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Aral-Güran, and Yüksel Koptagel, who lived and produced in consecutive and overlap-
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study conjointly examines herstory and music historiography by employing alternative 
materials and creating its own narrative.
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PRELIMINARY REMARKS ON VARIOUS USES OF 
THE OTTOMAN/TURKISH LANGUAGE

Before delving into this book, it is crucial for the reader to be aware of a few 
points. The collected materials and sources used employ three languages and two 
different alphabets, with the majority of primary sources being in either Otto-
man Turkish or Turkish; all concepts / words / terms in the main body of the text 
that cannot be directly translated to English, have been intentionally left in their 
original language. The reader will see that the original terms have been italicised, 
while their English equivalents – or their closest English meanings – have been 
written in brackets. The use of brackets rather than parentheses is intended as a 
reminder to the reader that the English translations of the original words do not 
always correspond exactly to the meanings of their Ottoman/Turkish counter-
parts, as meanings of concepts and the connotations they carry change in different 
cultural contexts; the bracketed English words serve as clarificatory translations 
of the provided information. Where Ottoman/Turkish words require the plural 
form, the English plural suffix ‘-s’ has been added (e.g. peşrevs, şarkıs, mekteps, etc.). 

Aside from this rigorous approach to the concepts (for example, no English 
word can truly ref lect the meaning of makam music, or a mabeyn), it is also im-
perative that prospective researchers with an interest in Turkey, whether they 
be native Turkish language speakers or not, use the original words and phrases, 
and sometimes even whole citations in the original language, as has been done 
throughout this book, so as not to cause confusion or misunderstanding through 
the translation process. 

It is also important to know that the Turkish people first began using family 
names after 1934, in accordance with the adoption of the Turkish Surname Law. 
Prior to this, people were in the practice of prefixing their profession (Hekim 
İsmail Paşa [Doctor İsmail Paşa], Kemani İhsan Efendi [Violinist İhsan Efendi], 
or Şair Nigar [Nigar the Poet], etc.), or their place of origin (as in the cases of 
Giritli Sırrı Paşa [Sırrı Paşa from Crete] or Şamlı İskender [Iskender of Damas-
cus]) to their names. Appellations or handles were commonly suffixed: Hanım or 
Hanımefendi for women, Bey, Beyefendi, Efendi, or Paşa for men, none of which can 
be translated as Lady, Miss, Mrs, Sir, or Mr.

Additionally, the reader should be aware of the change of calendar after the 
proclamation of the Republic. In 1926, the use of the Islamic lunar calendars (hijri 
and rumi) was ceased, and the Georgian calendar was adopted. Older documents 
which refer to the hijri calendar (abbreviated as H and/or R) have been converted 
to the Gregorian calendar for the Western reader, and have been placed in brack-
ets as complementary information. 
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Visual 39: “Young Turkish artist Miss Nazife Salahattin Aral, who had been stud-
ying in the Berlin Conservatory, performed a concert on Berlin radio, 
yesterday at five (pm). Music lovers listened to the young artist’s, who 
have been laboring music since the age of 13, piano concert with inter-
est, where she only played her compositions Boğaziçi [Bosphorus], Ka-
radeniz [Blacksea], Akşam [Evening], Çal Çoban [Play Shepherd], Oyun 
Havası, Zeybek.” (the news body). 

Visual 40:  “The interesting life of our cellist, who received a high degree medal 
and diploma from the Conservatory of Geneve” (Subtitle) Miss Feyha 
Talay, whom Atatürk called “Little Lady” with her tambour and cello. 
(photo caption). 

Visual 41:  The mansion in which Leyla Hanımefendi resided in Beşiktaş. 
Visual 42:  The location of the mansion in which Nazife Aral-Güran resided in 

Şişli. 
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Visual 43:  Nazife Aral-Güran’s Mansion before it was demolished, 1975. 
Visual 44:  Location of Kaptanpaşa Houses where the Koptagel Family resided in 

Nişantaşı. 
Visual 45:  Leyla Hanımefendi, in a meşk session with Kemani İhsan Efendi and 

Hanende İbrahim [Uygun] Bey. 1926, Istanbul. 
Visual 46:  Leyla Hanımefendi playing her harmonium. 
Visual 47:  Nazife Güran and Women Musicians Club Meetings (Nancy Wittler,  

Judith Uluğ, Nazife Güran (standing up), Gönül Gökdoğan, Yıldız  
Künutku, and Selma Berk.) 
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INTRODUCTION

In this book the creative/productive conditions of three composers from Istanbul 
are presented. These composers – Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi, Nazife Aral-Güran, 
and Yüksel Koptagel – lived, created, and produced in different historical peri-
ods, but all received training in Western music, and subsequently developed their 
musical personalities against this educational background. 

