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~ A note on transliteration and dates

For Ottoman-Turkish words, modern Turkish spelling according to Redhouse
Yeni Türkçe–İngilizce Sözlük, New Redhouse Turkish–English Dictionary of
1968 (Istanbul: Redhouse Press) has been used. Only those words denoting
places, people and terms of the Islamic realm that never formed part of the Otto-
man world have been rendered in the transliteration used in The Encyclopedia of
Islam (2nd edition, 1960–). ed. by H.A.R. Gibb et alii (Leiden: E. J. Brill).
Where there exists an accepted English name for a city or region, this has been
preferred, i.e. ‘Aleppo’ as opposed to ‘Halep’ or alab’, ‘Syria’ as opposed to
‘Şām’.

The present volume contains a good many dates that I have found in sources
using only Common Era (CE) datings. This means that the relevant Islamic year
normally encompasses two years, and in order to avoid beginning with a
‘hyphenated’ expression, I have put the CE date first. When giving the birth and
death dates of individuals, or the dates between which a given ruler was in
power, the first date mentioned is always the first of the two hicri years into
which his/her birth or accession is known to have fallen. As to the second date, it
is the second of the two hicri years corresponding to the relevant person’s death
or dethronement, thus for example: Süleyman the Magnificent (r. 1520–66/
926–74). For twentieth- and twenty-first-century dates, there are no hicri
equivalents. 

In the notes only CE dates have been used unless we are dealing with the date
of an archival document. Since this is normally in Ottoman, the hicri date will be
a single year, and its CE equivalent has to be hyphenated. In consequence when
giving the date of an archival document the hicri date will come first.

H.
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1 ~ Introduction

In a sense, this study deals with one of the oldest and most often studied topics in
Ottoman history. From the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries onwards, European
ambassadors, merchants and other travellers made it their business to write about
their various receptions in the Ottoman lands and, analysed with due caution,
these accounts are germane to our topic. On the other hand, Ottoman writers of
the sixteenth or seventeenth century, as the perusal of their chronicles shows, cer-
tainly focused on Istanbul and the sultans’ court, but did not totally ignore the
world outside the Empire’s frontiers either.1 After all, the very stuff of such
works consisted of campaigns, conquests and the incorporation of foreign terri-
tories. But on occasion, these authors also could not avoid including defeats, the
losses of provinces and the truces and peace treaties that, provisionally or on a
long-term basis, ended inter-state conflicts. All these warlike encounters can be
viewed as a way of relating to the outside world: no conquest without something
‘out there’ that is still unconquered.2 Certainly the situation at European courts
and – albeit to a lesser degree – the institutions characteristic of European socie-
ties only became a major topic of Ottoman written texts in the eighteenth century.
But given their close concern with war and conquest, it is an exaggeration to
claim that the authors of earlier chronicles had no interest at all in what went on
outside the borders of the sultans’ empire.

Even more obvious is the interest of Ottoman officials in sultanic campaigns
in ‘infidel’ lands, the comings and goings of foreign ambassadors, Central Asian
dervish sheiks on their pilgrimages to the holy city of Mecca or traders from Iran
bringing raw silk to Bursa. As a result, the sultans’ campaigns in Hungary or Iran
after the middle 1500s/930s–970s are best followed not by collating the bits and
pieces of information provided in chronicles, as is inevitable when dealing with
the fifteenth century. Rather the historian will analyse materials produced by
Ottoman bureaucrats, in other words, archival sources.3 Unfortunately the
number of spy reports on the internal affairs of Christian unbelievers (kâfir) and
Shi’ite heretics (rafızi, mülhid, zındık) in the Istanbul archives is limited, and
those that do survive are not necessarily very informative. But even so, the
numerous sultanic commands relating to the goods that foreign traders might or
might not export, the safe conducts given to Mecca pilgrims from outside the
Empire and other documents of this kind show that leading Ottoman officials had
to concern themselves intensively with developments that took place in localities
outside the Empire’s borders. 
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~ Islamic law and sultanic pragmatism

In Islamic religious law (şeriat) and also in Ottoman official writing, it was cus-
tomary to describe the world as being made up of the Darülislam (‘the house of
Islam’) and the Darülharb (‘the house of war’). Into the first category belonged
not only the domains of the Ottoman sultans themselves, but also those of other
Sunni Muslims, such as the Uzbek khans or the Mughuls of India. To what extent
the Ottoman elite believed that their sultan was the supreme ruler of the Islamic
world, to whom all others were expected to defer, is still in need of further inves-
tigation; here we will not attempt to decide this matter. Even more ambiguous
was the status of the Shi’ite state of Safavid Iran. In the mid-sixteenth century, a
famous Ottoman jurisconsult had refused to recognize the ‘Kızılbaş’ – one of
several terms of opprobrium favoured in Ottoman parlance for Shi’ites both Iran-
ian and Anatolian – as part of the Muslim community. But especially after
militant Shi’ism had stopped being a major issue between the Ottoman and Safa-
vid empires, as happened in the late sixteenth century, it is unlikely that this
exclusionist view remained the dominant one.4

Again in conformity with religious law, non-Muslim rulers who had accepted
to pay tribute to the Ottoman sultan were considered part of the Islamic world.
One such polity was Dubrovnik, a city-state that due to its size and location was
able to avoid most of the conflicts in which the Empire was involved, while the
town’s wealthier inhabitants devoted themselves exclusively to Mediterranean
trade. Other dependencies of the Empire governed by non-Muslim rulers, and by
virtue of this relationship part of the Islamic world, that one might mention
include the principalities of Moldavia, Transylvania and Walachia in present-day
Rumania. Of course, the opposite was true whenever this or that ruler sided with
the Habsburgs or the Commonwealth of Poland-Lithuania and thus was at war
with the sultan. Thus the category, namely ‘the outside world’, that we have
adopted here cuts across two categories accepted by Ottoman writers themselves.
The Ottomans probably would have spoken of the Islamic world that recognized
the paramount status of the padişah in Istanbul on the one hand, and the domains
of the various rulers of ‘the house of war’ on the other. High points of inter-
empire conflict apart, the ‘Iranian question’ might have been left diplomatically
in abeyance.

In discussing the relationship of the Ottoman elites with the world outside the
Empire’s borders we have thus intentionally adopted a terminology that is more
vague than that employed by the relevant primary sources themselves. While at
first glance this seems a clumsy move, some advantages are, or so I think,
involved as well. For in reality, there was no ‘iron curtain’ separating the Otto-
man elites and their tax-paying subjects from the world outside the borders of
the Empire, while the existence of a neat legal dichotomy between the Islamic
and non-Islamic worlds might cause us to think the exact opposite. In the
absence of actual war, foreign merchants from India, Iran, Georgia and the vari-
ous countries of Christian Europe were admitted with few difficulties. In the
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~  I N T R OD U C T I ON  ~ 3

case of Venice, France, England or the Netherlands, special privileges formally
granted by the Ottoman sultans (ahidname, or ‘capitulations’ in European par-
lance) established what the subjects of the rulers in question were allowed or
forbidden to do.5 Long-term residents from Venice, France or England could be
found in Istanbul, Izmir or Aleppo; moreover, during the period that concerns us
here, contacts were facilitated by the absence of any war between the Ottoman
sultan and the rulers of England or France. 

On a different level, inter-communication between the Empire and neighbour-
ing states also extended to culturally valued items: maps, books and, in spite of
the Islamic ban on images, even sultans’ portraits or pictures showing the exotic
animals of the American continent circulated between the Ottoman realm and its
western neighbours. One of the major aims of this book is to demonstrate how
permeable the frontiers really were in many instances. Of course, this implies
that the neat dichotomy between the ‘house of Islam’ and the ‘house of war’ is
not very useful for the purposes of this study, as it masks the much more compli-
cated relationships existing in the real world.

Moreover, while fully recognizing that wars between the Ottoman Empire and
its neighbours were frequent, and relations even in peacetime marred by numer-
ous misunderstandings both intentional and otherwise, we will here be concerned
also with many relationships in which military conflict had no role. These
include trade, but also the accommodation of pilgrims, gentlemen travelling for
pleasure or instruction, and even Christian missionaries. Thus it is one of our
major points that, while the dichotomies established by Islamic law were cer-
tainly important, the Ottoman elite also governed a far-flung empire that was at
least an indirect heir to the administrative lore of the Sasanid, caliphal and Byz-
antine traditions.6 More importantly, in my view, the Ottoman ruling group also
made a large number of very matter-of-fact decisions, based on expediency and
taking into account what was possible under given circumstances.

This emphasis on pragmatism, ‘muddling through’ to use an expression cur-
rent among another group of great empire-builders, may appear old-fashioned to
some readers today. In the present conjuncture, it has become current to empha-
size religion-based oppositions between the Empire and the non-Muslim world,
and also the central place of religion in the Ottoman world view. It would cer-
tainly be unrealistic to deny the centrality of Islam; but in my perspective, it was
exactly because the elites had no doubt about this centrality that they were able to
react to the ‘people outside the pale’ with much more pragmatism than would be
possible for an elite whose members felt that the basis of their rule was under
constant threat, and therefore in need of permanent defence. As a result the rules
of the political game were quite often developed and brought into play without
there being a great need for day-to-day references to religious law. In a sense the
present volume thus can be read as a plea for the importance of the sultans’ pre-
rogative to set the ground rules by promulgating decrees (kanun). Moreover,
since we are concerned with a period in which some sultans were quite young or
for other reasons unable to govern in person, this situation meant that the
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4 ~ THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE  AND THE WORLD AROUND IT ~

Ottoman elite as a whole was able to run its relations with the ‘outside world’
with a considerable degree of liberty.

Members of the Ottoman ruling group must have been confirmed in their
pragmatic attitude by the manner in which the advance of the sultans’ power in
south-eastern and later in central Europe was in many instances received by local
inhabitants. Both minor aristocracies and tax-paying subjects were often quite
ready to make their peace with the sultan, and certain would-be or unstable rulers
hoped to garner Ottoman support in order to gain power or else hold on to it.
Thus the estates of Bohemia in rebellion against the Habsburgs (1618–20/
1027–30) tried to obtain Ottoman aid, but the rapid defeat of the movement after
the battle of the White Mountain made this a non-issue as far as Istanbul was
concerned. On the European side of the great dividing line, the rhetoric of the
crusade certainly survived well into the nineteenth century, but as early as the
1450s/854–64, even a dedicated pope such as Pius II was quite unable to trans-
form it into reality. To mention a later example of the same trend, after Lala
Mustafa Paşa’s conquest of Cyprus in 1570–3/978–81, the Venetian Signoria was
prepared to cut its losses and abandon its alliance with the pope and the king of
Spain, both for commercial considerations and probably also in order not to
facilitate the expansion of Spanish power in Italy. Quite a few Christian rulers
thus actively sought accommodation. We do not have a large number of Ottoman
comments on this situation on their western borders; in the short run, the perma-
nent disunity of Christian rulers doubtless was viewed as facilitating future
conquest. But in the long run, close relations with at least the elites of certain
states of Christian Europe must have led to situations in which ‘established
arrangements to mutual advantage’ were preferred over permanent warfare; once
again, pragmatism became the order of the day. 

~ Determining the parameters of Ottoman ‘foreign policy’: some general 
considerations

In the course of this study, we will often speak of ‘the Ottoman Empire’, ‘the
Ottoman administration’, ‘Ottoman officials’ or ‘the authorities in Istanbul’.
These are shorthand formulas that need some explanation. Among political
historians, it was customary for a long time to assume that states acted in the
international arena primarily due to their economic and ‘security’ interests; in
other words, because of considerations involving power struggles with other
states. This is the ‘primacy of foreign politics’ dear to many historians until well
after World War II, a theory that regards the political opinions of the relevant
elites as reasonably homogeneous. However after World War II, and more vigor-
ously from the 1960s onwards, a school of thought has emerged that emphasizes
the fact that major foreign policy decisions may be taken on account of purely
domestic power struggles within the ruling elite. Or, at least in the nineteenth and
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~ INTRODUCTION ~ 5

twentieth centuries, members of these elites may act in response to what they per-
ceive as public opinion – and in the Ottoman realm, a comparable tendency went
back very far, as high-level officials ignored the wishes and expectations of Istan-
bul’s rank-and-file janissaries and even ordinary craftsmen at their own peril.7

It is unnecessary to be dogmatic about these matters and assert that all major
foreign policy decisions are taken for domestic reasons. But the phenomenon is
certainly common enough to be taken seriously, for the early modern period as
well as for the twentieth century. Thus we may assume that Ottoman decisions
concerning war and peace were often made after struggles between different fac-
tions within the elite, struggles which are, in fact, well documented from the
second half of the sixteenth century onwards.8 A certain faction might assume
that its interests were best served by war with Iran rather than by another cam-
paign against the Habsburgs, and vice versa. In the case of serious reverses, a
different faction might gain the day and initiate a change of policy. Once again,
this is a widespread phenomenon in all manner of states, which can be observed
in the Ottoman polity.9

At the same time, an emphasis upon domestic divisions also serves to place
‘geopolitical’ claims into perspective; to take but one example, it has sometimes
been asserted that the Ottoman Empire was obliged to conquer Crete because the
island’s geographic situation allowed its possessor to impede communications
between Istanbul and Egypt.10 A glance at the map shows that Crete did, and
does, in fact occupy a strategic position. But if holding the island had been as
vital to Ottoman state interests as some defendants of geopolitics may claim,
then it is hard to understand why neither Süleyman the Magnificent nor his
immediate successors made any attempt to conquer it. I would therefore assume
that the undoubted strategic value of the island became an issue over which an
Ottoman government decided to go to war only during a very specific conjunc-
ture. Once again, factional struggles within the elite during the reign of the
mentally unbalanced Sultan Ibrahim surely played a part. But, in addition, a
major factor was doubtless the weakness of Venice. For centuries, the Signoria
had governed the island, but during the years following 1600/1008–9, Venetian
commerce had contracted and its traditional hinterland in central Europe had
been lost, due to the devastation caused by the Thirty Years War.11 Thus the time
seemed propitious for annexing yet a further piece of the erstwhile colonial
empire of the Signoria. Throughout the present book, we will encounter cases in
which momentary expediency of the kind alluded to here inflected long-term
policies, and we will have occasion to argue the case of contingency versus
system-based constraints. Similar struggles among the governing elite are well
attested for other major campaigns as well, including the re-conquest of Yemen
in the 1560s/967–77 and the war over Cyprus during the early 1570s/978–81.12

In the present study ‘imperatives’ of all kinds, religio-legal as well as geopoliti-
cal, will be played down; and this means that intra-elite conflicts will be given
their due weight, particularly in matters of what we today would call ‘foreign
policy’.
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~ A few ground rules of Ottoman ‘foreign politics’

When it comes to Ottoman views of their neighbours, most of our information
concerns those living to the west and to the north; but even in this limited sphere,
there are serious deficiencies. While numerous envoys/messengers (çavuş) vis-
ited Venice in the 1500s and early 1600s/X.–early XI. centuries, and one or two
of them showed up in France as well, written reports about these missions do not
seem to have survived.13 Only in the early eighteenth century did Ottoman
ambassadors begin to write in extenso about their experiences in foreign parts,
with the well-known Yirmisekiz Mehmed Efendi pioneering the rather novel
genre of embassy reports with an account of his visit to Paris in 1720/1132–3.14 It
was at this time too that the authors of Ottoman chronicles made occasional com-
ments about the activities of this or that foreign ambassador present in Istanbul;
in earlier periods these men were simply not considered important enough to fig-
ure in formal writing. If European ambassadors and their personnel had not
written so much about their missions to Istanbul, we would simply have to con-
fess our ignorance and leave it at that; but as these men did write a good deal, and
usually had a rather narrow horizon, a book of the kind undertaken here must
attempt to redress the balance and highlight the Ottoman viewpoint by means of
whatever sources are available.15

Matters are complicated by the fact that in some early modern polities, even
foreign relations in the narrow sense of the word were not always the exclusive
province of the ruler and his closest official advisors. This applied, for instance,
to the French monarchy of the seventeenth century. Every reader of Alexandre
Dumas’ novels knows that a foreign queen, such as Anne d’Autriche (1601–66/
1009–77), the consort of the French ruler Louis XIII, herself a member of the
Habsburg dynasty, was easily suspected of politically disloyal relations with her
natal family. Moreover it was not only the queen, who after all possessed some
official status, who might be involved in the foreign relations of the kingdom of
France; even aristocratic ladies, whose power over this or that minister, or else
the king himself, was purely de facto, might extend patronage to noblemen who
hoped to be appointed ambassadors.16

A similar situation obtained in Istanbul, where, as is well known, members of
the sultan’s household might use their familial relations in Venice for purposes
that were political at least in the wider sense of the word.17 All this appears
strange to us, as we are not accustomed to seeing rulers as the heads of extensive
households that in their entirety are active in state politics. We are even less will-
ing to admit that members of these households can have a voice in foreign policy,
considered a particularly ‘sensitive’ domain. If members of a royal household
became involved in foreign politics – certainly not an unheard of occurrence at
European courts of the later nineteenth century – the ruler and his prime minister
would probably be denounced for allowing their camarilla too much ‘influence’.
However, the role of the sultans in heading households whose bureaucracies
formed part of their ‘patrimony’ has been much studied in the Ottoman case, and
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we must keep in mind that, at least in the seventeenth century, the royal house-
hold in France was not a purely ‘domestic’ institution either.

This situation has led historians dealing with the Ottoman Empire and the
manner in which its ruling class made decisions affecting inter-state relations, to
develop rather different views of these processes according to the sources they
happen to use. When our sources emanate from European embassies, all manner
of intermediaries loom large. After all, the sultan was visible to an ambassador
only in the arrival and departure audiences, and often did not speak at all; much
less could he be spoken to. Negotiators would see the grand vizier more often,
but even these meetings were formal audiences that the ambassadors prepared
for by collecting ‘local knowledge’ from the outgoing ambassador if there was
one, from ambassadors of friendly states if available and, most importantly, from
Ottoman subjects such as the reviled but indispensable dragomans. In excep-
tional cases, a foreign ambassador might even seek the mediation of a
particularly respected dervish sheik.18

An Ottoman dignitary might attempt to ‘have a say’ in the relations with this
or that country, and therefore build relations with an ambassador he considered
important for his purposes. After all, we know that a ‘war party’ and a ‘peace
party’ often contended at the Ottoman court, and the members of the peace party
especially might seek information from a foreign ambassador in order to prove
their point. Moreover, at least in the seventeenth century, an ecumenical patriarch
of the Orthodox Church might also have his own views on the wars in which his
sultan should engage. Thus Cyrillos Lucaris (1572–1638/979–1048) attempted to
provoke a war between the Ottoman Empire and Poland, which he hoped would
lead to the dismemberment of this latter state. For, at the time, the Polish king
adhered to the Counter-Reformation and was threatening the survival of the
Orthodox Church in his Ukrainian domains.19 When studied on the basis of Euro-
pean source material, the decision-making process in ‘foreign policy’ thus
appears to be very diffuse, with the input of sultans and grand viziers much less
significant than it probably was in reality. And, in so far as this diffuseness was
real and not an illusion, we have seen that similar phenomena were observed in
early modern France as well.

When our source basis consists of the Ottoman sultans’ rescripts to foreign
rulers surviving in the original in the recipients’ archives, or else as copies in
Istanbul, the result will, by contrast, be a very solemn, monolithic and ‘official’
image. Quite differently from the impression often gained from ambassadors’
correspondence, here we see a sultan totally in command of all decisions affect-
ing war and peace. Foreign rulers were treated for the most part as obedient
vassals if relations were reasonably good, and as enemies about to be chastised if
they were not. However, in the letters of the grand viziers, which for instance in
the Venetian archives are often found adjacent to the sultans’ rescripts, the tone
may already be rather different. Thus we will find appeals to the addressee’s self-
interest or realistic understanding of worldly affairs, which have no place in more
official writings. In this case, it does not make sense to assume that sultan and
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grand vizier were operating at cross-purposes, but rather that the rescript conveys
the official Ottoman understanding of the situation, while the letter of the grand
vizier is a move in the process of actual negotiation. In most cases, though, we
only possess the rescript, and this makes the Ottomans appear singularly defi-
cient in the fine art of negotiation – which of course, many of them were not. The
sultans’ rescripts were meant to convey a sense of this ruler’s religiously moti-
vated paramount position; and this type of legitimization involved a constantly
declared readiness to go to war. 

~ Validity and limits of the ‘warfare state’ model

Viewed from an Ottoman perspective, the ideology of expanding the domain of
Islam through warfare against the ‘infidel’ played a major role in legitimizing the
rule of the sultans. While accommodation between Ottoman governors and their
Habsburg or Venetian counterparts was certainly not rare in border provinces, in
both oral and written culture it was the confrontations that received most public-
ity. In a parallel fashion, battle against ‘the Turk’ was also a potent means of
asserting the legitimacy of the Habsburg rulers, and the Venetian tendency to
place commercial considerations over ‘holy war, Catholic style’ was quite often
the subject of acerbic criticism. Among the major European kings, only François
I of France (r. 1514–47/919–54) was willing to brave widespread adverse public-
ity by entering into an alliance with ‘the infidel’. Recent work has shown that
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century French policy makers took the ‘propagandis-
tic’ opposition in a number of European countries to the Franco-Ottoman
alliance quite seriously.20 In order not to ‘lose face’ among Christian rulers, the
kings of France, for instance, were quite willing to allow their noble subjects to
enlist in the Order of Malta, and thus have French noblemen engage in the ‘battle
against the infidel’ that the crown itself avoided because of its rivalry with the
Habsburgs.

Thus both early modern European states and the Ottoman Empire were organ-
ized for war as their principal raison d’être. This particular statement is a piece
of ‘ancient wisdom’ that recently has been reasserted.21 Thanks to a number of
patient and sensible studies, both of individual campaigns and of the manage-
ment of supplies and military personnel, we now know a good deal more about
how the sultans’ campaigns were prepared. As a result, myths concerning the
special, fanatical devotion of Ottoman soldiers to sovereign and religion have
been discounted.22 Regular arrivals of food and war matériel as well as a kind of
rough fairness in the treatment of soldiers by their commanding officers were
just as important for discipline and military performance as they were in other
armies. Just as soldiers serving any other ruler, under-supplied Ottoman soldiers
tended to desert the battlefield. There is thus no particular reason to claim that
the Ottomans were organized for war in a sense that did not apply to their Euro-
pean counterparts.23
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After all, we also possess a considerable body of studies on the military appa-
ratuses of early modern Europe, and they have demonstrated that a constant
preparedness for war was just as characteristic of the Habsburg realm or France
as it was of the Ottoman Empire. In most European states of the early modern
period, the revenues needed for war-making at some point outran what the lim-
ited productivity of the underlying economies was able to provide, leading to
economic crises of often considerable severity.24 Between the Ottoman world and
western or central Europe, forms of financing and the political criteria determin-
ing the distribution of high commands might differ. Yet the rulers and high
officials of all these states saw war and expansion by conquest as their main
aims, if not as the very reason for the existence of the states that they governed.25

But for a long time, the Ottoman Empire surpassed its rivals in the business of
war and, even though the Habsburgs and Safavids could not be finally subdued,
the sultan’s realm continued to expand well into the late seventeenth century.26

The relevant campaigns involved the personal participation of sultans and
viziers, who throughout Ottoman history led innumerable campaigns. It is well
known that at the age of seventy-two Süleyman the Magnificent (r. 1520–66/
926–74) set out on a last campaign to Hungary, where he died. From the later six-
teenth century onwards, the bureaucracy certainly developed routines that
enabled it to run the Empire for much of the time without the sultans needing to
take major military or even political initiatives.27 Even so, quite a few rulers,
such as Mehmed III (r. 1595–1603/1003–12), Osman II (r. 1618–22/1027–32),
Murad IV (r. 1623–40/1032–50) or Mustafa II (r. 1693–1703/1104–15) sought
the political prestige that only could be gained by taking the field in person. On
the other hand, stay-at-home sultans such as Murad III (r. 1574–95/981–1004)
might incur considerable criticism because they had not led any conquering
armies.28

Moreover, in the eighteenth century, when expansion definitely had ended,
Ottoman military effectiveness and sultanic concern for army reform were not
totally at an end. To the contrary, certain rulers and their viziers still were quite
successful in recovering territories lost during the disastrous war of 1683–99/
1094–1111. Yet in the later eighteenth century, a period of irreversible territorial
contraction, the Ottoman Empire still fought a long rearguard action, whose suc-
cesses should not be attributed solely to Great Power rivalries, even if the latter
were very important. It is thus quite obvious that war and preparation for war
formed a major concern of the Ottoman ruling group as long as it occupied the
political scene. 

However, in this insistence that rulers and high officials should take an active
part in the conduct of war, the Ottomans once again were not alone. Henri IV of
France (r. 1589–1610/998–1019) was a warlord first and foremost, and his
grandson Louis XIV (r. 1643–1715/1052–1127) at least pretended to lead cam-
paigns in person. As for the Habsburg emperor Leopold I (r. 1655–1705/
1066–1117), though known for his lack of competence in military affairs, his
obvious deficiency was not regarded as an excuse for non-participation in
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warfare; to the contrary, he was roundly criticized for abandoning Vienna just
before the siege of 1683/1094–5. Research on the formation of the early modern
state in seventeenth-century France has shown how ‘war-making’ and the
‘organized crime’ that made its financing possible were central and not marginal
activities of the Bourbon dynasty. Similar statements can also be made about the
early modern rulers of Spain, the Habsburg territories and Russia.

