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What Russian-Language Publications Tell Us  
about Refugee Life in Occupied Istanbul

Ekaterina Aygün

The Revolution of 1917 and the ruthless civil war that followed forced many subjects of the 
former Russian Empire to flee. Russian-speaking refugees from different parts of the empire 
rushed to board the often overcrowded and sometimes scarcely seaworthy steamers that 
could take them from the empire’s southern ports to Istanbul. By the beginning of 1921, refu-
gees from the former Russian Empire were almost everywhere in the city (fig. 1). It is not sur-
prising that with such a large number of new settlers, many periodicals and other publications 
in the Russian language began to appear. They were issued mainly at publishing houses such 
as Tipografiya L. Babok & fils, Pressa, and Za Rubejom which were located in the Pera district 

The author’s research  has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s 
Horizon 2020 research and innovation program (grant agreement No 724649- METROMOD).

Figure 1: Schematic plan of 
Constantinople for Russian-
speaking refugees (Russkiy v 

Konstantinopole. Le Russe à 
Constantinople, 1921).  

The Slavonic Library, Prague.



100
YI

LL
IK

: A
nn

ua
l o

f I
st

an
bu

l S
tu

di
es

 4
at the time. In most cases, such publishing houses, bookstores (for instance, Kul’tura founded 
in April 1921) and news-stands where the papers were sold, were opened by the newcomers 
themselves. All of the editions, including the guide book Russkij v Konstantinopole/Le Russe 
à Constantinople (Russian in Constantinople, 1921),1 the Calendrier Russe Orthodoxe (Orthodox 
Russian Calendar, 1921),2 the almanacs Russkaja Volna (Russian Wave, 1920–1921), Nashi Dni/Nos 
Jours (Our Days, 1921–1922), Na Proshchanie/Farewell (1923),3 Russkie na Bosfore/Les Russes sur le 
Bosphore (Russians on the Bosporus, 1928),4 as well as one of the longest-running newspapers 
Presse du Soir (later Vecherniaia Gazeta, 1920–1925), are important sources on the lives of Rus-
sian-speaking émigrés in Istanbul. Moreover, since such publications were entirely conceived, 
written, illustrated, and printed by the refugees themselves, today they can be considered as 
their “voices.” However, some of these editions provide only a superficial impression of the 
Russian-speaking refugees in the city. Thus, for instance, while reading the almanac Russkie 
na Bosfore/Les Russes sur le Bosphore, which mainly presents the stories and achievements of 
Russian-speaking émigré artists and intellectuals in Istanbul, one might get the impression 
that the refugees were not in exile but on long tours, where they sang, danced, painted, pho-
tographed, and displayed all sorts of other talents to rounds of applause. As if they simply veni, 
vidi, vici—in other words, as if they arrived, settled down, and immediately found a worthy 
and profitable use for their talents, skills, and knowledge.

I 

The impression that the subjects of the former Russian Empire obtained employment easily 
and received plenty of help and support in occupied Istanbul is not only given by the alma-
nac Russkie na Bosfore. Material for refugees in such informational editions like the guide 
book Russkij v Konstantinopole, written by Russian-speaking refugees for their compatriots, 
and the Calendrier Russe Orthodoxe, which contained information on more than just Russian 
churches and shrines in the city, further indicate that the émigrés were provided with many 
of their necessities, ranging from free medical care by hospitals run by the Russians (in Har-
biye), the French (Jeanne D’Arc), the Americans (founded by Admiral Mark L. Bristol), the 
Bulgarians (in Şişli), the Greeks (Balıklı in Yedikule), the Jews (Or-Ahayim in Balat) and other 
hospitals in Istanbul, to free or cheap canteens and night shelters/shared households and 
schools for children (not to mention ateliers supporting those who needed to obtain new 
professions). This was even more impressive given that this help and support came from 
both the Allied forces and their circles, as well as the Ottoman state and locals who were 
also going through difficult times. Nevertheless, it is important to understand that due to 
limited resources, the Ottoman state’s support was on a much smaller scale and primarily 
consisted of different types of assistance including collecting donations, not charging some 
of the taxes, and providing requested help for refugees.5 As one of the Russian almanacs 
published in Istanbul mentions, when the most crowded group of the refugees reached the 
shores in November 1920, first aid was provided mainly by the French, Americans, Italians 
and British; in addition, “the whole Turkish society showed a touching attitude towards 
Russian grief.”6 As for the Russian organizations, the All-Russian Zemsky Union helped by 
providing food, clothing, shelters, and employment.7 In this sense, the following excerpt 
from a poem by a certain “Russian” poet with the pseudonym Lolo, who apparently had 
heard something about receiving help in Istanbul as a refugee, is noteworthy: “If I am poor 
and barefoot / Foreigners will feel sorry / And they will give a ration / Bread, meat, and tea / 
Sugar, cheese, jam, salo / No, it is not all over yet.”8 More evidence that things were not that 
bad for the newcomers is provided by the advertisements (sometimes very well-created and 