Initial Steps: On my Background and Motivation for the Research 

Parallel to my musicology studies in Istanbul, I was artistically active, compos-
ing jingles for commercials, and scores for documentaries and radio broadcasts. As 
a woman, I frequently contemplated the visibility – or, more to the point, the in-
visibility – of women who composed Western music and/or Türkiye çoksesli müziği 
[Polyphonic music of Turkey], and the fact that they were not featured in the music 
historiography. As a rare exception, I encountered some brief commentary relevant 
to my ponderings in a score found in an antique trader’s shop: Nazife Güran’s Mezzo 
Soprano için ‘Lied’ler [Lieder for Mezzo Soprano]. In the back cover of the book it was 
printed that Nazife Güran was born in Vienna, studied with Cemal Reşid Rey, who 
is a member of the Turkish Five, and eventually continued her education in Berlin 
and Cologne. Nazife Güran’s name having not previously crossed my path, I sought 
further information about her in accessible encyclopaediae and music dictionaries, 
but to no avail. The inside cover of the score prompted questions: how many com-
posers of the Ottoman period and in Turkey, with Western musical training – like 
Nazife Güran, who was not known to me – composed çoksesli [polyphonic] music? 
Were there women who composed in this genre? – like the women who composed 
in the Ottoman makam music tradition, the names of whom I was aware, and whose 
pieces I not only recognised, but also frequently heard on radio or television, or 
even performed myself. Have these women ever been the focus of discussion? If so, 
who discussed them, and where and how were these women mentioned?

Specialising in (historical) musicology, I was, at the time, studying at a conserva-
tory modelled on European conservatoria, which provided training in Western 
music, but in which the curriculum included neither women composers nor their 
works. Upon mustering the courage to question my music-history professor about 
my wonderings, I was met with the reply, “Yes, there are some talented female 
composers, such as Alma Mahler and Clara Schumann, but we have no time to 
allocate to these women; the curriculum needs to be followed, and we have only 
five contact hours even for Wagner”. At that point, I knew I would delve deeper 
into the topic in the future. 
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Following graduation, I travelled to Vienna to continue studying and to de-
velop my composition skills, but all the while with these questions burning in 
my mind. After preliminary research for a doctoral dissertation on the topic of 
women composers of polyphonic music of Turkey, I began to doubt whether a dis-
sertation would be a feasible proposition, primarily given the uncertainty of ac-
cessing sufficient materials – there were problems of language, time, and space to 
consider; most of the materials were in Turkey, and the range of language of these 
materials was diverse (some were written in Ottoman Turkish, hence the time 
needed to transcribe the texts became problematic). These factors were not the 
only hinderances; my first impression was that there might not be sufficient con-
tent on women composers who composed polyphonic music in the Ottoman pe-
riod and/or in the Turkish Republic to facilitate a comprehensive study. Further, 
there had been no scholarly research conducted on the subject at the time. Spurred 
by the desire to rectify this, and despite the foreseeable obstacles, I resolved to 
conduct an extensive multi-disciplinary study in this area, which resulted in the 
successful completion of a doctoral dissertation at the University for Music and 
Performing Arts, Vienna, as well as this book, which is an adaptation thereof.

Following initial meetings with Univ.-Prof. Dr. Annegret Huber, who was to 
become my primary dissertation advisor, I set about contacting women compos-
ers of Turkey from various generations who lived in or outside Turkey. I reached 
Nazife Aral1- Güran’s son through the annual memorial concerts sponsored by the 
Ekinoks® Company for Nazife Aral-Güran, and the Güran family kindly agreed 
to open their private archives to me. This particular development determined the 
destiny of the research. Another door opened when Yüksel Koptagel agreed to 
meet with me. Koptagel, who is ten years younger than Nazife Aral-Güran and 
studied with the same teacher, Cemal Reşid Rey, had relatively more visibility in 
music historiography. I was set on determining whether the music environment 
and the socio-political conditions these two composers experienced were similar 
or different, and if different, how? When compared with Aral-Güran’s invisibil-
ity in music historiography, what were the differences in Koptagel’s conditions 
that made her more visible? Were there technical or aesthetic similarities between 
their music? To which kinds of networks and circles did they belong? What were 
the difficulties they faced as composers in Turkey?