~ Accommodation, both open and unacknowledged, and the problem of 
structural similarities in the early modern world29

In addition, contrary to certain ‘ideological’ statements on the part of both Otto-
mans and foreigners, it would be simplistic to limit Ottoman ‘foreign relations’
to wars and their diplomatic preparations and aftermaths. To take a prime
example: even though the Venetian colonial empire gradually was conquered by
the Ottomans, relations between individual members of the Venetian nobility and
high Ottoman dignitaries might be close or even cordial.30 Thus in the 1530s/
936–46, just before the beginning of our study, the Istanbul-born son of a Vene-
tian doge, who seems to have retained his Catholic religion, was well received at
the Ottoman court. Ultimately he was sent to the newly conquered Hungarian
territories, where he helped to establish Ottoman control until assassinated by the
locals.31 On the borders of the Empire during those years there seems to have
been room for a man with connections to the most prominent families of the
Venetian aristocracy, even though it is likely that Ludovico (Alvise) Gritti had
lost most of his political support in Istanbul by the time he met his death.32

Even better known as an example of Ottoman–European accommodation is
the entente cordiale between the sultans and the French kings, instituted in the
sixteenth century but surviving down to Napoleon’s conquest of Egypt (1798/
1212–13). This special relationship even managed to survive the informal but
effective support Louis XIV gave the Venetians during the long war for Crete
(1645–69/1055–80).33 Trade provided further opportunities for peaceful Ottoman
encounters with the outside world. Muslim merchants visited Venice in sizeable
numbers, while Armenians subject to the sultan established themselves in
Amsterdam.34 As to the French ‘commercial diaspora’ active in Izmir from the
seventeenth century onwards, its members soon established business and familial
links to local Greek and Armenian families, to say nothing of the assiduous court
that certain French traders paid to Ottoman notables and power magnates.35

Where the subjects of the shah of Iran were concerned, at least the Armenians of
New Djulfa came to Aleppo, Bursa and Izmir in considerable numbers, and some
Iranian traders also made their way to the smaller Anatolian towns.36 ‘Peaceful
coexistence’ between Ottomans and Europeans was thus far more widespread
than official ideologies were willing to admit.37
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Throughout the present study we will have occasion to dwell on the structural
similarities between early modern European states and the Ottoman Empire. Cer-
tainly it is true that the sultans never recognized a privileged nobility, an estate
that formed the backbone of almost all European polities even in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. Yet the Ottoman ‘great households’ that we can
observe ‘through a glass darkly’ in the sixteenth century, and which went from
strength to strength in the course of the seventeenth, can be viewed as an aristo-
cracy even if their members lacked the legal guarantees that members of
European nobilities possessed at least on parchment or paper.38 All this is not to
deny that the Ottoman state possessed certain special features that we do not find
in Christian Europe and vice versa. But in the period to be covered here, that is,
down to the last quarter of the eighteenth century, the differences were perhaps
not as important as they often have been made out to be.

According to the – doubtless limited – lights of the present author, the activi-
ties of the Ottoman elites between about 1540/946–7 and 1774/1187–8 should be
placed in a world of states and empires that, for lack of a better term, we may call
‘early modern’. In this context technological and organizational constraints made
for quite a few structural similarities. I think that one can make a case that seri-
ous divergence only began in the second half of the eighteenth century: with the
political and military reforms of Maria Theresa and Joseph II in the Habsburg
lands, the early industrial revolution in Great Britain, the incipient liberalization
of trade in France and, above all, the far-reaching reorganization of Russian gov-
ernmental and military structure.39

~ An impossible balance between ‘east’ and ‘west’? 

This study attempts to see the Ottomans as a state and society with both eastern
and western neighbours, whose elite maintained more or less extensive relations
with both sides. In recent decades, a number of studies have shown that the Otto-
mans of the sixteenth century maintained a strong presence in the Indian Ocean
and the Persian Gulf. In the sixteenth-century Hijaz, there was a degree of rivalry
between the Ottomans and the Mughul emperors of India.40 And even when the
Ottoman navy withdrew from the Indian Ocean after top priority had been given
to conquests closer to home, Basra continued as an Ottoman port of major signi-
ficance. From the late seventeenth century onwards, the better-off inhabitants of
Istanbul and Cairo became avid consumers of Indian fabrics, and the importation
of spices, drugs and cottons formed a mainstay of Cairo’s commercial activity.41

Further south, there was an Ottoman province of Habeş (Ethiopia) on the eastern
coast of Africa, even though control of the hinterland often must have been alea-
tory.42 Viewed from another angle, political conflict between Iran and the
Ottoman Empire did not prevent Ottoman courtly society from modelling itself
on Iranian patterns, with the palace of Timur’s grandson usayn Bay ara theH. k.
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epitome of elegance and refinement. A study of Ottoman ways of relating to the
outside world must take these eastern and southern linkages into account, and
this has been attempted in the present book.

However, when we search for the relevant primary sources and secondary
studies, it soon becomes apparent that the ‘east’ or the ‘south’ are much less well
documented than the ‘west’. To a considerable degree, this has to do with the
Ottoman elite’s own priorities; after all, the Balkans were a source of foodstuffs
for the capital, army and navy, and many migrants from Rumelia lived in Istan-
bul.43 Even though Circassians and Georgians were recruited into the governing
elite, numerically speaking there was simply no Arab or Caucasian immigration
into the Ottoman capital to rival the influx of Albanians, Greeks or Macedonians.
Seen from a different perspective, for decades wars against the Habsburg and
later the Russian empires loomed large in the decision-making processes of the
central authorities, and this fact also must have focused attention on Moldavia,
Walachia or Transylvania rather than on Baghdad or Basra. Last but not least, the
numerous members of the elite who were themselves of Balkan origin must have
furthered the tendency of Ottoman authors to write about this region, rather than
about eastern territories and involvements. Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs, the sixteenth-
century naval captain and amateur diplomat who wrote about his travels to India
and Iran, unfortunately did not start a tradition, and the very fact that so few cop-
ies of his work survive already indicates that Ottoman readers did not accord his
observations a high degree of priority.44

Our difficulties are compounded by the fact that the works of Iranians or
inhabitants of the Caucasus who travelled in Ottoman territories are not numer-
ous either, and those that do exist are only slowly being brought to light.
Apparently it was not all uncommon for Iranian literati to travel in India and vice
versa, but the merchants from Iran and the Indian subcontinent, whose presence
on Ottoman soil is well attested in archival documents, certainly have not left
many travelogues. In consequence there is an obvious disproportion between our
wish to cover the Ottomans’ relations with their eastern neighbours and the pri-
mary sources at our disposal. I have seriously thought of circumventing the
difficulty by concentrating on the Ottomans’ relations with their European neigh-
bours. But this would have involved disregarding some of the most valuable
research undertaken in recent decades, and also would have perpetuated the unre-
alistic image of an Ottoman society without any meaningful ties to its eastern
neighbours. It has seemed a better choice to produce a rough sketch with the
source materials already available and to leave its ‘refining’ to the – I hope – not
very remote future.
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~ Who, in which period, formed part of the Ottoman elite?

In the present context the terms ‘Ottoman elite’ and ‘Ottoman ruling group’ will
be used interchangeably, although strictly speaking one might regard the elite as
broader than the ‘hard core’ constituted by the ruling group, the men who actu-
ally made the decisions. Unfortunately, it is not easy to delineate the contours of
this set of people: quite obviously high-level dignitaries such as viziers, finance
directors (defterdars) or provincial governors of whatever level formed part of it,
and so did the often highly educated scribes who manned the bureaux of the cen-
tral Ottoman chancery. Janissary officers also should be included, especially
when we are concerned with a border province, and the same applies to the hold-
ers of tax assignments expected to perform military and/or administrative
services (timar, ze’amet). Quite obviously, kadis were the backbone of local
administration, and thus they, along with their hierarchical superiors the army
judges (kadiasker) and the chief jurisconsult (şeyhülislam) figure prominently
within the Ottoman elites.45 Whether dervishes should be considered part of this
illustrious group is less easy to determine: an urban sheik of an order esteemed at
court, who might even have had the ear of viziers and sultans, obviously had a
good claim to form part of the ruling group. But this is not true of the head of a
dervish lodge somewhere in the depths of Anatolia or the Balkans, who had trou-
ble defending his modest tax immunities from the demands of provincial
governors. In addition there is the problem of those people who qualified for
positions within the ruling group by their family backgrounds and upbringing,
but who for personal reasons avoided high office. Maybe the overall number of
such men was quite small; but it so happened that the authors of two major
source texts, namely the ‘world traveller’ Evliya Çelebi (1611–c. 1684/
1019–c. 1096) and the wide-ranging scholar Kâtib Çelebi, (1609–57/1017–68)
fell into this category for part of their lifetimes. For the purposes of our study,
they will count as fully fledged members of the Ottoman elite.

However, it must be admitted that this study does not deal with the views of
high-level ulema as extensively as they doubtless deserve. In part this is due to
the fact that we do not as yet possess many monographs on these people: if
Süleyman the Magnificent’s chief jurisconsult Ebusu’ud Efendi has been
referred to, this is due to the fact that his legal opinions have been published and
analysed in some detail; and the same is true of certain seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Istanbul personages.46 Many more studies on other people of
this stamp are urgently needed. Moreover, the Ottoman archival documents that
form an important primary source at least for the section on foreign trade do not
highlight the group-specific opinions of the ulema, but treat the kadis as state
functionaries expected to carry out the sultan’s will obediently. Undeniably, this
relative downplaying of the ulema constitutes a blind spot of the present study.
But unfortunately it is difficult to encompass all aspects of our topic within a rel-
atively limited number of pages; ‘I crave the reader’s indulgence’.
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~ The Ottoman Empire as a world economy 

Throughout the period under study the Ottoman Empire still was able to function
without importing those consumer goods needed by the majority of the popula-
tion. Grain and other foodstuffs, iron, copper or cloth for everyday use were all
manufactured in sufficient quantities within the sultan’s territories. In terms of
war matériel the Ottomans also were largely autarchic, even if English tin, for
instance, was appreciated whenever it became available. At the same time, the
political elite and the better-off townsmen consumed Indian spices and dyestuffs
as well as fine cotton goods in quantity, to say nothing of the Yemeni coffee,
which from the 1630s/1039–49 onwards also arrived from an ‘eastern’ land that
the Ottomans no longer controlled. All these Indian and Yemeni imports led to a
significant outflow of silver and gold, but precious metals were mined on Otto-
man territory only in very moderate quantities. Although by the middle of the
sixteenth century, most of Hungary was in the hands of the sultans, the mines that
had supplied raw material for the country’s famous fifteenth-century gold- and
silversmiths remained outside Ottoman control and, moreover, were less produc-
tive than they had once been. 

If only for that reason, from the perspective of sultans and viziers, it made
sense to maintain commercial relations with those states whose merchants had –
albeit indirect – access to the silver that both the king of Spain and private traders
imported from Mexico and Peru.47 This need for bullion meant that the Ottoman
elite tolerated and even furthered the activities of Venetian, English, French and
Dutch traders. This necessity largely explains, in my view, why foreigners were
accorded a significant measure of toleration, even though they were doubtless a
constant source of disruption in the complicated command economy through
which the Ottoman state apparatus attempted to secure the provisioning of the
ruler’s court, the fighting forces and, last but not least, the inhabitants of the
capital.

In addition, the Ottoman elite, and non-elite but reasonably prosperous towns-
men, appreciated good-quality woollens from England, Venice or, later, France.
There was also the ‘real’ luxury trade, which quite often shaded off into diplo-
matic gift exchanges, and concerned items like the Ottoman carpets so
appreciated by the nobility and rich merchants of Poland, Italy and even the
Netherlands and England. Or on the Ottoman side there was an interest in clocks
and watches from central and then from western Europe, and in court circles, in
silver tableware, silks and brocades. Of course, the problem of ‘luxury’ trade and
consumption is complicated by the fact that different sections of the Ottoman
population would have had differing views of what constituted a ‘luxury’: for an
eighteenth-century Anatolian peasant, a clock or a piece of good Kütahya faience
might have been just that, and therefore unattainable, while a prosperous mer-
chant of Bursa or Izmir probably would have considered these items normal
household possessions. While not dependent on foreign trade in essentials, the
better-off inhabitants of the Empire certainly appreciated its advantages.

Ottoman-01.fm  Page 14  Thursday, August 19, 2004  8:58 AM



~  I N T R O DU C TI O N  ~ 1 5

Thus, in a world-wide context it is not easy to classify sixteenth- to
eighteenth-century Ottoman trade with India or with European countries. It has
been assumed that if a macro-region stands on its own as ‘world economy’, all
we will find in terms of foreign trade is a limited exchange, often of luxury
goods.48 By this token, if a very low degree of economic integration had pre-
vailed between the Ottomans and India, or between the former and the ‘world
economy’ of Christian Europe, there should have been an interchange of spices,
precious textiles, bullion and not much more. But throughout the period under
study, this is not an adequate description of the Ottoman world’s commercial
links to either ‘east’ or ‘west’. Yet neither can we claim that between the mid-
sixteenth and the mid-eighteenth centuries the trade with either India or the vari-
ous countries of western and central Europe involved ‘necessities’ as far the
Ottoman side was concerned.49 There was one exception: if the Indian and Yem-
eni trades were to remain prosperous, Istanbul and Cairo could not live without
regular imports of bullion. It was the flow of gold and silver that tied these differ-
ent economies together. 

I would thus agree with Fernand Braudel’s characterization of the territory
governed by the sultans as a ‘world economy’ in its own right. This means that
these lands were not only a political unit but, in part due to the pax ottomana,
formed an area in which inter-regional trade was facilitated by relative security
on the caravan routes.50 In spite of internal customs barriers fezzes from Tunis
were sold in Istanbul, while Egyptian grain fed the pilgrims and permanent resi-
dents of Mecca.51 Yet in respect of the Ottoman case, I do have some reservations
concerning Braudel’s remark that trade across the borders of world economies is
often not very profitable and therefore little practised.52 Certainly Braudel, whose
analysis of the functioning of a world economy focuses largely on western
Europe, implicitly and indirectly admits that this claim did not apply to Europe-
ans of the early modern period. After all, by the 1730s/1142–52 the economic
unit controlled by the commercial and banking metropolis of London made great
profits from trading with China, at that time still a world economy in its own
right. In fact, Braudel’s great study of capitalism and material life would scarcely
have been written if trade between world economies had been unprofitable for
the merchants of Venice, Amsterdam and finally London.53

Braudel admits that merchants from other world economies, including the
Muslim lands, sometimes succeeded in maintaining a flow of trade across the
barriers separating different world economies.54 But I think that we should go
further than he did, and not consider the antennae put out by one Islamic world
economy to another as quite so exceptional a case. In the Ottoman instance as
well, certain kinds of trade across world-economy boundaries were not unprofit-
able to local merchants, far from it. Semi-luxuries such as coffee from an
independent Yemen and Indian textiles furthered the prosperity of Cairo, while at
the same time connecting the Ottoman world economy with its neighbours to the
east.
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~ The abiding centrality of Istanbul

Braudel’s world economies are supposed to possess but one capital and central
region; whenever there are two rival centres, the world economy in question is
emerging, decaying or else in the process of transition.55 It is of some interest to
try to fit the Ottoman world into this scheme of things. In the 1540s/947–56,
when our story begins, Istanbul was doubtless the centre of the Ottoman world
economy, and not just the administrative capital from which the Empire was gov-
erned. All sectors of economic life under government control were firmly based
in this city, where the court resided. Furthermore, the elite corps of the army were
stationed in Istanbul, even though a considerable number of the men who fought
the Empire’s wars in south-eastern Europe came from remote border provinces
such as Bosnia.56 As the Istanbul arsenal easily outclassed all other such estab-
lishments on the Mediterranean and Black Sea coasts Ottoman sea power also
was centred here. In addition, the capital itself probably was the major conurba-
tion of both Europe and the Middle East. Istanbul derived a consumer’s privilege
from the fact that, in order to reacquire the gold and silver paid to the central
government every year as taxes, the inhabitants of the provinces were obliged to
sell their textiles, leathers and copperwares in the markets of the capital.57

Moreover, at the end of the period, in the crisis-ridden 1770s/1184–93, Istan-
bul was still solidly placed at the centre of the Ottoman world economy. Unlike
Europe or China, where the central city had moved several times, the Ottoman
world economy thus possessed a stable focus. After all, the principal factors
making for Istanbul’s centrality all remained in place in the second half of the
eighteenth century. Even though the army now largely consisted of mercenaries
hired for single campaigns and of garrisons stationed in the more important pro-
vincial centres, the janissaries and other military corps continued to be present in
the capital. The same thing applied to the arsenals, even though the ships manu-
factured there no longer won major sea battles. The sultan’s court continued in
residence, and was perhaps more present than ever, as the rulers no longer spent
long periods in Edirne, and married princesses were now installed in widely visi-
ble palaces along the Bosphorus. The population had not shrunk, and outsiders to
the realm continued to find work in the sultan’s capital, even if the latter was no
longer the wellspring of golden opportunities that it had appeared to be even to
many Europeans during the sixteenth century. But the insistence with which Rus-
sian tsars and tsarinas aimed at a conquest of Istanbul can be explained, at least
in part, by the attraction of the great city even beyond the Empire’s borders.

But ever since the conquest of Egypt in 1517/923, Istanbul had acquired a
counterweight in the city of Cairo. While a smaller urban centre such as Bursa
was one of those ‘brilliant seconds’ in Braudel’s parlance, condemned by its geo-
graphic position permanently to serve the needs of the Ottoman capital, Cairo
fell into a different category.58 Certainly, the Egyptian metropolis does not ever
seem to have made a bid to take over the leadership of the Ottoman world econ-
omy, but researchers have shown that the city more or less monopolized the
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important trade with India and the Yemen.59 Moreover, the sultans never control-
led the activities of Cairo’s merchants as closely as they supervised those
exchanges taking place in Istanbul. Cairo thus formed a centre of commercial
wealth largely independent of the impulses originating in the Ottoman capital,
comparable perhaps to Genoa when Venice formed the centre of the European
world economy.

Braudel has said that capitals of world economies are of necessity tolerant of
foreigners and their ‘strange’ practices.60 Certainly, it has been pointed out, with
justification, that from the perspective of an Ottoman subject, sixteenth-century
Venice would have appeared as singularly hostile to non-Catholic strangers.61

But such judgements are unavoidably relative; in the context of a state system in
which the ruler could – and did – determine the religious allegiance of his sub-
jects, the Venetian Signoria allowed visitors a relative latitude in the practice of
their different faiths. 

But life in Istanbul was characterized by far more diversity. Apart from occa-
sional Muslim merchants from India, whose presence can be inferred although
not often formally documented, there were foreign Catholics, Protestants and
Jews. Avoidance of non-Muslims was recommended by Muslim religious spe-
cialists, while Christian priests and Jewish rabbis made analogous
recommendations to their respective congregations. Yet in the marketplace of the
Ottoman capital, representatives of the three Abrahamic religions came together:
not only did many local guilds encompass members of different religions, mer-
chants from Latin Christendom were permitted to trade and reside in the city
over lengthy periods of time.

As so much of the disposable income in the hands of Ottoman subjects was
concentrated in Istanbul, it is not surprising that foreign importers of woollen
cloth and also of luxury goods flocked to the city. But, in addition, by the later
1700s/late XII.–early XIII. century, a lack of indigenous banking services had
induced Ottoman tax collectors in the provinces to use the facilities provided by
foreign merchants in order to forward money to the central financial offices in
Istanbul.62 As a result of these transactions, by the later eighteenth century Istan-
bul had become part of a banking network centred in France, and had thus been
turned into one of the commercial nodes linked to the European world economy
in a manner that went far beyond the trade connections so typical of other Otto-
man cities. Istanbul, but also certain other metropolises such as Aleppo and Izmir
thus were turned into the avenues of entry through which, in the closing decades
of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Ottoman world
economy was definitely annexed to the conquering ‘high capitalism’ centred in
London and Paris.
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~ Confronting our limits: problems of documentation

‘Objective’ though they may seem, trade, war and political relations cannot be
conceived of without including the views and opinions that the various partici-
pants in the ‘game’ hold of ‘the other players’. Perceptions are constructed in the
course of relations such as fighting, negotiating and, of course, buying and sell-
ing. In turn, the opinions of the participants will at least partly determine the
manner in which economic, political and even military relationships develop
over time. Every once in a while, if we are lucky, perceptions also may change,
with experience a guideline. But often enough the participants manage to avoid
the reassessment of preconceived notions that day-to-day contacts seem to
demand quite imperiously. Be that as it may, we must never lose sight of this give
and take between ‘hard’ economic, political and military realities on the one
hand, and ‘soft’ perceptions on the other.

Discussing the opinions of Ottoman writers on ‘outsiders’ to their society also
will usually involve at least a passing glance at the ways in which these outsiders
themselves viewed their Ottoman interlocutors: tax collectors and business part-
ners in the case of European merchants or, whenever returned captives were
involved, the former slave owners in Istanbul or Cairo. As the Ottoman world
forms the centre of our story, it would have been ideal to be able to use primary
sources written by local Muslims and non-Muslims almost exclusively. But, as
materials written by such authors are silent on many issues concerning us here,
recourse to the writings of outsiders has nolens volens been quite extensive.63

Most of the problems related to views and opinions must be discussed on the
basis of narrative sources; only in the case of attitudes towards foreign trade and
a few other issues of more limited significance has archival documentation been
of major help. A problem springs from the fact that inevitably our coverage will
be very ‘patchy’. First of all, the relevant documentation, if it survives at all, has
not necessarily been made accessible through editions and/or translations with
any degree of evenness: the Syrian or Hungarian provinces have been studied
much more intensively than, for instance, Iraq. Moreover, due to the limited
number of languages I am able to read, I have used only a part of what is in fact
available. I know very little about the communitarian cultures of Arabs, Armeni-
ans, Bulgarians, Greeks or Jews, and in the period under consideration, these
people normally did not write in Ottoman Turkish or French, as quite a few of
them were to do in the nineteenth century. Yet these authors formed part of the
millions ruled by the Ottoman sultans and, as we will see, some of them main-
tained contacts with the outside world that were quite different in kind or extent
from those typical of the Ottoman elite. For both objective and subjective rea-
sons, an even spread of information and analysis over a lengthy period of time
and a large geographical area has thus turned out to be impossible.

In a conventional study of foreign relations, this difficulty would not matter so
much, as we would start from the premise that the only legitimate contacts with
the outside world were those planned and organized by the Ottoman ruling
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group. But for our purposes ‘foreign relations’ in the accepted use of the term are
only part of a much larger universe, a broader complex of ‘political culture’ or
‘political mentality’ vis-à-vis the non-Ottoman world. Understood in this fash-
ion, any subject of the sultan with opinions about the proper way of relating to
‘heretics’ and ‘infidels’, foreign trade partners or else slaves imported from out-
side the Empire theoretically comes within our purview. Unfortunately, we know
almost nothing about the ideas of villagers and nomads on these matters. It is a
sobering thought that the views of the vast majority of the Ottoman population
continue to escape us.

To compound the problem, the present volume attempts a synthesis of a field
in which relatively few monographs are as yet available. This means that we are
trying to cross a rapidly flowing river not only without a bridge, but also with
very few stepping stones. For synthetic works always depend on preceding stud-
ies with a more limited focus, and when no such texts are available, the author
will have to ‘fill in the gaps’ from those primary sources with which he/she is
familiar. This has happened frequently in the course of the present study. On the
other hand, it is impossible for the author of a synthetic work to be as conversant
with all the problems to be covered as the writer of a monograph surely would
be; after all greater depth often accompanies a more limited focus in temporal or
geographical terms. It has not always been possible to find a satisfactory com-
promise solution. 

As a result, readers will note a degree of arbitrariness in the choice of prob-
lems treated; they happen to be those with which the present author has had the
opportunity to concern herself.64 Put differently, there is a certain lack of ‘order’
and ‘system’. But in defence of my proceeding, it is worth reminding the reader
that the price that would have had to be paid for a more systematic treatment is
higher. For this would have meant more extensive recourse to older syntheses,
and one of the main reasons for writing this book at all is to highlight the results
of recent research, and to get away from some of the ‘ancient wisdom’ that often
is not particularly valid, and certainly not wise, but has been relayed over gener-
ations in works intended for the educated general reader. 

In brief: in order to discuss the numerous and varying issues relevant to the
relations entertained by subjects of the Empire with the non-Ottoman world, it
would be highly desirable to possess a ‘flying carpet’ or at least the ‘seven-mile
boots’ known to the readers of fairy tales. Since these aids, however, are denied
to the historian, it is often necessary to limit discussion to a selection of topics.
As we have seen, in some cases the available primary sources and secondary lit-
erature determine these choices, but often enough the limits of the present
author’s knowledge and understanding have been decisive. I can only hope that
even with the small selection of issues analysed here, the major points to be
made will stand out with a degree of clarity. 
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~ ‘Placing’ our topic in geographical terms

Another peculiarity of the present undertaking, to which some readers will surely
object, is the fact that it is centred upon Istanbul. Evliya Çelebi, the ‘hero’ of our
tale, during the first part of his life travelled from Hamadan to Vienna, but
always returned to the seat of the Ottoman sultanate. We have adopted a perspec-
tive that in many ways, resembles that of Evliya during his youth and early
maturity.65 But this traveller at least spent a long life exploring the world outside
the Ottoman capital. It was much more common, though, for provincials who
hoped to become members of the governing elite to settle in Istanbul at a young
age, and to leave the city only if an official appointment made that absolutely
necessary. Quite apart from the capital’s role in the Ottoman world economy,
Istanbul-centredness was part of the elite’s way of life.

However, during the last fifteen years or so, much research has been done on
provincial life in the Ottoman Empire, with special but by no means exclusive
emphasis on the Arab territories.66 Work on regions that had been popular with
researchers for decades has intensified, but even areas previously neglected have
come in for a share of attention.67 In addition, we now possess studies of the
Armenian and Jewish diasporas, and of the far-flung activities of some of Cairo’s
Muslim merchants.68 All this means that the ‘view from Istanbul’ adopted here is
no longer without rivals. To the contrary, one may well ask oneself whether a
Jewish merchant originating from Istanbul, but who did business in Pegu (mod-
ern Burma) and Balkh (modern Afghanistan), really thought that the seat of the
Ottoman sultanate was the centre of his world, in the way that this was doubtless
true of an author of courtly background such as Evliya Çelebi.

In spite of this, I still think that placing the centre in Istanbul makes good
sense; for better or worse, most of the primary sources that we study adopt this
perspective, consciously or unconsciously. Certainly, we can uncover hitherto
unused sources and read long-known ones in new and different ways, but, con-
trary to what has sometimes been claimed, we cannot invent texts that do not
exist. Therefore I submit that we will always know most about the world of Otto-
man Muslims and non-Muslims who were based in Istanbul. When all is said and
done, while so many things we would like to research remain inaccessible at
least for the time being, it would be a shame not to use the chances that we do
possess.

Our study will move back and forth between the borderlands and the capital, if
only because many contacts with the non-Ottoman world took place in areas
close to the frontiers. Thus a city-state such as Dubrovnik, a tributary of the
Empire, provided a convenient stopping point for Ottoman envoys on their way
to Venice, but also a place where prisoners of war could be unobtrusively
exchanged, to say nothing of the goods from Italy and elsewhere that the traders
of this town provided to the Ottoman Balkans. Or else Moldavia, with its politi-
cal and cultural links to Poland-Lithuania, formed a stopping point for travellers
on their way to and from the latter state. Here Ottoman merchants found khans in
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the style to which they were accustomed and any messenger bearing a missive
from the sultan or grand vizier could be assured of a highly respectful recep-
tion.69 Thus if the ‘movement’ inherent in the present study can at all be
described in a few words, it would be best to say that we journey from Istanbul to
the margins of empire, but ultimately return to our starting point.