1 Anonymous, Russkiy v Konstantinopole. Le Russe à Constantinople (Istanbul: Tipografiya “Pressa”, 1921).
2 Edition du Comité de l’Eglise de l’Ambassade de Russie à Constantinople, Pravoslavnyj Russkij Kalendar’ na 1921 god 
(Istanbul: Tipografiya L. Babok & fils, 1921).
3 Anatoliy Bournakine and Dominic Valery, eds., Al’manah Na Proschaniye. The Farewell Almanac. L’Almanach Nos Adieux 
(1920–1923) (Istanbul: Imp. L. Babok & fils, 1923).
4 Anatoliy Bournakine, ed., Russkiye na Bosfore. Les Russes sur le Bosphore (Konstantinopol’: Imp. L. Babok & fils, 1928).
5 Bülent Bakar, Beyaz Ruslar: Esir Şehrin Misafirleri (Istanbul: Tarihçi Kitabevi, 2015), 123; Bournakine, Al’manah Na 
Proschaniye. The Farewell Almanac. L’Almanach Nos Adieux (1920–1923), III.
6 Anonymous, “Zhizn’ russkih bezhencev. V pervye dni,” Russkaya Volna (December 1920): 25.
7 Ibid.
8 Anonymous, “Novosel’ye,” Russkoye Ekho (April 18, 1920): 2.
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illustrated) in numerous Russian periodicals. Careful study of these advertisements con-
taining the establishments’ titles (laundries, hairdressers, restaurants, fashion and footwear 
stores, etc.), the names of the owners and addresses, reveals that not all “Russians” had to 
depend on charity, since some opened businesses throughout the city and were quite suc-
cessful in their endeavors.9 As the Turkish journalist of the time Hakkı Süha Gezgin wrote 
(not without indignation): 

Two years ago, starving Russians roamed the streets of Istanbul like a walking disaster. 
Today [...] Beyoğlu’s most amazing restaurants, bars, and hotels are in their hands. They 
opened grocery stores in the neighborhood. Eighty percent of music teachers consist 
of them. They even managed to establish a large butcher’s business around Tophane.10 

9 As an example, one of the advertisement pages at the very end of the Nashi Dni 5, (1921), n.p.
10 Hakkı Süha Gezgin, İşgal Günlerinde İstanbul (Istanbul: Kapı Yayınları, 2019), 276. All translations are mine.

Figure 2: The advertisements 
of the Vodka Factory 

and the Yar Restaurant, 
Constantinople (Nashi Dni/

Nos Jours 9 [1921]).  
The Slavonic Library, Prague.
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Furthermore, judging by the description of the Byzantine and Muslim sights of the city in 
Russkij v Konstantinopole some refugees even had the opportunity in their free time to par-
ticipate in guided walks organized by the émigrés around the Historic Peninsula and oth-
er areas along the Golden Horn.11 But does all this information from the abovementioned 
“Russian” editions published in Istanbul at the beginning of the 1920s mean that the émigré 
journalist Nikolai Chebyshev was right in saying that “[...] never again during emigration, 
even in the hospitable Slavic countries, did the Russians feel themselves to be ‘so at home’ 
as they did in 1921 and 1922 in Constantinople”?12  

II

In fact, this statement by Chebyshev is debatable. The main reason for this is the fact that 
despite the enormous efforts of the Americans, the French, the British, the Russians them-
selves, and others to support refugees in the city, assistance as well as employment was not 
enough for all the victims in this unprecedented circumstance. The Russian-speaking émi-
grés in Istanbul at the beginning of the 1920s were far from being in the position that the 
German-speaking émigrés— many of whom were invited by Turkish authorities—would 
find themselves in after 1933.13 Evidence can be found in the numerous almanacs and news-
papers published by the émigrés. For example, one of the articles on the situation of refu-
gees begins directly with the following words: “The life of Russians in Constantinople flows 
in difficult conditions.”14 This was expressed primarily by the fact that the night shelters 
and shared households that were opened were not enough for all people,15 often forcing the 
newcomers to solve the housing problem at their own expense or to sleep on street bench-
es, the mosque steps, local Turkish baths and many other unsuitable places.16 For instance, 
in a short span of time, the Ukrainian émigré artist Alexis Gritchenko happened to stay at 
the flophouse for Jews in Pera, the overnight shelter in Harbiye, the Bulgarian hospital, the 
camp controlled by the British Occupation Forces in Büyükada, and, later, in the attic in the 
house belonging to Turkish painter Ibrahim Çallı as well as at the caravanserai on the his-
torical peninsula.17 Another major problem was that even the existing imperfect free rations 
started to diminish in the spring of 1921: “As a result of starvation, the weakest begin to die 
(primarily those with tuberculosis and those who have been weakened by long-term ty-
phus).”18 The reason for this was that the American Red Cross, which had previously helped 
refugees “on a colossal scale,” started to cut back.19