1 Neither the composer nor her son used a hyphenated last name that included the composer’s 
father’s family name, Aral. However, her output commenced before her marriage, and this last 
name becomes a confusing issue in her oeuvre (writings, music scores, etc.) and is addressed in 
Chapter V. 
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Scope of the Research

Great care was taken in selecting the composers to be included in the scope of both 
my dissertation, and subsequently, this book: composers who received Western 
music education – for the ability to examine how these composers create/cre-
ated a bond and interaction between the Western music tradition, which is in line 
with their (educational) background, and their own music. Accordingly, the selec-
tion of the composers was especially subject to their interest and involvement in 
polyphonic music, and their production in this area. While preliminary research 
for the doctoral dissertation began with these aspects in mind, the necessity of 
locating sufficient, relevant materials to expand the research was a further ever-
present aspect. 

In this book, the productive/creative conditions of three composers, and peo-
ple connected to these composers, are examined from the mid-nineteenth century 
to the 1980s. Since the principal theme encompasses more than a century – a pe-
riod during which Turkey’s political system and society underwent radical change 
–, and given the diversity of the fundamental factors that affect the productive/
creative conditions within the socio-political and socio-cultural environment, as 
well as familial environment and educational background, necessitating a multi-
layered approach, only extrinsic factors were examined, leaving intrinsic (psycho-
logical) dimensions aside. Similarly, the composers’ relationships to religion are 
not considered here, as such an inclusion would require other areas of expertise – 
theology and psychology – in addition to the already substantial aspects explored.

The Composers: Why These Three? 

Some publications mentioning an increasing interest in Western music in the 
palace, the development of contact with Western musicians, and Western-music 
education of the members of the dynasty within the palace – with regard to the 
establishment and institutionalisation of Western-music education in the nine-
teenth-century Ottoman Empire2 – also refer to women in this new class, who 
received training in Western music and who composed.3 In these sources Leyla 

2 Examples of studies on this subject: Mahmut Ragıp Gazimihal, Türk Askerî Muzıkaları Tari-
hi [History of Turkish Military Bands], (İstanbul: Maarif Vekaleti Yayını, 1955). Vedat Kosal, 
Western Classical Music in the Ottoman Empire, (İstanbul: Istanbul Stock Exchange, 1999). Burak 
Çetintaş, “Hürriyetin Marşları [Marches of Liberty]” Mûsikişinas, No. 10 (2008), 100–147. Evren 
Kutlay Baydar, Osmanlı’nın Avrupalı Müzisyenleri [European Musicians in the Ottoman Empire]. 
(İstanbul: Kapı Yayınları, 2010). Selçuk Alimdar, Osmanlı’da Batı Müziği [Western Music in the 
Ottoman]. (İstanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 2016). 

3 Halil Bedi. “Türk Kadını ve Garb Musikisi [Turkish Woman and Western Music]”, Hayat 4, No. 
92 (30 August 1928), 16f. Ahmet Say, The Music and Music Makers in Turkey. (Ankara: Music En-
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[Saz] Hanımefendi (1850?–1936) was regarded as the primary representative of 
that generation of women composers, as she had taken piano lessons with the sul-
tanas in the Imperial Harem after Western music entered the palace in the nine-
teenth century.4 A primary source which supports this information is a personal 
interview conducted by one of the earlier musicologists of the Turkish Republic, 
Mahmut Ragıp Gazimihal, with Leyla Hanımefendi in 1930. In this interview 
Leyla Hanımefendi expressed that Western-music education began to become 
widespread outside the palace after Sultan Abdülmecid I’s reign, and that she was 
among the “first to order and play piano.”5 Additionally, some secondary sources6 
provide information indicating that she, as well as taking piano lessons, also com-
posed in the ‘Western style’7. Given the criteria for the scope of the doctoral dis-
sertation from which this book is derived, Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi became the 
first representative composer I encountered in music historiographical sources.

The selection of Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi for this research, rather than, for 
example, one of the sultanas who lived and produced in the same period, pro-
vides the opportunity for increased dimensionality: both from within and outside 
the palace. Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi thus played a crucial role in establishing the 
principal questions and aspects that constitute the main framework of my research 
– firstly, as a woman composer who had Western-music training and composed 
in accordance with this interaction; secondly, as a woman composer who has 
been mentioned in music historiography; thirdly, as woman who had experiences 
within the imperial palace and outside the palace; and finally, as an artist who had 
collaborative productions with other composers, musicians, writers, poets, and 
intellectuals of her era as part of her vast social circle and her socialisation. 

cyclopedia Publications, 1995), 31, 55–56. Ahmet Say, Müzik Tarihi [Music History]. (Ankara: 
Music Encyclopedia Publications, 1997), 515. Kosal, Western Classical Music, 15. Mehmet Naz-
mi Özalp, Türk Musikisi Tarihi [The History of Turkish music], Vol. 1 (Ankara: Müzik Dairesi 
Başkanlığı, 2000), 34. Ş. Şehvar Beşiroğlu. “The women of Istanbul and their musical identi-
ties”. ITU Journal Series B: Social Sciences 3, No. 2 (December 2006), 3–19. Kurt Reinhard and 
Ursula Reinhard, Türkiye’nin Müziği [Musik der Türkei Band I]. Trans. Sinemis Sun (Ankara: Sun 
Yayıncılık, 2007), 43.

