


• Historically significant community of 

predominantly European origin who 

settled and lived in the eastern 

Mediterranean port cities  mainly 

Izmir (Smyrna),  Istanbul 

(Constantinople), Iskenderun 

(Alexandretta), and Beirut.

• Origins and Ethnicity

    # Mostly descended from Italian 

origin (Genovese  Venetian), French 

British, Austrian, German,    and Dutch   

families. 

Introduction: Who Were the Levantines?



Cultural Identity and Roles in the Empire

• All of them were christians mainly catholic and 

anglican/protestant distinguishing  them from the local 

christian communities like armenians, greeks, syriacs, etc of 

the Ottoman Empire

• Arrived as merchants, diplomats,  and artisans 

• Formed close-knit semi autonomous communities often  

under the protection of European consulates



• Multi-lingual : Often spoke French, English,  Italian, Greek, Turkish,  

German

• Maintained European cultural traditions while integrating with local 

society

• Lived in distinctive neighborhoods with European style architecture 

and churches (like Galata, Beyoğlu(Pera), Moda, Şişli, Yeşilköy in 

Istanbul ; Alsancak, Karşıyaka , Bornova in Izmir)

Cultural Identity and Roles in the Empire



• Dominated foreign trade,  shipping, banking, industries and 

      consular services in the Ottoman Empire

• Very active in agency business

• Contributed to the modernization of the Empire through their 

involvement particularly in trade, art, education,

architecture, printing and technology 

Cultural Identity and Roles in the Empire



• Levantine shipping agents played a critical role in connecting East 
and West through maritime trade.

• They operated as intermediaries in Ottoman port cities (Salonica,
Istanbul, Smyrna, Alexandria, Iskenderun,  Beirut) from the 17th 
century onward.

• Agents were of European or mixed descent (French, British,

      Italian, Dutch, Yugoslavian, German, Greek) with multilingual skills.

      

• They managed cargoes, negotiated with port authorities and 
represented foreign merchants.

Maritime Trade and the Role of Agents



• Trade Agreements signed between 
Ottoman Empire and various 
European powers from the 14th 
Century onward :

     
     - First capitulation (1352) granted by  

Orhan Gazi to the Republic of Genoa
    
     - Major milestone (1536):  Extensive 

capitulations granted by Süleyman 
the Magnificent to France Draft of the 1536 treaty or capitulations negotiated 

between French ambassador Jean de La 

Forêt and Ibrahim Pasha a few days before his 

assassination expanding to the whole Ottoman 

Empire the privileges received in Egypt from 
the Mamluks before 1518.

Capitulations and Commercial Power

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean_de_La_For%C3%AAt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pargal%C4%B1_%C4%B0brahim_Pasha
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_Empire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Egypt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mamluks


Capitulations granted economical, legal 
religious privileges to European merchants 
and states within the Ottoman territory
and gave a significant autonomy and 
influence in trade facilitation.

1. Legal Autonomy through consuls 
under the native laws

2. Tax Exemptions or Reductions 
especially on  customs duties and 
trade taxes

3. Freedom of religion and worship for 
Christians and Jews

4. Trade privileges ; foreign merchants 
could  operate freely and often had 
protection on their  property and 
ships.

Capitulations and Commercial Power



• The capitulations and various trade agreements  attracted the 
European merchants into Ottoman Empire and main commercial 
activities were handled by these merchants.

• The cargo and passenger transport was effected by means of ships 
either sailships or steamships.

• The European Post Offices were using these ships for the transport 
of mails and important documents thus these services were 
requiring regular calls of these ships.

     

Capitulations and Commercial Power



• France (1536)

• England (1580)

• Netherlands (1612)

• Venice Austria Sweden Prussia and others throughout 17th-19th 
Century.

Powers Enjoying Privileges



• Within the privileges granted to France,  an important one was that 
the French flagged vessels were allowed to transport goods 
between Ottoman ports and therefore  foreign merchants (except 
Venetians) were forced to use French flagged ships.