However, our understanding of borders and frontiers, as lines that can be
drawn on a map, at least in the sixteenth century did not correspond to what edu-
cated Ottomans would have meant by their own term of serhad. In consonance
with the victories of rulers such as Mehmed II (r. 1451–81/855–86) and Süley-
man the Magnificent, or even the conquest of Cyprus by Lala Mustafa Paşa on
behalf of Selim II (r. 1566–74/973–82), the serhad was perceived as advancing
ever further into the Darülharb. When truces were negotiated, which according to
the stipulations of Islamic religious law had to be strictly temporary, it was usu-
ally the possession of individual fortresses that was considered crucial, rather
than the course of a line on the map.70 Recent research, though, has demonstrated
that ‘line borders’ were occasionally negotiated in the sixteenth and perhaps even
in the fifteenth century.71 In the Ottoman–Polish frontier zone in the Ukraine
such ‘line borders’ were agreed upon several times in the 1600s/1009–1111. But
the fact that the sınurnames documenting such agreements have rarely survived
from the period before the seventeenth century, and that the oldest items have
come to light not in Ottoman but in Polish archives, may indicate that the admin-
istration in Istanbul did not take these ‘line borders’ very seriously. Probably they
were regarded as temporary and soon to be superseded. 

The mechanism for establishing such ‘line borders’ was the same in the early
1600s/after 1008 as that which was to become typical for the late seventeenth
century and beyond. An Ottoman official of reasonably high rank came together
with a Polish or Habsburg military man of appropriate status, and the two people
and their respective suites had to travel through often sparsely inhabited and dif-
ficult territories, ensuring that ‘landmarks’ were erected if no natural features
readily presented themselves. However, such agreements did not mean that
incursions into the realm of ‘the other’ were no longer to take place. To the con-
trary, quite a few truces or ‘peace agreements’ stipulated that small-scale border
violations by either side would not involve the resumption of war. Officially
drawn ‘line borders’ notwithstanding, throughout our period the Ottoman fron-
tiers were still somewhat flexible by our standards.

~ ‘Placing’ our topic in time

As to the years to be covered, they correspond to the period in which the Otto-
man Empire can be said to have achieved a kind of ‘stable state’. Ours story
begins in the early 1540s/after 946, when the situation in Hungary had been
finalized for the next 150 years, as the defunct kingdom of Matthias Corvinus
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came to be divided up into three different units: the directly ruled territories now
known as the Ottoman province of Buda, the dependent principality of Transyl-
vania (in Ottoman: Erdel) and the narrow western strip under Habsburg control
(Royal Hungary). While the Empire was to reach its maximum extension only in
the late 1600s/1080s, after the conquest of Crete and the Polish fortress of
Kamieniec-Podolski, the crucial western frontier was established in the 1540s/
946–56, even though a few Austrian fortresses were added on in later years.
Given the importance of this section of the border, in the eyes not only of modern
historians focusing on Habsburg territories, but also of sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century Ottoman authors themselves, a good case can be made for
letting the period of rapid expansion end here. And surely this ‘change of pace’
had repercussions on the manner in which members of the Ottoman elites viewed
the world without the Empire’s borders. 

As has long been known, in confronting the Austrian Habsburgs the sultans’
armies had to deal not just with a local or at best regional power, but with an
empire in its own right.72 Certainly, after Charles V had divided up his overly
large territories, his brother and successor in Vienna, Ferdinand I (r. 1556–64/
963–72), no longer could draw on the resources of Spain or the Netherlands. Yet
the Austrian Habsburgs themselves had extensive holdings all the way to the
Rhine and could, moreover, count on some additional financial resources made
available by various German princes. In consequence for the sultans’ armies,
winning even a major battle did not automatically mean winning a war of con-
quest, as had so often been the case in the past. This novel situation meant that
the Ottoman authorities had to adjust to waging long-drawn out wars, the organi-
zation and financing of which brought along totally new challenges. Further, this
state of affairs meant that certain parts of Hungary remained contested territory
over long periods of time, where Ottoman governors and noblemen residing on
Habsburg territory taxed luckless peasants twice over. In my view, all these fea-
tures justify our beginning a new period in the history of Ottoman relations with
the outside world in the middle of the sixteenth century, and studying it in the
perspective of inter-empire rivalry and a – largely involuntary – stabilization.

Even easier to justify is the decision to end our analysis with the war of
1768–74/1181–8. It was already at the peace of Karlowitz/Karlofça, in 1699/
1110–11 that the Ottomans in losing Hungary had suffered a major defeat. Yet, in
reconquering the Peloponnese from the Venetians, the sultan’s armies had been
able to make good at least some of the losses involved, and ultimately even to
retrieve Belgrade. After a period of several decades, during which the military
situation had thus stabilized and in which the economy even experienced sub-
stantial growth, the catastrophic defeat by the armies of Catherine II of Russia
(r. 1762–96/1175–1211) seems to have come as a surprise to many members of
the Ottoman elite. In the peace treaty of Küçük Kaynarca the sultan was obliged
to grant Russian ships access to the Black Sea, hitherto a jealously guarded
‘Ottoman lake’.73 Moreover the ‘independence’ imposed on the Crimean Tatars
and the sultan by the Tsarina Catherine II was the first step towards an ultimate
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annexation of this territory by the Russian Empire in 1783/1197–8. The loss of
this territory with its Islamic population, in the eyes of officialdom and the
Empire’s Muslim subjects in general, added insult to injury. Thus the period of
imperial crisis conventionally associated with the reigns of Selim III
(r. 1789–1807/1203–22) and Mahmud II (r. 1808–39/1223–55) seems to have
already begun in the late 1760s/early 1180s. 

~ Confronting different perspectives, or how to justify comparisons

As the discussion following Edward Said’s memorable book has shown, the ‘ori-
entalist’ view of European travel writers, who postulated an immutable and
passive ‘Orient’ that they planned to dominate in the name of ‘science and
rationality’, did not spring forth out of nothingness in the second half of the
eighteenth century.74 To the contrary, this was a long drawn-out process. Thus a
tension between the claim to produce empirical knowledge and a de facto contin-
ued dependence on texts by ancient authors was typical of Renaissance scholars
such as Petrus Gyllius, André Thévet or Pierre Belon.75 After all, a sixteenth- or
seventeenth-century writer with scholarly claims had to demonstrate his familiar-
ity with a corpus of ‘classical’ authors. It was also common for the writers of
travelogues dealing with the Ottoman Empire to work without the slightest
knowledge of Ottoman Turkish, a situation that, of course, increased dependence
on European predecessors. Crusading rhetoric also served to legitimize the appe-
tite for Ottoman territories. Thus the numerous pilgrimage reports covering visits
to Jerusalem and published at the end of the fifteenth and throughout the six-
teenth century have as a subtext the unwillingness to accept that the Holy Land
was no longer in Christian hands.76 All this has emerged from a variety of stud-
ies, and is no longer in doubt.

However, even so, it does not seem realistic to assume that ‘orientalism’ was
immanent in European culture at whatever stage of its history. Mutatis mutandis;
similar ways of using one’s sources can be found in the works of a seventeenth-
century Ottoman author as well: Evliya Çelebi often emphasized that he had seen
numerous strange and wonderful regions with his own eyes, and yet he depended
just as much on oral and literary sources, which he often did not take the trouble
to acknowledge.77 For today’s scholar, the same kind of caution is thus appropri-
ate when reading Petrus Gyllius as when reading Evliya Çelebi. Both authors
have made a lot of valuable empirical observations, and if Evliya had not written,
the present work would simply have been impossible. But in both cases, the
claim to have collected empirical knowledge ‘in the raw’ often may not stand up
under closer investigation.

Similarly the concern with a ‘symbolic appropriation’ of foreign territory,
which was a common feature especially in European pilgrimage accounts of the
Holy Land, was not foreign to Evliya Çelebi either. When describing Vienna, it
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was at least one subtext of his story that here were potentially useful subjects of
the sultan, ‘infidels’ though they might be.78 As to the city’s buildings, they were
interesting architecturally and well kept; in short, the place was a worthwhile
future acquisition. That Evliya thought in these terms becomes quite clear when
one reads the numerous sentences he devoted to the places in and around Vienna
linked in one way or another to Süleyman the Magnificent’s siege of 1529/
935–6. In a similar vein, one might interpret his account of the adventures of the
semi-mythical Kasım Voyvoda whose heroic death, supposedly within Vienna
itself, might be also be viewed as a kind of symbolic appropriation. I would
therefore submit that the tendency to view foreign lands in the hands of ‘unbe-
lievers’ as possible objects of conquest in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
was common to certain Ottoman and European authors.

In Sultan Süleyman’s time the Ottoman Empire had been recognized, albeit
grudgingly, by European humanist authors such as Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq
(1522–92/928–1001) because of its superior military power, and the absolute
rule of the sultans admired as an ideal that the Habsburg emperor, confronted
with fractious nobilities, had been unable to emulate.79 While Busbecq’s account
certainly is full of polemics, the ‘superiority complex’ that makes many travel
writers of the years after 1750/1163 such stultifying reading had not as yet come
into being.80 Or to be more exact, this latter-day manner of viewing the world
only began to emerge in the seventeenth century and became all-pervasive in the
course of the later eighteenth. As Lucette Valensi has shown, the vision of the
Ottoman polity relayed by the Venetian ambassadors, whose views were to
become crucial for European political thinking down to – in some cases – the
twentieth century, began to change from admiration to abhorrence only around
1600/1008–9.81

In this context it seems reasonable to take our brief from some recent work on
the genesis of European Renaissance artwork that stresses the numerous connec-
tions with the Middle East and the use of Middle Eastern models in architecture,
metalwork, textiles, majolica and other media.82 As late as the sixteenth century
there was a remarkably close relationship on the artistic level between Renais-
sance Europe and the Ottomans. Jerry Brotton has a point in contradicting the
often-made claim that the rediscovery of the Greco-Roman world in the course
of the Renaissance resulted in an unbridgeable chasm between European and
Ottoman cultures.83 Certainly I would think that he exaggerates for polemical
purposes when claiming that the reception of Greco-Roman texts and artefacts
had no impact at all on the genesis of Renaissance culture. Yet his point concern-
ing the importance of ‘the Ottoman connection’ is well taken. When it comes to
architecture, it has been pointed out that there is something resembling a sublim-
inal relationship between Sinan the Architect (c. 1497–1588/902–97) and his
contemporary Andrea Palladio (1508–80/913–88), although we can be certain
that there was no direct contact between the two masters.84
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Was there even an indirect one? Certainly in the fifteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries, artistic ideas travelled from the Ottoman realm to Renaissance Italy as well
as vice versa, and there may have been linkages about which we know nothing.
But if we assume that the intellectual worlds of Sinan and Palladio had some-
thing in common, they also may have developed similar architectural ideas
independently from one another. If this assumption is at all realistic, such an
artistic commonality would indicate that the cultural worlds of mid-sixteenth-
century Istanbul and the contemporary Veneto were less remote from one another
than is usually believed. And when it comes to written texts, it does appear that
Busbecq and Mustafa Âlî (1541–1600/947–1009), Luigi Fernando Marsigli
(1658–1730/1068–1143) and Hüseyin Hezarfenn (probably d. 1678–9/1089), or
Evliya Çelebi and Antoine Galland (1646–1715/1055–1128) in certain respects
inhabited rather similar worlds.85

 ~ A common world

I would claim that, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Ottomans and
Frenchmen, or subjects of the Habsburg emperors for that matter, were less
remote from one another than the people under study themselves would have
thought. This statement invites discussion from several angles. The first has to do
with a statement by Marc Bloch, who made the comparative approach ‘respecta-
ble’ among historians dealing with medieval and early modern Europe.86 Bloch
was especially interested in comparing phenomena that he considered ‘close’ to
one another, such as the English and French varieties of feudalism. Many histori-
ans in later years have tended to agree with him, so that those scholars who use
this methodology on, for instance, Ottoman and European histories have always
felt the need to justify their procedures. Obviously, if we are willing to view
Ottomans, Frenchmen and Venetians of the sixteenth and – with some qualifica-
tions – even the seventeenth and earlier eighteenth centuries as still belonging to
one and the same world, further justification is unnecessary.87 If, on the other
hand, we choose to regard the Ottomans as inhabiting a world apart from their
early modern neighbours in Europe, it is certainly not impossible to legitimize
our procedures. But our task would be a good deal harder, and I choose to take
the easy way out.

Secondly, we must keep in mind the common material environment in which
all these people found themselves, and which allows us sometimes to view them
as – albeit inimical – cousins. Surely the answer is linked to the basic fact that
both Ottomans and Europeans were then all living in societies in which agricul-
ture was the ultimate source of all wealth, even if the peasants themselves did not
get to see much of the riches that their labour had generated. Moreover, all the
civilizations involved depended as yet on similar technologies. Thus the vagaries
of the weather determined whether the harvest would be good or bad, in most
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cases with little flexibility to compensate for the loss of one crop by quickly sow-
ing another. Armies could only be supplied if the roads were passable, and the
Danube and its affluent rivers defied all efforts to reliably map them, as the late
seventeenth-century Habsburg general Luigi Fernando Marsigli found out to his
cost.88

While the present volume in no way deals with peasant society and elemen-
tary technology, we cannot afford to ignore these basic commonalities of the
early modern world in constructing our study. I will try to present an account of
the manner in which members of the Ottoman ruling group interacted with – and
regarded – denizens of the non-Ottoman world. But, differently from conven-
tional studies of political ideology or international relations, I will try to keep the
constraints of commercial exchange, natural conditions and technology con-
stantly in the picture. The opinions of a person drenched with rain in a leaky tent
will differ from those of a man or woman comfortably ensconced behind his/her
computer; and as historians of World War I know very well, the shared miseries
of a military campaign tend to make even the soldiers of opposing armies voice
rather similar views.
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expanding and safeguarding the 
Empire

In the present chapter, we will discuss some of the major problems in the realm
of what we today would call ‘foreign policy’. Of course, as we have seen, the
Ottoman elite had a conception of these matters that differed greatly from ours,
yet throughout the approximately two and half centuries covered by our study,
sultans, viziers and provincial governors still needed to confront whatever power
imbalances occurred in the world that they inhabited, be it through war or
through negotiation. We will set the scene for later discussions by briefly survey-
ing the numerous and varying conflicts between the governmental apparatus in
Istanbul on the one hand and, on the other, foreign powers such as the Safavids,
the Habsburgs or the Signoria of Venice. Through this overview it should
become clear that the mature Ottoman Empire was confronted with a staggering
multitude of political problems, some of which were linked to religious conflicts.
Many others belonged to the ‘nitty gritty’ of political competition between rulers
or else stemmed from the imperfect control, on the part of the sultan’s bureau-
cracy, of provincial forces such as fortress commanders or farmers of customs
dues. After all, such personages might precipitate inter-state conflict by raiding
the territories of neighbouring states or overcharging foreign merchants. More-
over these different categories of political conflict are not always easy to
disentangle, not for us denizens of the twenty-first century and certainly not for
contemporaries.

Prominent – and sometimes intractable – is the problem of central control over
the management of inter-state conflicts. The surviving archival documentation
emphasizes the fact that numerous matters of but moderate intrinsic importance
were referred to Istanbul even from an outlying province such as Hungary. But
when we look more closely at day-to-day events in the borderlands it soon
becomes clear that central regulation was only part of the story. Admittedly our
understanding of the Ottoman viewpoint concerning the centre’s prerogatives
and the latitude allowed to local officials at different time periods is rather lim-
ited. Writing about the ‘problems of the state’ in the tradition of the ‘advice
books’ addressed to sultans and viziers (nasihatname) certainly was common
practice from the late sixteenth century onwards. Yet the limitations of the cen-
tral power’s prerogatives did not form a favoured issue, if only because it was
part of ‘political correctness’ to assume that the sultan, the Ottoman centre, that
is, possessed absolute power, which – as we will see – was not exactly realistic.1
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Moreover, given the sultan’s ‘ideological role’ as the ruler who constantly
expanded the borders of the Islamic world by victorious campaigns, Ottoman
authors writing on the affairs of the Empire rarely debated decisions affecting
war and peace. For these were strictly reserved to the ruler and his viziers, and
thus must have formed part of the arcana imperii. Only in the second half of the
eighteenth century did a few senior Ottoman officials come to discuss and defend
their own political choices in a less coded fashion than had hitherto been current
and, at least in the case of Ahmed Resmi, openly question the wisdom of certain
sultanic campaigns.2 As a result of this reticence we are usually limited to occa-
sional remarks in chronicles and ‘advice literature’ concerning the prudence or
imprudence of this or that vizier; and the conclusions we can draw concerning
Ottoman ‘foreign policy’ often remain speculative.3

In discussions of the Ottoman elites and their relationships to Muslim and
non-Muslim neighbours it is often assumed that Islamic religious law determined
practice until the second half of the eighteenth century, when the Ottoman elites
began to adopt numerous assumptions and institutions from their European
neighbours. However, it is a basic contention of the present study that, while reli-
gious law certainly set the parameters, sultanic/bureaucratic pragmatism was by
no means an invention of the late eighteenth century. Furthermore, in spite of the
relative conservatism of the interpreters of Islamic law, it does not make sense to
assume that relations between foreign rulers and their subjects were conducted in
the same fashion in 1540/946–7, when expansion in central Europe was still a
major concern, and in 1730/1142–3, when it was more a question of maintaining
the western frontiers and temporarily seeking aggrandizement only in Iran. 

~ ‘Foreign interference’ and its limits 

At least to a certain degree, the manner in which the Empire was run permitted
the interference of non-Ottoman subjects in Ottoman affairs. Seen from a dis-
tance, it is remarkable that all frontiers were relatively permeable; by the middle
of the sixteenth century, Venetian bailos, Habsburg internuncios and French
ambassadors were residing in Galata, today part of downtown Istanbul, or in the
khans of the capital itself. Merchants from Venice, France, and later England or
the Netherlands were not restricted to special quarters in this or that port town,
but travelled to the capital, or to provincial trading centres, with the tolerance of
the Ottoman administration. Thus sultanic policy differed significantly from what
was practised in China or Japan, or even in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
Russia, where it was common practice to turn away travellers considered undesir-
able by the government.4 Numerous international trade routes passing through the
Empire’s territory resulted in frequent comings and goings of all manner of for-
eigners, which, apart from sixteenth-century Iranians, the Ottoman government
almost never tried to impede. Throughout its existence the latter’s bureaucracy
seems to have regarded a minute control of these people as unnecessary.
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Of course, no absolute standard exists for the evaluation of such matters.
Rather, judgement will depend on the perspective adopted either by contemp-
oraries or else by modern historians. Foreigners resident in places such as
Istanbul, Izmir or Aleppo certainly socialized mainly among themselves, and
hardly ever met Ottoman Muslims except in certain highly formalized settings.
Yet some of these foreign sojourners, especially from the eighteenth century
onwards, might live in the Empire for several generations, and this could not
have been possible without both the knowledge of local authorities and a good
deal of daily contact with Muslim and non-Muslim subjects of the sultans.5 And
while traders coming from states with which the Ottomans were at war were sup-
posed to leave the sultan’s territory at the declaration of hostilities, even that
command was not always strictly obeyed.

In consequence, it was possible, though certainly not common, for a high-
level Ottoman dignitary to maintain close contacts with, for instance, a given for-
eign envoy. This latter personage in turn would try to induce his ally in the
Ottoman ruling group to follow a policy which the envoy himself, and the ruler
whom he served, considered advantageous. This was doubtless the reason why,
in the early eighteenth century, the French ambassador marquis de Bonnac culti-
vated his relationship with the Grand Vizier Damad Ibrahim Paşa.6 Such attempts
at ‘influencing’ often might be successful in minor matters but usually not in
major ones. Or at least this was the pattern before the crisis of the 1683–99/
1094–1111 war seems to have made it imperative to strengthen the alliance with
France, even if a heavy price had to be paid in terms of political concessions. 

Unofficial political ‘influence’ by foreigners was rarer in the 1560s/967–77
than in later periods, but it certainly existed, albeit to a limited extent, even dur-
ing the reign of Murad IV (r. 1623–40/1032–50). In the eighteenth century, such
outside involvement certainly increased. Now it was not only French, English,
Dutch or even Bohemian envoys who tried to involve the sultans in their various
political projects.7 In addition, the Ottomans themselves now also at times sought
informal understandings or even alliances with European rulers, as demonstrated
by the embassy of Yirmisekiz Mehmed Efendi to Paris in 1720/1132–3.8 Espe-
cially after Russian expansion in the Balkans had become an imminent
possibility, links to other powers capable of opposing the empire-building of
Catherine II (r. 1762–96/1175–1211) seemed indispensible.

However, in spite of the divisiveness that this form of decision-making must
have engendered, Ottoman administrations remained remarkably cohesive. This
aspect was usually not noticed by European observers, who only saw the faction-
alism but understood very little of the forces making for agreement.9 Yet these
were of considerable strength. To begin with, there was the well-known but often
underrated fact that the Ottoman sultan gained a high degree of legitimacy from
his role as Padişah-ı İslam. In addition, the existence of a professional bureau-
cracy, which had experienced one major spate of growth during the sixteenth
century and another in the mid-eighteenth, made a significant contribution
toward holding the Empire together. Given the high degree of integration of
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Ottoman specialists in Islamic religious law and divinity (ulema) into the state
apparatus, it makes sense to view them as part of the bureaucracy in the meaning
intended here.10 Moreover, the scribal and financial officials, connected by ties of
collegiality and patronage wherever they might be posted, also constituted a
powerful factor strengthening the Empire’s cohesion.

Outside the bureaucracy, but within the governing apparatus, the lifetime tax
farmers (malikâneci), whose material interests were intimately linked to the sur-
vival of the Ottoman state, also often acted in favour of unity.11 After all, once the
Ottoman Empire had collapsed, there was no guarantee that the malikânecis
would continue to profit from the tax farms that they had acquired at considera-
ble expense. This consideration is of special significance as the provincial power
magnates so characteristic of the eighteenth-century political scene derived much
of their power from their roles in lifetime tax-farming and the assessment of dues
upon townsmen and villagers.12 In consequence, individual high office holders
and provincial power magnates might derive some profit and power from their
association with European consuls and traders. But what really counted was their
allegiance to the Ottoman state. 

These observations evoke the concept of power-sharing, which historians of
China and Central Asia have been using for a long time, but which Ottomanists
have mostly ignored.13 It would seem that, by the seventeenth century, the theor-
etically absolute power of the sultans in real life was shared with coteries of
dignitaries, often organized in ‘political households’, who struggled for control
over the decision-making process. Indirectly, due to the alliances with resident
foreign envoys that certain dignitaries might forge, the French or Dutch ambassa-
dors of the seventeenth or eighteenth century might become involved in certain
aspects of Ottoman politics.14 But it would be a mistake to make too much of this
situation; in the end, such relationships of power-sharing – widespread though
they might be – with rare exceptions were subordinate to the loyalty of the
officeholders to their religion and to the Ottoman state. 

~ A sequence of ‘mental images’ 

To make such long-term changes more visible, we will draw a sequence of ‘men-
tal pictures’ that proceeds from 1560/967–8 by way of 1639/1048–9 and 1718/
1130–1 to 1774/1187–8. As our first period, we have selected the early 1560s/
967–77 instead of the 1540s/946–56, when our overall study begins. The Regis-
ters of Important Affairs (Mühimme Defterleri), one of the principal sources for
sixteenth-century history, and also for the activities which we might call Ottoman
‘foreign policy’, survive mainly from 1560/967–8 onwards.15 It simply makes
more sense to discuss a period about which we can say something coherent on
the basis of Ottoman archival sources that can be consulted more or less as a
series. If the 1540s/946–56 had been chosen, we would have had to focus on a
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timespan from which we possess only scattered documents, chronicles and Euro-
pean sources. 

As to the year 1639/1048–9, it is the date of the treaty of a r-i Shīrīn, which
inaugurated a lengthy period of peace between the Ottoman and Safavid
Empires. Moreover, between 1606/1014–15 and 1663/1073–4 the Ottomans did
not wage war with the Austrian Habsburgs either, so that 1639/1048–9 can stand
quite conveniently for a period of stable and relatively uncontested frontiers in
both east and west. After the upheavals of the ‘Long War’ with the Habsburgs
(1593–1606/1001–15), the military rebellions known as the Celali uprisings and
the wars with Iran involving the loss (1623/1032–3) and ultimate reconquest of
Baghdad (1638/1047–8), the 1640s/1049–59, in spite of continuing unrest at the
centre, were a period of relative calm.

Things were different in 1718/1130–1; in a long series of wars that had begun
in 1683/1094–5 with the failed siege of Vienna by Kara Mustafa Paşa, the Otto-
mans had lost Hungary for good. Also, by the treaty of Passarowitz/Pasarofça
(1718/1130–1), the Ottomans no longer controlled parts of Walachia and Serbia,
including the important fortress of Belgrade. But other provinces and towns con-
quered by Habsburgs or Venetians between 1684/1095–6 and 1699/1110–11
ultimately were regained by the sultans’ armies; this included the Peloponnese in
1715/1126–8 and Belgrade in 1739/1151–2.16 Following the collapse of the Safa-
vid dynasty, the Ottomans engaged in a series of campaigns on Iranian territory,
which resulted in the temporary acquisition of Tabrīz (1725–30/1137–43); how-
ever, in the end, the frontier as it had existed since 1639/1048–9 was more or less
reestablished. Thus, at least the 1730s/1142–52 and to a degree even the 1720s/
1132–42, once again can be regarded as a period of consolidation.

