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Abstract - Prayer beads or rosaries (tesbih in Turkish), although being controversial in the relevant literature, have religious, 
cultural and functional significance in the doctrines and practices of various religious traditions, such as Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, etc. Beyond its religious functions and meanings, tesbih collection represents a deeply rooted 
and rich field, creating a unique cultural (and so-called secular) practice in Turkey. In this study, a very specific dimension 
of this cultural practice will be investigated, which is related with the materials used in rosary making. This article will 
attempt to examine how a material fetishism, which takes mystical states in some cases, has come to the forefront and how 
collectors and masters construct authenticity through and within materials in tesbih making. To investigate the construction 
of authenticity, the author will especially focus on the so-called “Ottoman (squeeze) amber” (faturan) in tesbih making, 
which are supposed to be related with the Ottoman period but indeed date back to a later (modern) period. 
 
Indexterms - Prayer Beads (Tesbih), Rosary, Collection, Authenticity, Fetishism, Ottoman (squeeze) amber (Faturan).   
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
This study focuses the rosary culture in Turkey and 
discusses the authentic construction of the materials 
used in making the rosary and the notion of fetishism 
operating in this specific type of collection culture. It 
claims that a kind of material fetishism which can 
take mystical states in some cases in the collection of 
rosaries plays a significant role in the collection 
practice and the concept of authenticity produced on 
the basis of these materials primarily makes rosary a 
true fetish object. The study focuses on what is called 
Ottoman (squeeze) amber, a precious material used in 
rosary making in which the authenticity construction 
can be explicitly observed. Although the material is 
regarded as being “Ottoman” in its origin, it is in fact 
a relatively new material.  
 
II. CULTURE OF ROSARY COLLECTION 
AND THE CONCEPT OF FETISHISM 
 
There are variety of different manifestations and 
forms of interest in rosary and its collection. 
However, it is necessary to know whether the practice 
of hoarding rosary is an act of collection as 
understood in the relevant literature. Such an effort 
makes sense in terms of creating an intuition about 
the differences within this culture rather than 
confining it to certain forms or confining it to the 
conceptual frameworks of collection culture. 
Although the literature has controversial ideas in this 
regard, the definition of the work of Durost (1932, p. 
10), which has become a classic in the field, appears 
at this point as an inclusive and valid definition in the 
literature: “A collection is basically determined by 
the nature of the value assigned to the objects, or 
ideas possessed. If the predominant value of an object 
or idea for the person possessing it is intrinsic, i.e., if 

it is valued primarily for use, or purpose, or 
aesthetically pleasing quality, or other value inherent 
in the object or accruing to it by whatever 
circumstances of custom, training, or habit, it is not a 
collection.” And he adds: “If the predominant value is 
representative or representational, i.e., if said object 
or idea is valued chiefly for the relation it bears to 
some other object or idea, or objects, or ideas, such as 
being one of a series, part of a whole, a specimen of a 
class, then it is the subject of a collection.”  
Undoubtedly, this definition has important 
implications. First of all, the collection is a 
representation of the object itself, and it is of the 
critical value that the object is not only a part of a 
whole in the definition but also a signifier of a 
particular terrain of meaning. Moreover, we see here 
that not every kind of hoarding or gathering practice 
is considered as a collection; it is a necessity to 
associate every object in the collection with the other 
objects in the collection and in some cases with the 
ideas that are not directly related with the act of 
collecting. On the other hand, act of collection is 
mainly involves what Pearce (1994, p. 159) calls as 
non-utilitarian gathering, “an internal or intrinsic 
relationship between the things gathered” and the 
subjective view of the collector. Moreover, the 
collection is necessarily more than the sum of its 
parts. Furthermore, in almost all collections we can 
sense the presence of a desire to complete a series and 
to reach the whole, which, in most cases, turns into an 
obsession. In a sense, the collection is "an obsession 
organized" (quoted from Aristides, Pearce, 1994, p. 
158). In the collection there are superordinate 
categories that objects are defined as belonging to 
according to their specific qualities or features and 
there are also subcategories within those 
superordinate ones (Danet and Katriel, 1994, p 225). 
