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[lepiAnyn :
Thedivision of leisure timein Constantinople (Istanbul) presented distinct differences depending on gender and social stratification. However, in
many cases, certain forms of entertainment became a “ meeting point” for different social and ethnic-religious groups, as well as a point of
communication and source of interaction between “high” and “popular” culture. Within this framework, the coffee-house, the tavern and every kind
of spectacle was an integral part.

Xpovordynon
16th - late 18th century
'ewypapikdc evromopdg
Constantinople (Istanbul)

1. Ottomans and leisuretime

We shouldn' t imagine Ottoman Constantinople (Istanbul) as a quiet city disturbed only by the muezzin's call and the Janissaries
revolts. Actualy, according to the code of ethics of the Ottoman elite, sociability and recreation were totally “acceptable”, provided
that they took place in private areas. The Ottomans appear to have placed great importance on leisure time, even though — at least
among the dlite — they believed it should be spent on study or charity. Foreign travellers mention that the prominent leisure pursuit of a
high-ranking Ottoman was to sit in silence and meditate; in accordance with Ottoman literature, dinners, gatherings among friends and
poetry recitals were prominent. This perception of time led many Westerners (mainly English or German) to believe that Ottomans

were lazy, although Ottoman sources condemned sloth; ! the German Rauwolff, characteristically, writes at the end of the 16th century
that Turks “love sloth more than work, because one can see them spend a whole day playing chess and other games and playing

string instruments...”, while a short time later George Sandys points out that they work only occasionally, preferring ease to profit.2
2. Sociability and coffee-houses

So, athough Islam was thought to frown upon music — an attitude which the fundamentalist movements of the 17th century tried to
impose, especialy as regards its use by the mystical — there were groups of musicians, respected by society, that
played music not only at private gatherings, but also at weddings, circumcision ceremonies and big public festivals. Similar kinds of
sociability were even more apparent among the lower strata of the urban population, since there wasn't a clear distinction between the
public and private spheres. For example, it was often recorded that groups of women met at cemeteries or saints’ tombs in the
country. Some of these rural destinations became very popular, like the celebrated Kagithane at the innermost part of the Golden
Horn, where people gathered to eat, entertain themselves with stories and music or talk.

However, the main Ottoman place of recreation and socia intercourse is the coffee-shop, maybe the single most distinctive
phenomenon of the Ottoman urban socia fabric. Coffee was introduced to the Ottoman Empire in 1554/1555 by two Arabs from
Syria, who opened up alarge establishment in Tahtakale (a part of town well known for the many recreational opportunitiesit
offered), where they sold the particular product. According to the great historian ibrahim Pegevi (Pecuyli Ibrahim Efendi, 1577-
16497?), individuals “addicted to joy and, especially, many noblemen from the learned classes” frequented the shop, sitting in groups of
twenty or thirty people; some reading books, others playing backgammon or chess, and others reciting their poems to the rest.
Gradually, the clientele started to include , Clerks awaiting their placements, teachers, unemployed and working men not
involved in public life. The shop had earned so great a reputation, that even wealthy people started to come; ) and
members of the dervish orders said that the public was so addicted that the mosques were empty, and in particular, the preachers
reacted claiming that coffee-houses were despicable dens and that they were just one step before taverns, and reminding the Islamic
prohibition on eating charred food, as roasted coffee was supposed to be. Murad |11 (1574-1595) ordered a ban on coffee;
however, according once again to Pegevi, coffee houses continued to operate illegally under the name “rough” coffee-shops, in tiny
dead end streets and in the back rooms of other establishments. Finaly, coffee became so popular that the had to accept its
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legal status and, as Pegevi concludes, “now there is no-one left that doesn’t drink (coffee), ulemas, sheikhs, viziers and other
officids’.®

In the following years, the coffee-house as a place (not coffee itself) continued to be banned, especially during the rule of sultan
Murad 1V (1623-1640). These prohibitions were mainly due to the fact that coffee-shops served as fertile ground for political debate,
since they were meeting points for people from different social backgrounds, thus threatening both the political and the ideological

status quo. This, along with Sloth, are the main accusations that writers of the Ottoman elite hurled at the coffee-shop patrons.* A
characteristic example were the of the great Ebusuud, (1545 - 1574), who condemns the “licentious freethinkers”
assembling at coffee-houses to play backgammon and chess, to entertain themselves with “sinful and beardless youths” and to spread

slander.? In coffee-houses, apart from conversation of a private or public nature, other activities that characterized the Ottoman
attitude towards recreation took place; the difference is that the coffee-shops were frequented by members of the lower classes,
since, as Mouradgea d’ Ohsson records at the end of the 18th century, members of the dlite classes visited them mainly in the

countryside, while journeying; and only to have a short rest.6 Coffee-house patrons played board games like chess and

backgammon,’ while the proprietors often hired musicians, galanty show artists and storytellers (meddah).® These last two arts, along
with orta oyunu, akind of popular Ottoman theatre, were probably the main forms of everyday entertainment for the urban
population, especialy during the festive nights of the Ramadan, when the hard daily fasting ended. It is very interesting to note that
both shadow theatre shows and meddah stories indicate the level of fusion between “elite” and “popular” culture: firstly, popular art
formsincluded severa elements and motifs from the “high” Ottoman literature, while the corresponding artists played not only in the
coffee-shops, but were often invited to the palace as well. Similar observations, moreover, can be made regarding the production of
elite literature, especialy poetry. Poetry was difficult for most people to understand, because of the many Arab and Persian elements
of the language and the sophistication of the metaphors. However, it appealed to more popular audiences, something indicated by the
fact that elements of it appearing in popular art forms (fables, urban songs), but also in many stories reffering to sporadic poets.