By contrast, 1774/1187–8, as the cut-off point adopted for our study, stands
for something quite different, namely the – for the Ottomans – disastrous peace
treaty of Küçük Kaynarca. Nor did the series of political and military misfor-
tunes end here. By the late eighteenth century, Egypt had slipped out of Ottoman
control; this was true even before Napoleon, albeit for a very few years, con-
quered the province in 1798/1212–13.17 This sequence of losses was of a
different quality from those that had occurred about eighty years earlier, in 1699/
1110–11. For Hungary had functioned mainly as a frontier province that, as most
territories of this kind, did not generate revenue for the central treasury, but only
financed – in part – its own local defence. By contrast, Egypt had been an impor-
tant source of sultanic revenue well into the eighteenth century.18 As to the
Crimea, while also a border province producing a limited amount of revenue, it
had for centuries been governed by the Girays, a princely family, which in terms
of political prestige ranked second only to the Ottoman dynasty itself.19

Given these historical changes, at the four dates under study political, military
and cultural relations with the outside world took on rather different forms.
Unfortunately it is impossible to make ‘surgically neat’ cross-sections dating
exactly from the years under investigation. Especially where the 1560s/967–77
are concerned, but also when dealing with the seventeenth and eighteenth

K. s.

Ottoman-02.fm  Page 31  Tuesday, September 7, 2004  9:17 AM



32 ~ THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE AND THE WORLD AROUND IT ~

centuries, it will at times be necessary to refer to studies covering a slightly
earlier or else a somewhat later decade. Available research does not always pro-
vide the best possible coverage for those years most convenient for our purposes,
and more importantly, there are major gaps in the surviving primary sources. Par-
ticularly where the middle of the sixteenth century is concerned, but elsewhere as
well, the ‘mental pictures’ proposed here pertain to a decade or two rather than to
a single year. Last but not least, events from the years selected here often can
only be explained if the period under discussion is extended to a greater or lesser
degree.

~ The 1560s/967–77

Introducing the major ‘players’ of the 1560s/967–77: the 
Habsburg possessions, France, Venice and Iran 

As is well known, the Ottomans expanded in the Balkans from the mid-
fourteenth century onwards. By this time, the ‘Latins’, that is, the various Roman
Catholics of western European background, had already been present in the
peninsula, and especially in the territories of what is today Greece, for hundreds
of years. By the fifteenth century, a number of European states, including France,
Hungary, Poland, Venice and Genoa, had significant political interests in the Bal-
kan peninsula.20 However, by the mid-1500s, Genoa had withdrawn to the
western Mediterranean, and the time in which the Polish kings actively attempted
expansion into the Black Sea region also was long past. Between 1526/932–3
and 1541/947–8, Hungary had been largely conquered by Ottoman armies. As a
last remnant of medieval Hungary, a strip of territory in the west was governed
by the Habsburgs, which included Poszony/Pressburg, today’s Bratislava; the
dynasty paid tribute to Istanbul for this possession, and the Ottoman–Hungarian
frontier was situated only a few miles east of Vienna.21

Within the European context as a whole, by the mid-sixteenth century the
Habsburg royal family had come to constitute a major power. This was a dynasty
of Swiss-Austrian origin whose members since the later thirteenth century had
occasionally been elected ‘emperor’ in the Germanies, a title which by this time
implied prestige but only limited power. By the second half of the fifteenth cen-
tury, the head of the Habsburg family had acquired a traditional claim to the
‘Holy Roman Empire of the German nation’. This same dynasty also controlled
the Netherlands (present-day Belgium and Holland). Moreover, by a sequence of
cleverly organized dynastic marriages, Charles V, of Spanish, Habsburg and Bur-
gundian descent (r. as emperor 1519–55/924–63), had been crowned king of a
but recently unified Spain. Throughout the period concerning us here, both Aus-
trian and Spanish Habsburgs, tied together by a – from the medical standpoint –
excessive number of marriages, were to form the major opponents of the Otto-
mans in south-eastern Europe and the Mediterranean. 
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Yet Spain’s interests in the Mediterranean world were only partly due to the
Habsburg connection. The Aragon dynasty had long possessed important domin-
ions in southern Italy and in addition, the Reconquista – the conquest of the
Muslim kingdoms on the Iberian peninsula mainly by the kingdoms of Portugal,
Castile and Aragon – had been completed in 1492/897–8. At the end of the fif-
teenth and the beginning of the sixteenth century, both the Spanish and
Portuguese kings further attempted to expand their domains by conquests in the
coastlands of northern Africa. Furthermore, as a result of the Franco-Spanish
contest for hegemony in Italy, by the mid-sixteenth century the king of Spain had
acquired significant territories both in the northern and the southern part of the
Italian peninsula. Thus, by the 1540s/946–56, while the Ottomans confronted the
Austrian Habsburgs on their Hungarian border, their major opponent on the north
African coast and on the waters of the Mediterranean was the Spanish branch of
this same dynasty.22

Given this geographical distribution of Habsburg power, the kingdom of
France was surrounded by territories controlled by the Spanish king Philip II
(r. 1556–98/963–1007) and the Austrian ruler Ferdinand I (r. as emperor
1556–64/963–72) with the Netherlands at its northern, Spain at its southern and
the ‘Holy Roman Empire’ at its eastern borders. François I, the first king of
France belonging to the Valois dynasty (r. 1515–47/920–54) attempted to limit
and balance this power by a series of wars and strategic alliances. Not all his
anti-Habsburg wars were successful, far from it; in 1525/931–2, at the battle of
Pavia, the French king was in fact taken prisoner and only liberated after sub-
stantial political concessions and the payment of a princely ransom. This difficult
position made François I willing to conclude agreements with Sultan Süleyman
several times during the 1530s/936–46 and 1540s/946–56. For a brief period, the
two allies together campaigned against the duke of Savoy, an ally of the
Habsburgs; in 1543/949–50, Nice was besieged, and during the following winter
an Ottoman fleet commanded by the admiral Hayreddin Barbarossa spent time in
Toulon. But this initiative was not followed up, partly because François I came to
an agreement with Charles V and partly because the negative reaction of most
European courts, noblemen and publicists against an alliance with the ‘infidel’ to
the detriment of another Christian ruler placed French royal policy in the defen-
sive.23 However, an entente between the king of France and the Ottoman sultan
remained a constant possibility, and was revived now and then, especially during
the war years of the 1680s/1090–1101 and 1690s/1101–11.

While not possessing a large territory, Venice was a significant ‘player’ on the
political chessboard of the mid-sixteenth century because of its financial, com-
mercial and naval resources. Due to the conquest of Byzantium by a Venetian
fleet supported by knights from western Europe (1204/600–1), this Adriatic city-
state had acquired the island of Crete and the Peloponnesian ports of Modon and
Monemvasia. Crete remained Venetian until the war of 1645–69/1054–80, when
it was conquered by the Ottoman navy, while the Signoria had lost Modon
already in 1500/905–6, when Bayezid II annexed this port town to his empire.
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Monemvasia fell into Ottoman hands in 1540/946–7. Further north, separated
from Athens by a narrow stretch of sea, the island of Euboa also had been Vene-
tian until its conquest by the Ottomans. But these losses on the Greek peninsula
were compensated for during the closing years of the fifteenth century: after the
Lusignan dynasty, established in Cyprus after the 1204/600–1 partition of the
Byzantine Empire, had died out in 1489/894–5, Venice acquired the island after
having ‘adopted’ its current queen, and held on to it until the Ottoman conquest
of 1570–73/977–81. Thus the Signoria still controlled important positions in the
otherwise Ottoman-dominated eastern Mediterranean and, given its commercial
prosperity in the second half of the sixteenth century, continued to be of some
importance to the Ottomans on the level of inter-state relations as well.24

On the eastern border, the situation had changed considerably from the mid-
fifteenth to the mid-sixteenth century. In the later fifteenth century, the dominant
state in that area, founded by the A - oyunlu dynasty, had controlled a sizeable
part of Iran from a capital located in the ancient eastern Anatolian city of Diyar-
bakır.25 By contrast, the establishment of the newly powerful Safavid dynasty
meant that the political centre of gravity shifted to Iranian territory proper. This
mutation resulted from the fact that Shah Ismā‘īl, the founder of the Safavid
dynasty, had been defeated by Sultan Selim I in battle (1514/918–19). In con-
sequence, the border between the Ottoman and Safavid Empires was moved east;
during the early phase of Safavid expansion, the frontier separating the two
realms had been situated as far west as Erzincan. In the reign of Süleyman the
Magnificent, the northern section of the border zone, located in Anatolia,
remained relatively stable. On the other hand, a major Ottoman conquest from
the Safavids did occur in the south-east during this period. For, in a series of
campaigns between 1534/940–1 and 1546/952–3, Iraq, with the ancient Abbasid
centre of Baghdad and, ultimately, the lively port city of Basra, became an Otto-
man province.26

Religious rivalries of the 1560s/967–77
In the middle of the sixteenth century, political tensions frequently possessed a
significant religious dimension. Yet it would be completely unrealistic to assume
the existence of either Christian or Islamic ‘united fronts’. The Ottoman and
Safavid empires were at war over much of the sixteenth century. On the Chris-
tian side, Catholic rulers occasionally cooperated in ventures that, even in the
early modern period, they still liked to call ‘crusades’. But the normal state of
affairs was all-out and very worldly rivalry for crowns and territories. This was
true even before 1517/923–4, while all of western Europe still adhered to the
Roman Church. Conflicts were exacerbated when, in the first half of the six-
teenth century, England and the Scandinavian states, in addition to a sizeable
share of the German princes and some French and Hungarian noblemen, adopted
the Reformation either in its Lutheran or its Calvinist variety. For now political
tensions often were overlaid with bellicosity legitimized by the other side’s sup-
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posedly ‘heretical’ views.27 Equally tension-ridden were the relations of the
kingdoms and republics of western and central Europe with those Christian
states whose rulers and populations adhered to the Orthodox creed. But as we are
looking at the 1560s/967–77, these later conflicts will not concern us here, for,
by the time our study begins, the territories of the former Balkan states all had
been absorbed by the Ottomans. Only in the far north was the grand duke of
Muscovy, who in 1547/953–4 was to declare himself the tsar, able to retain his
independence.28

It is well known that even before the conquest of Istanbul, and more specifi-
cally after 1453/857, the Ottoman sultans had recognized the Orthodox Church
as an organization, and supported that faction within it that was adamantly
opposed to union with the Catholics. Given this situation, attempts by the papacy
to promote ‘unity of the Christian church’ under the auspices of Rome – to elim-
inate Protestantism and secure the recognition of papal supremacy on the part of
the Orthodox – had significant repercussions in the Ottoman realm. For, in
accordance with the decisions of the Council of Trent (1546–63/952–71) numer-
ous missions were sent out, usually consisting of Jesuits, Capuchins or
Franciscans. The teaching and preaching of these ecclesiastics were meant to
persuade the Empire’s Gregorian Armenians, Orthodox, or Lebanese Maronite
subjects to convert to Catholicism, or at the least, recognize the pope as the head
of the Christian churches while retaining their accustomed ecclesiastical rites. 

These priests and friars, who were able to attract a following among Ottoman
Christians not least because they established schools, normally operated under
the auspices of the French ambassador, who could most effectively promote their
interests because before 1798/1212–13, the Ottoman Empire and France were
never at war. Often enough, the French ambassador also was involved in the
attempts of the Franciscans to gain – or retain, as the ever unstable circumstances
of the moment might dictate – control of the holy sites in Jerusalem and Bethle-
hem. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre (‘Kumame’ in Ottoman parlance) in
particular was continually disputed between Catholics and Orthodox.29 But in
addition, it was not rare for the missionaries to pursue policies of their own,
which might not coincide at all with the wishes of the French ambassador. For
our purposes, the missionaries are of some importance because of their physical
presence in certain remote Ottoman provinces, in places where foreign mer-
chants or diplomats would rarely, if ever, venture. Moreover, they could establish
contacts with Ottoman Christians in a way impossible to other Europeans,
because they had learned the relevant languages at school in colleges especially
founded for this purpose in Rome. Even if in the 1560s/967–77, their presence
was minor compared to what it was to become in later centuries, it still added to
the variety of religious persuasions active on Ottoman soil.

In the early and mid-sixteenth century, religious problems also were an issue
in the Muslim world, namely between the Ottoman and Safavid Empires. Around
1500/905–6 the young Sheik Ismā‘īl, from the western Iranian town of Ardabīl,
had made use of the devotion of the local Turkish-speaking tribesmen to his
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person and ancestors, particularly the thirteenth-century holy man Sheik afī, to
declare himself ruler (shah) of Iran.30 Shah Ismā‘īl adopted the Shi’a as a state
religion, and quite a few Sunni Muslims were forced to emigrate. On the other
hand, certain Turkophone tribesmen of Anatolia, among whom the charismatic
figure of Shah Ismā‘īl soon became highly popular, moved eastwards to join the
armies of the sheik turned shah. But not everybody convinced of Shah Ismā‘īl’s
special sanctity was willing to emigrate from the Ottoman domains. Anatolian
adherents of the Safavid sheiks, who had received the headdress (tac) of the der-
vish order bearing the name of Sheik afī through emissaries from Ardabīl,
inducted adherents into their lodges, in spite of the mortal danger incurred if
recruiters or recruited were detected by the Ottoman authorities.30

Throughout the sixteenth century, the Ottoman and Safavid rulers fought out
long and bitter wars. While the dynasty of Shah Ismā‘īl identified as Shi’ite, it
comes as no great surprise that the Ottoman sultans, particularly Selim I and
Süleyman the Magnificent, legitimized themselves as champions of Sunni ‘right
belief’.32 This insistence on Sunnism was quite a novelty; for early Ottoman sul-
tans had often sympathized with heterodox dervish sheiks following their armies
in battle. Even when, from the fifteenth century onwards, they came to favour
Sunni Islam explicitly, rulers such as Bayeyid II (r. 1481–1512/885–918) had at
the very most, attempted to convert their subjects by supporting those dervish
orders that, such as the Halvetis, possessed impeccable Sunni credentials.33 But
by the middle of the sixteenth century, Ottoman official propaganda described
wars against the Safavids as directed at the extirpation of heresy. Whenever trea-
ties were concluded from a position of strength, such as the peace of Amasya
(1555/962–3), it was usually demanded that the Iranians cease the ritual cursing
of the early caliphs Abū Bakir, ‘Omar and ‘Othmān, whom the Shi’ites consid-
ered usurpers and the Sunnis, by contrast, as ‘rightly guided’.34

Certainly the religious propaganda of the dervish order of Sheik afī contin-
ued to be sponsored by the Iranian shahs until the later sixteenth century. As a
result, there has been some debate among twentieth-century Ottomanist histori-
ans concerning the degree to which Safavid interference in Anatolian affairs
actually constituted a threat to the sultan’s control of certain regions of this
peninsula.35 Yet when trying to answer this question it is necessary to distinguish
carefully between different times and places, always taking into account that, due
to the destruction of the Safavid archives in the wars of the eighteenth century,
we have much more information on Ottoman than on Safavid attitudes and poli-
cies. And as a matter of ordinary prudence, claims of ‘subversion’ on the part of
any established power should, of course, be viewed with a degree of scepticism.
Thus it would seem that Safavid propaganda added to the political and religious
dissent already present in mid-sixteenth-century Anatolia, but it is unrealistic to
assume that Ottoman power in the region would have remained uncontested had
it not been for Safavid-sponsored religious unrest. 

S.

S.

S.
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The mid-sixteenth century: foreign subjects present on 
Ottoman territory – and those who were conspicuously 
absent

Probably the middle years of the sixteenth century, when our story begins, are the
time at which ‘Ottoman centralism’ was at its height. These years also form a
period during which many of the later European ‘players’ in the contest for com-
mercial supremacy, and who in the eighteenth century developed political
ambitions as well, were not as yet present on the Ottoman scene. Or at the very
least, these states and merchants were still comparatively weak. The interest of
English and Dutch merchants in the eastern Mediterranean lands lay in the
future. In consequence, there was no involvement in Ottoman affairs on the part
of the young Queen Elizabeth I, who ascended the English throne in 1558/965–6.
As to the Northern Netherlands, popularly called Holland, they had only just
begun their long struggle for separation from Philip II’s Spanish Empire. 

Even the one ally of the sultans in the world of western Europe, namely the
kingdom of France, had as yet only very limited concerns in the eastern Mediter-
ranean. By the 1560s/967–77, it had become obvious to high-ranking Ottoman
officials, including the current Grand Vizier Sokollu Mehmed Paşa, that the suc-
cessors of King François I were neither able nor willing to go through with the
commitments that the founder of the Valois dynasty had made to Sultan Süley-
man with respect to the common struggle against the Habsburgs.36 Due to
intermittent civil war between Catholic and Reformed nobilities, Catherine de
Medici, first as regent for – and later as advisor to – her sons, most of the time
allowed the French embassy in Istanbul to languish because of insufficient funds.
Or rather adventurous projects were suggested: in 1566/973–4, the ambassador
Grantrie de Grandchamp attempted to gain Ottoman consent for the establish-
ment of a large number of Huguenots, as well as French and German Lutherans,
in Moldavia. These families were supposed to form a military colony against the
Habsburgs, while removing a source of contention from the French kingdom.
Grantrie de Grandchamp even took a personal interest in this scheme, attempting
to marry the sister of the voyvoda of Moldavia, and at one time offered to fill the
position of voyvoda himself, paying an annual tribute of 20,000 ducats. Appar-
ently these projects resulted from the queen mother’s and Charles IX’s
(r. 1560–74/967–82) desperate attempts to retain control of the volatile situation
in France, and were not taken very seriously at the Ottoman court.37

As far as the Habsburgs themselves were concerned, the activities of mer-
chants from their territories in the Ottoman lands were mostly limited to border
trade. That commercial contacts did not expand was due to the frequency and
destructiveness of war. After 1526/932–3, when the Ottomans swept away the
army of the Hungarian King Lajos II, and the young ruler himself was killed in
battle, the Habsburgs attempted to take over Hungary on the basis of a previously
concluded treaty of inheritance with the but recently established Hungarian royal
house, now extinct in the male line. This ambition resulted in a spate of
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Ottoman–Habsburg warfare, which was terminated only after Ferdinand I had
accepted to pay tribute for his rather circumscribed domains in Hungary. At first
a five-year agreement was concluded in 1547/953–4, the so-called peace of
Edirne, and in 1555/962–3, the ambassador Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq arrived in
Istanbul to negotiate another treaty, which was finalized only in 1562/969–70.38

While Busbecq was sometimes admitted to Süleyman the Magnificent’s court
and sometimes confined to an Istanbul khan, the Ottomans engaged in major
attacks on Croatia, to which Ferdinand I reacted by organizing a centralized bor-
der defence under a single commander. This measure, which from hindsight can
be regarded as the founding of the Militärgrenze (military frontier), was to play a
significant role in impeding further Ottoman advances.39

Thus the Habsburgs largely had lost the battle for Hungary. If we adopt the
Ottoman viewpoint, in the 1560s/967–77 it was not at all clear that the first siege
of Vienna (1529/935–6) would not be repeated with better success in the future.
This remains true even though the sanguine hopes of imminent major conquests
in Italy and the Germanies, which seem to have been entertained at Süleyman the
Magnificent’s court during the 1530s/936–46, had by now been given up.40 Pro-
tection of Ottoman territories from the Vienna-based Habsburgs (in Ottoman
parlance, the ‘kings of Beç’) thus involved small-scale border warfare, which
occurred every now and then, even in times of peace.41

As to the Spanish branch of the Habsburgs, these were the initial years of
Philip II’s reign, who had taken over from his father Charles V only in 1556/
963–4. Hispano-Ottoman rivalry concerned the Mediterranean coastlands of
northern Africa. A starting point of this conflict was the expulsion of Arab Mus-
lims from Spain after 1492/897–8; for from north African bases, some of the
expellees engaged in sustained corsair attacks against Spanish coasts and ship-
ping. In a series of counter-attacks, the Spanish kings took several north African
ports, including Tripolis in 1510/915–16; this town they held until they were dis-
lodged by the Ottomans in 1551/957–9. Newcomers from the eastern
Mediterranean, namely Hayreddin Barbarossa and his brother, organized Muslim
resistance against the invaders, ultimately accepting the suzerainty of the Otto-
man sultans, whose chief admiral Hayreddin Paşa was to become.42 More or less
precariously, the Spaniards now held on to merely a few seaside fortresses with-
out any hinterlands, the so-called presidios (Melilla, Mers-el-kebir, Oran). In
addition there was a major naval contest on the high seas, of which the battle of
İnebahtı/Lepanto (1572/979–80) was merely a single episode, well publicized
but in no way decisive.43 On a day-to-day level, the defence of the Ottomans’
Mediterranean domain mainly aimed at an – often imperfect – protection of ships
and inhabitants of coastal settlements against corsairs and pirates. As for Spain
proper, Selim II, shortly after ascending the throne in 1566/973–4, decided to
give the conquest of Cyprus from the Venetians priority over the support of the
Morisco uprising against the king of Spain. Requests for military support from
Philip II’s Muslim subjects were accordingly answered by assurances that the
governor of Algiers would help out with arms and supplies. But in practical
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1. Helmet and armour intended as a diplomatic present from the Habsburg Emperor
Rudolf II to the Grand Vizier Sinan Paşa, manufactured in a style that was hoped
would please a high-ranking Ottoman. Due to the beginning of the ‘Long War’, it was
never sent. Augsburg about 1590.

Source: Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Hofjagd- und Rüstkammer, inventory
no. A609; reproduced by permission. The photograph has been taken from the exhi-
bition catalogue Im Lichte des Halbmonds, Das Abendland und der türkische Orient
(Dresden and Bonn: Staatliche Kunstsammlungen and Kunst- und Ausstellungshalle
der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 1995): 98.
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terms, the Moriscos were left to fight their losing battles without anything more
tangible than the Ottoman sultan’s moral support.44

Prominent among the corsairs threatening Ottoman coastlands were the Mal-
tese Knights, who claimed religious sanction for their attacks upon Ottoman
subjects.45 In response to this threat, during the last years of his reign, Süleyman
the Magnificent had his admiral Turgut Re’is undertake the siege of Malta; but
even though the fort of San Elmo was captured for a while, the conquest of the
island itself failed.46 It is worth noting that among the Knights of Malta there
were not only the subjects of rulers frequently at war with the Ottoman Empire,
such as Spaniards or gentlemen from the Spanish-controlled sections of the Ital-
ian peninsula, but also those of an ostensibly friendly ruler such as the king of
France. By tolerating the anti-Ottoman moves of their noblemen, French rulers
apparently tried to mitigate the negative reactions of emergent ‘public opinion’
both in France and in western Europe as a whole, against the alliance of the
‘most Christian king’ with the ‘enemy of Christendom’.47

Apart from Hungarians living under the rule of Ferdinand I (r. as king of
‘royal’ Hungary, 1526–64/932–72), few Habsburg subjects seem to have visited
Ottoman territory in the 1560s/967–77, at least if we discount the numerous pris-
oners of war who became slaves of Sultan Süleyman himself, or else served his
soldiers and subjects in a servile capacity. As far as the ‘westerners’ sojourning
on their territories were concerned, the Ottomans were confronted mainly with
merchants from various cities in Italy, and more particularly with the Venetians.
In addition the Signoria maintained resident ambassadors in Istanbul, at a time
when this practice was only just coming into fashion among European rulers.
Apart from the official duties discharged by these ambassadors, the latter dou-
bled as purveyors of intelligence to the Signoria, and even to those states, such as
Spain, that had no official representation on Ottoman territory.48 Venetian mer-
chants and diplomats often also provided the Ottoman government with useful
information on European politics.