• In 1612  with the intense pressure of the Dutch Ambassador, 
     his Excellency William Harborne  a Dutch merchant named   
     Cornelius van Haagen who was then settled in Istanbul  obtained  
     the same allowances as the French , thus opened the door for
     various foreign merchants to obtain the same privileges.

• By 1871 the foreign shipping companies calling the Ottoman Empire 
ports were requested to open either a branch office or appoint an 
agent in these ports

Powers Enjoying Privileges



• Levantines who were intensily involved in the trade, had
    been the main candidates to represent shipping lines due   
    to :

• their vast knowledge of the trade of the local 
merchants and local rules ;

• their multilingual capacities giving the chance to   
owners to deal with their agents in their own 
language 

• their reliability, professionalism and trustfulness

Levantines as Shipping Agents



Foreign Lines/Shipping Co.’s At That Time



Due to very intense trade through maritime channels , disputes
between the parties started to grow and to avoid all these problems

• Renowned 28 agents have agreed to form a body which
     would act as an intermediary between the shipping
     companies  authorities merchants and brokers and   
     founded the 6th November 1902 , the

     the “CHAMBRE MARITIME des COMPAGNIES de NAVIGATION     
      ETRANGERES” à Constantinople 
      
      registered in Turkish as: 

      “ECNEBİ SEYR-İ SEFAİN KUMPANYALARI  DERSAADET BAHRİYE     
        ODASI”

Formation of the Chambre Maritime (1902)







• The first  board members of the maritime chamber were :
     
•     President Mr. Charles DECHAUD  (agent of Messageries Maritimes)

•     V.President Mr. E.C. BARTORO      (agent of La Florio Rubattino)

•     V.President Mr. M. PETCHENEFF      (agent of La Compagnie de Nav.Russe)

•     Secretary Mr. A. SEYMERY            (agent of Service Maritime Roumain)             

•     Accountant Mr Alfred SILLEY       (agent of Khedivial Mail Line )

•      Member Mr B. De JUGOVICH       (agent of Lloyd Autrichien)

•      Member Mr A.C. SFERO               (agent of Deutsche Levante Line)

•     Member Mr D.A. MANGO           (agent of Compagnies Royale       

                                                                                    Neerlandaise

   

Levantine Presence In The Chamber



A Cosmopolitan Chamber



• The CHAMBRE MARITIME des COMPAGNIES de NAVIGATION 
ETRANGERES à Constantinople  has changed its name few times 
throughout the years in order to adhere to local legislation 
requirements  and has finally been named in 1973 as the    

     Maritime Association of Shipowners and Agents – Istanbul

• The association has played the role of a Maritime 
     Chamber until 1982 when the Istanbul Maritime    
     Chamber (IMEAK ISTANBUL MARMARA EGE AKDENİZ   
     ve KARADENİZ DENİZ TİCARET ODASI) has been officially   
     founded.

• Today with its 123 years history the Maritime Association of 
Shipowners and Agents in Istanbul is still very active and considered 
as a reference point both locally and internationally.

     

Evolution of the Chamber to Present



• Among its 115 members which represent almost 90 % of the 
shipping business in Turkey  Levantine owned agencies are still 
members.

Current Levantine Legacy and Companies

Levantine  Families who 
actively contributed in 
agency business :

• Arkas 
• Beard-Catoni
• Campaner
• Couteaux    
• Choneff
• Dabcovich 
• Dutilh *
• Levante 

• Madzar
• Rossi
• Stamboli  
• Van Der Zee * 
• Whithall  
• Willkinson



Impact Area Role Played by Levantines

Trade Operations Exporters, agents, brokers, insurers

Port & Ship Infrastructure
Shipping lines, ports, consular agencies

Cultural Bridge
Linked Ottoman world with Western 
Europe

Institutional Legacy
Chambers of commerce, marine law 
consulates

Modernization Early adopters of steam, rail, telegraph 
and accounting systems

Impact Recap



Catoni Group- 168 Years Of Levantine Heritage in Shipping
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