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A fascinating illustrated history of one of the strangest, and cruelest, cultura
ingtitutions ever devised. A worldwide best seller, trand ated into twenty-five
languages.

“I was born in a konak (old house), which once was the harem of apasha,” writes
Alev Lytle Croutier. “People around me often whispered things about harems;
my own grandmother and her sister had been brought up in one.”

Drawing on a host of firsthand accounts and memoirs, as well as her own family
history, Croutier exploreslife in the world’' s harems, from the Middle Ages to the
early twentieth century, focusing on the fabled Seraglio of Topkapi Paaceasa
paradigm for them all. We enter the dave markets and the lavish boudoirs of the
sultanas; we witness the daily routines of the odalisques, and of the eunuchs who
guarded the harem. Here, too, we learn of the labyrinthine political scheming
among the sultan’ s wives, his favorites, and the valide sultana—the sultan’s
mother—whose power could eclipse that of the sultan himself.

There were the harems of the sultans and the pashas, but there were also
“middle-class’ harems, the households in which ordinary men and women lived
out ordinary—albeit polygamous—Iives. Croutier reveals their marital customs,
child-rearing practices, and superstitions. Finally, she shows how this Eastern
institution invaded the European imagination—in the form of decoration,
costume, and art—and how Western ideas, in turn, finally eroded a system that
had seemed eternal. Juxtaposing arich array of illustrations—Western paintings,
Turkish and Persian miniatures, family photographs, and even film
stills—Croutier demystifies the Western erotic fantasy of “the world behind the
veil.” Thisrevised and updated 25th anniversary edition of Harem includes a new
introduction by the author, revisiting her subject in light of recent eventsin
Turkey, and the world.
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Editorial Review
Review
Praise for Harem: The World Behind the Veil:

“Thisisaserious history, yet an immensely readable one—informative, gossipy, and grand fun.” —New
York Times Book Review

“This beautiful book...stimulates the mind as well as the eye.” —Chicago Sun-Times

"A book of breathtaking beauty, lavishly illustrated with color plates and written in an ingratiating prose." —
Washington Post

“An adluring invitation into the labyrinthine corridors of the Turkish harem.” —San Francisco Chronicle

“A delight to the eye but also a poignant statement about the lonely...world of women who lived in virtual
slavery.” —Marin Independent Journal

“Croutier’ stext, ablend of careful scholarship and gossipy family anecdotes, is richly embellished with
documentary photographs and colorful ‘ Orientalist’ artwork, depicting harem life.” —Christian Science
Monitor

“A gorgeous book that chronicles, in equal measure, the grisly realities of seraglio life and the glowing
fictions of Western voyeurism.” —Connoisseur

“A fascinating, colorfully illustrated history of one of humanity’s most bizarre constructs.” —People
“An intriguing text about those all-female worlds in the mysterious East. —Cosmopolitan

“Ms. Croutier has produced an interesting book, an intelligent speculation on the socia and psychological
influences of this creation.” —The Atlantic

About the Author

Alev Lytle Croutier isthe author of Taking the Waters (Abbeville), a history of spas, and three critically
acclaimed novels, The Palace of Tears, Seven Houses, and Leyla: The Black Tulip. Bornin Turkey, Croutier
studied at Oberlin College and founded the publishing company Mercury House.

Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.
Excerpt from Harem: The World Behind the Veil
Preface

These flower women, women-flowers, he prefers them to any others, and spends his nights in the hothouses
where he hidesthem asin a harem.



— Guy de Maupassant, Un Cas de Divorce (1886)

| was born in an old house in Izmir, Turkey, which had previously been inhabited by a pashawho had a
harem. | grew up listening to stories that could easily have come from One Thousand and One Nights.
Peopl e often whispered things about harems; my own grandmother and her sister had been brought up in
one. Sincethen, | have come to see that these were not ordinary stories. But for me, as a child, they were, for
| had not yet known any others.