4 Mithat Fenmen, Piyanistin Kitabı [Book of a Pianist] (Ankara: Akba Kitabevi, 1947), 147. Say, Müzik 
Tarihi [1997], 526. 

5 Mahmut Ragıp Köse Mihal Zade [Gazimihal], “Leyla Hanım ile Mülakat [Interview with Leyla 
Hanım],” Vakit, (27 October 1930), 19.

6 Say, Music and Music Makers, 31 and 55–56. Turhan Taşan, Kadın Besteciler [Women Composers] 
(İstanbul: Pan Yayıncılık, 2000), 108. Nuri Özcan, “Leyla Saz”, İslâm Ansiklopedisi [Encyclopedia 
of Islam], Vol. 27 (Ankara: Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı Yayın Matbaacılık, 2003), 157–158. Yılmaz 
Öztuna, “Leyla Saz,” Akademik Klasik Türk San’at Musikisinin Ansiklopedik Sözlüğü II [Encyclopedic 
Dictionary for Academic Classical Turkish Art Music Vol. II] (İstanbul: Orient, 2006), 266. 

7 Özcan, “Leyla Saz,” 157f. Say, Music and Music Makers, 31 and 55–56. Kutlay Baydar, Osmanlı’nın 
Avrupalı Müzisyenleri, 246.
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Undoubtedly, Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi holds a special place in various disci-
plines, as her memoirs shed light on the ‘imperial harem’, a very private area of 
Ottoman history, rendering her an important source for Ottoman/Turkish histo-
riography. However, the more pertinent question for me was: how, and to what 
extent, did the sources consider her?

Until her death in 1936, she established close relationships with numerous 
writers, poets, musicians, and intellectuals of Istanbul during the Tanzimat era8, 
both as a result of her social status and via her works, and was regarded as one 
of the ‘celebrities’ of the period.9 What was the reason behind her fame then and 
now? Was it because of her closeness to the imperial palace, her literary person-
ality, or her musical personality? If she was famous for her musical personali-
ty, why are there no scholarly publications that extensively research Leyla [Saz] 
Hanımefendi’s music? 

Based on the information in the secondary sources, my interest in how the 
writers had turned her into a ‘symbol’ in areas such as music and women or litera-
ture and women in the nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire was sparked. In these 
sources she sometimes appears in relation to her memoirs of the imperial palace, 
as an eyewitness to life in the imperial harem, and other times as a figure to 
whom one can refer when there is a desire to be able to say, “among our wom-
en composers”. However she appears in these sources, there are inconsistencies 
and ambivalences in her portrayal: some literary studies thematising Leyla [Saz] 
Hanımefendi emphasise her musical personality and claim she actually improved 
herself in “the area of music”, and position her in the discipline of music, while 
the studies in music refer to her as a “poet”, subsequently limiting the scope of 
their investigation and creating a situation in which there can be no in-depth or 
comprehensive study of her works, neither in the area of music nor in literature. 
It seems that her oeuvre was not as significant as her public persona, position, and 
function, which is inconsistently described. Why did the authors of these sources 

8 Commonly used to describe reorganisation, reform, rearrangement, Tanzimat (singular tanzim, 
plural tanzimat), is also the name given to a specific historical incident in the Ottoman Empire: the 
announcement of Hatt-ı Hümâyûn [Imperial Prescript] on 3 November 1839. It connotes a series 
of changes and reorganisations in political, administrative, economic, and social areas, and the 
reformation process in which the Ottoman Empire looked towards European countries as models 
for overcoming the domestic and international difficulties it faced in the first quarter of the nine-
teenth century. (See Chapter IV, for detailed analysis of the period)

9 Ercümend Ekrem Talu, “Tanzimat Edebiyatının Kadın Şairi Leyla Hanım [Tanzimat Literature’s Wo-
man Poet Leyla Hanım]”, Yedigün, No. 638 (1945), 4. Ibrahim Alâattin Gövsa, “Leyla Saz”, Türk 
Meşhurları Ansiklopedisi (İstanbul: Yedigün Neşriyat, 1945), 229. Nevin Meriç, Osmanlı’da Günde-
lik Hayatın Değişimi [Transformation of Daily Life in the Ottoman] (İstanbul: Kaknüs Yayınları, 
2000), 160. Hikmet Feridun Es, Tanımadığımız Meşhurlar [The Unknown Celebrities] (İstanbul: 
Ötüken, 2009), 484–506. Öztuna “Leyla Saz”, 85. Duygu Köksal and Anastasia Falierou, A Social 
History of Late Ottoman Women: New Perspectives (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 243. 
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feel the need to thematise Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi? Was it because they respected 
her music? Was it toward the dissemination of her literary endeavours? Or is it 
simply due to the ‘respect’ she gained from her memoirs on the imperial harem? 
That is to say, would we have known, or even heard of Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi if 
she had not been raised together with the sultanas in the imperial palace? 

