for the school’s management. Nurtsch points out that the reason as to 
why Mühlmann felt the need to defend the school’s policies regarding 
student inflow was the German Empire’s burgeoning national con-
sciousness and identity formation, the rise of racist identity politics 
and antisemitism. Nurtsch cites a message from a publication referred 
to as the Kreuz-Zeitung from 4 July 1903, which is probably the Neue 
Preuβische Zeitung , later known as the Kreuz-Zeitung: 

‘Will die deutsche Schule in Istanbul auch in Zukunft begründe-
ten Anspruch auf den hohen Reichzuschuβ erheben, so muβ sie das 
Schulgeld für nichtdeutsche und nichtchristliche Schüler derart be-
messen, dasβ dadurch die Ausgaben für diese Schüler voll gedeckt 
werden’.

The article moreover encourages the school board to limit the admis-
sion of Jewish students, because: 

‘Wer da meint daβ die fremden Juden durch Besuch der deutschen 
Schule germanisiert oder wenigstens deutschfreundlich gesinnt 
werden könnten, kennt die Eigenschaft der Levantiner Juden nicht, 
die in nationaler Hinsicht noch weit unzuverlässiger sind als ihre 
Glaubensgenossen in Mitteleuropa’.19 

 
Looking at the admission statistics of the school, Nurtsch states that 
these sentiments had little effect on the admission policies of the school.
 Partly due to the earthquake, authorities sought a different location 
for a new school building.20 By the time the decision was made to leave 
the old building, the school had approximately 300 children under its 
roof.  In 1895 it was decided that the parcel would be acquired through 
bank director Wülfing.The school moved from across the Müeyyedzade 
Mosque along Galip Dede Caddesi, to the site on which the German 
School presently is situated, near Tünel and at the top of the slope con-
necting Pera to Galata. Architect Otto Kapp, also responsible for the 
construction of the Teutonia building, was prepared to design and su-
pervise the construction of the new school free of charge and provided 
the school’s association with a loan of 200.000 Mark, completed with 
another 50.000 by Wülfing.21 The former building of the school was 
eventually sold to the Greek millet in 1909 and continued as a Greek 
school. Christa Lippold notes that by 1938 it was in the possession of 
the Zoğrafyon Rum Erkek Lisesi.22 

Construction started in June 1896, with a plan including 15 class-
rooms and an auditorium. The opening ceremony took place on 14 Sep-
tember 1897 and between 1901 and 1903 an adjacent parcel was bought 
for six additional classrooms for the girls’ school. The school would be 
occupied by Allied forces in 1918, following the German Empire and Ot-
toman Empire’s involvement in the Triple Alliance. The school would 
eventually be handed back in 1925 by France, with the building in a run-
down state. Classes by then had already been resumed in the Polonya 
Sokak since 1924, in a building currently owned by the Grand Lodge of 
Free and Accepted Masons. Once the school was returned to the Ger-
man authorities, the renovation efforts brought new furnishings such as 
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central heating. More significantly, however, the flat roof was replaced 
by a pitched roof and during that process the school’s distinctive tower 
was demolished out of a practical need to connect the roof tops of the 
building’s two wings.23 Josef Joraschek indicates that the fundamental 
layout of the school would not change until 1944, when it was confis-
cated by the Turkish authorities.24

THE DEUTSCHE SCHULE AND NAZISM

Dietrich suggests that children who had emigrated from Weimar Ger-
many would also be admitted to the German School from the Machtsan-
griff in 1933 onwards. She cites the message of director Scheuermann 
to his students on the first graduation ceremony after the end of World 
War I, who said the following amid rising nationalist tensions in both 
Turkey and Nazi Germany: ‘daß sie ihre Mitmenschen als Mensch ver-
stehen und schätzen sollen, über alle Nationen und Religionen hinweg, 
wie sie es bisher in der Klasse ihre Mitschülern gegenüber auch getan 
haben.’25 Nonetheless, the coming to power of the Nazi regime affected 
the Istanbulite German School as well, with the large number of Jewish 
children in the school declining rapidly: from 365 children (on a total of 
828 students) in 1932/33, to 236 in 1933/34, 164 in 1935/36, 106 in 1938, 
34 in 1939, 20 in 1940 and 7 in 1942/43. In those years, pressure from the 
school administration on the parents of its Jewish students was increas-
ing. The headmaster explicitly requested parents to take their children 
away from the school.

An interesting insight in the contradictions of the dynamics of 
those times belongs to Adolf Hommes, teacher at the German School 
between 1942 and 1944 who also confessed his regret when he received 
orders to remove all Jewish students from the school in 1943 and 1944. 
He remembers with great regret one talented student in particular who 
was not able to do her exam because of these measures. When Turkey 
cut off diplomatic ties with Nazi Germany, the German community was 
given a choice between repatriation or being interned. Hommes himself 
managed to make it back to Nazi Germany, but he claims others who 
were interned were held on the premises of the German school. Such 
remarks from Hommes’ are particularly interesting considering the 

fact that the German School was registered under the Turkish school 
system. Due to this, the school was implicitly following Turkish legis-
lation, meaning the Nazi regime had no authority to send the children 
away from the school on grounds of antisemitic legislation. The rapid 
and dramatic decrease in the number of Jewish students in the German 
School, however, means that the ‘problem’ for the Nazi authorities in 
part resolved itself. The order Hommes claims to have been given also 
indicates the anti-Semitic fanaticism that was still at work when local 
Nazis decided to exclude the students from the school. Dietrich also ex-
plains that the presence of a Turkish vice-rector prevented the imple-
mentation of race theory education and broader antisemitism as well 
as for instance the usage of the turn hall by the local branch of Hitlerju-
gend. 

She does not, however, address the inertia of the general context 
of rising racism and antisemitism in Turkey itself, at a time when Turk-
ish Jews were also the victims of the national agenda of the Kemalists 
and the Jewish community in Istanbul was affected, particularly in 1942 
with the Wealth Tax.26 Dietrich does emphasize that among the Germans 
in the school there were few who openly distanced themselves from 
national socialism or antisemitism after 1933. Additional classes and 
meetings for the Hitlerjugend, moreover, were relocated to the prem-
ises of Teutonia. As explained in chapter 1, Teutonia would allow the 
Hitlerjugend to organize various activities such as the Heimabende on 
its premises. Film screenings of national socialist propaganda were also 
organized for the German students, who were also allowed to celebra-
teevents such as the Anschluss of Austria  in the school.27 The German 
authorities apparently made efforts to avoid conflict with the Turkish 
educational officials and emphasized the similarities between the na-
tionalisms of the two countries and its leaders. Concretely, this resulted 
in singing both national hymns, raising the flag of both countries dur-
ing festivities and ‘honouring’ Mustafa Kemal with three cheers of ‘Sieg 
Heil!’.28
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REINSTATION AND REHABILITATION: THE DEUTSCHE SCHULE AFTER 
WORLD WAR II

After the Turkish authorities confiscated the school, following the pres-
sure of the Allied forces to join their side in 1944, its premises were used 
as a Turkish state school for girls, the Beyoğlu Kız Lisesi. Necla Altınok, 
geography teacher at the German School, writes in 1993 how she re-
members being a student at the girls’ school. They were students at 
the İnönü Kız Lisesi (İnönü High School for Girls) in Fındıklı and their 
school was transferred and renamed in the second school semester.29 
In July 1953 the school was returned to the Bundesrepublik Deutsch-
land FRG or the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and on 1 October 
of the same year the school became the German School once again. Ir-
respective of the state of the building, admission to the German School 
were soon once again in high demand. At the moment of its opening, 
the school had 226 students, 55 students with German nationality and 
171 others, 9 German-speaking and 162 with a different native language. 
The school’s statistics provide an overview of the makeup of the student 
population during the first three years after the school’s reopening30: 
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1953/54 55 9 162 48 14 - 4 - 160
1954/55 66 18 345 62 36 - 23 5 303
1955/56 81 39 524 77 45 10 32 6 474

Though no precise explanation can be provided, it is remarkable that 
the category of Greek Catholics – possibly a Rum Istanbulite branch of 
the Eastern Catholic Church – is quoted separately here for the school 
year 1955 and 1956. All other Christian denominations (presumably 
including Greek and Armenian Orthodox) are assigned to a single ‘oth-

er’ category. If we are to follow Romain-Örs and Alexandris’ observa-
tion that Greek-speakers were typically distinguished formally on the 
basis of their nationality (Greek or Turkish), their religion may have 
been less of an issue.  Particularly so as hardly any differentiation was 
made between Jews, Orthodox and Catholic Christians, especially at 
the time of the most violent outbursts of nationalism in Istanbul.31 The 
identification considered Muslims or non-Muslims, regardless if the 
latter meant Orthodox, Catholic or Jewish. Apart from the possibil-
ity that this assignation may have been a mistake, or that they were in 
fact Greek Byzantine Catholics, it is possible that these students were, 
in fact, Romanians.32 The Greek Catholic Church in Romania was his-
torically a church that both accepted supremacy of the pope, and  re-
tained the rights to perform the Byzantine liturgy during mass. By the 
mid-twentieth century the church’s community constituted a sizeable 
minority. When the communist regime came to power in 1948 in Roma-
nia the Greek Catholic Church was forced to merge with the Romanian 
Orthodox Church and its real estate was dispossessed.33 Considering 
the mention of Romanian students in the German School in earlier de-
cades, it is possible that this in fact explains the (deliberate) identifica-
tion of Romanians as ‘Greek Catholics’.