In order for the assemblage of objects to be regarded 
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as a collection, it is essential that each piece has a 
feature that makes it different from the other objects 
in the collection in the mind of the collector. 
Despite of the fact the main function of rosary is 
“counting beads” (while praying or only comforting), 
we see that majority of the collectors in the field do 
not count beads and perceive prayer beads in much 
different ways than their purely religious or 
comforting (or meditating) functions. This non-
pragmatic and non-utilitarian view makes the practice 
of gathering prayer beads a candidate for being a 
collection practice to a certain extent. On the other 
hand, we observe that there are classifications 
according to different qualifications such as masters 
carving the prayer beads, materials used, different 
forms of imam (longer and leader bead symbolizing 
the Islamic leadership) and habbe (each piece of 
beads). Moreover, as I will discuss in detail later, 
there is a narrative linking prayer beads to a number 
of other features that give rise to other ideas and their 
uniqueness beyond their purely religious or mystical 
meaning. Perhaps the only thing that distinguishes the 
gathering rosary from collection is that there is no 
possibility of completion or that it is not driven with 
desire of completion. 
Although an obsession that is unique to collecting 
plays an important role here, it does not mean that 
this seemingly irrational motivation is unfounded. In 
almost all cultural practices, there are different 
connections, unconscious processes and processes of 
signification which manifest in the form of 
obsessions but form the basis of the desire. At this 
point, we can say that the objects of collection are 
transformed from ordinary, mundane objects into 
some kind of blessed, sacred and unique things. As 
Belk (1994, p. 320) states, sacred (sacralized) objects 
are becoming instruments of a transcendental 
experience beyond the aesthetic qualities that can be 
regarded as functional or objective. While Baudrillard 
(1994, p. 8) points out the difference between 
possessing and utilizing an object, he also provides a 
theoretical basis for some inferences about the 
practice of collection where possession is the center 
of obsession. Although utilization is related with the 
subject’s practical control mechanism in the real 
world, possession represents an abstract mastery of 
the subject, through which the subject asserts himself 
as an autonomous totality outside the world. In 
another context Baudrillard (1990, p.118), taking 
advantage of these premises, stated that the prime 
case of the fetish is the work of art. The artwork is 
something that the subject consciously and 
deliberately create it to invest subjective capacity in 
it. In this case, the work of art or the fetish object that 
imitates this context is transformed into a 
phenomenon which is beyond the function and which 
can not be attributed to exchange or use value. 
Maquet 's (1993, p. 30) categorization of objects in 
the form of instruments or signs may also work for us 
at this point. Although objects as instruments may be 

understood outside the cultural context, objects as 
sings and what it stands for is totally cultural and 
their meaning depends on collective reality built by a 
group of people.  
When considered from a practical or functional point 
of view, the association between rosary and religion 
can only be achieved through its functional 
dimension. So simply counting function. However, in 
rosary’s transformation from a profane object to a 
sacred one or when it becomes an object of 
collection, a certain distance should be put 
discursively between rosary and religious terrain. 
That is because the association with religion can only 
be provided by the functional dimension and within 
this functionality it can make sense with the 
sameness, not the singularity. If rosary gains its 
sacredness from religious terrain, it would be only 
limited to this function. However, this argument 
should not lead to the conclusion that the rhetoric of 
sacralization is completely unrelated to the religious 
sphere. The religious field, however, makes a 
superficial contribution to the discourse of things that 
sacralize it in the act of collection. Furthermore, if the 
rosary would be sacralized totally by the religious 
discourse, possession and subjectivity which are 
defined here as central to the act of collection would 
never occur. The act of rosary collection itself is 
perhaps in a paradoxical relationship with fact that 
there are strong symbolic attributes of sameness in 
the rosary itself: the sameness of the pieces (habbe) 
and the leadership position of the longer bead (imam) 
simply imply a notion of community or congregation. 
At this point, there is a direct relationship with the 
distinction between the art and craft that was 
observed to be entrenched in the 19th century in the 
West. The identification of craftsmanship with a 
traditionally acquired skill and the appearance of the 
craftwork in a totally utilitarian way has formed the 
basis of this distinction (Lugowska, 2014, p.268). 