11 Anonymous, Russkiy v Konstantinopole. Le Russe à Constantinople, 29–42.
12 Nikolai Chebyshev, Blizkaya Dal’: Vospominaniya (Imp. de Navarre, 1933): n.p.; Nikolai Chebyshev, “Blizkaya Dal,’” in 
Beloe delo. Konstantinopol’-Gallipoli (Rossijskij Gosudarstvennyj Gumanitarnyj Universitet, 2003), 127.
13 Burcu Dogramaci, “Flight, Modernity and Metropolis at the Bosporus. With an Excursus on the Island Exile of Leon 
Trotsky,” in Arrival Cities. Migrating Artists and New Metropolitan Topographies in the 20th Century, ed. Burcu Dogramaci 
et al. (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2020), 206.
14 Anonymous, “V Konstantinopole, Ot nashego korrespondenta,” Ogni 19 (January 28, 1921): 1.
15 More on the refugee places that at the time were located at either already existing buildings or functionally trans-
formed available buildings: Bilge Ar, “İşgal İstanbul’unun Kentsel Dönüşümünü Beyaz Ruslar Üzerinden Okumak,” 
YILLIK: Annual of Istanbul Studies 1 (2019): 101–122.
16 El’pe, “Konstantinopol’skie dni,” Zarnitsy (September 25, 1921): 25–26.
17 Alexis Gritchenko, İstanbul’da İki Yıl 1921–1919. Bir Ressamın Günlüğü, trans. Ali Berktay (Istanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 2019).
18 Anonymous, “Bezhenskaya zhizn’,” Zarnitsy (March 20, 1921): 26–27; Anonymous, “V Konstantinopole,” Zarnitsy 
(November 6, 1921): 26; Anonymous, “Pitanie bezhencev i invalidov,” Presse du Soir (July 19, 1922): 3.  
19 B. Ivanitsky, “Russkie bezhency v Konstantinopol’skom rajone v iyune 1921 goda,” Nashi Dni 9 (June 20, 1921?): 18–19.

Figure 3: Illustration of 
Russian-speaking refugees 
arriving in Constantinople 
(Nashi Dni/Nos Jours 7 [1921]). 
The Slavonic Library, Prague.
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Another very important difficulty was the job shortage. Although multiple places of busi-
ness were opened by émigrés in the city, their owners still represented only a small share of 
the new arrivals. These were the ones who, as émigré journalist Anatoliy Bournakine wrote, 
were “tough nuts to crack” that “do not burn in fire and do not drown in water.”20 The rest 
of the refugees could not find work despite their willingness to accept any job, and those 
who managed to be selected from among hundreds of other candidates were considered 
“happy exceptions.”21 The situation is described in Nashi Dni as follows: 

20 Anatoliy Bournakine, “Grazhdanin mira,” Zarubezhnyj Klich (1925): 1.
21 Bogodar-Tourkestantzev, “Omut,” Nashi Dni (January 1, 1921): 9; Ivanitsky, “Russkie bezhency v Konstantinopol’skom 
rajone v iyune 1921 goda,” 19.

Figure 4: The advertisements 
of the places opened by the 

Russian-speaking émigrés 
in Istanbul (Nashi Dni/Nos 

Jours 5 [1921]).  The Slavonic 
Library, Prague.



Here a professor comes up to you for alms, holding out his hand; here an officer with a 
St. George cross is dying of hunger; here is a talented journalist shouting out the names 
of newspapers in a hoarse voice; here the artist who has not slept for three days is barely 
dragging his feet; here is an actor; here is a young lady selling her body...22 

