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Ethnic Diversity and Images
of the City in Early Modern Turkish Oral Literature

Representations of Istanbul and Ethnic Groups by Meddah (Traditional Storytellers)

HE B s NG
Kiyoko Ito and Hayato Yamanaka

Meddahlik is a traditional form of storytelling that developed during the Ottoman Empire and
that resembles Japanese forms of comic storytelling such as rakugo and mandan.

In present-day Turkey, there are no surviving Meddah to continue the tradition, and only short-
hand notations or word-for-word transcriptions of the tales remain. These documents are of
great value as historical records because they contain vivid descriptions of the daily lives and
emotions of people living in early modern Istanbul. Three tales that depict images of Istanbul
and its ethnic cultures have been selected for analysis here. After introducing their plots, the
authors attempt a close reading of these three tales in order to identify characteristics of repre-
sentations of Istanbul and its religious and ethnic cultures.

Through this analysis, the following conclusions can be drawn. Even during the 19th century
when the Ottoman Empire was in decline, images of the city as "prosperous and splendorous"
were maintained. At the same time, while values grounded in the Muslim faith formed the core
of urban society in Istanbul as depicted in these tales, we can also recognize that this was richly
diverse society in which people of different cultural backgrounds were actively engaged.
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