However, as a fetish object, meaning of rosary is 
totally contrasted with the utilitarian definition of 
craftsmanship. 
This work basically claims that practice of collection 
cannot be understood without analyzing the notion of 
fetishism and the desire mechanism that drives the 
collection act is based on the fetishization of the 
objects in various forms. In their concise but 
inclusive definition, Gamman and Makinen (1994, p. 
45) defines fetishism as “displacement of the 
meaning through synecdoche, the displacement of the 
object of the desire onto something else through 
processes of disavowal.” As Dant (1999, p. 43) states, 
“a fetish is created through the veneration or worship 
of an object that is attributed some power or capacity, 
independently of its manifestation of that capacity.” 
However, this attribution process itself can enable the 
object itself to reach such a capacity. At this point, we 
are not interested in whether the fetish object can 
reveal a specific power; we are interested in the 
meanings attributed to it. The fetish object becomes a 
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sign in this process and it seems that its referent is 
related to the processes of signification and the new 
set of meanings that it takes in the process of 
representation. 
The concept of fetishism as the shifting ground of 
reality or distorted consciousness seriously limits the 
analysis of the new potential meanings that the fetish 
object possibly acquire through the fetishization 
process. As Dant (1999, p. 43) states, “a fetish is 
created through the veneration or worship of an 
object that is attributed some power or capacity, 
independently of its manifestation of that capacity.” 
However, this attribution process itself can enable the 
object itself to reach such a capacity. At this point, we 
are not interested in whether the fetish object can 
reveal a specific power; we are interested in the 
meanings attributed to it. The fetish object becomes a 
sign in this process and it seems that its referent is 
related to the processes of signification and the new 
set of meanings that it takes in the process of 
representation. But, of course, rosary as an object 
should be understood as something different from a 
word or symbols, the representational power of which 
can only be acquired through conventions.As we will 
see, the transcendental representation of material 
qualities of rosary as a fetish object should not be 
ignored. Certainly, those material characteristics 
drive the desire with some symbolic and unconscious 
elements and play a significant role in the 
transformation of rosary to a fetish object. To better 
understand this process, I will examine how the 
material fetishism operates in this process mainly on 
the basis of construction of authenticity by looking at 
the most popular and precious material used in rosary 
making, namely the Ottoman (squeeze) amber. 
 
III. OTTOMAN AMBERAND THE 
CONSTRUCTION OF AUTHENTICITY 
 
Rumors and contrasting views about the history and 
composition of the material, internationally known as 
“faturan”, which has become a valuable material not 
only for those making the rosary or collectors but also 
for those who are engaged in accessory objects all 
over the world makes it almost a mythical material. It 
is clear that the very high pricing of the material does 
not relate to objective characteristics of the material. 
In this context, I will not go into the details of the 
history of the material. There is already a very limited 
academic resource in this regard and if you attempt to 
summarize the different information on the internet, 
this may be an article on its own. However, it is 
possible to summarize the main assumptions and 
rumors that cause the material to have a mythical 
character (Holdsworth and Faraj, 2015). Many 
sources accept the claim that Friedrich Adolf Fritz 
Traun, who was born in Germany in 1876, was the 
inventor of the material. But it is difficult to reach a 
proof that confirms this claim. In France, where he 
pursued his doctorate degree, any academic interest in 

the phenolic materials in which faturan is also 
categorized into was not observed at that time. How 
Traun, who died at the age of 32 as a very young 
person, invented such a material was a puzzle in 
itself. We only know that the patent for phenolic 
resins was taken by a chemist named Leo Hendrik 
Baekeland in 1907. Although logically Traun does 
not seem to be the owner of this invention, there is a 
general tendency in written sources to regard him as 
the inventor of the material. In some other sources, 
the material is said to be originally invented in the 
Middle East in the 18th or 19th century (or even in 
the 17th century in a lesser number of sources); it is 
claimed that an Arab inventor named Faturan had 
created it by using natural amber, a hidden set of 
natural resins and incense. The latter rumors enhance 
the mythical quality of the material. However, as 
noted by Holdsworth and Faraj (2015, pp. 10), the 
term faturan was coined only about 20 years ago and 
no information on this term has been found in the 
sources before. Moreover, it is impossible to produce 
phenolic materials in the Middle East at such an early 
period, according to the records. Despite these 
different mysterious historical explanations  and 
different assumptions about the composition of the 
material, we can say that the faturan is a kind of 
phenolic resin, a synthetic imitation of natural amber. 
