
José Rafael Medeiros Coelho
Department of Middle Eastern Studies 

From Rubble to Roots: Mapping Genealogical Data and Cultural Heritage in 
Post-Earthquake Antioch



Introduction

In the wake of the devastating earthquake in Antioch, we face an 
urgent task: tracing genealogical roots and documenting the 
cultural heritage that lies buried beneath the rubble. 

This presentation will explore the importance of adopting a 
multi-methodological approach that integrates large databases 
like FamilySearch with qualitative methodologies, including oral 
history and ethnography, as well as active engagement with both 
diaspora and homeland communities.
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Antakya as a Homeland:
Remains home to Türkiye’s largest Arab Christian community

In the garden of the Greek Orthodox Church of Antakya.
 Abdullah Sert’s Family Archives



Photos taken by J.R.M.Coelho, 2020

Listening to the Ethnographic Field: An Encounter with Brazil in Antakya, 2018-2020





Research Objectives

● Migration History: Disentangle the migration histories of Arab Christian families to São 

Paulo from a global and micro perspective;

● Transnational Hubs: Focus on Antioch and São Paulo as key transnational hubs allowing 

circulation/mobility between diaspora and homeland;

● Network Mapping: Map the circulation of (post-)Ottoman Arab Christian migrants, 

institutions, forms of capital, and social, religious, and cultural networks;

● Heritage Preservation: : Digitize, document, and preserve tangible and intangible cultural 

heritage linked to these migrations, including genealogical archival and oral history data, 

and family records.



“Entangled Histories”
 Antakya (أنطاكیة)

➔ Waves of Migration:
◆ Late 19th - Mid-20th Century
◆ Driven by complex historical, 

political, and socioeconomic 
entanglements

➔ Antioch as a Hub:
◆ Under Ottoman rule within 

Aleppo’s Sanjak of Antakya 
➔ Shifts in Governance:

◆ French Mandate in Syria 
post-Ottoman Empire

◆ Annexed by Türkiye in 1939 as 
the Province of Hatay. 

Map drawn by J.R.M.Coelho (2024)



Archival Types Archives

Government & 
Public Records

● The Prime Minister's Ottoman Archives in Istanbul 

● The Public Archive of the State of São Paulo 

● Immigration Museum of São Paulo

Periodicals  ● Brazilian National Library 

● The Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality’s Atatürk 
Library 

● Kaslik University Library's Brazilian al Mahjar 
periodicals collection.

Family & 
Institutional 

Records

●  Family Collections (ego, biographical documents)
  
●  Antiochian Orthodox Cathedral of São Paulo

 
●  Greek Orthodox Church of Antioch's records

 
● Antiochian Society of Brazil’s library









● Fieldwork Challenges:

Families dispersed across Türkiye 
(İstanbul, Ankara, Iskenderun, etc.)

Inaccessible church archives and 
temporarily unknown archival 
conditions

● Alternative methodologies: 

Multi-sited fieldwork: Istanbul & 
Antakya,  2024 - May - Sep

● Focus on Collecting Diasporic 
Fragments of memory: biographical 
documents & oral testimonies, 
archival genealogies 

How can genealogical data and cultural heritage under rubble be 
mapped and preserved in post-earthquake Antioch?



Assessment of Archival Sources and Ethnographic Fieldwork, May - Sep 2024

Undertaking Ethnographic fieldwork 
with Antiochian Arab Orthodox Families

● Establishing Connections & 
collecting Private Archives

● Organizing Oral Interviews 
● Tracing roots: Key family names 

living in the diaspora and 
homeland





Preserving Diasporic Fragments

“Miryan Granny and Children”
Photo from 1927, São Paulo.

Encountered & Digitized at 
Stephan Jewelry Shop, Uzun 
Çarşıs, 2024. 

Stephan Family Archive
Digitized by J.R.M. Coelho, 2024





Sociedade União Antiochina - 1925 -2024 

Seated: Elie Aboud Kabarity, Gerjy Abdul hak, Amin Wakil, Mrs. 
Adele Najeeb Khoury, Mrs. Mariana Rahmoush, Mrs. Salma Najeeb 
Khoury, Hanna Najeeb Khoury, Elias Arab, Alexy Abdul hak.

Standing: Rizk Allah Kassis, Nicholas Obeida, Hanna Aydah, Salim 
Najeeb Khoury, Saba Abdul Maseeh Saba, Ebrahim Tadheesh, Elie 
Abdullah Dardakiye, Rizk Allah Najeeb Khoury, Hanna Kassis, 
Noury Shehadeh, Zakrouz Bsharah Mashta, Amin Hosh, Salim 
Afira, Gerjy Abdo, Hanna Abdullah Dardakiye.

With love to your esteemed father and sisters,

Amin & Iskandar 



Source: Brazilian National 
Library, Correio 
Paulistano, Anos 1910



From Rubble to Roots: Mapping Genealogical Data and Cultural Heritage in 
Post-Earthquake Antioch

FamilySearch: 

● Use existing its 
genealogical databases 
to trace family lineages, 
cross-referencing data 
with archival records for 
accuracy.

● Digitized Archival 
Materials: Access its 
digitized archives from 
local, regional, and 
global institutions to 
gather birth, marriage, 
death, and migration 
records.









From Rubble to Roots: Genealogical Archival Collection and Database 
Building

Cross-Analyzing Data

● Ethnographic, Oral History, 
Genealogical Archival Data 
Integration

● Enhancing Database on 
Antiochian Family Records



Preliminary Findings

◆ Start mapping the genealogy of major 
families and their roles in the 
formation of diaspora communities, 
and institutions such as Arquidiocese 
Ortodoxa Antioquina de São Paulo 
and the Sociedade União Antiochina. 

◆ Building genealogical trees, linking 
Antiochian diaspora and its 
homeland.

Results & Discussion:
 From Rubble to Roots: Mapping Genealogical Data and Cultural Heritage 

Next Steps (2025)

➔ Planned archival and 
ethnographic research in Brazil
◆ Cross-analysis of 

FamilySearch, church 
records, Institutional 
archives, periodicals, and 
oral history interviews



Concluding Remarks

In the wake of the devastating earthquake in Antioch, the task of tracing 
genealogical roots and documenting cultural heritage buried under rubble 

has become more urgent than ever. To achieve this, it is indispensable to 
adopt a multi-methodological approach that integrates large databases like 

FamilySearch with qualitative methodologies such as oral history, 
ethnography, and active engagement with diaspora and homeland 

communities. 

These combined efforts are not only vital for uncovering and preserving the 
rich heritage of Antiochian families but also for developing open-source 

archives that ensure this heritage is accessible to future generations. 

Together, we can rebuild not just the physical structures, but also the cultural 
and familial roots that form the foundation of Antioch’s legacy.



Thank you for listening! 

For further questions or inquiries, feel free to contact me:

Contact Information
Faculty of Arts
Middle Eastern Studies — Faculty Board
Oude Kijk in 't Jatstraat 26
9712 EK Groningen
The Netherlands

E-mail: j.r.medeiros.coelho@rug.nl