A report from April 1957, drawn up by the chairman and vice-
chairman of the board of the German School, Dr Fricke and Hans Wei-
dtman, indicates that the number of students had grown to 800, which 
was comparable to the student population before the Second World 
War. The reasons cited for this are, on the one hand, the overall pres-
tige that the school had built up in the years preceding the war and on 
the other the overall high demand for admission into foreign schools in 
Turkey.34 The reasons why the schools were popular may vary, but some 
of the most significant causes stem partly from socio-economic, and 
partly from political considerations. Foreign schools would give chil-
dren access to foreign-language instruction, often by native speakers 
and additionally in some cases (such as the German School) a foreign 
system of higher education. In various instances, the diplomatic cables 
of the German and English consulates and embassies also suggest that 
the quality of education was better at the German School and the Eng-
lish High Schools, compared to the average of the Turkish public high 
schools. On the other hand, a relative independence from the national-
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ist Turkish schooling system would have been appealing for the mem-
bers of the cultural minorities in Turkey. 
 It is clear that the management of the school was aware of the school’s 
importance for the public diplomacy of the FRG from an early point on-
wards. Fricke and Weidtman argue that the management of the school 
had decided to take in as many students as possible:

  
‘angesichts der entscheidenden Wichtigkeit einer wesentlichen Ver-
breiterung der deutsche Sprachkenntnisse in der Türkei für die 
kulturellen, besonders aber auch für die wirtschaftlichen deutsch-
türkischen Beziehungen, diesem Bedürfnis in tunlichst weitem Masse 
Rechnung zu tragen.’35 

They explained that the class sizes, in  the prep level, exceeded the 
boundaries of the pedagogical limits, with class sizes of 50 pupils on av-
erage. Even with classes of this size the management had to turn down 
numerous applicants. The management acknowledged it as an indica-
tion of the school maintaining a relatively intact prestige after the war 
and that the influence of German in Turkey was rising rapidly. Tenbrock 
argues that whereas in the first 80 years of its existence the student pop-
ulation was mostly composed of children from non-Turkish nationals 
and minorities, by 1958 at least 80 percent of the school’s population 
consisted of Turkish nationals (see also table 1 above). Tenbrock there-
fore suggests that the German School should be a place of interaction for 
Turkish and German culture, where a fruitful dialogue between the two 
could grow.36 As such, it can be considered as a space of cultural or edu-
cational diplomacy, a dynamics noticeable in the English High Schools 
as well. Fricke and Weidtman indicated that they wanted to limit the 
intake of students from 200 annually to 140 and reduce class sizes to 
40 students. With those numbers they projected that the school would 
have 1105 students in 1961, which would require 42 class rooms rather 
than the available 26. 
 In their plans to counter these structural challenges, they suggested 
three possibilities. The first was to cut back on the number of admissions, 
although they presented this solution as undesirable since it would be 
disappointing for far too many Turkish parents who had pinned their 
hopes on the German School for their childrens’ futures. The second 

option was to leave the old building behind and erect a new building 
elsewhere, which they presented as the best option due to the ever in-
creasing numbers of students and the position of the German School in 
the educational landscape of Turkey in the 1950s. It would also open the 
possibility of a boarding house so that students from beyond Istanbul, 
‘die ausgesucht besten Kräfte aus dem weiten anatolischen Hinterland’, 
would be able to attend the school. They pointed out, however, that the 
Turkish authorities would likely make it difficult for the school to move 
and construct a new building since they were empowered by the Laus-
anne Treaty to obstruct the building of new foreign schools. Although 
it seemed as the most desirable option, they expected that it would also 
mean losing a great deal of independence, i.e. a fully Turkish manage-
ment would take over the school. These were concerns which would not 
have been an issue if the school decided to stay in the old building. The 
third option was to expand and renovate the present building. The solu-
tion would not enable the school to grow into a situation that would at 
least partially meet its potential, but at the same time it would not cause 
the sort of problems that would arise from the second option. The board 
thus requested that the German Foreign Ministry decide between the 
second and third option, arguing the first option could jeopardize the 
existence of the school altogether. 
 The local representatives of the German legations in Istanbul and An-
kara apparently shared the board’s concern with rapid action on the is-
sue and pressed their colleagues in Bonn to set in motion the necessary 
procedures and send a building expert to Istanbul. The Foreign Minis-
try was not able to allocate the necessary funds for the expansion of the 
school building in the same year, i.e. 1957, after which the director of 
the school solicited the ministry to pay for the construction by means 
of a loan through the school board, so that the immediate future of the 
school would not be at risk.37 Other plans were to reconstruct part of 
the existing building, which would entail moving the teachers who had 
been living on the school’s premises elsewhere, for which the building 
of Teutonia was considered to be an option. The Consulate General 
kept on pressing the Foreign Ministry to make a decision on the mat-
ter since no students could be admitted as of 1958 without a new con-
struction or reconstruction. It is worth noting here that the Consulate 
General emphasized to the German Foreign Ministry that the German 
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School should not be left to wane away due to the limits of its building 
and should be granted all necessities in order to ensure its growth in 
the future since it was: ‘das Kernstück unserer kulturpolitischen Bemü-
hungen in der Türkei’.38 The German response was strikingly similar to 
the attitude of the Foreign Office and British Council towardsh the Eng-
lish High Schools until the 1970s. The potential ‘cultural-diplomatic’ 
function of the school was indeed emphasized by the German Embassy 
in Ankara as well, indicating the significance of the school for further-
ing German interests.39 In the end, the school was refurbished in 1957, 
with a new gymnastics hall and music room. A more expansive modern-
ization was obstructed due to the high tariffs the Turkish authorities 
would charge for building materials from the FRG.40 Another plan, also 
cut short but mentioned in the documents of the consulate general, was 
to move the building away from Beyoğlu altogether:

 
 ‘Es sollte jedoch angestrebt werden, die Deutsche Schule in Istan-
bul, die augenblicklich in einem sehr wenig schönen Stadtviertel un-
tergebracht ist, zu einem späteren Zeitpunkt an den Bosporus, etwas 
außerhalb der Innenstad, zu verlegen, wie es vor dem Kriege schon 
einmal geplant war.’41

 

The employee of the cultural department of the German Foreign Min-
istry went on to state that other schools already existed in the vicinity 
and claimed that additional stories would in the long-term prove to be 
wholly inefficient and that plans for the expansion of the old building 
should not be considered. With the benefit of hindsight this has proven 
not to be the case, as foreign or foreign-language schools continue to 
be highly popular in Istanbul. As regards to the interaction between the 
schools on the formal level, I was only able to find hints at the previ-
ously mentioned interaction in chapter 7, from which we can deduce 
that the British consul-general and his German counterpart appear to 
have occasionally briefed or consulted each other on the issues they 
encountered with the Turkish authorities as regard to the EHS and the 
German School respectively.42 The concerns and plans for a new build-
ing elsewhere along the Bosphorus were ignored and disqualified by the 
school’s management as too expensive and not realistic due to traffic 
reasons.43

THE DEUTSCHE SCHULE AND CULTURAL DIPLOMACY BETWEEN THE 
FRG AND TURKEY

The school meanwhile became a pinball of politics and competing bu-
reaucracies. Director R.H. Tenbrock wrote a memo to the educational 
authority in Hamburg that the German School had been subjected to 
what appeared to be harassment by Turkish educational authorities 
and conflicting instructions from different officials. Moreover, he seems 
conflicted about the instructions from the German counterpart. The 
German Foreign Ministry appears to have explicitly instructed him to 
emphasize the German character of the school in order to prevent a 
further watering down of the school’s character.44 From a different per-
spective, German parents complained to the German Foreign Ministry 
about the burden that was placed on their children who were subject-
ed to a significantly higher number of classes, particularly in the low-
er grades (27 hours versus 18 hours in the FRG in the first year and 32 
hours versus 22 hours in the second year) due to the conflict between 
German and Turkish regulations. In their letter, they pressed for the 
opening of an embassy school in Istanbul. They explained that the dis-
crepancy emanated from the Turkish Ministry of Education’s push for 6 
hours of Turkish language, 2 hours of History and 2 hours of Geography, 
all in Turkish. The parents argued that it was hard for a child with no na-
tive proficiency in Turkish to catch up, but that particularly for children 
who joined the school at a different starting point as newcomers it was 
an absurd demand.45 