Some sources claim that the material came in the 
1910s to the Middle East and the Ottoman lands in 
the form of door handles, walking stick handles, 
corkscrews, umbrella handles, statuettes and similar 
objects. Rosary makers have come to recognize the 
different potentials of the material and have begun to 
make rosaries by using this material from this date. 
We know that the production of the material ended in 
the 1940s before World War II began. 
Thus, not only the form but also the materiality of the 
fetish object constitutes the terrain of 
transcendentality or desire in the act of collection. 
Hence, besides the image of the fetish object, 
materiality of it should also be regarded as a subject 
of analysis on its own. Although the material terrain 
constitutes considerably to the formation of the image 
of the object, it should be seen as a different sphere 
than the form itself. In the process of becoming an 
object of desire, the materiality contributes to the 
formation of the fetish object and can be said to 
create some properties, which can be 
phenomenologically determined. Faturan can be 
observed in colors such as burgundy or maroon but 
the material itself before oxidation can be yellow, 
orange, and even more rarely green and blue colors. 
However, the element that distinguishes the faturan 
from the other phenolic materials and gives it a 
unique status is that the material turns into maroon or 
ruby color over time regardless of the original color. 
While other phenolic materials become darker than 
their original color, faturan always turns in to that 
color over time. This makes the material valuable for 
the collectors.  
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Another important feature of the Ottoman amber that 
determines its quality is related to the pattern or 
texture of the material. As an element directly 
affecting the value of the material, the Ottoman 
amber carry might carry different patterns, such as 
veined, marbled, moiré, swirled, perpendicular 
veined, spiral moiré, and glittered. When collectors 
and craftsmen talk about these different properties of 
the material, they use the Turkish word hamur 
(literally dough) to refer to the qualities of the 
material itself, such as first class dough.  The quality 
of the dough and what they call the patina of the 
material that proves the oldness and shows the 
physical transformation of the material over time help 
experts grading the material in terms of quality.  
Furthermore, in addition to the coloring (oxidation) of 
the material over time and the specific textures of it 
mentioned above that add to the fetish qualities of the 
material, another feature enhances the mythical 
quality of the material: Whether it is for objects or 
blocks, the properties of color and texture cannot be 
known exactly without cutting the material itself. 
That means if you want to see “inside” of the object 
or block that determine the “real” quality of the 
dough, you have to cut or grind the material. The 
main element that distinguishes this material from 
other phenols, the fact that the material turns into 
maroon or ruby color over time regardless of the 
original color, both enhances the mythical 
construction of the material and contributes to the 
formation of an ontological quality relatively 
independent of the phenomenological properties of 
material. This ontological element is perhaps one of 
the most important dimensions of the authentic 
construction of the material. The complexity of this 
construction process is even better understood when 
the difficulties in determining the quality of the 
material we have mentioned earlier are added. The 
fact that the basic factor in determining quality is 
intuition and that it is an experience and a 
qualification that develops over time and is found in 
some people also increases the mythical character of 
the material. 
Therefore, even though most of the physical 
properties of the material that can be observed are 
ephemeral (the material will eventually be oxidized 
and acquire certain color and also most of the 
properties related with the texture will not be 
observed), a number of ontological features related 
with the essence or origin of the material are 
attributes to the material. That is to say, the inherent 
capacity of the object explained before in the concept 
of fetishism is determined by both the original color 
and texture of the dough itself. However, 
understanding what is regarded as the “true” nature of 
the object is very difficult here. The material is 
valuable since it acquires a certain color over time, 
which undoubtedly plays a significant role in the 
transformation of the object to a fetish object; but its 
value is also determined by the original color. Which 

one, namely the final or original color, constitutes the 
essence of the material is very complicated at this 
point. Although the characteristics that determine the 
quality of the material are ephemeral; they are 
regarded as belonging to the essence of the material. 