3. Tavernsand wine-drinking

A definitely more marginalized form of entertainment were the taverns. Although wine-drinking was strictly prohibited by Islamic law,
the substantial Orthodox, Armenian and Jewish population of Constantinople had the right (with the exception of afew brief periods
of religious paroxysm) to own taverns. The areas with the most and most renowned taverns were Psamathia (Samatya), VIaga
(Langha), Kontoskali (Kumkap), the shores of the Golden Horn and Bosporus and, of course, Galata, because of its proximity to the
port and the naval yard, and of the density of its non-Muslim population. These taverns, where naturally one could encounter a variety
of semi-marginalized occupations, such as dancers and prostitutes, were not only frequented by Christians or Jews; Muslims of the
lower strata, but also often dervishes, janissaries and poets from the ulema classes, were regular patrons of these establishments. In
the mid-17th century, the traveller Evliya Celebi mentions taverns, most of which were located at Galata. Bozahanes, where boza was
sold, acheap kind of either non-alcoholic or low alcohol beer originating from central Asia, had a similar reputation to taverns. On the
other hand, the legitimacy or not of these taverns generaly naturally followed the fluctuations of wine’s legal status. All in all, non-
Muslims could freely own taverns, as long as they did not turn them into “sources of degeneration” and (at least in theory) aslong as
these were not located in the vicinity of mosques or solely in Muslim quarters. So, we learn that in Galata, a specia officer from the
Janissaries’ corps was responsible for preventing tavern brawls; in fact, it was regulated that the most abject of the Galata drunkards

were to be jailed until they recovered.? However, despite this general rule, prohibitions on taverns were a usual directive during times
of generalized disorder. The frequent repetition of these orders, however, demonstrates the inability to enforce them.

4. Ethnic groups and entertainment

Generally, one should suppose, as far as the lower classes were concerned, there were no ethnic-religious borders in what concerned
entertainment. From the twelve music and dance groups mentioned by Evliya Celebi, for example, many included Muslims along with
Orthodox, Armenians or Jews, while the Gypsy element was also prominent. On the other hand, the salvaged texts of shadow thatre
or meddah clearly appealed to the Muslim Turkish-speaking audience, since in them different types of the city’s minorities (including
Turkish migrants) were systematically satirized. The simple fact, however, that both the repertoire and the basic characters of the
shadow theatre, for example, survive aimost intact in the form of the Greek "Karagiozis' (Karagtz), as well as the impressive
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similarities in the musical production of both Muslims and Christians living in urban milieu (mainly in Constantinople and Smyrna),
indicate that in redlity these art forms appealed to a broader audience engaging all the ethnic-religious communities of the city.

5. Public festivals

Lastly, a special reference should be made to the great public festivities taking place on account of military successes or dynastic
events, such as the birth or circumcision ceremony of a prince. In these festivities, which were especialy grandiose, the whole city
population participated, since, among other things, the festivities served as means of legitimizing the Sultan’s imperial power. Guild
parades, dinners served to al social groups, artistic celebrations covering the whole spectrum of Ottoman arts —from fireworks to
conjurers and acrobats, and from parades to sports demonstrations — formed the scope of such ceremonies. The Ottoman festivals
suspended all the distinctions of everyday life: rich and poor, Muslims and non-Muslims, public and private space converged during

these celebrations, which ultimately confirmed the sultan’s authority and the existing status quo.°
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[Nwccdpo :
dervish

A member of one of the religious fraternities of Islam that were characterized by spirituality, a mystical relationship with the divine, and a
modest way of life. The most known among the dervish orders in the Ottoman Empire are the Mevlevi and the Bektashi.

fetva
A written consultory response on religious matters which is edicted by the miifti.

imam
A spiritual and religious leader in Islamic communities. He' s the head of a mosque and a preacher. In shiite tradition this term refers to the
leader of the faithful, without seperating the spiritual/religious jurisdictions from the socio-poalitical ones.

kadi

Office that combinbed judicial, notarial and administrative duties. The kadi, who held court at the kaza's seat, registered all legal acts and documentsin
the court's codices (sicil). The kadi passed judgement based on the saria (the holy law of Islam), taking also into consideration the kanun (sultanic
law) and the customary law (6rf). Resort to his court had all the subjects of the Empire. The kadi had also administrative duties, which he performed in
collaboration with the officials of the kaza., and he had to supervise tax collection.

muezzin
A muslim at the service of a mosgue, who invites by chanting from the minaret, the believers to participate in prayer.
shelkulislam

The highest rank of interpreter of the religious law (mouftis) in the Ottoman empire and the head of the ulemas' corps. His decisions had the
validity of alaw.

ulema

A graduate of an Islamic religious-school (medrese) who has the prospect of becoming akadi (religious judge) or amoufti (interpreter of the
religious law), an imam or to occupy some other religious office.
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