Tenbrock’s memo was forwarded to the Foreign Ministry in Bonn 
together with a letter of the German consul Mr von Graevenitz who 
indicated that such problems were the consequence of ‘der bekannten 
türkischen Mentalität, vor allem des ausgeprägten Nationalismus’ which 
never waned or will wane in the future. He advises, however, to be cau-
tious with pushing back against the Turkish side. Graevenitz, following 
Tenbrock, explains that the Turkish authorities were trying to over-
rule German educational regulations: ‘allmählich immer mehr bewährte 
deutsche Richtlinien durch nach unserer Ansicht schlechtere türkische zu 
ersetzen’.46 Apart from that, he argued that Tenbrock suspected that this 
was also the effect of a personal vendetta against his persona pursued by 
unsatisfied parents or educational officials, which resulted in a ‘policy 



Building Beyoğlu German High School316 317

of pinpricks’ (Nadelstichpolitik).47 The consul warned the Foreign Min-
istry that the letter received by the educational authority in Hamburg 
might prompt action from the German side in a way that may harm 
the interests of the FRG. He requested the Foreign Ministry to take ac-
tion in such an event ‘wegen der in erster Linien kulturpolitischen Aus-
wirkung’.48

 The explanation provided by the German Embassy in Ankara to the For-
eign Ministry in Bonn bore similarities with the situation of the English 
Schools in Beyoğlu and Nişantaşı: the Turkish officials strictly followed 
the reasoning and agreements stipulated by the Treaty of Lausanne re-
garding the existing foreign institutions of education. The officials at 
the German Embassy, however, explain that the foreign schools were 
considered private schools, which was – as explained in the chapter on 
the EHSG – different for the English schools. Despite that, the German 
School and the English Schools were subject to Turkish legislation and 
still considered, in legal terms, ‘Turkish schools’, regardless of the spon-
sors of the schools and their teachers. Interestingly the embassy official 
goes on by stating the following: 

‘Begründet wird diese, der heutigen geistigen und politischen Stel-
lung der Türkei keineswegs mehr entsprechende Haltung bei jeder 
der zahlreichen Demarchen der Botschaft damit, dass es vor al-
lem in Istanbul griechische, armenische, jüdische und sogar eine 
bulgarische Schule gebe und dass diese natürlich unter Kontrolle 
gehalten werden müssten, Auf den Einwand, dess es bei den guten 
deutsch-türkischen Beziehungen keine Bedenken dieser Art Geben 
dürfe, wird geantwortet: ‘Euch Deutschen vertrauen wir, aber wenn 
wir Euch Erleichterungen gewähren, so kommen sofort auch die eng-
lischen, amerikanischen und französischen Schulen mit derselben 
Forderung und damit bricht unser kulturpolitisches System zusam-
men.’’49 

The embassy official thus makes the argument that the Turkish authori-
ties are ‘naturally’ right in subjecting the schools of the former millets 
to their control without substantiating at length the reasoning behind 
this particular statement. The quotation that he ascribes to his Turkish 
colleagues, however, indicated that he thinks a different degree of au-

tonomy should be maintained for foreign and for minority schools and 
that the Turkish state is therefore ‘right’ to maintain control over the 
minority schools. He thus sketches not just an interpretation of Tur-
key’s educational landscape from the viewpoint of a realpolitiker, but 
even seems to think that the Turkish government is right to deny au-
tonomy to its minority communities. The statement is rendered even 
more complicated if one considers that many of the foreign and minor-
ity schools were founded at about the same time.50 Elsewhere, however, 
a cable communication argues that the foreign schools are treated in 
the same way as those of national minorities and, as a consequence, the 
students in the foreign schools are subjected to the same nationalistic 
pressure as their peers in Armenian or Greek schools.51 

Despite earlier messages from the German legations that the 
German School’s situation should not negatively interfere or affect cul-
tural relations between the FRG and Turkey, it appears that by 1959 the 
representatives at the consulate and embassy realize that the matter is 
too complicated for the school director to resolve alone. Particularly the 
situation of non-Turkish children in the school seems to have instigat-
ed the need for action on the side of the Foreign Ministry in Bonn. The 
aforementioned embassy official indicates that 80 percent of the stu-
dents at the time of writing in 1959 were Turkish, yet he argues against 
the Turkish authorities’ claims to subject 20 percent of the school’s 
population (who did not have Turkish nationality) to Turkish educa-
tional regulations. He goes on to explain that a compromise should be 
reached, but that the Turkish authorities should understand that the 
German parliament can only allocate funding to the school if it can also 
cater to the needs of the German minority. The way the director deals 
with the situation, the official thinks, can affect the cultural relations of 
the FRG and Turkey or even the general attitude of Turkey to foreign 
endeavours. He believes, therefore, that the matter should be consid-
ered a ‘political’ one and a resolution to the issue should follow clear 
instructions of the German Foreign Ministry.52

 The problems which director Tenbrock was facing resonate also in his 
opening words to the publication occasioned by the German School’s 
90th anniversary. He is at pains to stress how the path of Turkey is 
strongly intertwined with that of its European partners and that Turkey 
has established a very warm relation with the German people. He goes 
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on by stating that the ‘Sinn und Ziel’ of the German School should also 
be considered from this perspective.53 The German School does not aim 
to alienate its students from their national character (Volkstum), but to 
educate them in Turkish and German, two languages which – Tenbrock 
argues – are significantly apart, but have much to offer to each other. 
Tenbrock is diplomatic in his choice of words, clearly conditioned by 
the problematic situation that the German School found itself in, and 
by his role as the school’s key representative to Turkish authorities.
 Tenbrock`s veiled messages are clarified by reflections of some of the 
high school`s students, who show what great an impact the school had 
on their personal and professional outlook. Barbaros Çağa explains how 
the greatest contribution provided by the school was in fact to learn to 
understand the Germans and their culture. It was particularly the work 
of Thomas Mann which made an impact on him and also showed him 
that the life problems of Germans and Turks are apart, arguing that 
Mann would have picked different topics had he lived in Turkey. Con-
trary to the Galatasaray High School, Çağa feels that the students at the 
school do not feel a very strong connection to the school: ‘Die Schüler 
kamen morgens in die Schule und gingen mittags nach Hause.’54 Similar 
to statements made with particular emphasis by alumni of Galatasaray 
High School from the 1950s and 1960s, he also argues that he and his 
fellow students took pride in the fact that no-one was discriminated 
against on national grounds: ‘Wir leben in unserer Schule wie eine Fami-
lie, und in einer Familie verachtet oder Haßt keiner den anderen.’55 
 By 1962, however, it seems that the relations between the school and 
the Turkish Ministry of Education became slightly smoother. Director 
Hanz Anstock reports to the German Foreign Ministry that year that 
the Ministry of Education had agreed to shrink the school down to lev-
els that would no longer tax the staff and facilities to the same degree 
it had since its reopening. A report in the archives of the German Con-
sulate General in Istanbul indicated that the student numbers reached 
1000 at the time of writing, 17 May 1962. Elsewhere it is indicated that 
the school would provide students coming from the Turkish primary 
schools, with one year of prep classes, followed by two classes of middle 
school and four classes of high school. The school had 44 to 46 German 
teachers and 22 Turkish teachers.56 There were 37 classes, of which it 
was expected that 27 classes with 650 students should remain after the 

reduction of the school’s size. More significantly, the report indicates 
that of the 1000 students in the school an approximate 70 students 
had German nationality, while all others were Turks. It seems unlikely 
that all of these students were, however, ethnic Turks so considering 
the concise nature of the report Turkish here probably means Turkish 
citizens.57 The report also indicates that the school was planning a new 
building.
       The Oberschulrat (school inspector) Fritz Krog who visited the 
school in April 1962, however, argues that the school building, despite 
needing repairs and being too small for 37 classes, was still suited for 
its purpose. The exception was, however, the facilities for physical edu-
cation. A separate turn hall did not meet the demands of a large coed-
school, both in terms of size and equipment. The girls did not have their 
own facilities, so had to do their classes outdoor and in the attic during 
the winter. Krog, probably taking up the school management’s sugges-
tion, proposes to build new and modern facilities on the second floor 
of the building, which the building, notwithstanding its modest size, 
would be able to lodge.58  With regard to the plans of the school to re-
duce its size, Krog states that the school’s management thought these 
would probably prove impossible to execute without the mediation of 
the German Foreign Ministry, given that the expansion of Turkish high 
schools already did not meet the demand of a rapidly growing popula-
tion in Istanbul and Turkey. This seems highly probable in light of the 
remarks of Fricke and Weidtman in the 1950s who indicated there were 
long waiting lists for students trying to be admitted to the school. Krog 
goes on to explain that he also visited the director of national educa-
tion in Istanbul ‘Sayin Bay Halis Curtça’ (Halis Kurtça). Following the 
suggestion of the German School’s director Krog, he paid this ‘Höfflich-
keitsbesuch’ which would potentially enhance the director and his of-
fice’s willingness to accede to the requests of the school in the future. 
Kurtça appears to have been very forthcoming and stressed how im-
portant he considered the German contributions to Turkish education 
to be. He applauded the suggestions of the school to set up a bursary 
system for German-speaking Turkish teachers which indicates that his 
enthusiasm could have had positive effects for the German School.59