The secondary sources state that Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi was able to enter 
the imperial harem at the age of just four years as the lady-in-waiting for Sultan 
Abdülmecid I’s daughter, Münire Sultan (1844–1862), due to her father’s position 
as the doctor of Sultan Abdülmecid I, and was raised in the palace with the chil-
dren of the dynasty. Her maintained connection with the members of the Otto-
man dynasty even after she had left the palace is apparent both in her memoirs as 
well as in the accounts of her great-grandchildren.10

Some music scholars mention in their writings that Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi’s 
works are seldom performed because they require superior skills and virtuosity11, and 
state that performers of such quality could rarely be found, while others claim 
that – just as in her poetry and prose – she has a clean, sincere, and intimate tone in 
her compositions.12 Is it possible to analyse the values and parameters on which 
these judgements are based? Such questions steered the direction of this research, 
and motivated me to investigate Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi and the inconsistencies 
in her portrayal.

During my research in the Güran family’s archive, I happened upon a news 
article entitled “Bestecilikte Yeni bir Leyla Hanım [A New Leyla Hanım in the Field 
of Composing]”13 which led me to the idea of connecting the two composers and 
taking a ‘continuity’ approach. Although Nazife Aral-Güran (1921–1993) was 
born before the proclamation of the Republic, she was raised in the period of 
construction of a nation-state, and so became the second stop after Leyla [Saz] 
Hanımefendi in my historical journey. This selection provided me with the op-

10 Nezih H. Neyzi, Kızıltoprak Stories. (İstanbul: Peva Publications, 1999). Leylâ Saz, The Imperial 
Harem of the Sultans: Daily Life at the Çırağan Palace During The nineteenth Century, ed. Landon Tho-
mas (İstanbul: Hil Yayın, 2001). Ali H. Neyzi, Meyzi ve Neyzi. (İstanbul: Cem Yayınevi, 2005). 
Ali H. Neyzi. Hüseyin Paşa Çıkmazı No. 4 [Hüseyin Paşa Dead-End Street Number 4] (İstanbul: 
Cem Yayınevi, 2005). Nezih H. Neyzi, Osmanlılıktan Cumhuriyet’e Kızıltoprak Anıları (İstanbul: 
Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 2016).

11 Baki Süha Ediboğlu, Ünlü Türk Bestekarları [Famous Turkish Composers]. (İstanbul: Ak Yayınevi, 
1962), 139–143. Saz, Leyla. Harem’in İçyüzü [Harem Behind the Scenes], ed. Sadi Borak (İstanbul: 
Milliyet, 1974), 19. Reinhard and Reinhard, Türkiye’nin Müziği, 43. Ahmet Şahin Ak, Türk Mu-
sikisi Tarihi. (Ankara: Akçağ, 2014), 233.

12 Ruşen Ferit Kam, “Bestekar-Şair Leyla Hanım,” Radyo Mecmuası. No. 55 (1946), 8. Mehmet Naz-
mi Özalp, “Leyla Saz,” Türk Musikisi Tarihi [The History of Turkish Music], Vol. 2 (Ankara: Mü-
zik Dairesi Başkanlığı, 2000), 24. Öztuna, Akademik Klasik Türk San’at, 266.

13 Hikmet Münir Ebcioğlu, “Bestecilikte Yeni bir Leyla Hanım [A New Leyla Hanım in Compo-
sing]”, Hayat, No. 101 ( 17 December 1973), 23.
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portunity to examine the socio-political/socio-cultural circumstances as well as 
the music policies of the early Republican period, and to compare and contrast 
such factors in the early Republic with those of the late Ottoman Empire. 

In Aral-Güran’s case, she was situated historically, socio-politically, and with 
regard to cultural and musical aspects, right in the midst of the large-scale frac-
tures, transformations and transitions, projects, expectations, and disintegrations 
that began in the 1850s and lasted until the 1980s.

