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Abstract: Ten species of land snails were collected in an old Jewish cemetery in Istanbul. The most significant find was 
Helix pomacella, a native of the city that is rarer than the other species. 
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Nineteenth Century travelers to Istanbul often noted the abundant and the untidy cemeteries of the city (for 
example, Smith, 1852; Amicis, 1896; Müller, 1897). Since then the city has changed staggeringly, but the 
cemeteries have remained more or less the same. As far as the conservation of terrestrial gastropods is 
concerned, however, unkempt cemeteries are good, because they provide safe havens for the native species in 
an otherwise continuously expanding and overpopulated city (Örstan, 2004). On 20 October 2008, we spent an 
afternoon photographing old grave stones and collecting snail shells in the Nakkaştepe Jewish Cemetery in the 
Kuzguncuk district of Istanbul on the Asian side of the Bosphorus (41.030° N, 29.039° E).  
The cemetery consisted of an old section on a 
gentle slope overlooking residential districts 
and a presently used smaller section on a facing 
hillside. We concentrated our efforts in the old 
section where many marble tombstones were 
scattered, some haphazardly, over the hillside 
(Fig. 1). The ground cover consisted of grasses, 
wildflowers and some small trees.We found the 
following 10 species of land snails representing 
six pulmonate families: Helix lucorum 
Linnaeus, 1758, Helix pomacella Mousson, 
1854, Mastus carneolus (Mousson, 1863), 
Bulgarica denticulata (Olivier, 1801), 
Pleurodiscus balmei (Potiez & Michaud, 
1835), Oxychilus moussoni (Kobelt, 1878), 
Monacha ocellata (Roth, 1839), Monacha 
solidior (Mousson, 1863), Xeropicta krynickii 
(Krynicki, 1833) and Cernuella virgata (Da 
Costa 1778). 
 
Our most significant find was H. pomacella, a 
rare species despite being a native of the area 
(Fig. 2). The other recently published records 
of this species from Istanbul have been from an 
old Greek cemetery on the European side 
(Örstan, 2004) and from the limestone area 
north of Küçükçekmece Lake west of the city 
(Örstan et al., 2005).  
 

1. The view from the Nakkaştepe Jewish Cemetery facing west. 
 
In urban areas H. pomacella is much rarer than its native relative H. lucorum and, unlike the introduced helicids 
Cantareus aspersus (Müller, 1774) and Eobania vermiculata (Müller, 1774) it seems to avoid roadsides, parks 
and gardens.Istanbul is the type location of four of the species we found (Schütt, 2001): H. pomacella, M. 
carneolus, O. moussoni and M. ocellata. Our records underline the importance of old cemeteries in the 
conservation of terrestrial gastropods that are otherwise threatened by habitat loss. We also saw a live tortoise, 
most likely a Testudo graeca, that was certainly a relict from the times when its kin must have been more 
common on the hills surrounding a much smaller city. 
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Most of the old gravestones in the Nakkaştepe Cemetery had been inscribed in Hebrew, which we can’t read, 
but a few were in European languages. The oldest grave whose inscriptions we could read was from 1869. 
However, the cemetery appears to be much older than that. Brewer (1830) mentioned a visit in 1827 to a 
“Jewish burying-place near Coos-Conjux  
 

 
2. A Helix pomacella shell from the Nakkaştepe Jewish Cemetery. The 

height of the shell was 24.0 mm. 
 
on the Asiatic side [of Istanbul]” that was undoubtedly the same cemetery in Kuzguncuk, while according to 
Rozen (2002), the oldest Jewish tombstone in Kuzguncuk is from the 16th century. Clearly, the area has been 
preserved without substantial development for more than four centuries. The preservation of some of the 
original top soil and perhaps some of the plant cover (except the trees) may have been crucial for the survival of 
the original resident snails of the area. Nevertheless, one must always take into account the possibility that 
some of the species may have been brought to the location inadvertently with the marble tombstones. 
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