 Director Anstock reports on 8 January 1963 that the measures to re-
duce the student population of the school had been approved by both 
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the German and Turkish authorities. Krog later confirms the reduction 
of the school’s population in a report from 16 July 1963 and makes a 
noticeable comment about the school’s popularity among Turkish citi-
zens: 

‘Das Ansehen der Deutschen Schule kommt hier ebenso zum Aus-
druck wie der Umstand, daß es eine dem Bedarf entsprechende 
Zahl türkischer Gymnasien in Istanbul nicht gibt. Bemerkenswart 
ist, daß die türkischen Eltern, die ihre Söhne und Töchter bei der 
Deutschen Schule Anmelden, durchaus nicht nur den höheren 
Schichten sondern zu einemen hohen Prozentsatz dem Mittel-
stand angehören. (Das Schulgeld beträgt monatlich 100 Türkische 
Pfund = etwa 44,- DM nach dem offiziellen Kurs.).’ 60

Krog thus clearly points out that the school population from the Turkish 
side was no longer limited to the country’s bourgeoisie, but that also cit-
izens from the middle class were at pains to have their children educat-
ed in a foreign school with better perspectives for education and careers 
than a regular Turkish high school could probably provide. A reflection 
on Krog’s report in the German consular archives, however, also claims 
that the popularity was an effect of the shortcomings of Turkish high 
schools in Istanbul, which prompted Turkish parents to apply for the 
admission of their children at the German, English and French schools 
simultaneously.61 The fact that the parents applied for various foreign 
or foreign-language schools may signify that these parents may have 
cared slightly less about which school their children would end up in as 
long as it was not a regular state school. Fatma Gök points out that from 
the 1950s onwards the Turkish state would establish maarif kolejleri 
(Educational Colleges) which had a better reputation than regular state 
high schools. These would pave a way to the later Anatolian High School 
system. Between the 1950s and 2000s the Turkish educational system 
would gradually become more and more competitive, with highly selec-
tive private schools (such as the German High School and the EHS) on 
the one hand and on the other hand a highly segregated system of pub-
lic high schools. Within the public system Gök discriminates between 
the regular public high schools, the Anatolian High Schools and the so-
called ‘super secondary schools’ (such as Galatasaray High School). In 

the case of the latter two, instruction would be in English, French or 
German rather than Turkish and admission to these schools was (and 
is) subject to fierce competition. This holds true for the German School 
as well, although this is a private school (like all foreign schools) requir-
ing tuition, whereas the Anatolian High Schools and ‘super secondary 
schools’ are free.62 

Six years previous, moreover, the Consulate General reported 
that considerations of reducing the size of the school should be taken 
with caution as many of the parents who apply for their children’s ad-
mission to the school are from the ‘influential Turkish community’.63 
Refusing children would send a message that the FRG is disinterested 
in an important aspect of Turkey, which the consul general concludes 
is: ‘ein Gesichtspunkt, der nicht nur kulturpolitischer Natur ist.’64 Mean-
while the usage of the building beyond school hours grew increasingly 
intense during the 1960s.

By the mid-1960s the building was for instance also in use by 
the Goethe Institut, which used the classrooms for 39 German lan-
guage courses with approximately 1000 participants, teaching for 156 
hours weekly, with another 400 students in 13 to 14 groups and 52 to 
56 hours during the summer holidays. The Goethe Institut meanwhile 
made plans for a language lab in the school.65 A new gymnastics hall was 
planned in 1965 thanks to the efforts of the Foreign Ministry.66 A report 
from 1966 explains further concerns that were growing in the Foreign 
Ministry about the German School. Mr Von Dziembowski writes that 
the historical ties the FRG has in the field of education with Turkey 
are matched by few others, yet quotes the ‘sterk gewachsenen Selbst-
bewußtsein der heutigen Türkei’ as a possible reason for concern. Par-
ticularly since the Cyprus crisis, he argues, this nationalism has grown 
to be increasingly anti-western and any foreign influence or effort is 
treated hostile. Attempts to expand existing schools or open new ones 
are blocked with reference to the Treaty of Lausanne.67 Nonetheless, 
Dziembowski argues that every ‘denkende Türke’ is aware of the fact that 
speaking Western languages and connecting with Western research and 
technology is inevitable if the country is to move forward. He sees this 
as the primary reason as to why the great majority of students in the 
German School indeed consist of Turkish nationals.68 Meanwhile direc-
tor Heinz Anstock describes the relationship between the school and 
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the Turkish officials as being good. The proof of that, according to the 
German side, are the many compliments by Turkish officials regard-
ing the school. Interestingly, the observation is accompanied and ex-
plained with the following remark: ‘im Orient lobt man gern’.69 A major 
tribute to the German School was furthermore the acknowledgment of 
the Turkish authorities of German and other non-Turkish students as 
guest students, exempted from the rigid education regulations that the 
school was subjected to.70 In practice this meant that the non-Turkish 
students could opt for French, Latin or Turkish as a second language.71 
More significantly, the previous arrangements also imposed the teach-
ing of subjects such as geography, history, literature, psychology and so-
ciology in Turkish, which put significant pressure on the non-Turkish 
students due to the great amount of extra hours, learning material, in-
struction for non-native speakers and the Turkish teachers themselves 
whose classes are described as: ‘unmethodisch’.72  In addition, the school 
director did not formally have a say in the organization of these courses, 
since those were the responsibility of the Turkish vice-rector.73 The new 
regulations also meant that the school could accommodate students 
from the FRG easier and synchronize their education with that of the 
German School.74 The arrangements had immediate effect as in 1967, 
the parents of 110 students out of 113 eligible (non-Turkish) students at 
the German School and the consulary school registered their children 
as guest students. The remaining three consisted of one Austrian and 
two Israeli children.75

In a different report from 1966 the German Embassy in Ankara 
Mr Röpper mentions the significance of continuing the school, since 
‘Immer deutlicher ergibt sich von Jahr zu Jahr, daß die kulturelle Arbeit 
in der Türkei sich wirklich lohnt.’76 Referring to the greater efforts that 
were made by the French and Americans in 1965, he recommends Tur-
key be ranked higher on the Foreign Ministry’s priority, particularly 
considering the ‘aufrichtigen Freundschaft der Türken’.77 It should be 
noted that while work-related migration from Turkey to the FRG had 
begun officially since 1961, its effects on the German School through 
the 1960s were still quite marginal, considering that the pool of poten-
tial students for the German School came from the middle classes and 
higher middle classes, whereas the working migrants were mostly low-
educated migrants.78 The effects of workers’ migration, however, would 

start to have an impact in the 1970s, which will be discussed further on 
in this chapter. Again similarities to the case of the EHS also become ap-
parent in the archives: with regard to the problems caused by the Turk-
ish side’s attitude towards the opening and expansion of foreign schools 
and the insistence of maintaining the status quo of the Lausanne Treaty 
is commented by him as follows: ‘Einsichtige Kritiker dieses Gesetzes wi-
esen darauf hin, daß die Türkei sich den Luxus eines solchen Verbots an-
gesichts der noch völlig ungenügenden Zahl von Schulen eigentlich nicht 
leisten könne.’ The rapid growth of the population, and high levels of 
illiteracy (Röpper quotes 65 percent) make for an unmanageable situ-
ation even though schools are continuously built, he argues.79 He sug-
gests increasing the number of German teachers at Turkish schools to 
more than their presence in past years, which will lead to improvement 
and expansion of German education at Turkish schools. Interestingly 
he suggests that half of Turks studying abroad are studying in the FRG, 
while the division of foreign language education in Turkey is divided 
over English, French and German in a 5:3:2 ratio.80 