On the northern frontier, direct involvement on the part of the Ottoman gov-
ernment remained relatively limited. The raids against what is today Ukrainian
and Russian territory constituted a significant element in the economy of the
Crimean Tatars, mainly because of the booty and captives that these campaigns
normally produced. Captives made by the Tatars were often sold into Ottoman
territory as slaves, which explains why the so-called Rus (Süleyman the Magnif-
icent’s consort Hurrem Sultan came from this region) by the second half of the
sixteenth century constituted an appreciable share of the slaves documented in
the kadi records of Bursa.49 Direct involvement in the northern borderlands on
the part of the Ottoman sultans was limited to a very few instances. Among the
latter, the campaign undertaken in reaction to the Muscovite conquest of Astra-
khan was the most spectacular, due to the failed project of a Don–Volga canal,
which was to have facilitated sultanic conquests in the area.50 Whether the Otto-
mans had developed a coherent ‘northern policy’ by this early date, in respect of
the emerging state of the tsars remains a subject of debate.51
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Among its eastern neighbours, the Ottoman state apparatus maintained rela-
tions with Iran, and to a much lesser degree, with the Muslim polities of India,
especially the Mughul Empire.52 Around 1560/967–8, the latter state was recov-
ering from a major crisis as in the recent past its ruler Humāyūn, son of the
empire-builder Bābur, had been chased from his throne, forced to take refuge at
the court of Shah ahmāsp in I fahān and then died in 1556/963–4, shortly after
recovering Delhi (1555/962–3). In the early 1560s/967–77 his son and successor
Akbar was as yet reconsolidating Mughul control of northern India.53 Thus
among the Muslim states it was mainly Safavid Iran that, in the Ottoman per-
spective, was considered a threat both in religious and in political terms. As a
result it was the Iranian presence in Anatolia and on the Arabian peninsula that
the administration in Istanbul tried, not always successfully, to limit and super-
vise.54 Matters were complicated by the fact that in times of peace the Ottoman
sultan could not refuse Iranian pilgrims access to the holy sites of Mecca and
Medina. Nor could he deny them access to the tombs of members of the
Prophet’s family situated in what, after the 1530s/936–46, had become Ottoman
Iraq.55 In addition, quite a few Iranian Sunnis, particularly those originating from
the Caucasian borderlands, had immigrated to the Ottoman Empire, and some of
them managed to find employment in the bureaux of the central administration.
There thus existed an Iranian-speaking group of Ottoman officials, esteemed for
their command of the Persian literary tradition but often enough, suspected by
their colleagues and rivals as unreliable outsiders.56

Religious-cum-political rivalries between the sultans and 
‘western’ rulers in the 1560s/967–77

We have already encountered, albeit briefly, the conflicts between Christian rul-
ers of rival denominations. In this branch of historical studies specialists of the
early modern period have attempted for many years to disentangle purely reli-
gious concerns from struggles for economic advantage and territorial
aggrandizement, and a certain – admittedly limited – degree of success has been
achieved. On the one hand, it is obvious that religion often enough was used to
cover very mundane power plays with the mantle of respectability. Antagonisms
between ethnic groups, political factions and social classes in early modern
Europe were sometimes expressed by quarrels between rival churches and
sects.57 Some historians, often but not always of a Marxian persuasion, may have
overworked this theme; but that does not mean that they were wrong in principle.
On the other hand, it has been pointed out that Christians of the sixteenth century
not only were convinced that their respective churches represented right belief,
but also held that violence was justified to bring any ‘misbelievers’ back into the
fold. In consequence, opponents often found it very difficult to compromise
when religious matters were at stake, even when, from our present-day perspec-
tive, it would have been in their mutual interest to do so.58 At least down to about
1700/1111–12, and sometimes even much later, rivalries between Catholic,

T. s.

Ottoman-02.fm  Page 41  Tuesday, September 7, 2004  9:17 AM



42 ~ THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE  AND THE WORLD AROUND IT ~

Orthodox and less frequently, Protestant churches formed the backdrop of the
policies that different Christian states pursued towards the Ottoman sultan. Thus,
when the Orthodox patriarch Cyrillos Lucaris became a Calvinist in the late
1620s/1029–39, he was supported by the Dutch and English ambassadors, both
Protestants, while encountering sharp opposition from the French envoy, who
saw Catholic interests in danger.59

However, these rivalries did not always prevent Christians from both western
and south-eastern Europe from seeing themselves as belonging to one and the
same religion, and this sentiment was especially strong when they were con-
fronted with a Muslim ruler. During the second half of the sixteenth and the
beginning years of the seventeenth century, this sentiment, such as it was, was
more often shared between certain Catholics and Orthodox, than between Catho-
lics and Protestants. This was due partly to reasons of dogma and partly to the
fact that, with the exception of warfare between Muscovy and Poland, Catholic
and Orthodox rulers had not in the recent past had much occasion for armed con-
flict. Religious communalities between Christians, so it was often assumed,
might induce Orthodox subjects to rise against their Muslim overlords whenever
the presence of a strong ‘western’ army or navy would make this a viable option.
While this assumption was frequently made by advisors to various Christian rul-
ers, at least where the sixteenth century was concerned, there was in fact plenty
of evidence to the contrary. For such uprisings were really rather rare, and
occurred with some frequency only if there were established native Christian rul-
ers to lead them; this condition existed in Moldavia and Walachia until 1716/
1028–9. Or in other cases, such rebellions occurred in poor and outlying regions
such as Montenegro, where an Ottoman army could only be sent at great
expense, a move that the authorities in Istanbul might well consider as ‘not worth
the trouble’. All this was in principle well known to many contemporaries but,
especially in times of war, such knowledge did not prevent the emergence of per-
sonages who claimed that they could bring about an anti-Ottoman rebellion.60

Projects involving the subversion of Ottoman Christians were entertained at
European courts of the early modern period with some frequency because the rel-
evant rulers, often including ostensible allies of the sultan, assumed the Ottoman
Empire to be much less stable as a state than we today, with the benefit of hind-
sight, know it to have been. Thus for example the financial, economic and
political crisis of the late sixteenth century was viewed by many European
authors as an indication that the Ottoman Empire had started to ‘decline’, and
would ‘fall’ in the near future. In such an eventuality, many states of western and
southern Europe had hopes of territorial acquisitions; in this sense, ‘dividing up
the Ottoman Empire’ was not entirely an invention of nineteenth-century diplo-
mats.61 But as long as the Empire did remain in existence, these self-same rulers,
with the French king an obvious example, might have no particular objection to
forming political alliances with the Ottoman sultans.62

These expectations and assumptions permeate many European archival
sources dealing with the history of the sultanic domains. Since these materials
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usually became accessible to researchers long before their counterparts in the
Ottoman archives, it is not surprising that they have left profound traces in the
relevant historiography. This impact was reinforced by the fact that early republi-
can historiography in Turkey also was much inclined to dwell on Ottoman
‘corruption’ and ‘decline’.63 In the nineteenth century, most European historians
strongly identified with the empire or nation-state of which they were subjects/
citizens. Ottoman historians, on their part, tried to explain the internal and exter-
nal developments that had first halted the Ottoman advance and then led to the
loss of ever more territories.64 In this endeavour, after about 1850/1266–7 the
more prominent authors, to a greater or lesser degree, adopted the methodologies
current among European and American historians of their time; Fuat Köprülü’s
interest in frontier zones and their inhabitants is a well-known case in point.65

How the Ottoman elite did not organize its relations with the 
outside world in the 1560s/967–77

Yet interestingly enough, this emergence of a common methodology did not, for
a considerable time, result in a perspective on Ottoman history shared by Otto-
manists and Europeanists. In part, language barriers may have been responsible;
as long as Turkish scholars published all but exclusively in Turkish and Europe-
anist historians did not normally know this language, scholarly interchange
remained difficult. But this cannot be the whole story, because even Europeanists
who were admirable linguists might write about the Ottoman Empire using only
a minimum of Ottomanist secondary literature, even if it was available in Eng-
lish. This situation ensured that topoi such as ‘Ottoman decline’, which many
Ottomanists came to consider increasingly dubious as explanatory devices, con-
tinued to be widely used, for instance, by scholars dealing with Balkan history. 

On the other hand, Ottomanists have rarely addressed themselves to certain
issues crucial, for instance, to anyone attempting to place ‘corruption’ into a his-
torical context. We still possess all too few studies dealing with the purchase of
offices in an Ottoman context, a topic germane to the ‘corruption problem’ and
well studied for early modern France or Florence. Given the frequent sales and
purchases of Ottoman offices from the late sixteenth century onwards, this con-
stitutes a serious omission, even if the growing number of studies on lifetime tax-
farming and provincial power-holding are beginning to fill this gap at least in
part.66 Only when we understand the historical context of what some contemp-
oraries and many authors of later periods regarded as corruption, will we able to
assess the extent to which such practices impinged on Ottoman relationships
with foreign rulers and their subjects.

As a result of these historiographical traditions, perspectives have become
seriously distorted. Studies dealing with matters pertaining to both Ottoman and
European history, including the diverse religious and political rivalries fought out
between Europeans in Istanbul, or else the supra-state contacts of the Orthodox
Church, are very often treated as if Ottoman officials had no interest in these
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issues, apart from the ‘bribes’ that powerful individuals might derive from sup-
porting one side or the other.67 The Ottoman administration, which down to the
1660s/1070–80 had still been expanding its domain, thus is pictured as if it were
merely a congeries of individuals pursuing their private financial interests, and
occasionally their desires for bloodthirsty revenge.68 If this image had in fact
been realistic, the Ottoman Empire should have collapsed after the very first seri-
ous military setback, which was very far from being the case. To the contrary, if
we compare Ottoman history of the eighteenth century to the precipitous decline
of certain formerly powerful states such as Sweden or Poland, the tenacity of the
Ottoman ruling group in defending its polity rather strikes the eye.69

Recent studies have shown that, beginning with the seventeenth century, the
Ottoman elite was held together not only by factional ties, but also by the loyalty
of the heads of ‘political households’ to the most important ‘household head’ of
them all, namely the sultan.70 But, in addition, there was an increasingly intricate
organization of bureaux, financial and other, constituting a ‘ladder of success’
that, with a bit of good fortune and political savoir-faire, might lead a former
scribe to high office. It is difficult to believe that in such a group, there was no
consensus on general policy issues, even if, due to the gaps in the accessible doc-
umentation, we sometimes have to hypothesize about these opinions, rather than
simply piecing them together from the relevant state documents.71 In my view, it
is an ‘orientalist’ assumption of the most outmoded variety to postulate an atom-
ized Ottoman elite unable to formulate even a loose consensual framework,
within which its individual members might pursue the interests of the state, that
alone could guarantee their positions and – as was true also of other polities –
their personal financial concerns as well.

Limits of imperial reach in the 1560s/967–77: Anatolian 
loyalties to non-Ottoman princes

Even though it makes some sense to regard the Ottoman state of the later Süley-
manic years as strongly centralized by the standards of the early modern period,
it would be unrealistic to assume that this situation implied a standardized level
of control on the part of the Ottoman authorities over their entire territory. After
all, such uniformity was a desideratum not always realized even in twentieth-
century states. Coastlands were particularly at risk. Similar to what has been
observed concerning Spain and Italy during this period, locations close to the sea
were not much favoured by the inhabitants of western Anatolia. While the
malaria problem was largely responsible for this choice, the constant danger
from corsairs and pirates, some of them Ottoman subjects although many of
them were not, constituted an additional deterrent. Only at their own risks and
perils might peasants from inland settlements periodically come down from the
hills, in order to cultivate the fields of abandoned seashore villages.72

In the interior of the Anatolian peninsula, there existed other reasons for a less
than perfect control of Ottoman territory by the central government. We will
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neglect purely domestic reasons for this state of affairs, such as the intermittent
warfare between the sons of Süleyman the Magnificent contending for the impe-
rial throne. It must, however, be kept in mind that a major uprising in favour of
the Dulkadir, an eastern Anatolian dynasty with links to Mamluk Egypt, took
place as late as the 1520s/926–36, and was repressed with a good deal of blood-
shed.73 Was this really the last rebellion attempted by adherents of a dynasty that
had controlled this or that province prior to the Ottoman takeover? Unfortunately
our knowledge of Anatolian provincial history during the 1560s/967–77 is quite
limited, and probably will remain so due to a persistent lack of primary sources.
As a result, we do not know whether certain movements that the Ottoman central
authorities loosely described by the term eşkiyalık (robbery, rebellion) were not
really gestures of support for deposed non-Ottoman dynasties. Unbeknown to
officials in Istanbul, loyalties to such figures may have continued for a long time
among the nomads inhabiting the dry steppes of central Anatolia.

Even more complicated was the role of the ‘Kızılbaş’ tribesmen who lived in
more or less compact groups throughout Anatolia, but were especially concen-
trated in the south-western section of the peninsula. There were also many
adherents of this heterodox brand of Islam in the province of Rum, that is the
area around Amasya, Tokat and Sivas, and as we have seen, quite a few of them
showed a pronounced attachment to the Safavid dynasty emerging in Iran at the
beginning of the sixteenth century. Throughout, the Ottoman government contin-
ued to be wary of religiously motivated discontent in these isolated regions of
Anatolia. Moreover, it appears that under Süleyman the Lawgiver Safavid and
non-Safavid dervishes deemed heterodox by the authorities were persecuted with
equal relish. This common peril may have induced the two groups to form con-
nections that they would not otherwise have established. Thus the Bektashi order
of dervishes, with its central lodge in what is today the town of Hacıbektaş,
received all manner of adherents who thus attempted to escape persecution.
Given the paucity of sources we can surmise, but cannot claim with any cer-
tainty, that some desperate or disillusioned former adherents of the Safavid order
also figured among the Bektashi recruits. In any event, Pir Sultan Abdal, a reli-
gious poet who may have lived in the sixteenth or seventeenth century and whose
poems were transmitted among both Bektashis and the adherents of an Anatolian
variety of ‘folk’ Islam known today as Alevis, was also an ardent follower of the
shahs of Iran. If his poetry adequately reflects the state of mind characteristic of
certain Anatolian heterodox circles, there were people in this region willing to
lay down their lives for the sake of the shah.74

Dervishes were not necessarily unarmed, and sometimes could mobilize
adherents among professional soldiers such as active and candidate janissaries.
Complaints about the sheiks of dervish lodges making common cause with
known eşkiya are not at all rare in the Registers of Important Affairs. Often it is
unclear whether the eşkiya in question were ‘ordinary’ robbers or whether, at
least in certain cases, they were religious dissenters of one kind or another.75

Deciding this question is made even more difficult by the fact that so many
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people regarded as heterodox by the authorities were nomads or semi-nomads,
who, given access to horses and arms, might turn to robbery in order to supple-
ment a meagre livelihood. Separating the quest for booty from a degree of
insurgency for religious and political reasons is not easy for the present-day his-
torian, and presumably was even less so for people of the sixteenth century.

Limits of imperial reach: some Rumelian examples
Nor was central control at all absolute in the often mountainous territories of the
Balkans. Where the Muslim population was concerned, the sources of unrest
were, however, but marginally linked with forces outside the Ottoman Empire.
Heterodox dervishes faced repression like their Anatolian colleagues, but there
were no claims that they maintained links with the Safavids. When considering
possible ‘security risks’, the central authorities were rather more suspicious of
the sympathies of Orthodox monks in rural areas. Given the often remote places
in which such monasteries were located, many monks maintained stores of arms
in order to protect themselves against marauders. In some instances, such as the
famed Meteora, the monasteries in question, located high up on rocky mountains,
could only be reached by means of baskets and ladders. During the war over
Cyprus (1570–73/977–81) these monasteries were regarded as possible sources
of aid and comfort to the enemy, although many of the monks in question, as
devout Orthodox, may not have been very partial to the Catholic rulers of the
Holy League. Local administrators accordingly were ordered to confiscate horses
and weaponry. In part, this may have been due to the rule, enshrined in religious
law, that non-Muslims were not to carry arms. At least as important was probably
the overall policy of disarming the subjects, Muslims and non-Muslims alike,
which the Ottoman authorities pursued at least where firearms were concerned.76

In more peaceful circumstances, monasteries located close to the seashore were
considered hotbeds of smuggling, the monks being accused of illegally selling
grain to ‘Frankish’ merchants.77 In one instance, dating from the 1580s/987–98,
we also learn of the nuns of what was to become the St Philothei convent of Ath-
ens, who provided refuge to escaped slaves and especially slave women wishing
to return to ‘Frengistan’.78 Apparently the nuns were willing to disregard the ten-
sions between Catholics and Orthodox for the time being.

On a higher level of the hierarchy, there were contacts between the Serbian
Orthodox Church and the grand dukes of Muscovy, later to become the tsars of
Russia, the earliest records going back to the sixteenth century. Visits of church
dignitaries, as well as correspondence, continued with increased intensity after
1600/1008–9. However, the published documents, mainly letters from Serbian
churchmen asking the Russian rulers for material and moral support, show a gap
between 1509/914–15 and the seventeenth century. As for the oecumenical patri-
archate in Istanbul, its contacts to the grand dukes of Muscovy and later to the
Russian tsars were quite intensive, especially during and immediately after the
patriarchate of the staunchly anti-Catholic Cyrillos Lucaris.79 After the latter’s
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execution, several of his adherents continued to furnish a good deal of informa-
tion on the political situation in Istanbul; apparently the intelligence-gathering of
the tsars through dignitaries of the seventeenth-century Orthodox Church was
almost comparable with that of the Venetian Signoria, whose activities in this
field are much better known.80

Other threats to Ottoman territory might come from the rather numerous
projects to subvert the sultan’s domain with help from foreign rulers, especially
those of Counter-Reformation Italy. These are amply documented in European
sources; however, Ottoman official correspondence tells us very little about
them.81 This poses the question whether the authorities in Istanbul were informed
of such projected uprisings, and if so, whether they were willing to have the doc-
uments relevant to such delicate concerns copied into the ordinary Registers of
Important Affairs. Possibly there existed a special chancery for such matters
directly relevant to the security of the state, with an archive of its own that has
not been preserved. But it is also conceivable that in the relatively settled condi-
tions of the 1560s/967–77, projects with little chance of realization were not
taken too seriously. Once again, matters were different during the war of the
Holy League over Cyprus, when Philip II of Spain received several offers from
Balkan Christians who claimed that they were able to raise armies against the
sultan if given logistical support. Here the Ottoman administration did follow
such movements with great care; however le roi prudent was not really willing to
engage himself in a war on Ottoman territory, and these attempts all came to
nought.82

Limits of imperial reach in the 1560s/967–77, a further 
example: Yemen as a frontier province 

By the 1560s/967–77, Ottoman rule had been established in the formerly Mam-
luk territories for over forty years, and rebellions by military men hoping to
reestablish the defunct state also had receded into the past. However, the Portu-
guese threat to the Ottoman possessions in the Red Sea had by no means
disappeared. There was a raid on Jiddah in 1542/948–9, and for their cooperation
in repulsing it, the sherifs of Mecca were awarded half the local customs dues.
Now Jiddah constituted not just the port of disembarkation and embarkation of
Mecca pilgrims, but also an entrepôt of some significance for the trade with
India. Thus at least in the 1570s/977–87, the customs revenues accruing to the
sherifs apparently amounted to sizeable sums.83 We may therefore surmise that
the military contribution of the sherifs of Mecca had been substantial, and the
Portuguese threat serious in proportion. 

Protecting the Hijaz from further Portuguese attacks also seems to have
formed one of the considerations prompting the Ottoman reconquest of Yemen in
1568–71/975–9.84 Taxing the trade in spices from southern Asia and procuring
these condiments for the palace kitchen also must have been an attraction. As to
taxes and customs dues, provincial budgets of Ottoman Yemen show that the
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Indian Ocean ports produced a substantial share of the revenues remitted to
Istanbul.85 Moreover, during the closing years of Süleyman the Lawgiver’s reign,
and until his successor Selim II opted for the conquest of Cyprus in preference to
the assertion of Ottoman power in the Indian Ocean, the Empire maintained a
political interest in the southern seas. This included a favourable response to the
petition of the sultan of Atjeh in northern Sumatra, who requested cannons and
gunners to be used against the Portuguese.86 As long as an active Indian Ocean
policy remained an option at the Ottoman court, control of the Yemeni ports was
of considerable strategic interest.

Preparations for the campaign to conquer the Yemen were long delayed due to
the rivalry of Sinan Paşa and Lala Mustafa Paşa, the two commanders in charge,
as each of the two viziers was trying to prevent his rival from achieving a major
conquest and thus becoming a serious candidate for the position of grand vizier.87

This observation is of interest for our purposes, since it shows that in the Otto-
man realm as elsewhere, decisions pertaining to what we would call ‘foreign
policy’ might be taken, not on the basis of abstract notions of the state’s best
interests and the welfare of the Muslim community, but due to very mundane fac-
tional tensions within the ruling group. The contest was ultimately won by Sinan
Paşa, who waged a successful campaign in 1569–70/976–8.88 However, it is dif-
ficult to judge how far Ottoman control extended beyond the hinterlands of
Sana’a and the Indian Ocean ports; and local powers continued to be strong.
While the conquest of the Yemen certainly prevented further Portuguese incur-
sions into the Red Sea, it did not lessen the dependence of the Holy Cities upon
Egyptian foodstuffs. In any case, Yemeni grain does not appear to have played a
major role as a source of nourishment for pilgrims and residents of the Hijaz.
Thus from this viewpoint, the Yemen should be regarded as a typical frontier
province, valuable not so much for what it produced but for the protection it gave
to regions further inland.

All these examples show that Ottoman central control, while substantial in
certain aspects of life and also in some geographical regions, in no way covered
the entire surface of the Empire in an even and regular fashion. Unsupervised
contacts with the non-Ottoman world thus were much more frequent than might
appear at first glance. Even in the Ottoman heartlands certain groups, such as the
hill- and steppe-dwelling heterodox nomads that the authorities liked to call the
Kızılbaş, might manage to keep a distance between themselves and local admin-
istrators, under certain circumstances even hiding emissaries from Iran.
Orthodox monasteries in outlying places also might be difficult to control, and
the links of church dignitaries to their ‘patron’ the Russian tsar must have added
to the opacity of the Orthodox Church from the government’s point of view.
Moreover in remote locations such as Yemen, control could only be secured if
the centre was willing to send a major expedition every few decades or so. Early
modern centralization of the kind practised by the Ottomans should thus not be
confused with the kind of control that only became possible after railways and
telegraph lines had been instituted. However, we must also keep in mind that
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Ottoman bureaucrats were attuned to the social and technological limits of their
control and that as a result, well into the eighteenth century, the Empire could be
governed quite satisfactorily even if vast stretches of the subjects’ lives remained
outside the purview of the imperial bureaucracy.

~ The Empire in 1639/1048–9

Protecting Ottoman territories in 1639/1048–9: the eastern 
frontier

An Ottoman official who considered the situation of the state he served as it
appeared in 1639/1048–9, had some reason for guarded optimism, for it seemed
that Murad IV (r. 1623–40/1032–50) had stabilized the Empire both domestically
and in the international arena. Presumably members of the governing class were
most appreciative of the fact that the sultan had succeeded in retaking Baghdad
from the Iranians (1638/1047–8). This is a likely conclusion even though the
conquest of Eriwan (Revan), celebrated with some fanfare, and the construction
of a handsome pavillion in the Topkapı Palace, proved to be quite short-lived.
Military successes also would explain why Evliya Çelebi (1611–1684/1019–96),
who was related to court circles even though not personally a high Ottoman offi-
cial, was appreciative of Murad IV, whose campaigns had dominated the writer’s
youth and young adulthood. Where members of the subject population, such as
the Serres Greek Orthodox priest Papa Synadinos were concerned, they presum-
ably were more impressed by the fact that this sultan had thoroughly intimidated
janissaries and other would-be rebels, who so often robbed ‘ordinary’ taxpayers,
both Muslim and non-Muslim.89 Given these points in the ruler’s favour, the
bloodshed involved, which was considerable, apparently was regarded as toler-
able by quite a few contemporaries, or at least by those who put down their
thoughts in writing.90

Concluding the peace of a r-i Shīrīn involved the Ottomans’ renouncing
control over the Caucasus, which had seemed so important during the sixteenth
century.91 But then the Ottoman occupations of this area, where numerous princi-
palities and ethnic groups coexisted, always had been short-lived. By the late
1630s/1039–49, the ‘buffer zone’ that separated Ottoman from Iranian territory
at least had become thoroughly stabilized. A special bureau in the central govern-
ment was responsible for relations with the Kurdish princes of eastern Anatolia,
and one of its senior officials had even produced a manual of advice concerning
the manner in which these local potentates were to be treated. Aziz Efendi
impressed upon his readers, presumably for the most part his colleagues and
future successors, that these princes, due to their staunch Sunni loyalties, were of
great importance in Ottoman border control, and should therefore be treated with
forbearance.92 Unfortunately we do not know whether Shah ‘Abbās’ policy of
reducing the Kızılbaş tribesmen to a subordinate position, and balancing their
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power by means of a soldiery loosely patterned on the janissary model, was per-
ceived in Istanbul as a measure limiting the danger of heterodox subversion. If
that was indeed the case, as is probable, the stabilization of the Iranian frontier
should have been linked to a ‘de-ideologization’ of the Ottoman–Safavid
conflict.

The northern regions as a trouble spot in 1639/1048–9
In 1639, the northern borders of the Ottoman world crossed a region contested
between the Crimean Tatars and the Cossacks; the latter formed a group of bor-
der warriors owing loose allegiance to the kings of Poland. Small-scale warfare
was endemic, but did not normally involve the major states beyond exchanges of
diplomatic protests.93 However, there were exceptions to this rule: in 1621/
1030–1, conflicts of this kind escalated into full-scale war, and the young Sultan
Osman II personally participated in a campaign against Poland, fighting a
pitched battle near Chotin/Hotin. The subsequent peace treaty stipulated that
Osman II would restrain the Tatars, while King Sigismund accepted the same
responsibility with respect to the Cossacks. Sigismund’s successor King Władis-
law made a variety of plans for war against the Ottomans in the course of his
reign, hoping to gain a foothold in Moldavia and Walachia and also to strike a
blow at the Crimean Tatars. But in 1648/1057–8 the Cossacks, exasperated by
the behaviour of certain Polish magnates and their agents, allied themselves with
their old opponents the Tatars. Poland thus became embroiled once again with
the Ottoman Empire, while lacking the support of its most experienced border
troops.94

From the mid-seventeenth century onwards, in consequence, this area was to
enter into the grande histoire. In 1637/1046–7 a band of Cossacks took the for-
tress of Azov on the Black Sea and for several years defended it with a small
force against both Ottoman and Tatar armies.95 When unable to hold out any
longer, the Cossacks offered Azov to Tsar Mikhail, of the newly enthroned
Romanow dynasty. However, in the early seventeenth century the tsars, in spite
of conflicts over Astrakhan and Tatar or Cossack depredations, were very much
concerned about maintaining reasonably good relations with the sultans. In Mos-
cow, the struggle against Poland-Lithuania was generally accorded priority. After
all, Azov was located at an enormous distance from the Russian frontiers of that
time and had been much damaged by recent warfare. Experts who had surveyed
the fortifications were of the opinion that a long time would be needed to rebuild
them, while the fortress could not withstand another Ottoman siege in its current
condition. Furthermore, the Ottoman envoy Vasile Lupu, the hospodar of Molda-
via, argued that a war between the sultan and the tsar would be very dangerous to
the Empire’s Orthodox population, who would probably suffer the wrath of the
unpredictable Sultan Ibrahim. It would be interesting to know whether this line
of reasoning had been thought out in Istanbul in advance, or was Vasile Lupu’s
own ad hoc contribution to the success of his mission. As a result, Tsar Mikhail
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in 1642/1051–2 not only refused the offer of Azov but, in line with previous pol-
icies, disclaimed all responsibility for the actions of the Cossacks. His
ambassadors even stated that the tsar would not object to an Ottoman punitive
campaign against these freebooters. It was also in accordance with accepted
Muscovite practice that, all these disclaimers notwithstanding, Tsar Mikhail had
provided the Cossacks with some financial support as long as they actually held
on to Azov. 

Expanding Ottoman territory in 1639/1048–9: relations with 
Venice and the imminent conquest of Crete

Where the Mediterranean coastlands were concerned, the attention of Ottoman
ruling circles focused on Venice, whose only remaining possession in the eastern
Mediterranean was Crete, strategically located on the route from Istanbul to
Egypt. We do not know exactly to what extent high officials in Istanbul were
aware of the fact that by the mid-seventeenth century the Venetian economy was
in profound crisis.96 The city had lost its role in the European spice trade and in
addition the southern German market, once so important for Venice’s commer-
cial prosperity, had severely diminished due to the Thirty Years War.97 But, given
the numerous comings and goings between the territories of the Signoria and the
Ottoman Empire, it is hard to imagine that knowledge of the troubled economic
situation, with its negative consequences for Venetian naval armament, had not
reached the sultan’s council. Once again we may repeat our hypothesis that some
such information concerning Venetian weakness ultimately prompted the attack
on Crete. 

At the same time we must keep in mind that data on customs and dues levied
upon the trade in spices and woollen textiles, which to the modern historian pro-
vide irrefutable arguments demonstrating the seventeenth-century decline of
Venice, were not available to contemporaries.98 In the early 1600s, numerous
merchants still travelled between Ottoman and Venetian territories. Daniele Rod-
riga’s offer of investment in the port of Spalato in order to provide a secure link
between the two Adriatic coasts seems, if anything, to have encouraged Ottoman
merchants to do business in the lagoon. After all, it was only in the early seven-
teenth century that an old palazzo on the Grand Canal, in the very heart of the
city, was revamped to form the Fondaco dei Turchi. Moreover, the efficient
organization of Venetian representatives abroad, including a far-flung network of
consuls, was not dismantled from one day to the next.99 Quite to the contrary, in
the early seventeenth century, both consuls and the bailo were actively promot-
ing the interests of Venetian traders, and the Spanish crown considered
information on Ottoman state matters arriving by way of Venice more reliable
even than that procured by its own viceroys of Naples.100

All this activity was observed by Ottoman dignitaries and merchants, and it is
quite possible that in the 1630s/1039–49, the Ottoman government regarded Ven-
ice as more important than, for example, the contemporary advisors of the
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English king Charles I would have done had they been members of the sultan’s
council. It has recently been pointed out that, in spite of the many wars fought
out over the course of the centuries, the Ottoman Empire and Venice during the
middle and later 1600s both represented an ‘ancien régime’ now being
superseded by the ‘new style’ trading of the British or French.101 As the
Ottoman–Iranian (1578–90/985–99, 1603–19/1011–29, 1623–4/1032–4,
1629–39/1038–49) and Ottoman–Habsburg wars (1593–1606/1001–15) had
amply demonstrated, on these two main fronts the sultans’ armies were no longer
able to secure permanent acquisitions of territory on any major scale. If, how-
ever, significant conquest was necessary in order to legitimize the sultanate in the
eyes of both the ruling group and the wider military establishment, then it made
good sense to turn against Venice, still an important state in Ottoman eyes but
currently in serious difficulties. 

