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Roz Kohen’s “Jewish Istanbul -- 
A Collection of Memoirs and 
Illustrations” reveals the journey 
of Judeo-Spanish through which 
the reader discovers the Jewish 
culture of stanbul and its 
everyday life in the 1950s and 
’60s. Kohen’s childhood 
memories and illustrations invite 
the reader to re-visualize stanbul, 
at its center an old residential 
building named Melek (Angel) in 
the Galata Tower region where 
the Jewish community led a 
shared, traditional life. 

Born to parents who express 
themselves best in Judeo-Spanish, 
which incorporates Greek, French, 
Turkish and Hebrew words, and 
who lead a lifestyle blending 
Ottoman, medieval Spanish and 
Judaic cultures, the author grew 
up in a cosmopolitan setting far 
removed from present day 
stanbul. Thus, “Jewish Istanbul” 

is not only valuable because it 
displays or evokes a multi-cultural 
and multi-lingual stanbul, but 
also because the entire book is 
written in two languages, English 
and Judeo-Spanish, as a gift to 
future generations of Judeo-
Spanish speakers. Moreover, the 
memories are of high value to 
readers interested in minority 
studies, as the collection provides 
first-hand records on being a 
minority member half a century 
ago in stanbul.

“Jewish Istanbul” must be 
read in the light of Turkey’s recent 

minority history, taking into 
consideration the erosion of 
minority rights, which resulted in 
waves of non-Muslim emigration. 
Today, Turkey is considered to be 
a predominantly Muslim country 
with a homogenous demographic 
profile, however, until not so long 
ago, its population was multi-
religious, multi-ethnic and multi-
lingual.1  Within this diverse 
demographic landscape, non-
Muslim minorities were granted 
autonomy in their religious, 
educational, juridical and fiscal 
affairs.2  However, a major shift 
occurred in Turkey’s demography 
in the early decades of the Turkish 

Republic, due to the mass 
emigration of non-Muslim 
minority populations. The Turkish 
nation-building project aimed to 
construct a homogenous society 
united under a common language, 
culture and religion unlike the 
past multi-cultural Ottoman 
society.3 Due to an understanding 
that equated being Turkish with 
being Muslim, the new 
conception of the Turkish national 
identity accompanied policies and 
practices of Turkification and 
Islamization, leading to the 
mainstream perception of non-
Muslims as “others” and as a 
consequence, generating 
nationalist mistreatment. As a 
result of the increasing pressure 
challenging their livelihood and 
the appeal of Israel’s foundation, 
the Jewish community in modern 
Turkey experienced demographic 
erosion, with several waves of 
emigration. In the great wave of 
1948 to 1951, nearly 40 percent of 
the Jewish population emigrated 
to Israel.4 The emigration of Jews 
to Israel slowed but still continued 
in the post-1951 period due to 
minority-specific policies and 
practices coupled with internal 
crises such as military 
interventions, left-right cleavages, 
civil violence and economic 
problems. In the year 2005, the 
Jewish population was considered 
to have fallen to 27,000, which 
amounted to almost one-fifth of 
the 1914 population of 128,000.5  

Within this historical context, 
“Jewish Istanbul” reveals the 
Jewish community’s grave 

KOHEN COLORFULLY 
DESCRIBES A PAST 
LIFESTYLE IN STANBUL; 
THE WINTER, SUMMER 
AND DAILY ROUTINES OF 
ITS JEWISH COMMUNITY



430

emotional state of being caught 
between the decision to emigrate 
to Israel and the choice to remain 
in Turkey as members of a 
minority. Although the author 
prefers not to point out to the 
underlying political and economic 
reasons, she illustrates well the 
relationships between family 
members and friends who were 
torn apart and scattered during 
different waves of emigration. 
Kohen also reflects on the intense 
feeling of being left behind while 
other family members and friends 

depart for Israel, imagined at the 
time as Paradise. The book, 
therefore, not only introduces a 
community’s past life, but also 
reveals the many emotional 
layers of belonging to a 
diminishing minority through the 
eyes of a child. 

“Jewish Istanbul” has a major 
focus on the Judeo-Spanish 
language that Sephardic Jews 
brought with them to the Ottoman 
lands following their expulsion 
from Spain in the 15th century. 
Hence, the book must be read in 

consideration of Turkey’s recent 
history on the right to mother 
tongue. As an early act in the 
Turkification policies that went 
against the commitments of the 
Treaty of Lausanne, a campaign 
called “Citizen, Speak Turkish!” 
was launched in 1928 to eliminate 
the linguistic distinctions of non-
Turkish-speaking citizens.6  Even 
though the campaign was 
abandoned in the 1940s, non-
Turkish speaking populations were 
widely influenced by the language 
policy. It is possible to trace the 
erosion of the Judeo-Spanish 
language by examining the 
numbers of Judeo-Spanish 
speakers found in state statistics 
on mother tongue to understand 
how the Turkish campaign 
affected the Jews of Turkey. 
According to a study by R fat Bali,7  
in 1927 some 84 percent of the 
81,872 Jews in Turkey spoke 
Judeo-Spanish as their mother 
tongue. In the year 1955, the total 
Jewish population decreased to 
45,995, among which 72 percent 
had Judeo-Spanish as their mother 
tongue. The same source states 
that in 1965, only 26 percent of a 
total population of 38,267 Jews 
spoke this language as their first 
language. Today, there is no data 
available on the current number of 
Jewish citizens who perceive 
Judeo-Spanish as their mother 
tongue. However, we can assume 
that the usage of Judeo-Spanish as 
first language to be even more 
limited today, as the total Jewish 
population is lower than it was 
half a century ago. In this respect, 
“Jewish Istanbul” is also a precious 
source for linguistic studies.

Kohen colorfully describes a past 
lifestyle in stanbul. She depicts the 
community’s daily winter routines, 
such as group visits to Turkish baths, 
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dressing up to go to the famous Yeni 
Melek Cinema, spending time in the 
Sar  Madam Teagarden, and 
participating in the Children’s Ball, 
along with summer routines such as 
renting summerhouses in the 
Princes’ Islands and trips to the well-
known beaches of stanbul’s Asian 
side. Jewish traditions such as the 
Passover feast, Purim celebrations 
and rituals for the Shabbat dinner, 
and commemorations and regular 
synagogue visits are beautifully 
detailed from a child’s perspective. 
By stepping into the lives of the 
Kohen family and their neighbors, 
the reader meets with interesting 
personalities such as Zimbul the 
hairdresser and her blind sister, 
math genius Arditti who eventually 
goes insane, the poor Jewish 
cleaning lady Djamila who sings 
romantic Spanish songs and Mr. 
Namer the fortuneteller. One by 
one, the author introduces the 

shops that decorate the busy and 
worn-out streets of Galata, such 
as Mr. Navon’s shoe repair shop, 
Mr. Dalva’s butcher shop, the 
buzzing flea market, the still 
legendary patisserie Lebon and 
the Hac  Bekir candy shop. 
Kohen reconstructs an stanbul 
today enshrouded in the past. 

Enriched with her own 
illustrations, Kohen’s “Jewish 
Istanbul -- A Collection of 
Memoirs and Illustrations” is 
highly recommended for those 
involved in minority studies, 
particularly in the Jewish 
community and Judeo-Spanish 
as a diminishing minority in a 
nation in the process of 
homogenization with respect to 
demographics and mother 
tongue rights. Moreover, it is a 
pleasant read for anyone interested 
in the history and lifestyle of 
stanbul in the 1950s and ’60s. 
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