A shift in the attitude about the school from the side of the Ger-
man Foreign Ministry can be read in the answer of the Ministry regard-
ing the possibility of opening a boarding house on the premises of the 
German Catholic Church community. Complications with achieving 
proper class sizes in the Botschaftschule in Ankara led to requests to 
open a boarding house for the German School in Istanbul.81 The Min-
istry reports that it is interested in such a project, but adds that no fi-
nancial support from the Ministry should be expected. The official 
suggests that German firms and parents should contribute to the en-
deavour since the Foreign Ministry is already keeping a very expensive 
high school in Istanbul.82 The building of the German School and the 
obstacles for a renovation indeed seemed to have been a burden for the 
German Foreign Ministry. In 1976, the building is mentioned as a prob-
lem for the German side, since its poor condition would soon require an 
inevitable and costly renovation - a need that could no longer be ignored 
moreover.83 The school building is described again as too small for a 
student population of 900, with maximum student numbers in many 
groups. Noticeably, the author Bernard Becker of the Zentralstelle für 
das Auslandsschulwesen reports applications from Turkish citizens in 
the FRG were refused on those grounds. He goes on to say that the need 
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to have the building painted, which had been mentioned in 1971 already, 
has become even greater yet the growing costs make it increasingly un-
likely that it would actually happen. Significantly, Becker also remarks 
that the building’s exterior could not be changed anymore, an indicator 
that the Council for the Preservation of Monuments probably listed the 
building as a second degree protected heritage. 

Becker furthermore notes that the school had 900 students, with 
noticeably 110 non-Turkish students, 80 percent of which were German 
and 10 percent Austrian and Swiss. 41 German teachers were responsi-
ble for 75 percent of the teaching. The numbers of applying parents were 
still very high: 2400 applicants were tested, of which 102 were in the 
end admitted to the prep classes.84 Meanwhile the report indicates that 
it was not easy for all German children, typically the children of expats 
who would have been in Istanbul for a couple of years, to get along in the 
school which is described as a ‘türkischen Elite-Schule’. This is problem-
atic for these children as their different talent and IQ levels would have 
placed them in different school levels in the FRG .85 The author remarks 
how impressed he was by the rapid progress Turkish students made in 
the prepclasses and how motivated they were, so much that he remarks: 
‘Vergleichbares hatte ich auf meinen inzwischen zalhreichen Schulbe-
suchen noch nicht zu Gesicht bekommen’.86 As regards to the teachers in 
the higher groups he notices that they speak as if they were speaking to 
a native German group and that ‘ein wenig mehr sprachliche Disziplin’ 
would be recommendable. It appeared to him that the teachers’ pro-
fessional engagement –  most probably a euphemism for an excessive  
usage of colloquial or complex expressions – obstructed the capacity to 
remain aware that they were speaking to a foreign group. He thus seems 
to push for a more consistent usage of standard or formal German, en-
abling students to improve their language comprehension.87 A response 
of the consulate to Becker’s report follows and takes stance towards 
Becker’s description of the İstanbul Erkek Lisesi (Istanbul High School 
for Boys) – a Turkish state school with instruction in German – as being 
more significant for the FRG’s cultural diplomacy efforts in Turkey.88 
In poignantly clear-cut language, the official at the German Consulate 
points out to the Foreign Ministry in Bonn how the difference between 
the school may not be as great as projected by Mr Becker. The official 
counters Becker’s statement that the student population of the German 

Image 50: Press clipping discussing the benefits of the German High School.
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School is determined by the socio-economic position since – as a private 
school – it asks for tuition, whereas the İstanbul Erkek Lisesi as a Turk-
ish state school does not. The official argues against this by stating that 
‘bedürftige und würdige Schüler’ are granted a scholarship.89 A signifi-
cant general comment he makes concerns the socio-economic position 
of the parents who send their children to the German School: 

 
‘Es gibt hier einen erheblich breiteren Mittelstand als in anderen 
Entwicklungsländern. Aus diesem kommen in der Hauptsache die 
Schüler des Alman Lisesi, nicht etwa lediglich aus dem Kries der 
“Reichen”. Diese Kinder des heutigen Mittelstandes rücker aber 
morgen in die führenden Schichten ein.’90 

 
Finally, he also pointed out that the parents who send their children to 
the German School have already studied at German universities and 
expect to send their children to the FRG as well, which was generally 
possible since the children could be awarded diplomas which granted 
them access to both the Turkish and German school system (although 
problems had arisen in the mid-1970s with Turkish restrictions for dual 
diplomas). For students of the Istanbul Erkek Lisesi this was much less 
so the case, since the parents, the official argues, typically hoped that 
the mediation or recommendation of the German teachers at the school 
would make access to Turkish universities easier for their children.91 He 
finishes with the statement that the children who continued their edu-
cation at either of the schools would gradually lose their interest in up-
holding their German language skills, leading him to conclude that ‘Die 
kulturpolitische Ausstrahlung ist deshalb im wesentlichen aber von dem 
Studium in Deutschland abhängig.’92 Thus the argument is made that 
the choice of higher education of the children largely determines their 
‘political value’ for the FRG. Mr Becker on 20 October 1976 confirmed 
the official’s statement, indicating that priority would be granted to the 
German School also in the future, pointing to its funding in 1975 which 
amounted to 3 Million German Mark, more than the great majority of 
other German schools abroad received.93 

School director Franz Lippold explains in an article in the 125th 
anniversary publication that by 1968 the inflow from Turkish students 
stabilized and the explosive growth of the school came to an end. He 

claims that the high esteem of the German School among Turkish par-
ents was a continuous reason of concern for the school since, as indi-
cated before, it attracted massive amounts of applicants. He explains 
that in 1968 1343 applicants registered for the 90 positions in the prep 
classes, whereas those numbers had risen to 3415 in 1977.94 The school 
could no longer cope with the process, but he stresses that the school 
management was saddened by the Turkish decision to centralize the ap-
plication process since they thought that: ‘die Begabung zum Sprachen-
lernen werde zu wenig, eingepauktes Grundwissen zu hoch bewertet’.95 
Elsewhere he argues that this is the result of the Turkish school system 
which pushes for control of knowledge and ‘nerves’ during a multiple 
choice exam.96 In the 1970s the effects of the increasingly complex ties 
between the FRG and Turkey due to workers’ migration from Turkey 
to the FRG are becoming visible. By 1974, the number of legal Turkish 
working migrants in Germany had risen to 617.500.97 The popularity 
of the school increased even further with the many Turkish families 
that returned from the FRG in the 1970s whose children had attended 
schools in the FRG and tried to register their child in the German School. 
Many were rejected, Lippold points out, while many of those who made 
it into the school had great difficulties. The school was, also compared to 
regular German high schools, on a different level. German children who 
were and are admitted to the school did not have to participate in any 
of the Turkish courses, but therefore also did not acquire diplomas that 
were valid in Turkey.98 He also points to the problems with the build-
ing, which by 1993 still appear to have not been resolved in a satisfactory 
way. The limited space for sport facilities did not hinder the students 
from being quite successful in various championships. The technical in-
stallations, much of which dated back to the early years of the twentieth 
century, were due to be renovated in 1989 yet were postponed to 1995 
because of the high costs of West and East-Germany’s reunion. Lippold 
expresses the hope that the vacant parcels next to the school would be 
acquired by 1995 so that the school would have more space for improv-
ing its building.99 

Lothar Wittmann of the Foreign Ministry’s Cultural Depart-
ment meanwhile argued in 1993 once again how important the school 
had been and is in the FRG’s cultural policy. He argues that: ‘Neben der 
pädagogischen Aufgabe, Interesse und Freude an der deutschen Sprache 
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zu fördern, wollen wir damit auch ein aktuelles Deutschlandbild vermit-
teln und die Bindung an unser Land, seine Kultur und seine Menschen 
vertiefen.’100 The mission and value of the school for the FRG meanwhile 
becomes clear in Wittmann’s following statement: ‘Viele der türkisch-
en Absolventen des ALMAN LISESI sind unserem Land aufs engste ver-
bunden und tragen häufig an verantwortungsvollen Posten in Politik und 
Gesellschaft zur Gestaltung der deutsch-türkischen Beziehungen bei.’ 
Currently the school is still a science lyceum with 640 students who 
can graduate either with a Turkish diploma with or without a language 
diploma or take the German Abitur exam which grants them the same 
rights as any other German high school graduate.101 Generally speak-
ing, despite of the occasionally tumultuous relations between the FRG 
and Turkey, the educational ties between the two countries are strong 
and actively stimulated by public and private sectors in both countries. 
Although virtually all foreign-language education has lost ground to 
instruction in English, initiatives between Turkey and Germany are 
actively encouraged. Examples are the public Turkish-German Uni-
versity (Türkish-Deutsche Universität/Türk Alman Üniversitesi) and a 
campus in Berlin of the private Bahçeşehir University. 