Potential threats to Ottoman control over the western part of 
the Balkan peninsula in 1639/1048–9

During the ‘Long War’ (1593–1606/1001–15), when Ottoman armies were fight-
ing the Austrian Habsburgs in Hungary, the Spanish monarchy toyed with the
idea of conquests on the eastern Adriatic coast. But the war against the northern
Netherlands (until 1609/1017–18), financial support of the Austrians (until 1606/
1014–15) and, wherever possible, aggrandizement in Italy had priority. As a
result once again no direct participation in a Balkan campaign was ever envis-
aged. In some cases, however, arms and small amounts of financial aid were
supplied to would-be insurgents, without producing any concrete results. 

Some credit for the failure of Spanish-inspired uprisings certainly was due to
Venice and Dubrovnik, whose elites were opposed in principle to the Balkan
projects of Philip II and his descendants. Where the Venetians were concerned,
tensions with Spanish governors in Italy were so serious that the Serenissima
opposed any further expansion of the Habsburg domain. In addition, both the
Venetian and Dubrovnik governments were much worried that if they came to be
viewed in Istanbul as supporting anti-Ottoman intrigues, they would endanger
some of their most significant political and economic assets. Control over large
parts of Dalmatia constituted the major issue in the Venetian case while, for
Dubrovnik, the town’s cherished autonomy under the Ottoman ‘umbrella’ was at
stake. Admittedly, anti-Ottoman movements of the 1630s/1039–49 have not been
studied as throroughly as those of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centu-
ries, with their spate of Ottoman–Venetian wars. But it does seem that after 1630/
1039–40, it had become relatively clear to would-be Balkan insurgents that the
Spanish government was not seriously interested in supporting them. Only the
so-called Sultan Yahya (who had become a Catholic), an alleged son of Mehmed
III and a brother of Ahmed I, was still travelling through Europe and the lands of
the steppe frontier. At one point he managed to win the support of the Tatar Khan
Şahin, and of the Cossacks as well. But by the 1630s/1039–49 even Sultan
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Yahya’s activity was ebbing, and he finally entered Venetian service, dying in
1648/1057–8.102

Early links to the seventeenth-century European world 
economy?

Perhaps to its disadvantage, Venice constituted a highly visible ‘player’ in the
Mediterranean power game of the times. But structural changes in certain Otto-
man territories, which had been brought about by some less obvious participants
in the politico-economic contest, were more important in the long run. While our
discussion of the limits of Ottoman control in the 1560s/967–77 has revolved
entirely around politcal questions, by the 1630s/1039–49 and 1640s/1049–59,
changes in the international ‘economic balance of power’ entered the picture as
well. However, these latter mutations presumably were not as apparent to con-
temporaries as they are to us, arguing on the basis of the always ambiguous
benefits of hindsight. 

To mention but one example, by the 1630s/1039–49 and 1640s/1049–59,
Izmir had become a significant mart for foreign trade; this had not been true in
the 1560s/967–77, when the Ottoman tax registers show us a minute settlement
which could barely claim urban status.103 Sixteenth-century Izmir had formed
part of the extensive coastlands that, in the calculations of Ottoman officials,
were intended to supply the capital with foodstuffs and raw materials.104 With its
Mediterranean climate, the western coast of Anatolia constituted a significant
source of raisins – that sixteenth-century equivalent of sugar – and also of cotton,
essential for the sails of the sultan’s navy. Beyond the subsistence needs of the
local inhabitants, other uses for grains, cotton and fruit from the Izmir region
were but rarely envisaged. Export of these goods was either forbidden or at the
very least closely controlled. Moreover local urban development in Izmir or Aya-
soluğ (Selçuk, Efes), which could only have created competitors for Istanbul’s
food supply, was probably discouraged by the Ottoman authorities for just that
reason.105

However, by the 1630s/1039–49 and 1640s/1049–59, this situation was begin-
ning to change. Apparently foreign merchants, Venetians, Englishmen,
Frenchmen and some traders from the newly established Dutch republic, were at
first attracted to the region by its local resources and, stringent Ottoman prohibi-
tions notwithstanding, in some cases the foreigners also smuggled out some
grain. Yet the authorities in Istanbul never attempted to remove all foreign trad-
ers from the Aegean; to the contrary, around 1600/1008–9 the export of cotton
was permitted at least during certain years.106 In all likelihood this willingness to
allow long-established rules to be occasionally broken was motivated by the
pressing need for silver, which European merchants regularly supplied because
the Ottoman balance of trade at this time was positive. In spite of mercantilist
pressures to keep precious metals at home, European traders could continue to
supply bullion to the lands of the eastern Mediterranean because by indirect
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routes, they all had access to the large quantities of Latin-American silver that
the Spaniards were bringing in from Mexico and Peru. That naval warfare
between Spaniards and Ottomans declined after the 1580s/987–98, turning the
Mediterranean into a secondary venue of inter-empire confrontation, must have
increased Ottoman inclinations to exchange cotton for silver.107

Furthermore, once the foreign traders had become established in Izmir, their
presence encouraged the Armenian merchants who marketed the Iranian raw
silk, which Shah ‘Abbās had declared a royal monopoly, to bring some of this
silk not to Aleppo or Bursa, but rather to Izmir.108 Or as an alternative, one may
hypothesize that the trade in raw silk had been an important factor in Izmir’s
commerce from the very beginning.109 There has been some speculation concern-
ing the reasons for this drastic change in trade routes. Certainly there were grave
security problems on the Aleppo route – but we do not really know that they
were more serious here than on the way between Iran and Izmir. We also may
surmise that one of the attractions of Izmir in the eyes of European merchants
was its relative proximity to their ports of origin. In addition, the distance
between Bursa and the Aegean is not very great; thus it is also possible that the
shah’s Armenian merchants, who found the demand in Bursa flagging, sought
and found a new outlet in Izmir.110 We can also imagine that in the merchant
councils of New Djulfa near I fahān – where, by the mid-seventeenth century,
many of the more important decisions concerning Armenian commercial policy
were being taken – it was considered advantageous to have not one, but several
outlets. When all is said and done, competition between purchasers does boost
prices.

However, the seventeenth-century growth of Izmir into a major commercial
centre did not mean that the silk trade through Aleppo was being phased out. If
the construction of new khans is a reliable guide to the city’s commercial
potency, it appears that the sixteenth century constituted the major period of flor-
escence. But even in the second half of the seventeenth century, a newly built
establishment of this type added a large amount of commercial real estate to the
supply already available in Aleppo. It must, though, be admitted that this was
one of the few major projects to be realized after 1600/1008–9, and before the
renewed expansion of trade in the nineteenth century. Like what has happened in
the historiography of Izmir, specialists on Aleppo also have debated to what
extent long-distance trade was really the cause of the city’s sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century expansion. It has been suggested that Aleppo’s hinterland,
with its numerous towns and populous villages producing soap or cotton cloth,
was the real source of urban prosperity, with the silk trade no more than ‘icing on
the cake’.111

These discussions obviously complicate the problem of the ‘incorporation’ of
Ottoman regions into the European-dominated world economy. Due to the shift
away from economic and toward cultural history during the last two decades or
so, and also due to the discovery that ‘incorporation’ is not the answer to all the
historian’s problems, this question in recent years has been rather neglected. But

s.

Ottoman-02.fm  Page 54  Tuesday, September 7, 2004  9:17 AM



~ ON  SOVEREIGNTY AND SUBJECTS ~ 55

in my view, we have not as yet determined the exact chronology of the ‘incorpo-
ration’ process on Ottoman territory; this means that a major problem, once
posed by Immanuel Wallerstein and his associates, has not been solved but
merely pushed aside.112 But neither has it been proved insoluble or irrelevant. We
still need to discuss whether, by the mid-seventeenth century, a region of the kind
that then surrounded Izmir can be regarded as having become part of a European-
dominated ‘world economy’.113 By the standards once proposed by Wallerstein,
separate ‘world economies’ are supposed to exchange but a limited amount of
goods, mainly luxuries. But if we accept this definition, the Ottoman Empire
even in the mid-sixteenth century should have been ‘incorporated’, a claim
which to my knowledge, has never been made by any Ottomanist historian. Yet
Venice in this period was undeniably able to obtain numerous special permis-
sions to import wheat from Ottoman territories, and the survival of its population
depended to an appreciable degree on grains purchased in the Balkan
coastlands.114

To avoid this difficulty, I would suggest a different criterion for ‘incorpora-
tion’: namely we might consider a region as ‘incorporated’ if its products for the
most part were destined for the European-dominated ‘world market’. This was
not true of any Ottoman region in the sixteenth century, and as far as we can tell
from the limited number of primary sources and secondary studies currently
available, no such regions as yet existed in the 1630s/1039–49 or 1640s/1049–59
either. Aleppo certainly, and Izmir probably, were at this time still firmly
anchored in the Ottoman economic system. But at least in the case of Izmir, by
the later seventeenth century we encounter some indications that this situation
was about to change. 

~ Before 1718/1130–1

Wars on all fronts
By the 1720s/1132–42, the Ottoman position on the map of world politics had
changed appreciably. On the eastern frontier, the most dramatic event was the
collapse of the Safavid dynasty: a relatively small Ghalzay force took I fahān
after a terrifying siege, and forced the current shah Sul ān usayn to abdicate in
favour of their leader (1722/1134–5). Central government by the Safavids thus
came to an end, even though princes from this dynasty, with varying degrees of
success, continued to rule greater or lesser portions of the country for several fur-
ther decades. Ottoman troups occupied Georgia and Tabrīz in 1723/1135–6,
replacing the Safavid prince ahmāsp II, who had been pushed northwards by
the Afghan invaders. However, when the Ottoman and Russian empires divided
up northern Iran into ‘spheres of influence’ (1724/1136–7), ahmāsp II was able
to ingratiate himself with both sides, and the Ottoman commander now justified
his campaign by claiming to defend the rights of the legitimate Safavid ruler. The
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Ottomans held Tabrīz until 1729/1141–2, when they were driven out by Nādir
Shah. By this time their administration had produced an impressive number of
archival records, which still constitute one of our major stocks of primary
sources concerning pre-nineteenth-century Tabrīz. Ottoman reconquests during
the 1730s/1142–52 proved ephemeral and in 1736/1148–9 the border decided
upon a century earlier, in the treaty of a r-i Shīrīn, was reestablished.115

The confusion engendered by the disintegration of the Safavid state also
encouraged Peter the Great of Russia (1675–1728/1085–1141) to attempt an
incursion into the Caucasus. In 1722/1134–5 an army, some of the time com-
manded by Tsar Peter in person, conquered Derbend, Baku and, in a naval
expedition across the Caspian, Reshd in Gilān. In a peace treaty concluded a year
later, the tsar was able to hold on to these conquests. Moreover he tried to ensure
that, in the troubled situation obtaining in Iran at that time, the Ottoman sultan
did not place his own candidate on the throne in I fahān.116 Thus the Russian
state, with its newly revamped military machine, had begun to make claims for
territory in a region where the Ottoman Empire previously had been the only
competitor of the shahs. Even if the conquests of 1722–3/1134–6 did not remain
in the hands of the tsars for very long, the fact that they had taken place at all
indicated a major change in the balance of power in the Caucasus and Caspian
regions.117

At an earlier point in Tsar Peter’s reign, in 1711/1122–3, there had been direct
conflict between the Ottoman and Russian empires to the north of the Black Sea,
which had ended very badly for Peter I’s army. Only the hesitations of the Otto-
man commander Baltacı Mehmed Paşa prevented a total defeat by the river Prut.
This success may well have induced Ottoman sultans and viziers to take the
emerging power to the north less seriously than they might otherwise have done.
However, indications of future Ottoman difficulties are visible at least to histori-
ans with the benefit of hindsight. Thus the power of attraction that the Russian
state had developed with respect to the Empire’s Orthodox subjects became visi-
ble when the Moldavian hospodar Dimitrie Cantemir (1673–1723/1083–1136),
one of the more important southeastern European intellectuals of his time, threw
in his lot with Tsar Peter. After all, Cantemir had lived in Istanbul for decades,
spoke and read Ottoman and had been in contact with many educated Istanbul-
lus. Cantemir, whose history of the Ottoman Empire, while conventional in itself,
was enriched by copious notes reflecting the Istanbul folklore of his time, ulti-
mately followed Tsar Peter’s armies into Russian territory (1711/1122–3). In so
doing, he was to precede a long line of Ottoman-born Orthodox merchants, intel-
lectuals and even military men who in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
gave up their allegiance to the sultans for careers in the Russian state.118

On the western border, 1718/1130–1 marked the date of the treaty of Passa-
rowitz/Pasarofça, which closed a series of wars that had gone badly for the
Ottoman Empire. In a sense military difficulties on the western front had first
become obvious during the short war of 1663–4/1073–5. However, the
Habsburgs had been so preoccupied on their own western borders that they were
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unable to derive any concrete advantage from their victory at St Gotthard an der
Raab (peace of Vasvar 1664/1074–5).119 This experience may well have induced
Mehmed IV (r. 1648–87/1057–99) and his Grand Vizier Kara Mustafa Paşa to
believe that after the election of a French-supported candidate to the Polish
throne, the Austrian Habsburgs were completely isolated and unable to count on
any kind of foreign support even when their capital of Vienna was under siege. In
any case, this seems a plausible explanation for Kara Mustafa Paşa’s otherwise
inexplicable neglect of his army’s rear, which allowed a relief force to approach
the city and dislodge the besiegers after a major battle near the Kahlenberg
(1683/1094–5). Unfortunately where Ottoman strategic thinking is concerned,
we often are reduced to guesswork because the relevant correspondence has not
survived or, in any event, not as yet come to light. 

Apparently the Ottoman ‘information service’ – the names and specializations
of late seventeenth-century agents seem to be less well known than those of their
colleagues active a century earlier – had not found out in time that King Jan
Sobieski, once safely on the Polish throne, had passed into the opposite camp and
now supported the Habsburgs.120 Or if informers did transmit a warning to that
effect, Mehmed IV and his entourage did not take it seriously enough. A signifi-
cant source of Ottoman misinformation was probably the Hungarian nobleman
Imre Thököly who for a brief period was installed as an Ottoman client ruler in
an area which previously had belonged to Habsburg Hungary, and was known to
the Ottomans as Orta Macar. Thököly only could maintain himself if the Otto-
mans won. In consequence, he may well have provided unrealistic information
which the grand vizier neglected to check.121

In itself, a failure before Vienna need not have constituted a great disaster for
the Ottoman state; in 1529/935–6, this reverse had simply meant that further
campaigns in central Europe or Italy were given up, while the still very recent
Ottoman acquisitions in Hungary remained in the sultan’s hands. Unlike Charles
V in his over-extended empire, the Habsburgs of the late seventeenth century
were able to maintain major armies on a war footing for over a decade. This was
due in part to an alliance that, in addition to Sobieski’s Poland, included the Rus-
sian Tsar Peter the Great, Pope Innocent XI and the Venetian Signoria. Moreover,
several minor princes from the southern Germanies actively participated in the
war, mainly in order to enhance their international stature by military success.
But at least in the Bavarian case, the Wittelsbach duke also must have taken into
consideration that the fall of Vienna would expose his own territory to Ottoman
raiders. Four years later, this army of Habsburg allies was able to take Buda with
a great deal of bloodshed (1687/1098–9). During the next few years of cam-
paigning, the Ottoman armies lost control over Hungary. While Mustafa II and
his Şeyhülislam Feyzullah Efendi attempted to reverse the situation by taking the
field in person, the battle of Zenta (1697/1108–9), at which the Grand Vizier
Mustafa Paşa was killed, turned into another military disaster.122 As late as 1687/
1098–9, the Ottomans still had offered merely a peace similar to that concluded
after St Gotthard an der Raab, that is, they felt strong enough to demand the
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restitution of Hungary, but the peace of Karlowitz/Karlofça in 1699/1110–11
made the loss of the Hungarian provinces official.123

The movements of the Habsburg armies in the Balkans resulted in large-scale
migrations: in 1690/1101–2, several thousand households followed the Serbian
Patriarch Arsenius Crnojevic III who had sworn allegiance to the Emperor
Leopold I, when the Habsburg troops were obliged to beat a hasty retreat.124

Those immigrants who settled in the immediate vicinity of the new
Habsburg–Ottoman frontier were granted the status of military colonists, the so-
called Grenzer. At a time when serfdom was the ‘normal’ peasant status in the
Habsburg lands, the soldier-colonists were freemen subject to the military
administration and in spite of numerous protests on the part of the Croatian and
Hungarian nobilities, were never subjected to the land-holding aristocracies of
the Habsburg Empire. By this arrangement, Leopold I was able to expand the
size of his border troops considerably. At limited cost to the imperial finances,
the immigrants from Ottoman territory provided the Habsburg ruler with a rela-
tively efficient border defence, whose existence made it much more difficult for
the armies of the sultan to recoup their losses on this particular frontier.125 Even
though it was not rare for the Grenzer to rebel when they felt that their rights had
been violated, the frontier troops never made common cause with the emperor’s
enemies.

Ottoman reverses on the western front resulted in a rapid turnover at the top
echelons of government: Kara Mustafa Paşa had been executed upon the sultan’s
orders shortly after the retreat from Vienna, and Mehmed IV himself was
deposed in 1687/1098–9. It is quite likely that the fall of both Mustafa II and his
şeyhülislam in 1703/1114–15 was also due to their failure in guarding the Otto-
man frontiers; after all, a loss of the kind incurred at Karlowitz was totally
unprecedented in Ottoman history.126 This situation may have convinced highly
placed Ottomans, including Sultan Ahmed III, on the throne since 1703/1114–15,
of the need to show some important military success as soon as possible. How-
ever the war of 1716–18/1128–31 was a failure, and even resulted in the loss of
the important fortress of Belgrade, which had formed part of Ottoman territory
ever since the beginning of Süleyman the Magnificent’s reign (1521/927–8).127

‘The Empire strikes back’: toward a reprise en main before 
1718/1130–1

Yet the treaty of Passarowitz also brought the Ottoman government certain
advantages, namely with respect to certain provinces which today form part of
the state of Greece. For, when Venice joined the Holy League in 1684/1095–6,
the Signoria was hoping for some compensation for its recent loss of Crete. In
1685/1096–7 Venetian troops first conquered the Peloponnese, and then pro-
ceeded to besiege Athens, which was occupied but could not be held against an
approaching Ottoman army.128 The treaty of Karlowitz conceded the Peloponnese
to the Venetians, where the Signoria’s officials proceeded to prepare an elaborate
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count of people and settlements.129 After Sultan Ahmed III had reconquered the
province in 1715/1126–8, he ordered a similar description to be compiled, and a
comparison between the two documents allows us to appreciate the impact of
war on a population literally caught between two fires.130 Thus the official confir-
mation of the conquest of the Peloponnese, for it was as a novel acquisition, and
not as a reconquest, that the Ottoman authorities chose to view the matter, consti-
tuted the major gain achieved in Passarowitz. Presumably this success
contributed toward the legitimization of Sultan Ahmed III.

Once peace had been concluded and Ahmed III’s rule thus stabilized, the
Ottoman government was free to attempt a certain reorganization of its territory.
As a first step, towns such as Vidin, which long had been located deep in the
Ottoman lands but in 1689/1100–1 had temporarily been occupied by the
Habsburgs, were revamped as fortress towns. Garrisons of janissaries were
established; at least in part these men must have come from the lost Hungarian
provinces.131 Reorganization was an urgent matter as, during the wars, all
resources had been channelled into the army and navy, and even important mat-
ters such as the security of the roads had been neglected. Attacks on the
pilgrimage caravans had become much more frequent, and as the Ottoman sul-
tans made much of their role as protectors of the pilgrimage to Mecca, this matter
demanded immediate attention. 

Apart from the pilgrimage, minimal security on the roads was also of prime
importance to traders, to say nothing of the peasants who were liable to flee
when exposed to too many marauders. In consequence the interests of the Otto-
man ruling group too were affected by pervasive banditry. Many office holders in
the capital supported their households out of the revenue provided by lifetime tax
farms (malikâne), but the subaltern tax farmers responsible for selling the grain
or cotton they had collected from the tax payers, were unable to remit much rev-
enue under conditions of rampant insecurity. Last but not least, customs
payments and taxes constituted a revenue item of some significance to the central
administration itself, so that securing the trade routes constituted a basic precon-
dition for political and economic recovery.132

This explains why, in the years following Passarowitz, the construction of for-
tified khans was undertaken along the major routes. With their windowless walls
and single solid gate, such buildings could function as minor fortresses in case of
need, and seem to have attracted settlement because of the protection they pro-
vided. Equally, along the Syrian hajj route, such khans were built in appreciable
numbers. Moreover, the old institution of the passguards (derbendci) was
revamped. It is certainly not a matter of chance that while the sixteenth-century
tax registers contain scattered references to villages responsible for the security
of travellers, documents describing the passguard organization in detail normally
date from the 1700s. Now the villages in charge of road security were placed
under the authority of officially appointed commanders and their obligations,
which in earlier centuries must have been defined largely by custom, were now
formalized by means of sultanic commands.133
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How did this reprise en main affect the activities of foreigners in the Ottoman
Empire? It would seem that, in times of war, the subjects of rulers in armed con-
flict with the sultans were expected to leave Ottoman territory. This becomes
apparent from the complaint of an Iranian subject directed at the central adminis-
tration, dated 1760–1/1173–5 but referring to events which had occurred in the
past. Unfortunately, we are not able to date exactly the details of the complain-
ant’s story.134 The person in question was a trader who had not left Ottoman
territory when he should have done so, but had remained in the northern Anato-
lian town of Kastamonu under the protection of a local notable. However, at one
point, the latter threatened to sell his protégé as a slave, and in order to avoid this
fate, the hapless Iranian preferred to confess his breach of the rules to the author-
ities in Istanbul. 

Whether the prohibition to remain on Ottoman territory in wartime was
enforced in earlier periods as well is a problem which needs closer investigation:
when Selim I (r. 1512–20/917–27), was at war with Shah Ismā‘īl, Iranian mer-
chants had been imprisoned and their wares confiscated, an act later considered
illegal by Selim’s successor Süleyman.135 This means that either the traders in
question had not thought it necessary to leave Ottoman territory as soon as they
heard that war was probable, or else that in doing so they had not been quick
enough. But although a formal sultanic command to subjects of the shah of Iran,
informing them of the imminence of hostilities and ordering them to vacate Otto-
man territory within a specific time limit, has not so far been located, Iranian
subjects were probably already being expelled in wartime in the sixteenth cen-
tury. For there survive, admittedly from a period when the Ottomans still
considered the Kızılbaş heterodoxy a major threat, elaborate rules concerning
Mecca pilgrims from Iran who, in peacetime, wished to traverse Ottoman terri-
tory. When war was expected or in progress, travellers from Iran apparently were
not admitted at all; and what applied to pilgrims must have been true of mer-
chants as well. But given the sparseness of our documentation, the length of the
border and the general inaccessibility of much of the frontier zone, it is hard to
know to what extent the rules, whatever they were at any given time, actually
could be enforced.

Extraterritorialities before 1718/1130–1
Iranian subjects – during the period we are concerned with here, these were for
the most part Armenians from New Djulfa – had the disadvantage of not being
protected by inter-state agreements. This is probably the reason why they were at
times subject to vexations, and the relevant complaints mean that we have some
documentation concerning their plight. However, it is hard to say whether even
inter-state agreements would have been helpful in the early eighteenth century,
when the Safavid dynasty was in a state of collapse. Things were different where
European merchants were concerned. By the eighteenth century, the so-called
capitulations (ahidname) that – mostly in the shape of unilateral sultanic grants –
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had regulated the presence of many European merchants from the fifteenth or
sixteenth century onwards, were increasingly turned into a source of privilege
particularly by French and English consuls or ambassadors. Given the increased
political impact of the latter, moreover, many Ottoman non-Muslim subjects
tended to use ambassadorial protection in order to acquire tax-exemptions. This
was usually achieved by claiming a position as a translator (dragoman) to a Euro-
pean consulate, even though in quite a few instances, the ‘translators’ did not
even reside in the place where they were supposedly officiating.136

In all probability, the advantage enjoyed by non-Muslim merchants was
resented by Muslim traders and craftsmen, as the latter did not have access to
outside protectors. To what extent this tension became politically relevant before
the end of the eighteenth century is not easy to tell. However, the Izmir pogrom
against non-Muslims of 1770/1183–4, after the Ottoman naval defeat at Çeşme,
does seem to point to resentments that may have begun to accumulate even in the
period under investigation here.137 From the Ottoman government’s point of
view, this abuse of ambassadorial and consular privileges cancelled out the gains
from dues and taxes which non-Muslim traders would otherwise have paid. In
addition, having its subjects ‘slip away’ in this fashion involved a galling loss of
prestige to the Ottoman administration. 

Official protests were therefore numerous, yet of limited effectiveness. For,
from the viewpoint of the European ambassadors and consuls, it was a long-
standing custom to surround oneself with a substantial number of protégés; a
numerous retinue enhanced the status of a consul or ambassador, above all
among his European competitors.138 Furthermore the payments made to the
embassies and consulates in exchange for ‘protection’ formed a significant
source of financial gain.139 Considerations of this kind seem to have outweighed
the constant friction with the Ottoman authorities which this practice necessarily
entailed. 