My paternal grandmother, Zehra, was the first person from whom | heard the word harem and who made
alusionsto harem life. She was the daughter of a prosperous gunpowder maker in Macedonia. Aswas not
uncommon until the twentieth century, she and her sisters had been brought up in a“harem”—which really
means a separate part of a house where women lived in isolation, having no contact with men other than their
blood relatives. The term does not necessarily imply the practice of polygamy.

Rarely did they go out; and when they did, they were always heavily veiled. The most poignant image |
know isthat of silk tunnels being stretched from the door of the house to a carriage, so that the ladies could
leave without being seen from the street. The family had already arranged their marriages. None of them saw
their husbands until their wedding day. Then they moved to his house, to live together with his mother and
other women relatives—and occasionally another wife or two.

My grandmother married my grandfather when she was fourteen. He was forty and her father's best friend.
She was asimple, uneducated girl from Pirlepe. He was a respected scholar from Kavala. Ten yearslater, she
would be widowed.

Threatened by the Balkan Wars, my grandparents left everything behind in Macedonia, including their
parents, and fled to Anatolia. They sought refuge and settled down in Istanbul in 1906. My grandfather soon
died, and my grandmaother moved in with one of her sisters for atime. The two women brought their children
up together, as one family. In 1909, with the fall of Sultan Abdilhamid I, harems were abolished and
declared unlawful.

| do not remember very much of the house in Izmir (Smyrna) where | was born. In my memory, it faced the
sea and was five stories high. (When | returned years later, | saw that it had only three stories.) It had a
hamam where women in the neighborhood came together to bathe. Some of the windows were latticed,
screening the outside world. A giant granite rock behind the house isolated it even more. It was said that
sometime before us, and old pasha, his two wives, and other women had occupied the place.

When my grandmother, her three sisters, and friends gathered together, they told stories and argued about

facts and details, rarely agreeing. We children participated in rituals that the women had transported from

their harem days. Like many girls of my generation, we learned to make concoctions to remove hair, brew
good coffee, distribute a sacrificed sheep’s entrails to the poor, cast spells, and give the evil eye to protect
ourselves.

When | was eighteen years old, | left Turkey and came to live in the United States. Fifteen years later, |
returned to Istanbul to visit my family and sort out my impressions of my birthplace. | returned, carrying new
baggage with me: an expatriate’ s eye and a self-conscious awareness of art history and feminist rhetoric. It
was nhot surprising, then, that | found myself fascinated with the recently restored harem apartments of
Topkapi Palace—the Grand Seraglio, or the Sublime Porte, as it was known in the West. It had belonged to
the Padishsh, sultans of the Ottoman Dynasty, who had hidden away their women here from around 1540
through the early 1900s—during four hundred years of life and culture. All that remained now of the



thousands of women who lived in these rooms, in fantastic luxury and isolation, were their empty boudoirs,
they're echoing baths, and countless, impenetrable mysteries.

This visit to the harem of the Topkapi Palace haunted me. | was obsessed with the notion that these same
stairways once felt the flying feet; these alleys heard the soft rustle of their garments. The marble floors of
the baths were worn out from centuries of water running. The walls seemed to whisper secrets pleading to be
heard. Obviously, more was concealed here than the popular notion of sensuality attached to the word harem
or what | have learned from art history classes and childhood stories. It seemed as though | had stepped into
aunique reality—a cocoon of women in their evolutionary cycle. Questions kept insinuating themselves.
Why had we not studied the harem at school ? We were taught ten years of Ottoman history and had to
memorize the dates of all the wars and conquests and who killed whom. What had occurred here during all
these years? Who were these women? What did they do from day to day? Why was it treated so
perfunctorily?

| began searching in earnest for documents on harems—books, |etters, travel ogues, paintings,
photographs—to help reconstruct a candid image of this veiled world. What | found were
fragments—romanticized descriptions of the imperial harem by Western travelers, writers, or diplomats, a
few smuggled |etters and poems written by the women themselves, and tedious studies by historians whose
primary interest was royal life and palace politics, not the uncounted, unnamed women of the harem.

