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The Ottoman Empire began to lose its former grandeur starting from the 18th century,
unable to keep pace with Western industrialization and falling behind in science and
technology. The Ottoman Empire, due to its religious conservatism, also failed to catch up
with the Western Enlightenment. Lost wars no longer brought spoils, yet the ruling class
of the empire did not cut any of its expenses, leading the state to gradually become poorer.
After every lost war, the Ottoman Empire granted various privileges to the strong Western
states under the system of capitulations. The commercial life of the empire fell under the
control of these Western states, and Western merchants were exempted from taxes,
exploiting the empire almost like a colony. Particularly after the wars lost in the early 19th
century, the trade life of the Ottoman Empire fell into the hegemony of the great Western
powers. The increasing taxes impoverished the people, and the non-Muslim population in
the empire did not enjoy equal rights with the Muslim population. This was a significant

problem, especially for those living in rural areas outside the large cities.

Although the improvement of the situation of the non-Muslim population was a part of
every agreement with Western states, the practical applications were never found
sufficient. This inadequacy was not only due to the shortcomings of the implementations
but also because of the Western powers’ use of emerging nationalist movements to
instigate trouble. Despite the Ottoman state’s efforts to restore internal peace through the

Tanzimat and Constitutional movements, unrest never ceased.
The Trade Economy and the Influence of Non-Muslim Merchants

In the Ottoman Empire's large cities, trade was dominated by the non-Muslim population.
One of the main reasons for this was that a large portion of the available Muslim population
was engaged in military service. Additionally, young Muslims who received religious
education were distanced from both commerce and military service. For many years, non-
Muslim subjects were exempt from military service, or if they did serve, they were only
assigned to auxiliary roles. In contrast, they paid higher taxes than their Muslim
counterparts. While the non-Muslim population made up 20-25% of the general
population, they were responsible for 60-70% of the total taxes collected by the empire.

The literacy rate among Muslims in the empire was less than 5%, whereas the non-Muslim



population had access to their own schools and missionary schools, and in some cases,
they could even study in Europe. As a result, they had the opportunity to expand their
horizons and communicate more effectively with their European counterparts, increasing

their chances of success in trade.

The period’s powerful states were England, France, Italy, and Russia. Despite Germany
being one of the strongest powers of the time, its influence on the trade life in Ottoman
cities was not very visible. Trade with Germany remained confined to the elite class and
did not spread to the general population, which had a significant impact on the Ottoman

Empire.

By using their commercial privileges, Western powers had formed partnerships with non-
Muslim Ottoman citizens they favored, provided them with credit, and granted them
consular representation. Muslim Turkish merchants found it difficult to compete in this
environment. Some non-Muslim Ottoman citizens, in order to take advantage of the tax
exemptions, switched their allegiance to the Western powers and obtained privileges as

their citizens.

In the Ottoman Empire, particularly in large cities, non-Muslim merchants began to use
promotional and advertising strategies common in Europe. During this period, the most
significant advertising tools were wall posters, newspaper and magazine ads, and the
beautifully designed invoices and promotional cards of their businesses. Starting in the
1890s, multilingual trade cards began to be used. Initially, the graphic designs of these
cards were copied from the famous store cards in large European cities, but over time,
unique designs began to emerge. Eventually, skilled designers in the Ottoman Empire also

began to specialize in this area.
Multilingual Trade Cards in the Ottoman Empire

The non-Muslim minorities living in the Ottoman Empire were Armenians in the east and
Greeks in the west. In the large cities, multilingual shop cards used by businesses were
printed in languages corresponding to the population density: Armenian, Greek, Hebrew
for Jewish citizens, Bulgarian, and, to a lesser extent, Serbian and Russian. Additionally,
Old Turkish (Ottoman) and the international language of the time, French, were always
present. Businesses, according to their customer profile, could use their native language
first, followed by other minority languages, in addition to Old Turkish and French. These
cards could be used for advertising purposes, but they were also given when an order was

placed or a down payment was made. Whether for promotional purposes or necessary for



an order, these cards had to be affixed with a fiscal stamp and sealed to make them legally

valid, thereby generating additional revenue for the state.
The Rise of Shop Cards and Changes in Later Periods