An ‘ideological’ factor also was of some importance; while in the sixteenth or
even the early seventeenth century, the power of the sultans had been respected
and even feared, this was no longer true after the numerous Ottoman defeats in
the wars of 1683–1718/1094–1131. Thus in the eighteenth century, although
there was as yet no nationalism among the Muslim and non-Muslim subjects of
the Ottoman Empire, a discourse concerning the latter’s ‘despotic character’ and,
perhaps more pertinently, its ‘decline’ was gaining in importance.140 Outside
intervention could comfortably be legitimized in this fashion. In addition, old-
style discourses concerning the sultans as threats to Christendom, common
enough in the fifteenth or sixteenth century, had by no means disappeared in the
1720s/1132–42 or even the 1730s/1142–52. To the contrary, in the thinking of the
staunchly Catholic governing class of the Habsburg Empire, and also in the rul-
ing group of the expanding Russian state of Tsar Peter I, religiously motivated
opposition to the Ottomans was now being overlaid with the ‘decline’ discourse,
which was to assume such an overwhelming dominance in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.141
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As to the interests of the non-Muslim traders themselves, which often have
received rather short shrift, it must not be forgotten that limited central control
over the provinces tended to make traders and artisans, Muslim as well as non-
Muslim, vulnerable to overcharging by notables and tax farmers. Given these
conditions of sauve qui peut, it made sense for Ottoman Christians to protect the
family fortunes by changing their religious denominations from Orthodox or
Gregorian to Catholic, by becoming a foreign protégé, and if possible, by form-
ing marriage alliances with foreign merchants long established on Ottoman
territory. 

Conquest and trade as sources of regional instabilities before 
1718/1130–1

Due to the unsettled situation on the western and eastern frontiers, controlling the
involvement of foreigners in eighteenth-century Ottoman provincial life evidently
became much more difficult than it had been in the sixteenth or early seventeenth
century. This was partly due to the fact that certain areas, such as the Peloponnese
or the region of Belgrade became Venetian or else Habsburg territory for one or
two decades. Thereafter, it was not possible to govern these regions as if nothing
had intervened. Reintegration into the Ottoman state might only be possible at the
price of considerable socio-political tensions on the local level.

But in addition we will see that in certain regions – such as, for instance, the
Izmir area – where European merchants had long been active, this presence
became more intrusive in the course of the eighteenth century. As the Aegean
seaboard of Anatolia or coastal Macedonia became more and more export-
oriented, the traders engaged in this business came to exercise at least indirect
political influence through the connections they established with local grandees
offering agricultural products for sale.142 This was true especially of French mer-
chants, who not only exported but also carried in their ships a substantial amount
of the goods transported within the Empire proper. However, this economic and
political impact did not necessarily mean that the French or English merchants
active on Ottoman territory were doing well commercially. For the competition
offered by traders subject to the sultans, particularly seafaring Greeks and Ser-
bian or Bulgarian organizers of mule caravans, might be rather effective,
especially in wartime.143 In addition, although French exchanges with the Levant
had grown in absolute figures throughout the period following 1740/1152–3, by
the time our story ends, the relative share of this branch of trade within French
commerce as a whole was no more than 5 per cent.144 The Mediterranean clearly
had lost its dominant position in world trade, and French merchants still active in
this region had good reason to worry about their Atlantic competitors. 

These overall developments will become more intelligible when discussed on
the basis of three examples we have already encountered in other contexts,
namely Morea, the Izmir region and the borderland Serbs. As we have seen, in
1718/1130–1 the Ottomans reorganized the Peloponnese as a ‘new’ conquest.145
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This move may well have resulted in some disaffection, as it meant that pious
foundations dating back to the sixteenth or even the fifteenth century were now
abolished. As a result Muslim families long established in the Peloponnese, who
previously had received income from this source, now were deprived of it. Otto-
man government largely depended on the garrisons placed in a number of small
towns. There were the customs farmers too, who collected the dues paid by mer-
chants, many of them French, who bought up the local olive crop for use in the
soap manufacture of Marseilles. Otherwise the countryside, mountainous and
difficult of access, was run by Muslim notables (ayan) or their Christian counter-
parts (kocabaşı). Given the amount of local discontent that must have resulted
from a double change of regime within less than twenty years, this loosely struc-
tured administration probably was not a very effective guarantor of Ottoman
control.

Olives apart, the Peloponnese, with its small plains and numerous infertile
hills, was known for ‘orchard’ products such as grapes or silk, not for field crops.
When discussing eighteenth-century commercial agriculture, however, what first
comes to mind are products such as grain or cotton, for which there existed a
mass market. Until about twenty years ago, it was assumed that by the eighteenth
century, the so-called çiftliks, large landholdings cultivated by practically – if not
legally – enserfed labour and producing largely for export, had become a major
feature of Ottoman agriculture. More recent studies have shown that çiftliks were
less widespread than had previously been thought and, additionally, that the link
of this phenomenon to export trade had been vastly overestimated: some çiftlik
owners produced not for the market at all, but simply appropriated the limited
quantities of food which the ‘classical’ Ottoman taxation system had left to the
peasant family over and above immediate survival needs.146 In other cases, such
as the Black Sea coast of what is today Rumania and Bulgaria, before 1774/
1187–8 production was not for export, but merely supplied the needs of Istanbul.
In addition, many çiftliks did not rely on ‘enserfed’ peasants, but on sharecrop-
pers, easier to supervise because such peasants could be counted upon to ‘exploit
themselves’ in order to feed their children.147 However even if the link of çiftlik
agriculture to export was thus weaker than had originally been supposed, in cer-
tain places it did exist. A recent study has shown that the notable family known
as the Kara Osmanoğulları possessed large landholdings in the commercially
active Izmir area, and as population density was quite low, they brought in Greek
immigrants from the Aegean islands to work these lands.148 The same family also
marketed cotton produced by the local peasantry. As typical notables of their
times, the Kara Osmanoğulları collected dues on behalf of absent governors, or
else farmed taxes themselves. They often served as middlemen too, between
peasant sellers and exporting merchants, many of the latter being Frenchmen.149

These varied links made it possible especially for subjects of the French king to
establish a strong presence on the Aegean coasts of the early eighteenth century.

Ottoman-02.fm  Page 63  Tuesday, September 7, 2004  9:17 AM



64 ~ THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE AND THE WORLD AROUND IT ~

War-induced regional instabilities before 1718/1130–1: Serbs 
on both sides of the frontier

In a previous section of this chapter, we have briefly referred to the late
seventeenth-century emigration of a sizeable number of Serbs into the Habsburg
borderlands, and their replacement by Albanians, developments whose con-
sequences, particularly in Kosovo, are still very much with us. If our topic is
interpreted restrictively, the Serbs on Habsburg territory should not concern us
here. But at times it is useful to pay some attention to events occurring beyond
the Ottoman border; for contacts between the two groups of Serbs were continu-
ous throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As a result we will need
to ask ourselves whether the fate of the emigrants prompted those who had
stayed behind to view their lives in a different perspective. Moreover, the Otto-
man reconquest of necessity brought soldiers from outside the region into the
province of Belgrade on a long-term basis; and this novel cohabitation presented
problems of its own, as we shall see.

Ecclesiastical matters occupy centre stage, for it was largely through their
church organization that the Orthodox immigrants asserted their separate iden-
tity. Between 1718/1130–1 and 1739/1151–2, the Serbs present on Habsburg
territory were at first organized in two distinct ecclesiastical units, governed by
the archbishops of Karlowitz and Belgrade respectively. Yet the archbishop of
Belgrade, Moise Petrovich, made strenuous efforts to have himself recognized as
sole metropolitan; upon the death of the Karlowitz incumbent, Petrovich had
himself elected to this latter position as well. For a long time, the authorities in
Vienna refused to recognize this double incumbency, and explicitly stated that
they were not willing to deal with any ‘Serbian nation’, but merely, on a separate
basis, with the two church dignitaries and their respective charges. However after
Moise Petrovich’s death in 1730/1142–3, his successor was able to secure official
confirmation to the two archbishoprics simultaneously, as the office in Vienna
governing the territories newly acquired from the Ottomans did not wish to fur-
ther alienate the numerous Serbian peasant-soldiers serving on an ever critical
frontier.150

Conflicts between the Serbian immigrants and the Habsburg administration
become more easily explicable when we take note of the wording of the privilege
issued by Leopold I to Arsenius Crnojevich upon the latter’s migration into
Habsburg territory (1690/1101–2). For in this constitutive text, the metropolitan
was recognized as both the religious and secular head of the Serbs. However,
during the following years, the Habsburg bureaucracy developed the ambition to
directly control the border militias. Ultimately the peasant-soldiers were either to
be incorporated into the regular army, or else the administration planned to sat-
isfy the long-term demands of the Croatian and Hungarian nobilities for the
reduction of the Grenzers to ‘ordinary’ peasant servitude. In addition, the power-
ful Catholic establishment attempted to persuade the Serbs to accept union with
Rome, which the vast majority utterly refused – in some instances, the ecclesias-
tical dispute even induced Grenzers to return to Ottoman territory. 
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More significantly, the disillusionment of many Serbs with the Habsburgs led
them to seek aid from the Russian tsar as the one major Orthodox ruler. This
occurred, for instance, when, in the mid-1740s/around 1158, certain sections of
the military frontier were ceded by the Habsburg government to the Hungarian
nobility. Several thousand Serbian Grenzers regarded this as a breach of their
privileges: they emigrated to Russian territory.151 Even earlier, when Peter the
Great was still on the throne, the Serbs currently resident in the Habsburg lands
had encountered petty vexations by an imperial administration that had still not
given up its ambition to make the newcomers recognize the authority of the
pope. When the Austrian authorities prevented the Grenzer Serbs from setting up
a printing press, the latter asked Tsar Peter for help, and a small number of books,
along with two teachers, were in fact supplied by the Russian government.152

These events tended to increase the links of the Serbian Orthodox with Russia, a
phenomenon we have encounted, albeit on a smaller scale, in the seventeenth
century as well. 

Concerning those Serbs remaining on Ottoman territory, our information is
less ample; quite possibly the Istanbul archives may still contain much unex-
ploited material relating to their status. Belgrade was besieged and conquered
several times before finally reverting to Ottoman control in 1739/1151–2. Severe
population losses and the destruction of numerous buildings left the town much
diminished in comparison to the high point it had reached in the late sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries, when there had been between 60,000 and
100,000 inhabitants. By the later eighteenth century, defence of this now
neglected border town was entrusted to a garrison of janissaries, who caused end-
less trouble not merely to the civilian inhabitants, but also to the Ottoman central
government. In fact, shortly after the end of the period treated in this book,
Sultan Selim III (r. 1789–1807/1203–22) made strenuous but ultimately unsuc-
cessful efforts to dislodge the janissaries from Belgrade.153

To summarize the situation in which the Ottoman state found itself following
1718/1130–1, we encounter contradictory tendencies: on the one hand, the cen-
tral government made a real effort to regain control of its territory, a policy which
included the reorganization and surveillance of the land routes. On the other
hand, even though quite a few territorial losses were not final, and ultimately
could be compensated for, we observe an increasing impact of usually European
outsiders on the economy and socio-political arrangements of certain regions.
These phenomena were most visible in outlying border territories such as the
Peloponnese. But as the Empire-wide problem of the protégés demonstrates, in
quite a few instances, the same tendency also affected the central regions of the
Empire. Certainly, increasing links with foreign traders and diplomatic represent-
atives did not mean that Ottoman regions were becoming politically detached
from the Empire. Whenever territorial losses occurred, they were simply due to
war and not to commercial or diplomatic activity. But even so, we do observe a
gradual ‘loosening’ of the structures which had seemed so much more solid in
the second half of the sixteenth century.
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~ 1774/1187–8

The Russo-Ottoman war of 1768–74/1181–8
This solidity was nowhere in evidence at the end of the Russo-Ottoman war of
1768–74/1181–8, which the government in Istanbul had begun because it consid-
ered the impending first partition of Poland an intolerable disruption of the
‘balance of power’ in eastern Europe. Possibly the military successes obtained
against Tsar Peter in 1711/1122–3, and later in 1737–9/1149–52 against the Aus-
trians, had misled high-level Ottoman officials in respect of the limits of their
own armies. As yet the real might of Russia under Catherine II was not appreci-
ated. This is all the more probable since, in the war of 1768–74/1181–8, an
important element of the tsarina’s success was the appearance of the Russian
navy in the eastern Mediterranean; their overwhelming victory before Çeşme
was partly due to British support and partly to the element of surprise.154

However, the major battles were fought not on the sea but on land, and it was
the Ottoman defeats on the bords of the Dniestr (1769/1182–3), the Larga (1770/
1183–4) and the Kagul (1770/1183–4), as well as the Russian conquest of the
Crimea, that encouraged Catherine II to proffer major demands before she was
willing to make peace. Apart from the right of navigation on the Black Sea, and
the ‘independence’ of the Crimea, Russian diplomats also demanded, and
obtained, control of a broad sweep of hitherto sparsely inhabited territory on the
Black Sea coast.155 With the foundation of Odessa, and the establishment of com-
mercial wheat-growing, this region was to become a major asset to the Russian
Empire.

The tsarina’s demand for the right to have her ships sail the Black Sea was
motivated both by commercial and by political considerations. In the second half
of the eighteenth century, men-of-war were constructed differently from ships
used for trade; but it was still possible to adapt vessels originally built for com-
mercial purposes for use in warfare. These considerations were important for
Catherine II and her ministers. Whatever Russian diplomats claimed to the con-
trary at certain stages of the negotiations, Russian ships in the Black Sea always
implied a military threat to the Ottoman heartlands. 

(facing page) 2. View from Semlin towards Belgrade, with the Ottoman fortress
beyond the Danube, early nineteenth century; both Ottoman and central European
costumes represented among the men. This lithograph, published in 1824–6, was part
of a promotional venture by Adolph Kunike (Vienna) and intended to acquaint pro-
spective customers with the newly invented technique of lithography. The entire
course of the Danube was covered, from its source in Donaueschingen to the Black
Sea.

Source: Jacob Alt, Ludwig Ermini, Adolph Kunike and Franz Sartori, Donau-
Ansichten vom Ursprunge bis zum Ausflusse ins Meer, nach der Natur und auf Stein
gezeichnet (Vienna: Adolph Kunike, 1824–6): no. 176.
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 ‘Independence’ for the Tatars also constituted a demand to which the Otto-
man government only acquiesced under grave duress. In previous wars, the
Tatars always had provided the sultans’ armies with formidable raiding forces,
weakening the enemy by the enslavement of the local peasantry and the removal
of livestock. These activities greatly facilitated the advance of the Ottoman
armies, even if the manner of fighting employed by the Tatars made them all but
useless in the siege of fortress towns that constituted the major wartime activity
on the Habsburg–Ottoman frontier. Moreover, the Tatar political establishment
did not at all wish to be independent, and even less did its members desire to
accept a Russian protectorate. In consequence, the Ottoman government almost
went to war in order to retain the Crimea in 1778–9/1191–3; but in the long run,
it proved impossible to prevent Russian annexation of the peninsula (1783/
1197–8).156

Peace negotiations that ultimately resulted in the treaty of Küçük Kaynarca
(1774/1187–8) were complicated, rather than facilitated, by the fact that Prussia
and Austria, whose governments had just joined the tsarina in the first partition
of Poland (1773/1186–7), acted as mediators between the two warring parties.157

But even though, in this period of royal absolutism, friendly personal relations
between rulers sometimes eased negotiations – this applied particularly to Fred-
erick II of Prussia and the tsarina – the Austro-Prussian mediation should in no
way be regarded as disinterested.158 Frederick II was concerned that the Russo-
Ottoman conflict might escalate into a European war. For such an eventuality his
small and poor kingdom, which in the recent Seven Years War (1756–63/
1169–77) had barely survived the overblown military ambitions of its king, was
ill prepared. As to the Habsburg rulers Maria Theresa and Joseph II, they saw
their own ‘sphere of interest’ in Walachia and elsewhere in the Balkans threat-
ened by the expansion of tsarist Russia: Viennese diplomats felt that a greatly
weakened Ottoman Empire was less problematic as a neighbour than the
dynamic state of Catherine II. In consequence, peace negotiations involved not
only balancing the interests of the two actual belligerents, but also, the concerns
of the four other states (England, France, the Austrian Habsburg territories and
Prussia) that, in the second half of the eighteenth century, determined the ‘Euro-
pean balance of powers’.159

It is of some interest that in the course of the peace negotiations, Austrian dip-
lomats proposed to include the Ottoman Empire as a member in this European
balance. Such an inclusion would have implied the understanding that the realm
governed by the sultans was no longer the territory of a power considered hostile
‘on principle’, but rather a ‘legitimate’ state on a par with the other members of
the European ‘club’.160 As such, the Ottoman Empire, in the case of territorial
losses or gains made by its partners, would have been entitled to compensation
elsewhere, an arrangement common enough in eighteenth-century peace confer-
ences. However, Catherine II, who in the 1780s/1193–1204 was to go to war with
the explicit ambition of dismantling the Ottoman Empire in Europe for the bene-
fit of two yet-to-be-founded Russian vassal states, did not consent to this
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expansion of the list of ‘legitimate’ polities.161 Her invocation of the interests of
Balkan Christians, whom suppposedly she could not abandon to the Ottomans,
was merely a polite way of expressing her own designs for territorial
aggrandizement.

Even so, we must take into account the disaffection of the Ottoman Empire’s
Orthodox subjects in the later eighteenth century, which made far more people
inclined to throw in their lot with the tsarina’s armies than had been true in earlier
periods. One of the major reasons for discontent was the behaviour of poorly dis-
ciplined and supplied Ottoman soldiers on their marches to the front, especially
of the irregulars who formed a sizeable contingent of the sultan’s field armies.
These considerations are made explicit in an important primary source, one of
the first secular works to have been published in Bulgarian, namely the ‘Life
story and tribulations of the sinful Sofroni’, bishop of Vratsa (1739–1813/
1151–1229).162 Sofroni was born as Stoiko in the proto-industrial settlement of
Kotel. His father and uncle were both livestock traders (celeb) supplying Istan-
bul, and as an aide to his uncle the young and inexperienced Stoiko saw the
capital and had some narrow escapes in his encounters with low-level officials
and urban criminals. In later life, the former celeb became a priest and finally a
bishop. But while originally his family seems to have been quite prosperous, the
author was bankrupted by the robberies of assorted mercenaries, and also by the
back taxes due from his war-ruined bishopric. The local peasantry and townspeo-
ple during the 1768–74/1181–8 war, and during the following years as well,
apparently spent much of their time fleeing from bandits and soldiers, and pro-
duction must have been disrupted accordingly. In the end Sofroni was forced to
leave Vratsa and take refuge in a Walachian monastery. In 1810/1224–5, when
another Russo-Turkish war was in progress, the elderly ex-bishop published a
declaration encouraging his fellow Orthodox to side with the Russians.163 As a
government unable to protect the people it taxed, the Ottoman administration had
lost the legitimacy it previously had possessed in the eyes of many of its non-
Muslim subjects.

Provincial power magnates and international relations in 
1774/1187–8

By the standards of the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when a strongly
centralized government had attempted to control closely the administration of the
provinces, movements toward decentralization became noticeable, at the very
latest, from the seventeenth century onwards. However, if we disregard the rather
unusual cases of Canbuladoğlu Ali Paşa in northern Syria and of Fahreddin Ma‘n
in present-day Lebanon, these local potentates of the years before 1750/1163–4
but rarely maintained links to foreign powers. Moreover, Fahreddin Ma‘n, one of
the major exceptions to this rule, established connections not to one of the major
states of the day, but to minor Italian princes such as the grand duke of Tus-
cany.164 From this viewpoint the threat to Ottoman control remained slight.
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In the second half of the eighteenth century, though, this situation had begun
to change. To mention one example among many, the Kara Osmanoğulları,
whom we have already encountered as powerholders in the productive region of
Izmir and Manisa, were on cordial terms with the local French consuls. Given the
centralized set-up of trade in the Levant, these latter officials possessed consider-
able authority over those merchants active in the region who were subject to
King Louis XV of France (r. 1715–74/1127–88).165 As the Kara Osmanoğulları
sold agricultural products to French exporters, it made sense for them to keep
open a channel of communication to the consuls who could significantly hurt or
facilitate their trade.166 Certainly, the Kara Osmanoğulları never showed an ambi-
tion to found a state of their own. But after 1800/1214–15 figures such as Ali
Paşa of Janina (c. 1750–1822/1163–1238), to say nothing of Mehmed Ali Paşa of
Egypt (1770–1849/1183–1266), did harbour such projects, at least during certain
periods of their careers. Once these men had begun to develop intentions of state-
building, they often regarded their special links to foreign consuls and traders as
important assets. Correspondingly, these connections were liabilities from the
central administration’s point of view.167

Another reason why provincial power magnates might wish to develop their
relations with one or several European consuls was financial. Due to insecurity
on the roads, it had become very risky to send tax monies to Istanbul by caravan,
and banks that could have handled such transfers did not as yet exist. At the same
time, French traders, who were the most active of the eighteenth-century Euro-
pean commercial communities established in the eastern Mediterranean, sold
much more in Istanbul, the Empire’s capitale et ventre, than they could ever
buy.168 The opposite was true in provincial port cities such as Izmir, where cotton
purchases could not have been financed only by the – rather limited – sale of
imported goods to local people. In principle, there was thus considerable incen-
tive for financial cooperation. French merchants could pay the debts owed by a
given magnate to the authorities in Istanbul, and get their money back when they
needed to make purchases in Izmir or elsewhere. However, there obviously was
room for bad faith on both sides, and strident complaints caused the practice to
be prohibited every now and then – with only limited effectiveness.169 It is prob-
ably not unfair to say that, as a result of such arrangements, foreign traders had
already come to be the bankers of the Ottoman state by the eighteenth century,
long before the ‘official’ financial dependence which followed the mid-
nineteenth-century Crimean War. In addition, these ‘banking services’ also per-
mitted many foreign merchants to engage in financial speculation, much to the
detriment of the Ottoman Empire’s ‘economic independence’.170

Eighteenth-century prosperity and crisis in the ‘economic’ 
field

Mid-eighteenth-century military successes apart, another factor which may have
led the Ottoman government to overestimate its own forces prior to 1768/1181–2
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was the commercial and industrial upswing that began after 1718/1130–1 and
lasted well into the 1760s/1173–83. In regions such as Egypt and northern Syria,
and in the central Anatolian manufacturing town of Tokat, not merely commer-
cial activities but also textile and metal crafts showed a remarkable spate of
growth.171 A relative florescence of craft production may well have convinced
the responsible officials that the production of war matériel could now be han-
dled effectively.

However, if the hypothesis of one of the foremost connoisseurs of Ottoman
eighteenth-century economic history is correct, it was the war of 1768–74/
1181–8, or more exactly the manner in which it was financed, that ended the
mid-eighteenth-century period of economic growth.172 For, throughout the centu-
ries, the Ottoman government continued to hold that low price levels increased
the feasibility of all manner of projects, and facilitated the conduct of war in par-
ticular. As a result, administrative fiats decreed that little was to be paid to the
producers of all manner of goods, and when the state was the ‘purchaser’, prices
sank even below the level applicable to ordinary customers. In quite a few
instances the pay was indeed largely symbolic. In addition, there was a tendency
to demand higher deliveries from the more efficient – and presumably better cap-
italized – producers, thereby pushing them down to the level of the poorer ones.
Such a solution was convenient for bureaucrats who could collect more effec-
tively from a limited number of important producers than from numerous
minuscule ones. But the widespread assumption in guild circles, that no artisan
should be more prosperous than his fellows, also may have been of some signifi-
cance in making this policy seem acceptable.173

This practice of ‘selectively bankrupting’ the more efficient producers must
have aggravated the deficiency in capital formation, which had been a trouble
spot in the Ottoman economy even in the sixteenth century.174 As the producers
of war matériel were paid very little, they could not generate the ‘war booms’
typical of capitalist societies by the second half of the eighteenth century. But
without such a boom, the likelihood that producers would invest in inventory and
implements was slim indeed. In consequence, the war meant that the crafts sector
producing arms, tents or uniform material, which expanded production in war-
time, suffered from the same weakness as the ‘civilian’ sector, which normally
contracted (and still contracts) in time of war. Possibly the long period of eco-
nomic depression from which Ottoman crafts and trade seemed unable to recover
before the middle of the nineteenth century was at least in part caused by the cri-
sis of the 1770s/1183–93 and 1780s/1193–1204.175 Thus it is not surprising that
the Ottoman armies could no longer be properly supplied, and under the circum-
stances of the eighteenth century, training and equipment constituted the
conditiones sine qua non of military success.
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The desert borders in 1774/1187–8
Up to this point, the region in which Ottoman territories bordered on the Syrian
and Arabian deserts, where major states did not exist before the second half of
the eighteenth century, has interested us mainly because it had to be be traversed
by the hajj caravans. Certainly these dry steppe and desert regions did not pro-
duce any revenue for the Ottoman treasury – quite to the contrary, in order to
ensure the safe passage of the pilgrimage caravans to Mecca, the government
every year provided the Bedouins with substantial subsidies in the shape of
money and supplies. But given the fact that protection of the Holy Cities and the
pilgrimage caravans was viewed as an important means of legitimizing the sul-
tans, keeping this region under some kind of control did form a major concern
for the Ottoman administration.

Yet by the 1770s/1183–93 certain developments came to jeopardize Ottoman
ascendancy in the region. From the mid-eighteenth century onwards, the contri-
bution of the ‘political households’ governing Egypt to the fund that financed the
Ottoman presence in the Hijaz became increasingly aleatory. With much less
money to spend on appeasing the Bedouins, the risk of attacks on the pilgrimage
caravans increased. There was, however, another factor, this time internal to
desert society, which augmented the dangers incurred by the pilgrims. For in the
central Arabian peninsula, the important tribal confederacy of the ‘Anaza was on
the move, and in changing its accustomed pasture grounds, displaced a number
of smaller, often semi-sedentary tribes.176 These, though, were more dependent
on sultanic largesse than was true of the larger and wealthier ones, and a decline
in payments thus increased the likelihood of attacks upon the pilgrimage caravan.
A major disaster of this kind, in which a sister of the reigning sultan perished,
had occurrred as early as 1757/1170–1.177

Moreover, by the mid-eighteenth century, state formation was under way in
the centre of the Arabian peninsula. Close to what is today Riyā , the founder of
the Bedouin dynasty of Ibn Su’ūd had established a capital outside the area effec-
tively controlled by the Ottoman sultans. As a political and spiritual advisor, he
had received into his entourage the scholar Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb (1703–92/
1114–1207), who in the anbalī tradition preached a return to the purity of Islam
as it had been at the time of the Prophet Muhammad. ‘Abd al-‘Azīz Ibn Su’ūd
(r. 1765–1803/1178–1218) consolidated the rule of his family in northern Arabia,
attacking both the Shi’ism of Iraq and the, in his opinion, ‘lax’ Sunnism repre-
sented by the Ottoman authorities. In the 1770s/1183–93, these changes, though
visible, were probably not as yet viewed as major problems by the administration
in Istanbul. However, this was to change a few decades later, when, in the early
nineteenth century, Mecca and Medina were occupied and plundered by ‘Abd al-
‘Azīz’s Bedouins, and the pilgrimage caravans were prevented from reaching
their destinations.178

d.