Simultaneously | had to probe deeper into my own family history. When | expressed my need to find out
everything about harems, on which nothing definitive had been written, relatives and friends came forth.
They helped me remember things. They showed me strange books and letters. They shared ephemeral
stories, things that had happened along time ago, so that | could write about them.

Physical and spiritual isolation of women and polygamy, | discovered, were not unique to Turkey. Herons
existed throughout history and in different parts of the Asian World, known by different names, such as
purdah (“curtain”) in Indiaand, in Persia, enderun or zenane. In China, the Forbidden City of Peking also
had a cloistered women, protected and guarded by eunuchs.

During the sixth century B.C., King Tamba of Banaras had a harem of some sixteen thousand women. A
fifteenth-century sultan of Mawas, Ghiyas-ud-di Khilji, build Jahaz Mahal, the “ ship palace,” to
accommodate his large harem. Kublai Khan, the Mongol leader, had four empresses and around seven
thousand concubines. It is rumored that every two years he would get rid of a couple hundred and replace
them with afresh supply. Emperor Jahangir of India also maintained a harem of six thousand women, as well
as athousand young men-in-waiting for those times when his appetite tended toward the other gender. But
the most highly and extensively developed harem was that of the Grand Seraglio. What happened there came
to be seen as a paradigm of all harems.

In the Seraglio alone, thousands of women lived and died with only each other to know of their lives. By
piecing together the fragments collected over the years, | hope to gain a glimpse into this mysterious,
beautiful, and unbelievably repressive world concealed for so many centuries behind the veil. What will
these women tell us, about themsalves and about ourselves?

Users Review

From reader reviews:



William Hoover:

What do you in relation to book? It is not important with you? Or just adding material when you want
something to explain what the one you have problem? How about your free time? Or are you busy
individual? If you don't have spare time to try and do others business, it is give you a sense of feeling bored
faster. And you have free time? What did you do? Everyone has many questions above. They should answer
that question due to the fact just their can do that will. It said that about guide. Book is familiar in each
person. Yes, it is proper. Because start from on kindergarten until university need this particular Harem: The
World Behind the Veil to read.

Diana Castillo:

Y our reading sixth sense will not betray you, why because this Harem: The World Behind the Vel
publication written by well-known writer who really knows well how to make book that can be understand
by anyone who read the book. Written within good manner for you, dripping every ideas and composing skill
only for eliminate your persona hunger then you still question Harem: The World Behind the Veil as good
book not merely by the cover but also with the content. Thisis one guide that can break don't evaluate book
by its protect, so do you still needing a different sixth sense to pick this specific!? Oh come on your
examining sixth sense already alerted you so why you have to listening to a different sixth sense.

Lynn Hardie:

Reading a book to get new life style in this year; every people loves to go through a book. When you learn a
book you can get awide range of benefit. When you read textbooks, you can improve your knowledge,
simply because book has alot of information into it. The information that you will get depend on what types
of book that you have read. If you wish to get information about your study, you can read education books,
but if you act like you want to entertain yourself read a fiction books, these kinds of us novel, comics, along
with soon. The Harem: The World Behind the Veil will give you a new experience in studying a book.

David Bruce:

E-book is one of source of information. We can add our knowledge from it. Not only for students but
additionally native or citizen want book to know the update information of year in order to year. As we know
those textbooks have many advantages. Beside all of us add our knowledge, can bring us to around the
world. By book Harem: The World Behind the Veil we can take more advantage. Don't you to be creative
people? To get creative person must choose to read a book. Just choose the best book that acceptable with
your aim. Don't end up being doubt to change your life at this time book Harem: The World Behind the Veil.
Y ou can more appealing than now.
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