By the early 20th century, these shop cards had reached their peak both in quality and
guantity. However, with the abolition of the capitulations in 1914, the impact of World War
| on Europe, and the subsequent migrations and forced departures, these cards lost their
former grandeur. Nevertheless, some businesses continued to produce these cards.
Following the establishment of the Turkish Republic and the transition from Ottoman
Turkish to the Latin alphabet, the use of these cards gradually decreased, though they

continued to exist until the 1950s.
Conclusion and Legacy

These beautifully designed cards, which presented a visual feast, were one of the most
significant examples of the multicultural Ottoman Empire of the period. Unfortunately, that
colorful mosaic of people has broken apart, and we no longer live in the same country with
many of the peoples who once spoke those languages. What remains are these finely
crafted cards and some of the handwritten notes on their backs, representing a beautiful

legacy of the past.

Jean K. Galanoudis and Stamatis Nikolaidis
Shoe Trading Sultanhamam Constantinople

4 languages Old Turkish, French, Greek, Hebrew



J. Nikitits Erben
Gun Merchant Bahcekapi Constantinople

4 languages Old Turkish, French, Greek, Armenian

Benyamin Araboglu & Fils

Depot de Cristaux, porcelaines,

lamps, Ttinel Galata

3 languages Old Turkish,

French, Greek

75 para fiscal stamps on the
back



/ Anastasios Apostolidis \

Warehouse of Trunks
and bags
Sultanhamam Constantinople

3 languages old Turkish,

K Greek, French /

S.V.Vergopoulos-Central Store
Various objects crystal, porcelain lamps
Tunel-Galata-Yuksekkaldirim

3 languages old Turkish, Greek, French



Theodore Chryssomalis
Dentiste Sirkedji

4 languages Old Turkish, French, Greek, Armenian

Konstantinou N. Volovini
Crystal lamps Mega Glass store Galata

3 languages old Turkish, Greek, French



A.& G. Gallerini
Construction Materials Tophane

4 languages old Turkish, French, Greek, Armenian

Tamianos Papazian
Shoe Maker
Mahmout Pacha
5 languages
old Turkish,
Armenian
French, Greek,

Hebrew



K P. Macastar \

Metals

Rue Mahmoudie
Galata

4 languages old
Turkish, French,

Greek, Armenian

o J

A. Xanthopoulo
Hunting shells, shot guns
Galata
4 languages old Turkish, French,
Greek, Armenian

60 para fiscal stamps on the back



/ Chr. Pappadopou/os\

Sewing Machines
Uzun Charshi

4 languages old
Turkish, Greek,

\ Armenian, French /

J. Tolayan
Jewelry Grand Bazaar

4 languages old Turkish, French, Greek, Armenian



Dr. Mehmed Ferid
Operator & Gynaecology

3 languages old Turkish,
Armenian, Turkish
with greek alphabet

(old Karamanli language)

Nacib K. Djezvedjian & Fils
Gold chains, Jewelry

4 languages old Turkish, Armenian, Hebrew, French



Bezidian Brothers
Papeterie

Galata Constantinople

4 languages
old Turkish, Greek,

Armenien, French

Cleanthes Hadjopoulo
Mega store of modernizations
Yeni Djami
3 languages old Turkish,
Greek, French

7 kurush fiscal stamps on the back



Ghrisezhorites Brother
Beyoglu
3 languages old Turkish,

Armenian, Hebrew

Garabed M. Pusgulian
Antiques Grand Bazaar
4 languages old Turkish, Armenian, Greek, French



Nissim Moutal

Porcelain lamps
Galata
4 languages old Turkish, Hebrew, Greek, French

60 para fiscal stmps on the back

Constantin G. Pechindjioglou
Machine reparations
4 languages

old Turkish, Greek, Armenian, French



Diamandis Georgiadis
Shoe and boats
5 languages old Turkish, Armenian,

Hebrew, Greek, French

Alyanakides
Manufacturers Store
Cakmakcilar Constantinople

4 languages old Turkish, Greek, Armenien, French



Hotel Asie Mineure
[zmid (Nikomedia)

4 languages old Turkish, Armenien, Greek, French
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