In line with the improvements on women’s rights after the proclamation of the 
Republic, Atatürk’s perspective on the issue of ‘women’, his support of elevating 
women’s social status in a variety of areas, and his patronage of women have been 
examined and analysed in numerous academic and non-academic sources.14 While 
there are various examples of representatives of such women in medicine, history, 
literature, archaeology, aviation, engineering, law, etc., are there any women he 
supported in the field of music? – particularly women who composed? Did Nazife 
Aral-Güran receive any direct or indirect support from Atatürk or the officials in 
her journey as a composer? If we rephrase the question as a more general inquiry: 
what were the perspectives on, or approaches to ‘women who composed’, or were 
there any perspectives or approaches at all? 

My desire to investigate whether a decade – there is a ten-year age difference 
between Nazife Aral-Güran and Yüksel Koptagel (born 1931) – had any bearing 
on the productive/creative conditions between these two composers was my first 
motivation for including Yüksel Koptagel in my selection of case studies. Later, 
realising the inclusion of Koptagel’s name and her productions in music histori-
ography as a representative of ‘Turkish polyphonic music’15 raised new questions 

14 See: Bernard Caporal, Kemalizmde ve Kemalizm Sonrasında Türk Kadını (1919–1970) (Ankara: 
Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 1982). Afet İnan, Atatürk ve Kadın Haklarının Kazanılması. 
(İstanbul: MEB Yayınları, 1969). Esin Dayı, “Atatürk’e göre Cumhuriyet öncesi ve sonrasında 
Türk Kadını,” Atatürk Üniversitesi Atatürk İlkeleri ve İnkılâp Tarihi Enstitüsü Müdürlüğü Atatürk Der-
gisi III, No. 1 (May 2000), 115–133. Tülin Günşen İçli, “Cumhuriyet Döneminde Kadının Sosyal 
Konumu”, H.Ü. Edebiyat Fakültesi Dergisi Cumhuriyetin 75. Yılı Özel Sayısı. (1998), 93–103. İhsan 
Şerif Kaymaz, “Çağdaş Uygarlığın Mihenk Taşı: Türkiye’de Kadının Toplumsal Konumu,” An-
kara Üniversitesi Türk İnkılâp Tarihi Enstitüsü Atatürk Yolu Dergisi, 46, (2010), 333–366. Gülen Öz-
demir, “Türk Kadınının Toplumsal Konumunun Gelişim Süreci,” Namık Kemal Üniversitesi Sosyal 
Bilimler Enstitüsü Sosyal Bilimler Metinleri 3, (2009), 7–18. 

15 Gültekin Oransay, “Yüksel Koptagel”, Batı Tekniğiyle Yazan 60 Türk Bağdar (Ankara: Küğ Yayını, 
1965), 78–79. Gültekin Oransay, “Yüksel Koptagel”, Çağdaş Seslendiricilerimiz ve Küğ Yazarlarımız, 
ed. Gültekin Oransay and Melahat Oransay, (Ankara: Küğ Yayını, 1969), 112. Lale Tekcan, 
“Yüksel Koptagel”, Kadın Ansiklopedisi II. (İstanbul: Tercüman, 1984), 756. Büyük Larousse Sö-
zlük ve Ansiklopedisi, s.v. “Koptagel, Yüksel” Vol. 13 (İstanbul: Milliyet, 1986). Aaron I. Cohen, 
“Koptagel, Yuksel”, International Encyclopedia of Women Composers, 2nd Edition, Vol. 1 (New York, 
London: Books&Music (USA) Inc., 1987), 381. Antje Olivier (ed.), Komponistinnen. Eine Bestands-
aufnahme (Wuppertal: Tokkata-Verlag für Frauenforschung Archiv, 1994), 182. Faruk Yener, s.v. 
“Koptagel, Yüksel”, The Norton/ Grove Dictionary of Women Composers, ed. Julie Anne Sadie and 
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about what the criteria for inclusion as a representative of this genre were. Thus, 
when comparing Nazife Aral-Güran’s exclusion from the music dictionaries or 
encyclopaediae within Turkey, one is led to wonder whether Koptagel’s inclu-
sion was a coincidence, luck, or that she captured the interest of the music circles. 
Could there be a conscious choice to include or exclude a composer in the music 
historiography? What were the values that brought a person or their works to the 
fore? Could the artists’ environment, the circles to which s/he belonged inf luence 
their situation? Would I be able to find answers to these questions through inves-
tigating the Koptagel case? 

All these questions led to one of the hypotheses of this research: the visibility 
of the names and the works of women who compose in the genre of polyphonic 
music in Turkey, within music historiography have both a correlation to their 
function and/or happen in an arbitrary manner.

On Methodology and Foundational Factors

Having established the criteria behind the selection of the example composers, 
and how they shaped the questions of this research, the next step was to devise 
the methodology for seeking answers for the entire range of those questions. The 
diversity of the contexts, issues, and questions ensured compartmentalisation of 
the subject, wherein each factor could be discussed within each compartment, al-
lowing different methodologies to be pursued. 