From this quote, as well as from numerous memoirs of émigrés, we can glean that the 
Russian-speaking refugees found themselves in a situation where their class and/or status 
no longer played the most important role in their lives. Rather, it was owing to belonging 
to a particular community (especially true for the Jewish émigrés), old networks as well 
as unions created by refugees (the Union of Disabled People, the Union of Cossacks, the 
Union of Engineers, the Union of Writers and Journalists, the Union of Artists, and oth-
ers) that refugees could stay afloat. Second-language skills, connections or good relations 
with Allied forces and their circles also often increased the chances for a better life in 
Istanbul (for the owners of businesses and artists alike) but still did not guarantee the 
living standards that individuals had been accustomed to in pre-revolutionary Russia. 
It is also worth mentioning that the labor office noted success in female employment, 
while with men it was not possible to achieve such results due to the fact that the de-
mand was low.23 Many women worked as waitresses at such a fast pace that in some busy 
restaurants special rooms were set aside for those who fainted from exhaustion.24 As for 
the artists and intellectuals, they also went through a lot of unpleasant experiences. For 
instance, because of the “wolfish appetites” of restaurateurs and the meagre wages they 
paid, Russian-speaking émigré musicians worked three times more than the prescribed 
hours, which is why the press referred to them as ruthlessly exploited “musical hamals 
(porters).”25 The lives of refugees working in various sectors in the city in one way or an-
other were often accompanied by humiliation: female waitresses regularly experienced 
the “rudeness, swagger and arrogance” of restaurant visitors,26 while men were looked 
down upon27 and sometimes even subjected to physical violence, as in the case of the 
painter Dimitri Ismailovitch, who was beaten “for nothing” by an American sergeant.28 If 
one adds to this the increasingly negative attitude of the locals due to cultural differences, 

22 K. Treplev, “Na rekah vavilonskih,” Russkaya Volna (December 1920): 18.
23 Anonymous, “Bezhenskaya zhizn’. Byuro truda,” Zarnitsy (February 13, 1921): 30.
24 Anonymous, “Medvezhij byt,” Russkaya Volna 5 (1921): 16.
25 Anonymous, “Muzykal’nye hamaly,” Konstantinopol’skij Kommercheskij Kur’er (July 15, 1923): 3.
26 G. Rimskiy, “Mozaika,” Ekonomicheskaya i Literaturnaya Zhizn’ 1 (27(14) March 1921?): 2.
27 Bournakine, Al’manah Na Proschaniye. The Farewell Almanac. L’Almanach Nos Adieux (1920–1923), XXIV.
28 Gritchenko, İstanbul’da İki Yıl, 251.

Figure 6: The cover of the 
Al’manah Na Proschaniye. The 
Farewell Almanac. L’Almanach 
Nos Adieux (1920–1923) (1924). 
SALT Research, Harika-
Kemali Söylemezoğlu Archive.

Figure 7: The cover of 
Russkiye na Bosfore. Les Russes 
sur le Bosphore (1928). Litfund, 
accessed October 6, 2022, 
https://www.litfund.ru/
auction/362/180/  
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Figure 5: The cover of 
the guide-book Russkiy v 
Konstantinopole / Le Russe à 
Constantinople. The Slavonic 
Library, Prague.
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among other reasons,29 the image of  “Russian” emigrants in Istanbul at the time seems 
rather grim—which, in fact, pushed most of them to leave for the more promising shores 
of other cities and countries.30

Final Thoughts 

The periodicals and other publications that appeared in the Russian language in Istanbul in 
the early 1920s (newspapers, almanacs, religious calendars, etc.) had different goals. For in-
stance, the creators of Farewell (1923) dedicated the almanac primarily to the social situation 
of refugees in the occupied city and set the task of thanking everyone who helped, whilst Les 
Russes sur le Bosphore was created almost five years after the formation of the Republic of Tur-
key (1927/1928) and aimed to describe the achievements of the refugees in the city (fig. 6–7). 
It is also important to understand that some of them were purely informational, while others 
presented the émigré perspective through their own essays, poems and sometimes even illus-
trations. These various publications perfectly complement each other, and together they give 
us the opportunity to not only gain a more complete picture of what is sometimes referred 
to as Istanbul’s “Russian Moment”31 but also to understand that this period—as so often is the 
case in a refugee crisis—was made up of diverse and ambiguous circumstances, reflecting the 
unique experiences of each individual refugee. 

29 Anonymous, “Prishlye gosti Konstantinopolya,” Presse du Soir  (December 13, 1922): 3. More on the matter, see 
Bakar, Beyaz Ruslar, 215–241.
30 Anonymous, “Russkie bezhency v Konstantinopole,” Vecherniaia pressa (July 5, 1924): 1.
31 This term was used for the lecture and talks on Russian-speaking refugees in Istanbul which were organized by 
the Sakıp Sabancı Center for Turkish Studies of Columbia University in 2019 and 2020, accessed September 14, 2022, 
https://sakipsabancicenter.columbia.edu/events/iraida-barry-thomas-whittemore-istanbuls-russian-moment  and 
https://sakipsabancicenter.columbia.edu/events/istanbuls-russian-moment-1919-1923. 

https://sakipsabancicenter.columbia.edu/events/istanbuls-russian-moment-1919-1923