But collectors also know that the material will acquire 
the same color over time, which also forms the 
essence of the material.  Dant’s (1999, pp. 56-57) 
formulation might help us at this point to understand 
this seemingly paradoxical relationship. The fetish 
quality of the objects cannot be understood only in 
the act of appropriation. The ritualistic practices and 
the meaning associated with the fetish objects create a 
fantasy around the capabilities of the fetish object 
before acquisition. Thus the fetish object itself turns 
into a sign for these fantasies and associated desire. 
He also contrasts the sexual fetishism where the 
fantasy is often personal with the fetishism of 
appropriation that involves social negotiation and 
sharing the value of the object. All these social 
practices that revere the fetish object cumulatively 
creates an overdetermination of the social value of the 
object. Thus the fetish objects can no longer be 
judged from the point of view of merit value, but gain 
a distinct value through our fantasy and desire 
mechanisms. This process also involves 
demonstration of excess capability in the object, 
which is indeed just a sign value. A good example he 
gives is the cars that have excess of power; although 
they cannot be used in regular roads this excess of 
power only functions as a sign value. A similar 
analogy can be established in the case of rosary 
culture with certain prudence. The collector knows 
that all the Ottoman amber will eventually turn to the 
same color, but the fact that the dough is 'in essence' 
white, green, yellow, etc., drives his/her desire. In 
other words, a quality, which is indeed ephemeral and 
not totally inherent in the essence of the object, is 
constructed as an ontological property in another 
stage of fetishization process of the object.  
One of the main problems here is how these so-called 
objective material features that are only indirectly 
related with the form are integrated into the aesthetic 
assessment and perception of the objects. As Dant 
noted (1999, p. 6), the power of the fetish cannot be 
reduced to its material form as the power of the word 
cannot be reduced to the material representations 
such as sound or graphic form. This leads us to the 
question of how then the materiality or dough, to use 
the term in the field, is aestheticized. Although it is 
quite a valid assumption that the rosary as a fetish 
object cannot be understood by using utilitarian 
approach or within the framework of craftsmanship, a 
number of functional elements also play a significant 
role in the mythical construction of the material.  
At this point we can return to the issue of the 
relationship between function, aestheticization and 
the fetish elements. Similar to Veblen's (1970) 
concept of “conspicuous consumption”, Baudrillard 
(1981, p. 75) states that objects are signs in a code of 
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significatory value that oscillates between the poles 
of functionality and ostentation. Certainly, in this 
context, the collection objects are generally located in 
the ostentation side. However, regarding the notion of 
fetish as being directly contrasted with functionality 
or use value can hardly bring about insights in the 
issue. There is no pure materiality in the object that 
we can put against the fetish value of the object, free 
from all other values. For example, the sound that 
rosary makes while counting the beads, smoothness 
of the surface of the beads or color changes due to 
oxidation seem to simply belong to the realm of 
materiality; however they are also the main sources 
for the ostentation or excess that rosary collection 
involves. So these pseudo-functions might appear 
more functional than the actual or referenced 
functional elements in the fetishization process. 
Therefore, between these two extremes, which 
Baudrillard refers to, there is transitivity in the 
context of rosary.  
However, the quality of the dough is not only element 
playing role in the aestheticization and the 
construction of authenticity. The type of material, 
which the rosaries are made of, play also significant 
role in determination of the value. For example, to 
use collectors’ words in the field “rosaries made of 
objects”, such as walking stick handles, umbrella 
handles, table clocks, door handles, desk pad holders, 
cigarette mouthpieces, statuettes, dices, etc., are 
regarded as more valuable than the rosaries made of 
blocks that were generally produced as raw materials. 