The power and weight of the materials obtained throughout the research in 
shaping the roadmap is undeniable. Questioning how and with which parameters 
each source was compiled, as well inquiring as to why and how each author transmits 
certain information determined the fundamental stance of the research presented 
here. These lines of questioning inf luenced the style of approach, tone, language, 
and writing. In establishing this stance, two of Foucault’s works, The Archaeology of 
Knowledge and The Order of Things, were useful; I was inspired by what Foucault had 
explored in his works – archaeology, knowledge, episteme, power, discourse, and 
author. For example, his approach to re-evaluating the document within the disci-
pline of history – as a perspective on socio-political environment as a factor which 
determines the production/ creative conditions – was applied in constructing the 
narrative in Chapter IV, with regard to using other archival documents (personal 
experiences, memoirs, poems etc.) that had not previously found their place in the 
official historiography as alternative sources, hence, bringing new and different 
perspectives to historiography, separate from the collective consciousness. His ap-

Rhian Samuel (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1995), 253. Antje Olivier and Sevgi Braun, 
“Yüksel Koptagel”, Komponistinnen aus 800 Jahren (Essen: Sequentia-Verlag, 1996), 214–215. Evin 
İlyasoğlu, 71 Turkish Composers (İstanbul: Pan, 2007), 126–129.
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proach to language, discourse, and episteme, on the other hand, are implicitly re-
f lected in almost the entirety of this book, or explicitly through quotations.

The use of language and tone in the sources I collected during my research, 
led me to contemplate the language, tone, and style that I should be using. This 
was an awareness that I developed of how to ref lect the spirit of a period I had 
not personally experienced; how to explore, evaluate, and depict the personalities 
whom I have not met, as well as writing about their works. As a narrator and a 
transmitter of information, my main concern was to ascertain what kind of a lan-
guage I should engage in my writing, so that all three example composers would 
be portrayed as themselves, and to look into their productive/creative conditions 
from as transparent an environment as possible. 

To go beyond the data/information that existed within the historiographical 
works, I referred to the selected composers’ writings (essays, diaries, poems, and 
correspondence), or to their oral testimonies (interviews conducted with them). 
By so doing, I consulted the personal experiences of each composer. This was 
a deliberate choice, based on the possibilities provided by the primary sources. 
Through examining the essays and articles that bear implicit biases against wom-
en composers in general, and specifically the composers in this research – as ex-
plored in Chapter VI –, would it be possible to ascertain the end results of such 
language, tone, and narration choices? 

In What is an Author?16 Foucault explores various points which assist the reader 
in the contemplation of the dimensions of the relationship between language and 
discourse. Taking Samuel Becket’s famous saying “What matter who’s speaking, 
some-one said, what matter who’s speaking”17 as his starting point, Foucault de-
scribes the situation in which the author’s name overshadows the text/work, and 
directs attention to the emergence of texts fundamentally as a source of discourse 
of a tradition, a theory or a discipline, and to the placement of the writers in a 
transdiscursive position.18 In other words, with this perspective it can be consid-
ered that the author transforms into an ‘ideological product’ that is shaped by 
the discourse. Foucault writes that authors position themselves and their texts 
somewhere between what the texts depict and the discourse of the institutions 
(i.e., power).19 The texts in Chapter VI are discussed with regard to their implicit 
biases initially based on the identities of the authors, via the texts themselves; sub-
sequently separating them from the authors and placing emphasis on the discourse 
beyond the writers was a conscious choice in the practice of interpreting thought. 

16 Michel Foucault, “What is an Author?” [1969], The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology, ed. Do-
nald Preziosi (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 299–314.

17 Ibid., 300.
18 Ibid., 309.
19 Ibid.

NEW_Women Composers LAYOUT.indd   27 15.9.2021.   21.18.21



28

If reading of the texts were limited to who the authors were, or if rereading of the 
texts were rejected within those paradigms in a counter-protest, the dimensions 
of approach would have remained within a limited framework, whereas the ques-
tions posed with regard to the depicted scene played a crucial role in understand-
ing the implicit power that existed in the micro-levels of examining the texts, 
divorced from the author and vice versa. 

Another fundamental question concerned the materials. How, and at what 
point the materials would be used was equally as challenging as accessing them. 
In particular, the aggregate materials (copies of petitions, invoices, portraits, pho-
tographs, diary notes written on her scores, poems etc.) in Aral-Güran’s Personal 
Collections (the Güran family’s archive) required me to address this. In this regard, 
Beatrix Borchard’s Lücken schreiben Oder: Montage als biographisches Verfahren20 not 
only provided answers to my questions on the position, importance, and function 
of the materials, but also introduced me to Walter Benjamin’s ‘montage technique’. 