In the 2015 call, prior to the 2016 attempted coup d’état in Tur-
key, Germany received 144 Turkish participants from the Erasmus+ 
staff mobility programme, the highest number of incoming participants 
of all countries and 2667 Turkish Erasmus students, making it fourth in 
the ranking of outgoing Erasmus students with Germany as their desti-
nation. Turkey on the other hand, received only 12 participants in the 
staff mobility programme. Additionally, however, Turkey received 2231 
German Erasmus students, making it by far the most popular destina-
tion for German students.102  
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T 
his dissertation has analysed the historicity 
of place-making in Beyoğlu between 1950 and 
1990. It has highlighted how different commu-
nities ‘made their place’ in Beyoğlu, while at 
the same time ‘claiming space’ in local, national 
and international processes of education, cul-
tural diplomacy and the cultivation of culture 
broadly conceived. In order to render visible the 

continuities and discontinuities in historical processes and representa-
tions, the dissertation has provided a broad temporal overview before 
proceeding to the period of focus and engaging with primary material 
that had in various cases not been used before. It sheds new light to the 
question how communities in and of Beyoğlu have imagined themselves 
in relation to their surroundings. By means of six case studies the dis-
sertation has shown how Beyoğlu as a contested place has maintained 
a pivotal position in a variety of institutionalized or semi-institutional-
ized communities, at the local, national and international scales. It has 
provided insight into how diverse communities within the area coped 
with the changing reality of Istanbul’s development from an imperial 
capital, to a semi-provincial city, to an ever-expanding ‘global’ metropo-
lis. It has attempted to also lay bare why the conflation of representa-
tions of loss and decay with historical developments in the context of 
Beyoğlu is problematic and shown the degree to which the district’s 
identity and legacy has historically been contested. The dissertation 
also has shown how divergent representations of cosmopolitanisms, 
decay and dichotomies between low-culture and high-culture can be 
instrumentalized and reoriented by a diverse range of communities. It 
furthermore demonstrates the diffuse nature of continuities and dis-
continuities in the urban landscape before and after the 1950s, which 
further counter essentialist representations of loss and decay. Such rep-
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resentations of decay, loss and perversion intersect with a decrease and 
change of functionality, demographic shifts and the dilapidation of ar-
chitecture and infrastructure. The representations, however, also lead 
to anachronistic discourses on Beyoğlu’s development from the 1950s 
onwards, replicated in the mass media, by novelists, but also by civil so-
ciety actors, academics, private enterprises and governments. 

The dissertation started by positioning the research project into a bro-
ader theoretical debate and discussing how it benefits from previous 
studies in history, architectural history, historical geography, anthro-
pology and urban planning. It demonstrated how research on Beyoğlu 
in the second half of the twentieth century fits into a broader historio-
graphical gap in urban history and historical geography, which is not 
(sufficiently) addressed by either historians or geographers. It showed 
the complexity of positioning a study in between disciplines, yet at the 
same time renders visible the added value of proceeding beyond disci-
plinary boundaries. It argues indeed that historians and historiography 
can greatly benefit from a better understanding of categories that have 
been developed and discussed in geography for several decades. As De-
nis Cosgrove has pointed out, one of the most meaningful categories in 
that sense is landscape, i.e. the imagining of people’s relation to their 
surroundings, how they construct these and subsequently imagine 
themselves in it.1  The analysis of post-1950s Beyoğlu, and more par-
ticularly the six cases presented in this thesis, show the significance of 
understanding the constructedness of place-making and how different 
scales – local, national and international – can seamlessly intersect in a 
local context. Analysing Beyoğlu through Cosgrove’s definition of land-
scape helps to understand how widely divergent social groups such as 
high-school students, teachers, freemasons, diplomats, German speak-
ers, English speakers, cinema visitors, actors, producers and urban ac-
tivists have envisioned and experienced their relationship with this dis-
trict.

The development of Beyoğlu can to a certain degree be consid-
ered in the context of urban development in Europe after the Second 
World War. As Moritz Föllmer and Mark B. Smith have argued, unders-
tanding European urban centres is crucial to understand the historical 
development of European societies after 1945.2 In that context, Istan-Image 51: İstiklal Caddesi in the evening, between Tünel and Galatasaray, 2018.
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bul can be considered as the most dramatic example of rapid and mas-
sive urbanisation in Southeastern Europe. The city, however, also pro-
vides additional room for reflection on an alleged dichotomous relation 
regarding urban development  on both sides of the Iron Curtain. Tur-
key in post-war Europe may arguably have been institutionally ancho-
red in the West-European or North-Atlantic ‘bloc’, yet the high degree 
of governmental centralization and fragility of its democracy further 
undermines a dichotomous representation of Europe in bloc fashion. 
As shown in chapter 1, Istanbul’s development provides nuance to this 
view by providing a case of hyper-urbanization as a direct consequence 
of policies made at the national level. In a local context this dissertation 
therefore also fits in a broader paradigm of critical studies that have ar-
gued against interpretations for instance of Beyoğlu and its urban lan-
dscape as an island of exceptionalisms in the late Ottoman Empire or as 
a case of general neglect of Istanbul after the foundation of the Turkish 
Republic.

From a temporal point of view, furthermore, discussing Istanbul 
from the perspective of a pre- or post-Second World War demarcati-
on also is much less natural since the changes in Istanbul and Beyoğlu 
were in many ways only partly shaped by the turmoil at the global stage 
between 1939 and 1945. Although various processes ran in parallel to 
other burgeoning metropoles in Europe and elsewhere on the globe – 
rapid urbanisation, industrialisation, radical transformation of urban 
infrastructure to facilitate car traffic – many of the processes leading 
towards urban transformation were initiated before 1945. As has been 
explained in chapter 1, Istanbul also witnessed an expansion of its bor-
ders through suburbanization and notably the expansion of informal 
housing, the so-called gecekondus. The case of Beyoğlu, however, nota-
bly shows how representations of post-war historic urban centres, have 
overdetermined the dwindling of core functions. Pertaining specifically 
to Beyoğlu, this study has shown that ideas on Beyoğlu’s revival through 
its ‘rediscovery’ and gradual gentrification from the late 1980s onwards, 
downplay the significance of Beyoğlu on a local, national and interna-
tional scale. The three schools discussed in this dissertation may be 
considered as representative samples of foreign-language elite schools 
in Beyoğlu, which retained their reputation and influence after the Sec-
ond World War. Föllmer and Smith contrast the effects of suburbaniza-

tion in the United States versus Europe, where in the latter case subur-
banization was soon followed by a renewed attention for the old urban 
centres.3 Beyoğlu is a case in point, although – as has been noted in vari-
ous cases in this study – with the departure of large portions of its (non-
Muslim) residents, the district would also lose a significant portion of 
its cultural and social capital, cosmetic appeal and witness strong shifts 
in the balance of its functionalities by day in contrast to those by night. 
This means that the experience of the area could differ considerably be-
tween day and night when its core functionalities shifted from a cen-
tre for business, social gathering and education changed to a centre for 
‘cheap’ nightlife. This is in fact similar to the observation Edhem Eldem 
has made about representations of Pera and Galata’s history as an inter-
play between ‘luxurious shops, brasseries, theaters, and café-concerts’ 
and ‘taverns, brothels and sleazy hotels’ respectively. It is what Eldem 
describes as a ‘silent majority’ that becomes obliterated in between.4 

