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Abstract

In late 18th- and 19th-century Istanbul, a rich reading and writing culture developed around
traditional Islamic heroic stories. Manuscripts of popular genres such as Hamzandme and Ebdii
Miislimndme became repositories not only of narrative content but also of extensive readerly
engagement. Among these are thousands of marginal annotations—termed kira‘dt notes—
which document the collective reading practices of the period. These notes record detailed
information such as the name, occupation, and hometown of the reciter, the date and location
of the reading session, and the reactions of the audience.

This study focuses primarily on the function and materiality of these notes rather than their
narrative content. The term kira‘Gt (public/recited reading) appears consistently in the
annotations, suggesting a shared understanding of the practice. To explore their function, the
study asks: who wrote these notes, where, and why? What motivated readers, reciters, and
listeners to document their experiences so prolifically?

In terms of materiality, the study analyzes the visual and physical features of the notes: variations
in ink color, dialect, spelling, handwriting, script type, writing instrument (pen or pencil), and the
spatial placement of notes within the manuscripts. These material traces are situated within
their social and historical contexts. For instance, the word kira‘dtappears in numerous
orthographic variants, reflecting the linguistic backgrounds of note-writers, many of whom were
migrants from Anatolian provinces. Similarly, interns from the Imperial Cannon Foundry
(Tophane-i Amire), who read these stories as part of their vocational training, consistently used
pencils and the rig ‘a script.

By situating kira‘dt notes within the broader framework of late Ottoman reading and manuscript
culture, this study contributes to current scholarship on the materiality of texts and the social
history of reading.
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