A similar hierarchy emerges when we compare the 
rosaries made of objects and rosaries made of habbe 
(beads of old Ottoman amber rosaries) which are 
called as “rosaries made of beads from scratch” 
(sıfırdan yapım tesbih). When the size of the beads 
are the same, the latter ones are considered as more 
valuable than the rosaries made of objects. In this 
case, at least to beads are put together to produce the 
imam (longer and leader bead) since the size of one 
cut bead is too small for the production of imam. The 
form of this imam produced by more than one bead is 
regarded as an indicator of the genuineness of the 
material.  Another subcategory that can be classified 
under the last one involves the “trimmed” rosaries, 
which are produced by trimming the beads of old 
rosaries, which are seen less valuable than the 
“rosaries made of habbe from scratch”. At the lower 
rank in the hierarchy in the last category, there are 
rosaries made of beads of old necklaces. In addition, 
the fact that rosary is made entirely of one-piece 
material increases the value of the rosary. That means 
all the beads of the new rosary are made of the same 
object or beads of the same rosary. This is a very 
important feature that collectors and craftsmen in the 
field pay special attention to and understanding 
whether rosary is made of one-piece material requires 
a special expertise. 
The ability of distinction which is claimed to develop 
with years of experience plays a significant role in the 

overvaluation of the material and the construction of 
authenticity. It is striking to note that one-piece 
rosary is not an antique. It gains the characteristics of 
authenticity and genuineness from other discursive 
elements mentioned above. The construction of 
authenticity in the case of one-piece rosaries operates 
thorugh an ontological imagination. As the maroon or 
burgundy color that the Ottoman material will turn 
into over years is regarded as an intrinsic and 
ontological feature of the rosary, the original form 
which the rosary is made of carry some ontological 
premises which enhances the authenticity of the 
object, that in turn foster the fetish character of it. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Although an object's fetish character stems from the 
properties of that thing, those properties cannot be 
regarded simply as a direct representation of the 
qualities of that object. The complicated nature of the 
problem cannot be solved by simply contrasting those 
properties with what function or use value suggests. 
The rituals surrounding the object, the classification 
and categorization system that regulates the meaning 
of the object and the aura of the craftsmen contribute 
the fetish character of the object. These rituals or 
codes of meanings that attribute a certain value to that 
object generate the desire for that object before 
acquisition while creating a terrain of fantasy in 
which the object gains a capability or power. In fact, 
this fetish situation itself turns into a kind of ritual. 
The object itself becomes a sign of this fantasy world 
and the field of desire, and the general interest in and 
use of it restimulates the terrain of fantasy and desire. 
In this case, however, the collection of fetish objects 
itself ceases to be a personal realm, transforming into 
a field of socialized discourse about the value of the 
object, and the value itself becomes an a thing that 
acquires new symbolic meanings. A field of discourse 
is formed around the object, and this discourse leads 
to new myths and new fields of fantasy. Emphasizing 
the uniqueness of the object (paradoxically, by 
putting it together with other objects of the same kind 
in the collections), exhibition and praising the objects 
in the collection are the elements that foster the fetish 
character of the objects. 
The value of craftsmanship can be maintained only 
with the notion of fetish in today’s world where the 
machines manufacture “perfect” objects. The only 
manifestation and indicator of hand-made items is 
their flaws. In the case of rosary, this flaw is the lathe 
traces on the beads, which can only be recognized by 
experts and the size differences among beads, which 
are sometimes down to micron scale. But the critical 
point here is that this difference should be big enough 
for rosary to be regarded as hand-crafted, but should 
be small enough for the rosary to be praised as a 
“perfect” artwork. It is as if the production of beads 
falls in to the category of craft, while the production 
of imam part belongs to the sphere of art. Although 
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craftsmen generally follow traditional rules in making 
the beads, imam part is produced in quite different 
forms with many detailed engravings. Although there 
are some traditional patterns and forms of the imam 
part, it seems that craftsmen are more flexible in 
making the imam part than bead making. Some imam 
forms are identified with certain craftsmen. 
As a sign, rosary can be conceptualized as operating 
with many different types of signs by following 
Peirce. The form of imam or the relationship between 
it and the beads which are exactly the same in 
apperance in most cases that symbolizes leadership 
and the notion of congregation can be seen as having 
symbolic and iconic features. Perhaps, however, the 
most interesting aspect of the rosary is its relationship 
with temporality that is established through 
indexicality. Indexicality is apparent in the case of 
Ottoman amber with some features such as patina or 
coloring. The traces of the craft or flaws proving that 
the object is hand-crafted also foster the indexical 
feature of rosary. This might partly explain why 
Ottoman amber has a place of its own in rosary 
collections 
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