The enforced or voluntary departures of residents on the oth-
er hand, also resonates in discourses of loss and challenges notions of 
continuity. From a functional point of view, for instance, it should be 
stressed that the district retained much of its significance and even wit-
nessed an increase in some of its existing core functions. As has been ar-
gued in chapter 1 moreover, it was in Beyoğlu itself and its direct vicinity 
that experiments with high modernist architecture by local and inter-
national artists were executed in the 1940s and 1950s.5 A high concen-
tration of the country’s reputable schools were found in this district or 
its direct surroundings, positioning it as an enduring centre for the edu-
cation of the country’s elite. It also had and continues to have a pivotal 
role in the social life of various of Istanbul’s local and foreign communi-
ties. From that perspective, this study has demonstrated that in all cases 
under scrutiny a strong correlation between place, material landscapes 
and community can be observed. As Cosgrove argues in the context of 
landscape studies, these sequences of events and choices are not sim-
ply natural, they are all constructed, and reflect a conscious process of 
building relations between individuals, institutions, communities and 
their surroundings.6 Analyzing these processes of building relations be-
tween actors and surroundings in the context of Beyoğlu undermines 
the overdetermined representations about the district’s demise or cor-
ruption.
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 From that perspective, the Teutonia chapter has demonstrated 
that what provided the primary incentive for the club to keep itself alive 
at the end of the 1970s, when it was essentially facing its demise, was the 
desire to retain its building for an unspecified ‘German purpose’. We see 
here in fact that the imagined community of Teutonia, which once held 
a pivotal role in the community of Bosporusdeutschen and other German 
speakers, had gradually fallen apart due to a variety of circumstances 
ranging from a lack of engagement, a troubled history, to the settlement 
of what in the past was its former member target group in different areas 
of the expanding city. Had the club fronted by Arthur Kapps not been 
able to succesfully reinvigorate and reorganize itself with the goal of re-
claiming its building, it may have been well possible that Teutonia had 
ceased to exist over four decades ago rather than succeeding in main-
taning itself as a point where the interests of German-speakers could 
converge. Dynamics in Germany, moreover, from the rise of Nazism to 
the exodus of German academics and the Cold War’s German East-West 
divide would also resonate along the Bosphorus.
 The case of the Grand Lodge of Free and Accepted Masons simi-
larly shows that the idea of ownership of place has an important posi-
tion in the decision of the freemasons to remain in the area. After an 
enforced period of relative inactivity between 1935 and 1948 the Grand 
Lodge was able to successfully reclaim its properties in Istanbul in the 
1950s, regained its potential, managed to acquire a number of new build-
ings on the Nur-i Ziya Sokak and even had a new building constructed 
in the 1970s. The fact that an influential community deliberately chose 
to sustain its presence in Beyoğlu counters the idea of a district that was 
bleeding out and becoming  ‘corrupted’ during the 1970s and 1980s. It 
also shows that Beyoğlu could be preferred over newer districts. Where-
as in the case of the English High School, the German High School and 
the Cercle d’Orient there was a strong urge to move away from Beyoğlu, 
the freemasons chose to stay. Apart from economic incentives, the in-
dividual narratives of Ziya Umur and Remzi Sanver demonstrate that 
sentimental or cultural reasons pushed the Grand Lodge to remain in 
its place. The Grand Lodge belonged in Beyoğlu, since its temples had 
been there since the arrival of freemasonry, but also because Beyoğlu’s 
idiosyncracies in terms of history, diversity of communities and func-
tions were more befitting to the Grand Lodge than other districts in the 

city. These permitted the brethren to blend into the district’s sociocul-
tural mosaic. 
  The significance of ownership of place is further exemplified 
by the case of the Cercle d’Orient. Demonstrating the duality and co-
existence of narratives, one of an elite club and the other of a local and 
national hub for cinema production and viewing, this case shows the 
impact of rapid and chaotic urbanization on various levels, local as well 
as national. Since the Cercle d’Orient never owned the Beyoğlu building 
in which it resided, it was apparently easier for the club to abandon it, 
particularly since it already had access to an alternative location sum-
mer location on the Asian side of the city. More broadly, the case of the 
Cercle d’Orient parcel also demonstrates the complexity of place-mak-
ing if ownership is legally established. The chapter has demonstrated 
how the parcel has become the spatial centerpoint of cinema produc-
tion in Turkey, yet this significance was entirely disregarded during the 
process of leasing the building by a state organisation to a private party. 
This demonstrates the limits of place-making in the district and, nota-
bly, the limits of informal place-making beyond that of institutional ac-
tors. The Yeşilçam film industry, however, does show how a particular 
locality can become a national symbol of cultural production. This in-
dustry has significantly added to Beyoğlu’s reputation and reality as an 
urban and national centre, notably in the 1960s and 1970s. 

The cases of the English High School for Girls and the German 
School both have shed light on how place-making can also be a process 
that is partially enforced or established by faits accomplis determined at 
levels beyond the influence of the schools or their respective adminis-
trations. Both schools were severely obstructed by the Turkish state in 
developing plans to move their buildings to sites that they considered 
more suitable to facilitate accessibility and growth in the future. They 
therefore remained in Beyoğlu not necessarily because they felt a strong 
and heartfelt connection with the area and building, but rather since 
they had no other options to be reestablished elsewhere without jeop-
ardizing the school’s future. It is in part also for that reason that corre-
spondence found in the National Archives in London and the Politisches 
Archiv in Berlin respectively, repeatedly points to the problems the lo-
cation of the building and the buildings themselves caused for a proper 
functioning of the institutions. This shows how the effects of a geopo-
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litical status quo – the stipulations of the Lausanne Treaty – had a direct 
impact on local contexts and, importantly, grew out to be increasingly 
significant focal points in cultural diplomacy. This thesis has therefore 
also shown how closely interconnected Beyoğlu was with local, national 
and international contexts. In both schools the original purpose of the 
schools, i.e. providing schooling for the local Anglo- and Germanophone 
communities, had been diminished by the 1950s. The ongoing efforts of 
the British and German governments to keep these expensive schools 
open – the English Schools are cited as the only British schools receiv-
ing direct funding from the British Council and the German School is 
presented as the most expensive school funded by the German govern-
ment – should be considered in the light of these countries’ efforts to 
maintain good relations with Turkey. As such, international geopolitics 
and bilateral relations had and have a direct effect on the core functions 
of Beyoğlu. In the case of the EHSG, it would not be the severe finan-
cial and practical difficulties that would signify its closure, but rather 
a new political wind in Great Britain with Thatcherite austerity, which 
had long-lasting effects on a wide range of governmental institutions. 
Nevertheless, even then efforts were made to at least partially sustain 
the school’s legacy when it had already formally become a Turkish state 
school. Both the EHSG and the German School have been two places 
considered to be vital to building a positive impression of Great Britain 
and the Federal Republic of Germany respectively, among a local intel-
ligentisa in Turkey. Through these institutions, local children were ex-
posed to foreign languages and curriculae, essentially creating hyphen-
ated community identities.
 Contrary to this, the chapter on the Galatasaray High School 
shows how Turkish French-speaking alumni of the school felt a strong 
connection with this district. Although it should be mentioned once 
again that a different source corpus was used in this case, the alumni’s 
demonstration of strong feelings of attachment to the location of the 
school is remarkable. This is further amplified by the connections that 
are built in the high school’s narration of its own history, which harks 
back not only to its predecessor that was founded in the late nineteenth 
century, but also to the Palace School from the late fifteenth century, an 
interesting case of an invented tradition. The strong feelings of attach-
ment and sense of belonging to the school’s site in Beyoğlu are actively 