Rolf Tiedemann, in the introduction of The Arcades Project (Passagen-Werk), 
which Benjamin wrote between 1927 and 1940, but did not complete, writes that 
Benjamin’s intention was to “display material and theory, quotations and inter-
pretations in a position that would be distinguished from all kinds of conven-
tional portrayal styles”, through which all weight would be on the materials and 
quotations, while theory and interpretation recede to the background.21 In other 
words, the montage technique, while looking at larger structures – which I have 
applied, from time to time, to the events and concepts in order gain a broader 
perspective – is conducive to crystallisation via the analysis of the smaller struc-
tural elements that constitute the overall structure.22 This approach was not only 
instructive in how to use the materials, but also had an impact on how I have as-
sembled the divisions of the narrative in the presentation of my research. For ex-
ample, materials such as Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi’s poems, advertisements in pe-
riodicals, photographs, etc., are used as tools to examine the larger picture whilst 
its smaller building blocks are still in view. In the narrative, I have applied this 
technique when introducing the subject of exploring “Women Musicians in the 
Ottoman Empire” (Chapter III): materials such as lists of musicians (their names, 
addresses, and area of specialisation) printed in the Annuals of Commerce of the Ori-
ent, petitions that were found in the Ottoman State Archives, the decorations pre-
sented to women artists in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by the Sultans, 
compositions dedicated to the dynasty, music scores etc., were used to explain the 

20 Beatrix Borchard, “Lücken schreiben Oder: Montage als biographisches Verfahren”, Biographie 
schreiben. Bödeker, Hans Erich (Ed.) (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2003). pp. 211–241.

21 Rolf Tiedemann, “Dialectics at a Standstill. Approaches to the Passagen-Werk”, The Arcades Pro-
ject, trans. Howard Eiland, Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge, Massachusetts; England: The Bel-
knap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999). 931.

22 Ibid.
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‘interaction domain’ of Western music in the late Ottoman period, broadening 
the dimensions of the research. 

Similarly, materials such as examples of petitions, photographs, unpublished 
letters, carte de visite, student identification, etc. (Chapters IV, V, and VII), in-
tended to give a sense of the socio-political environment, have not been used to 
bring the issues and contexts to a close; on the contrary, they have been used to 
allow future lines of questioning, in the interests of creating a richer discourse. 

Overview of Chapters

Given that this research is centred around a specific music genre, exploring and de-
fining ‘polyphonic music of Turkey’is a requisite starting point. Chapter I focuses 
on çoksesli müzik [polyphonic music] as a genre within the other genres of Otto-
man/Turkish music, contains definitions and explanations of this genre, and pro-
vides a perspective on the categorisation styles of non-Turkish sources. While the 
problem of a ‘multiplicity of definitions’ in Ottoman/Turkish music and its genres 
provide a framework for this chapter, the ideological origins and dimensions of 
various approaches that generate this multiplicity of definitions are also discussed. 

In Chapter II, the institutionalisation process of ‘Western Music’ and ‘West-
ern-music’ education from the Ottoman Empire to the Turkish Republic are ad-
dressed, with reference to its causes and effects, political and ideological back-
ground, modes of function, and results. To this end, the contributions of European 
experts invited to the Ottoman/Turkish lands, and their inf luence on the institu-
tions both in the Ottoman Empire and in the Turkish Republic are discussed. 

Chapter III follows the paths of the women musicians in Istanbul, both within 
and outside the imperial palace, from the nineteenth century until the fall of the 
Empire. In this chapter Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi emerges as the key figure, as the 
sections containing perspectives on music in her memoirs on the daily life of the 
nineteenth-century Çırağan and Dolmabahçe Palaces are discussed and examined 
as a ‘glance into the palace’. Since Leyla [Saz] Hanımefendi’s experience does not 
include the Yıldız Palace, the memoirs of Sultan Abdülhamid II’s daughter, Ayşe 
Sultan [Osmanoğlu], are used to gain a perspective specifically focusing on music 
in the Yıldız Palace. In addition to these two primary sources, other narrations 
about the imperial harem, promising an insight to the life in the palace, are includ-
ed to illustrate the approaches to perspectives from within and outside the palace. 

To develop an understanding of the Palace’s interest in and support of Western 
Music, various documents such as takdim [rewards], taltif [honouring], and other 
petitions from the Ottoman State Archives were consulted; a list of compositions 
dedicated to members of the Ottoman dynasty as well as a list of artists who had 
been decorated by the dynasty are also provided in this chapter. The daily lives of 
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