cultivated by the various alumni associations connected to the Gala-
tasaray High School. Similar to the case of the Grand Lodge of Free and 
Accepted Masons the alumni here cultivate representations of their 
sense of belonging to Galatasaray and  that of the school to Beyoğlu. The 
places of these institutions feature prominently in the imagining of the 
community. The Grand Lodge has its temple, main offices, library facili-
ties and restaurant in the premises at Nur-i Ziya Sokak, making it one 
of the most important point of gatherings and reference for Turkey’s 
Freemasons. The Galatasaray High School, apart from having its main 
student campus in the middle of historical Beyoğlu, periodically is the 
scene for gatherings of alumni, for instance with the annually organized 
traditional alumni day, known as the Pilav Günü (Pilaf Day). The loca-
tions in Beyoğlu thus hold a pivotal significance in the imaginging of 
the community, but also in the ritualized enactments of the embodied 
communities. Both institutions,moreover, make their presence known 
to the outsiders, passers-by, through place names, symbolism and ar-
chitecture, yet at the same time display seclusion, through institutional 
traditions, armed doors and tall fences, demonstrating that Beyoğlu 
belongs in part to them, but that they are distinct from their surround-
ings as well. 
 Finally, in conclusion, I argue that the period between 1950 and 
1990 in Beyoğlu has been largely overlooked in historiography and his-
torical geography, which fits a broader trend in the analysis of European 
urban settings. As Föllmer and Smith point out, in historical research, 
most studies of urban transformation have focussed on the period 
preceding World War II.7 This analysis has therefore aimed to further 
underscore the importance of studying recent urban history, to under-
stand the development towards present-day situations and conflicts in 
urban settings and how they correlate with national and international 
events or trends. It furthermore counters conceptions of the dilapi-
dation and loss of function of historic urban centres after the Second 
World War. What the case of Beyoğlu demonstrates is that the area was 
next to decline – primarily caused by the forced departure of significant 
portions of its residents – subject to a significant deal of continuity in its 
functions and on the other hand saw gradual shifts in its usage profile 
and users’ profiles. As has been noted previously, this had a catalyzing 
effect on existing representations of Beyoğlu as a place of squalor, moral 
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decay, vulgarity and essentially a Janus-faced district; a space for busi-
ness, education and culture during daytime and of shady nightlife at 
night. Identifying, analyzing and critically commenting on these repre-
sentations, their origins and correlation with historical developments, 
retains its relevance in the Beyoğlu of today as well. What Atkinson and 
Cosgrove signal in the case of Rome thus holds true for Istanbul and 
Beyoğlu as well: these are all highly complex and palimpsestic historical 
landscapes and as such any major intervention to their landscape ‘must 
negotiate these historical complexities, layers, and associations’.8 As 
Eldem has argued in the case of Beyoğlu, however, this fundamentally 
layered nature of the urban landscape is oftentimes underrepresented 
and skewed into a pastiche of something that it may have partially been. 
Regardless of whether it is referred to nostalgically as a lost culture of 
perfect cosmopolitanism or equally uncritically dismissed as a space 
of moral decay and squalor,  the complexity of the urban landscape is 
neglected. This pertains equally to the layers of the fi rst decades of the 
Turkish Republic and before, as it does to the periods between the 1950s 
and the 1990s. Acknowledging and investigating these layers never los-
es its relevance. As the 2016 New York Times article quoted at the outset 
of this thesis shows, the trope of decay continues to be replayed in even 
the most recent popular representations of the city. This dissertation is, 
in that sense, a critical call to those who try to dismiss the right to place 
making and history writing and those who represent the area through 
the lens of overdetermined nostalgia.
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SUMMARY / 
SAMENVATTING

BUILDING BEYOĞLU
Histories of Place in a Central District in Istanbul

This dissertation analyses the development of one of Istanbul’s histori-
cal districts, Beyoğlu, between 1950 and 1990. It explores the historic-
ity of place-making in Beyoğlu through the lens of six case studies. The 
dissertation’s historical focus – 1950 to 1990 –  follows Istanbul’s devel-
opment from a middle-sized city into a metropole, ending with the ac-
celeration of gentrification processes in Beyoğlu. Geographically, it has 
as its focus the area known as Beyoğlu, although that name is conceived 
primarily as a geographic container from a discursive point of view. As 
the research presented here highlights, what is associated with Beyoğlu 
as an area is a dynamic process subject to change over time. The disser-
tation also contributes to broader debates in urban history, examining 
the period after the Second World War. Modern urban history has been 
criticized for its tendency to focus predominantly on the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Studies that do focus on contemporary 
issues, moreover, have struggled in integrating their research into the 
broader range of topics featuring in the disciplines of social and cultural 
history, dealing mostly with issues of planning instead. This dissertati-
on attempts to overcome those absences, while also engaging with con-
ceptual frameworks from historical and cultural geography.  

Through the six case studies, revolving around three associations 
and three schools, it highlights how different communities ‘made their 
place’ in Beyoğlu, while at the same time ‘claiming space’ in local, na-
tional and international processes of education, cultural diplomacy and 
the cultivation of culture broadly conceived. It sheds new light on the 
question of how communities in and of Beyoğlu have imagined them-
selves in relation to their surroundings. The dissertation also shows how 
divergent representations of cosmopolitanism, decay and divisions be-
tween low- and high-culture can be instrumentalized and reoriented by 
a diverse range of communities. It furthermore demonstrates the dif-
fuse nature of continuities and discontinuities in the urban landscape 
before and after the 1950s, thus countering essentialist representations 
of loss and decay about the district. Such representations of decay, loss 
and perversion intersect with the district’s gradual decline and change 
of functionality, demographic shifts and the dilapidation of architecture 
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and infrastructure. The representations, however, also lead to anach-
ronistic discourses on Beyoğlu’s development from the 1950s onwards, 
replicated in the mass media, by novelists, but also by civil society activ-
ists, academics, private enterprises and government actors . The disser-
tation argues, indeed, that perceptions of the district’s transformations 
in terms of its socio-cultural composition and built environment have 
resulted in a discursive over-determination of the area’s various iden-
tities (including cosmopolitanism, urban deterioration, socio-cultural 
marginalism a place where people fail to claim their rights to the city). 
The dissertation highlights, rather, the historical complexity of pro-
cesses of place-making in the district, thereby problematizing popular 
narratives of continuity and discontinuity in Beyoğlu. 

BEYOĞLU BOUWEN
Geschiedenissen van Plaats in een Centraal District in Istanbul

Dit proefschrift analyseert de ontwikkeling van een historisch district 
in Istanbul, Beyoğlu, tussen 1950 en 1990. Daarbinnen wordt de his-
toriciteit van ‘place-making’ in Beyoğlu door de lens van zes casussen 
onderzocht. De historische reikwijdte van de dissertatie – 1950 tot 1990 
– volgt de ontwikkeling van een middelgrote stad naar een metropool 
en eindigt met de versnelling van gentrificatieprocessen in Beyoğlu. 
Vanuit geografisch oogpunt concentreert de dissertatie zich op het ge-
bied dat bekend staat als Beyoğlu, hoewel die naam ten eerste vanuit 
discursief oogpunt als geografisch containerbegrip moet worden be-
schouwd. Het gepresenteerde onderzoek zal laten zien dat hetgeen 
dat met Beyoğlu als gebied wordt geassocieerd door de jaren heen aan 
verandering onderhevig is. Dit proefschrift past ook in bredere discus-
sies over  stadsgeschiedenissen die zich concentreren op de periode na 
de Tweede Wereldoorlog. De stadshistoriografie wordt bekritiseerd 
vanwege de oververtegenwoordiging van studies die zich op de negen-
tiende en vroege twintigste eeuw concentreren. Het onderzoek dat zich 
op meer contemporaine thema’s richt, worstelt met de integratie ervan 
in de brede sociale en culturele historiografie en houdt zich in plaats 
daarvan vooral bezig met thema’s op het gebied van de planologie. Deze 
dissertatie tracht deze lacunes te overbruggen en tevens conceptuele 
raamwerken uit de historische en culturele geografie in de analyse te 
integreren.
 Door middel van de zes casussen – drie scholen en drie verenig-
ingen – wordt in beeld gebracht hoe verschillende gemeenschappen 
‘een plaats hebben gecreëerd’ in Beyoğlu en daarbij hun ‘ruimte hebben 
opgeëist’ in lokale, nationale en internationale processen van onder- 
wijs, culturele diplomatie en de cultivering van cultuur in brede zin. 
Het onderzoek biedt een nieuw licht op de vraag hoe gemeenschappen 
in en van Beyoğlu zichzelf hebben verbeeld in relatie tot hun omge- 
ving. De dissertatie laat daarnaast zien hoe divergente representaties 
van kosmopolitisme, verval en tegenstellingen tussen hoog- en laagcul-               
tuur geïnstrumentaliseerd en geherorïenteerd kunnen worden door een 
breed scala aan gemeenschappen. Er wordt bovendien aangetoond dat 
het diffuse karakter van continuïteit en discontinuïteit in het stedelij- 
ke landschap voor en na de jaren 50 de geldigheid van essentialistische 
representaties van verlies en verval ondermijnt. Zulke representaties 
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van verval, verlies en pervertering komen samen met de geleidelijke 
achteruitgang van het district en de verandering van zijn functieprofiel, 
demografische schommelingen en het verval van architectuur en in-
frastructuur. De representaties leiden echter tot anachronistische ver-
beeldingen over de ontwikkeling van Beyoğlu na de jaren 50, die worden 
herhaald en hergebruikt door massamedia en schrijvers, maar ook door 
activisten uit maatschappelijke organisaties, academici, bedrijven en 
overheden. In dit proefschrift wordt bepleit dat de verbeeldingen over 
de verandering van het district in termen van de sociaal-culturele sa-
menstelling van zijn gemeenschappen en de bebouwing hebben geleid 
tot discursieve ‘overdetermining’ van de identiteiten van het gebied en 
de associaties daarmee (bijvoorbeeld kosmopolitisme, stedelijk verval, 
sociaal-cultureel marginalisme en een plaats waar burgers er niet in sla-
gen hun recht op de stad op te eisen). Het proefschrift benadrukt de his-
torische complexiteit van processen van ‘place-making’ in het district 
en problematiseert daarmee populaire narratieven van continuïteit en 
discontinuïteit in Beyoğlu. 