H.
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~ In conclusion: the Ottoman rulers within a set of alliances

As this brief survey will have shown, the Ottoman Empire from the mid-
sixteenth century onwards, and arguably even earlier, formed part of a network
of European alliances, and these political connections were considerably intensi-
fied around 1700/1111–12. Such an imbrication in the European political system
did not contradict the intention of the sultans, and of the Ottoman political class
as a whole, to expand and protect the realm of Islam against the unbelievers. For
as Islamic religious law prescribed, in the Ottoman perspective such alliances
were always viewed as temporary.179 As we have seen, in these matters the gov-
erning class in Istanbul thought no differently from the rulers of European states
during the early modern period. When in a time of Ottoman strength, the French
kings did form alliances with the sultans, they did not consider these ties as per-
manent either, but rather as a necessary – and indeed temporary – evil in the face
of Habsburg power.

However, alliances originally concluded for short periods of time might well
develop a dynamic of their own; for the kingdoms and empires involved, be they
Ottoman, French, Russian or Austrian Habsburg, were highly structured polities
that existed over many centuries, in spite of sometimes significant modifications
along their frontiers. Given the length of the common borders and ‘ideological’
conceptions of what it meant to be an Islamic sultan or a Catholic emperor, hos-
tilities between Ottomans and Austrian Habsburgs were very much a
phenomenon of the longue durée. As a result, after more or less lengthy periods
of abeyance, the Franco-Ottoman alliance was revived several times in the
course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In the mid-1500s, its raison
d’être from the French point of view had been the ‘encirclement’ of Valois
France by Habsburg possessions, and to facilitate the expansionist policies of
Louis XIV, the alliance was resuscitated in the late seventeenth century. And
after 1750/1163–4, when Russian expansion had come to threaten Austrian con-
cerns in Walachia and elsewhere, Ottoman–Habsburg alliances might even be
formed, although such a community of interests would have been unthinkable as
late as beginning of the 1700s.180

In the area of inter-state relations, no matter whether we adopt the Ottoman,
French or Habsburg viewpoint, the discrepancy between ideology and practice
was often considerable. Certainly the Ottoman ruling group, as well as the major-
ity of its Muslim subjects, regarded the sultan as the ever-victorious champion of
Islam against the unbelievers, and as the power that alone could expand Muslim
rule. But in practice the defeats of 1683–99/1094–1111, and a fortiori those of
the later eighteenth century, made it necessary for Ottoman goverments to
develop a defensive strategy. Moreover even before that period, the need to
secure the frontiers once obtained and the impossibility of dealing with all ‘infi-
del’ states at one and the same time, had induced the ever-pragmatic Ottoman
administration to establish alliances and ‘understandings’ with individual Euro-
pean rulers. As to the perspective of the latter, eighteenth-century balance-of-
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power concerns have been studied quite often; but the tendency of certain rulers
to include the Ottomans in these calculations and by contrast, the unwillingness
of others to do so, have received rather less than their due attention. 

Matters were further complicated by the fact that this or that alliance might be
promoted by coteries of high Ottoman officials as part of their respective politi-
cal agendas. It was quite frequent that a given vizier or prominent official was
considered a representative of either the ‘war’ or the ‘peace’ party. In 1683/
1094–5 Kara Mustafa Paşa formed a well-known example of these Ottoman
‘hawks’, while in the 1770s/1183–93, Ahmed Resmi stood for the ‘doves’.181 In
addition, Ottoman dignitaries who did not themselves form part of the circle of
people that officially made decisions on war and peace might still form projects,
and attempt to convince the sultans of their value and feasibility.182 It would thus
be an unrealistic view of Ottoman politics to assume that the tenets of Islamic
religious law, or even the opinions of respected jurists with regard to war and
peace, suffice as explanations of Ottoman attitudes to foreign alliances.183

We may concede that the Ottoman political elites of the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries were probably more open to interventions by outsiders than had
been true of their sixteenth-century predecessors. Yet the phenomenon of ‘porous
borders’ had been familiar from earlier periods as well. In many localities, the
Empire was bordered by vassal principalities of greater or lesser importance,
where local rulers might attempt to maintain themselves by playing off the Otto-
mans against some of their Muslim or Christian neighbours. Cases of this type
will occupy us in the following chapter.
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clients and dependants

~ The royal road to empire-building: from ‘dependent principality’ to 
‘centrally governed province’

Fifty years ago, Halil Inalcik, when discussing Ottoman methods of conquest in a
still fundamental article, emphasized that in newly conquered territories the Otto-
mans often appointed as governors personages from among the previously
established elite, who had been willing to throw in their lot with the new regime.1
Thus recently acquired territories might at first be constituted as dependent prin-
cipalities, of the type rather frequent on the margins of the earlier Seljuk
sultanate in Anatolia, but also in medieval Europe.2 Such a solution had the
advantage of neutralizing aristocrats long established in the region, who contin-
ued to possess prestige in their respective homelands, and who were familiar
with the specific local arrangements governing the collection of taxes.3 From a
different viewpoint, by instituting a ‘local man’ as governor it was possible to
reward someone whose cooperation had been important in establishing Ottoman
control in the first place.

Only after a certain lapse of time were the sons of former dynasts-turned-
Ottoman-dignitaries appointed to serve in faraway provinces, while the terri-
tories once held by their fathers or grandfathers were integrated into the Ottoman
imperial structure, and now administered by people with no previous links to the
localities concerned. In late sixteenth-century south-eastern Europe, some people
apparently assumed that a different, but still somewhat related, procedure was
often followed. When a dependent but hitherto autonomous prince was to be
deprived of his territory, the sultan seems to have sent his soldiers into the lands
now scheduled for conversion to a directly governed province. This army typi-
cally included the contingents of princes who for the time being still retained
their subordinate but autonomous status. These troops then proceeded to occupy
certain strategic fortresses as a preamble to the establishment of direct Ottoman
rule. Unfortunately we do not know on what experiences this piece of ‘princely
folklore’ had originally been based.4

Examples for the transition from dependent principality to directly adminis-
tered province are numerous. To cite one that occurred shortly before our study
begins, Ali b Şehsuvar, a member of the east-central Anatolian dynasty of the
Dulkadir, after the Ottoman takeover in the beginning years of the sixteenth cen-
tury accepted sultanic appointments to high office. He was, however, killed on
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the orders of Sultan Süleyman in 1521–2/927–9, when his loyalty to the Otto-
mans had been called into question by a personal enemy.5 Another story of
formerly independent princes functioning as Ottoman governors could be told
about the Ramazan-oğulları, a minor dynasty of southern Anatolia whose repre-
sentatives continued to govern the town of Adana for decades after their
submission to the Ottomans.6

Where south-eastern Europe was concerned, after the defeat of the Hungarian
forces under Lajos II near Mohács (1526/932–3), John Zapolya, elected to the
throne of Hungary by magnates in opposition to the Habsburgs, was at first sup-
ported by Sultan Süleyman as well.7 Only after a lengthy war between Zapolya
and Ferdinand I, followed by a treaty according to which the Habsburg ruler was
recognized by Zapolya as his eventual heir (1538/944–5), was central Hungary
transformed into a centrally ruled province (beylerbeylik). After all, the agree-
ment placed Ottoman interests in serious jeopardy. From now onwards, this area
was divided up into a large number of tax assignments (timar, ze’amet), so char-
acteristic of sixteenth-century Ottoman administrative practice, whose holders
owed military service as cavalrymen and doubled as low-level administrators.
Hungarian scholars have for a long time debated whether the local aristocracy
might have devised a policy inducing Sultan Süleyman to convert the entire
kingdom of Hungary into an Ottoman vassal state that would have been granted
domestic autonomy and permitted to retain its socio-political structures intact.
Apparently a consensus among historians has now emerged that deems such a
compromise solution to have been impossible, given the fact that two large-scale
empires, namely the Ottomans and the Habsburgs, after 1526/932–3 confronted
each other on the territory of the now defunct state of King Lajos II.8 But caution
is in order; for by the same logic, Moldavia, Walachia and Transylvania also
should have been made into beylerbeyliks. In any case, the sheer fact that such a
debate was conducted at all, in itself demonstrates the important role that Otto-
man vassal principalities might play in the political calculations of local
aristocracies, foreign rulers and, last but not least, nineteenth- and twentieth-
century historians searching for the antecedents of national states.9

By contrast, the views of the Ottoman central authorities concerning their vas-
sals are less easy to discern as, in official correspondence, the fiction was
preserved that the sultan only needed to command for all lesser powers to obey.
Differences between Ottoman governors, semi-independent rulers such as the
Tatar khan, and independent powers such as Venice and the Habsburgs, which,
however, paid tribute for one or another of their possessions, were not much
emphasized in sultanic parlance. According to Ottoman diplomatic fiction, dif-
ferences between independent rulers and dependent princes, which appear so
crucial to the modern historian, were only expressed in a very muted fashion, for
instance through the ceremonial with which the ambassador of a given ruler was
received at the sultan’s court. It was only in correspondence emanating from the
office of the grand vizier, which has been much less well preserved than rescripts
emitted in the name of the sultan, that acknowledgement might be made of the
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fact that, for example, the doge of Venice was a more powerful figure than the
voyvoda of Moldavia.10 Chroniclers, however, might take a more realistic view.
Thus the seventeenth-century author Hüseyin Hezarfenn distinguishes between
the tribute paid by areas ‘veritably conquered’ and that due from rulers living at
peace with the sultan, such as Moldavia, Walachia and Transylvania.11

~ ‘Dependent principalities’ with long life-spans

While the central Hungarian provinces were thus rapidly transformed into Otto-
man vilayets under provincial governors (beylerbeyi), Sultan Süleyman and his
successors preferred to recognize a vassal principality in the eastern sections of
the defeated Hungarian state; this new entity was known to the Ottomans as
Erdel and to English speakers as Transylvania. Located on an important route
linking Istanbul with Lvov (Lwiw) in the modern Ukraine by way of the towns of
Brašov and Sibiu, which both constituted active commercial centres, Transylva-
nia had no significant Muslim population. Local princes as well as the noble and
urban vassals of the latter rulers, also known as estates, were largely autonomous
in their internal affairs. On certain occasions, Transylvania even came to play a
role of some significance in seventeenth-century inter-state politics. Although
possession of this territory was hotly contested by the Habsburgs, Transylvania
never became a centrally governed Ottoman province, as so many other acquisi-
tions of the sultans had done, but remained in the orbit of Istanbul as a dependent
principality until finally conquered by the Habsburgs in the war of 1683–99/
1094–1111.12

Among dependent princes who were Muslims, both the Crimean khans and
the sherifs of Mecca also retained their positions over many centuries. The khans
had become vassals of the Ottoman sultans after 1475/879–80, the sherifs in
1517/922–23. Given the dependence of the Hijaz on Egyptian grain, the sherifal
dynasty had submitted voluntarily, without any confrontation in the field, after
Selim I’s conquest of the Mamluk sultanate of Egypt and Syria. Neither the exist-
ence of the khanate nor the dignity of the sherif as a subordinate but autonomous
ruler was ever called into question by the Ottoman government. In both cases,
individual khans or sherifs were quite often deposed, but their successors always
appointed from the same ruling families. In this manner, the khans of the Crimea
held office until Catherine II annexed their lands to the Russian Empire in 1783/
1197–8, and the sherifs as rulers of the Hijaz even survived the end of Ottoman
government in the Arabian peninsula (1918), albeit only for a very short time. It
was thus common enough for a principality to maintain its vassal status over
many centuries.
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~ Ottoman methods of conquest and local realities

At first glance, one might assume that relatively ‘late’, that is post-1500/905–6,
Ottoman conquests were normally transformed into vassal states, while older
acquisitions, where the established methods of conquest had had time to play
themselves out, became ordinary provinces governed by beylerbeyis. But this
was not always true. Thus Syria, conquered in 1516/921–2, became a set of cen-
trally administered Ottoman provinces, without an intervening transition period
during which a dependent ruler held sway. Moreover, even later conquests might
be turned into centrally administered provinces. A glance at the sixteenth- or
early seventeenth-century map of the Ottoman Empire shows that in this very
period, a sizeable number of new vilayets was formed on the Iranian frontier and
elsewhere, such as the Iraqi provinces of Mosul, Baghdad and, later, Basra.13

Factors other than the date of conquest clearly were decisive here.
Rather, it appears that local conditions, and also international power relations,

determined whether a newly conquered territory remained a principality whose
ruler recognized the Ottoman sultan as his suzerain, or else became a full-fledged
Ottoman province. Thus when territories such as Cyprus or Crete had been con-
quered from Venice (1573/980–1, 1669/1079–80) – a long-term rival of the
Ottomans in the Mediterranean – there was no ‘intermediate stage’ in which an
Orthodox dignitary willing to serve the Ottomans was permitted to act as a vassal
ruler. Not that some members of the local Cypriot or Cretan aristocracies might
not have been willing to undertake such a task: Venetian rule was not popular,
due both to economic exploitation and the difficult conditions that the staunchly
Catholic Signoria imposed on the Orthodox Church.14 But probably because both
of these islands had been colonial territories, administered by officials taking
orders directly from Venice, the sultan’s government was not motivated to estab-
lish an autonomous power that, in the long run, might prove a challenge to
Ottoman control.

Given these data, the only generalization possible concerns the fact that vassal
principalities normally maintained themselves for any length of time only at the
margins of the Ottoman Empire. This contradicts the hypothesis that assumes
that, as a matter of principle, Hungary was not viable as a vassal state because it
was the main venue of Ottoman–Habsburg rivalry; even though this may have
been true in the specific case of Hungary, there were other territories in a similar
location that did manage to hold out as vassal principalities.15 The Kurdish
princes governing parts of eastern Anatolia down to the reign of Mahmud II
(r. 1808–39/1222–55) were situated on the border to Iran. As to the khanate of
the Crimea, it was located on the steppe frontier separating Ottoman territory
from that of the commonwealth of Poland-Lithuania, as well as from the lands
controlled by the grand princes of Muscovy, later to become the tsars of Russia.
Transylvania, as we have seen, formed part of the Habsburg–Ottoman border-
lands. One might debate whether the vassal states of Moldavia and Walachia
really were located in a frontier zone, as they had long common borders with
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both the Ottomans and the Crimean khans. But as the border with the Crimea ran
through steppe lands – which in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were
almost devoid of permanent habitation – these territories also may be regarded as
border zones. And the janissaries, sea captains and local rulers who held sway in
seventeenth- or eighteenth-century Algiers and Tunis certainly were located in a
border area far away from the imperial centre.

Something similar can be claimed for the sherifs of Mecca even for the period
between 1568/975–6 and 1632/1041–2, when the Ottomans held the province of
Yemen to the south.16 For, between the oases and port towns of the Hijaz and the
Red Sea coast, or even the Ottoman provincial capital of Sana’a itself, lay broad
stretches of desert. Thus one might almost consider the province of Yemen as an
‘island’, separated from the Hijaz by a desert ‘sea’; in this perspective, the lands
ruled by the sherifs can be viewed as a remote borderland of the Ottoman-
controlled ‘continent’.17 Moreover, Ottoman control of Yemen in the end proved
quite ephemeral, and the transitory character of the sultans’ rule in this outlying
territory must have further stabilized the semi-independent position of the Mec-
can sherifs.

Thus it makes sense to amend the model proposed by Inalcik in the following
fashion. While the sequence described in his seminal article was in fact charac-
teristic of many early Ottoman conquests, there also existed cases in which a
dependent but more or less autonomous principality was never instituted, but
direct Ottoman control established immediately after the conquest. By contrast,
in other instances a principality of this kind, once recognized by the sultans,
never was turned into a centrally administered province, but remained a depend-
ent but autonomous entity over many centuries. This was likely to happen
whenever a – within limits – stable frontier with a major state, such as the Safa-
vids or Habsburgs, was established in a given region, or if the territory in
question bordered on the desert, where the control of any early modern state was
limited at best. 

More surprisingly, the process by which centralized government was estab-
lished in newly conquered areas quite often turned out to be easily reversible. At
least in the Muslim territories, centrally controlled administrations might well be
replaced by ‘dependent principalities’ informally recognized by the central gov-
ernment; this occurred not only in outlying territories such as western and central
North Africa, but even in a province such as Egypt, essential both as a supplier of
foods and fabrics for Istanbul, and as a source of monetary revenues for the
Empire as a whole. Along the entire northern coast of Africa, military forces
established in these territories after the Ottoman conquest were able to subvert
central rule within a few decades, and establish what might be called ‘dependent
principalities’ of a novel type. Moreover, in certain provinces quite close to the
centre, government on the part of the authorities in Istanbul might even in the
sixteenth century be something of a façade, behind which locally powerful fami-
lies governed almost as if they had been dependent but autonomous rulers. And
once, by the late seventeenth or early eighteenth century, ‘power magnates’ had
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established their rule in many parts of the Ottoman Empire, the dividing line
between ‘centrally governed provinces’ and ‘dependent but autonomous princi-
palities’ became even more blurred.18

As to the permanence of dependencies under Orthodox, Catholic or Protestant
princes, we may place in a distinct category those that were useful to the Otto-
man centre as links to the Christian world. At least at certain times, such
dependencies served as the venues of diplomatic and/or commercial exchanges
that the authorities in Istanbul certainly had approved of, but did not wish to
carry out in full view of everyone. One manner of dealing with such sites was to
keep them outside the regular Ottoman administrative system altogether, or to at
least have the central power represented only by low-level dignitaries.19

Dubrovnik (in Italian: Ragusa) constitutes the best documented instance of this
type; when the military threat was limited, apparently there was little motivation
to dignify relations with ‘the infidel’ by managing them under the auspices of a
high-ranking provincial governor.

~ Old and new local powers in ‘centrally governed provinces’

Ottoman policies aiming at the integration of new conquests were further com-
plicated by the fact that even in provinces governed by a beylerbeyi, under the
umbrella of central control, the rule of local lords might continue to a greater or
lesser extent. This has amply been demonstrated in the instance of ‘Greater
Syria’.20 While the vilayets of Aleppo (Haleb) and Damascus (Şam) were insti-
tuted immediately after the Ottoman conquest, especially on the borders of the
Syrian desert, there existed lordly families, resident in fortified dwellings that
sometimes were veritable castles, whose prominence frequently reached back
into Mamluk times. After 1517/922–3, some of these dynasts were regularly
nominated to minor governorships (sancakbeyi), but also to highly coveted
offices such as the command of the Damascus pilgrimage caravan.21 Thus, while
Syria presented a façade of centralized government, in real life the ‘first stage’ of
Inalcik’s model continued, not for a single generation, but for over a hundred
years. This fact is all the more remarkable as the Syrian provinces were strategi-
cally located on the eastern littoral of the Mediterranean, where one would thus
expect a great deal of centralized control. Moreover, one of the major pilgrimage
routes leading to Mecca began in Damascus. From the viewpoint of the Ottoman
sultans, whose legitimization to a considerable extent depended on their success-
ful protection of the pilgrimage, this made the province of Damascus into a most
sensitive area. Yet it was only after the local magnate Fahreddin Ma‘n had
attempted to aggrandize his territory to the point of challenging Ottoman control,
that the central government re-entered the region in force; after the defeat of
Fahreddin in 1633/1042–3, central control over the Syrian provinces was finally
instituted. Yet if we consider that in Damascus, from the early 1700s onwards, a
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local family known as the ‘Azms succeeded in controlling the province for over
fifty years, it becomes clear that, at least in Greater Syria, the heyday of Ottoman
centralism was rather brief, and the limits between a ‘dependent principality’ and
a ‘centrally governed province’ less clear-cut than might appear at first glance.

Another territory where central control and local lordships coexisted uneasily
is the beylerbeylik of Buda in Hungary. Here, Islamization was relatively limited,
even though the hierarchy of the Catholic Church was much disrupted in its func-
tioning: but then, as Protestantism, with its decentralized structure, was
widespread in Hungary at the time, the practice of Christianity was not depend-
ent upon the maintenance of close ties to Rome. Possibly because of the limited
number of Muslims resident, apart from in a few fortress towns and some strate-
gically located villages, the seventeenth-century Ottoman authorities do not seem
to have covered their territory with a dense net of kadi-administered districts.
This gap permitted Hungarian lords resident in the Habsburg-controlled section
of the former kingdom, the so-called Royal Hungary, to send out judges and even
collect taxes in Ottoman territory – the unfortunate villagers being obliged to pay
their dues twice over.22

As this brief introduction has demonstrated, the status of a dependent prince
within the Ottoman system varied considerably from one lordship to the next.
Due to considerations of space and also because of the limitations, linguistic and
otherwise, of the present author, not all varieties of dependent statehood can be
explored here. We will confine ourselves to a small sampling, which does, how-
ever, reflect some of the very real diversity existing on the Empire’s borders. As
we are mainly concerned with the Ottoman perspective, to a very considerable
extent the choice has been governed by the availability or otherwise of Ottoman
sources, written by both Muslims and Christians. Experience has shown that
dependent principalities in the Ottoman orbit are by no means equally covered by
the available documentation. Where archival materials are concerned, it remains
an open question to what extent this variability can be explained by a greater or
lesser concern on the part of the central government. According to the documents
preserved in the Istanbul archives, it would appear that the central administration
of the sixteenth or seventeenth century, at least in normal years, was more con-
cerned with the Hijaz than with Trablusgarb (Tripolis in Africa) or the remote
border principalities of eastern Anatolia. Nolens volens, this perspective is
reflected in the present study.

We will begin with the ‘constitutional oddity’ of provinces that at first were
centrally governed and then turned by local ruling groups into ‘dependent princi-
palities’, namely the beylerbeyliks of Algiers, Tunis and Tripolis. Our next
concern will be with a territory that, throughout the existence of the Ottoman
Empire, possessed a special, privileged status, namely the Hijaz, where the pil-
grimage cities of Mecca and Medina were governed by rulers who traced their
descent from the Prophet Muhammad himself. Turning from dependent rulers
who were Muslims to those who were Christians, we will study the cases of
Dubrovnik and Moldavia. Dubrovnik, an Adriatic port town with close links to
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Italy, has been selected because its rich archives, which contain numerous sul-
tanic rescripts, permit the historian to see things that remain in the shadow where
other, less well-documented cities are concerned. As to Moldavia, the writings of
the seventeenth-century nobleman Miron Costin and especially those of his
younger contemporary Prince Demetrius Cantemir, the scholarly prince elected a
member of the Prussian Academy of Sciences, open a fascinating perspective on
a borderland wedged in between Poland, the Tatars and the Ottoman sultans.23

Algiers, Tunis and Tripolis were governed by military and corsair elites, who
dominated merchants, craftsmen and a rural population partly sedentary and
partly nomadic. In the Hijaz, Mecca and Medina had almost no agricultural
hinterlands and largely lived off the pilgrims, with the provision of lodgings and
food supplies a major source of income. Beyond the oases, there was a small
population of camel-breeding Bedouins. Dubrovnik was a city-state and a Catho-
lic merchant republic, while Moldavia formed an Orthodox territorial
principality with limited urban development outside Yaş/Iassy, the capital city.
This diversity will permit us to see how Ottoman rule, certain overarching princi-
ples notwithstanding, flexibly adapted itself to a wide variety of socio-political
conditions. 

Our choice of cases also allows us to analyse the functioning of the Ottoman
administration of frontier territories, given vastly different geographical settings.
The North African beylerbeyliks and Dubrovnik were oriented towards the Med-
iterranean, while Moldavia was accessible from the non-Ottoman world only by
overland routes, as the Black Sea was an Ottoman lake. Located on the Empire’s
northern borders, this territory with its cold winters also formed a vivid contrast
to the Hijaz, a desert land in which an orientation towards the Red Sea coexisted
with dependence on long, dangerous but indispensable caravan routes. In all
cases, distance and the conditions of early modern transport technology placed
limits on what could be achieved by armed force alone, and often enough obliged
the central authorities to devise what, with a modern expression, we might call
‘political’ rather than ‘military’ solutions. 

~ Semi-autonomous provinces controlled by military corps and ‘political 
households’

Local aristocrats apart, military or paramilitary corps stationed in the towns and
cities of certain Ottoman provinces also might establish a form of rule compara-
ble to that of dependent princes. This type of military takeover is particularly
obvious in the case of Algiers, Tunis and Tripolis. In Algiers, until the end of the
sixteenth century, governors officiated who owed their appointments directly to
the sultans in Istanbul. In fact, it had been Hayreddin Barbarossa, the most nota-
ble among these early governors, who had given up a very precarious
independence in exchange for Ottoman support against Spanish power. He was
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rewarded by a governorship and later by the position of chief admiral (kapudan
paşa).24 But after 1600/1008–9, the beylerbeyis of Algiers were eclipsed by a
council (divan), in which both the local janissaries (ocak) and corsair captains
were represented. From 1659/1069–70 onwards, the head of this body, known
first as the ağa and later as the dey, constituted the supreme dignitary of the prov-
ince – as long as he was able to maintain himself in power.25 Variant but
comparable arrangements existed in Tripolis, where the militia known as the
kuloğlu dominated the political scene, with the Ottoman navy appearing only in
the case of major local uprisings.26 In Tunis, the system of government by coun-
cils consisting of sea captains and military men only continued until 1705/
1116–17, when Husayn b ‘Ali, a local commander, established a dynasty of beys.
This development also may be viewed as an example of the rule by provincial
power magnates, so frequent in the eighteenth-century Empire.27

But from a different perspective, we might also consider the political traject-
ories of the three north-western African provinces as examples of a little-studied
but extremely interesting development. For Algiers, Tunis and Tripolis, which
had at least for a brief period been governed directly from Istanbul, rapidly
reverted to the status of vassal principalities. As an indicator of this development,
we may regard the fact that in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the gov-
erning bodies of these three provinces refused to adhere to peace treaties with
European rulers entered upon by the sultans, and only considered such agree-
ments valid if they themselves had negotiated them.28 While the authorities in
Istanbul never entirely accepted this situation, and every now and then com-
manded their North African subjects to adhere to the agreements that the sultan
had concluded, ‘pragmatic’ European governments, with a view towards the
safety of their shipping, typically signed the separate treaties demanded by the
governing bodies of Algiers, Tunis and Tripolis. This demand for a ‘voice’ in
what we would call ‘foreign policy decisions’ – at least in so far as they directly
affected the livelihoods of the corsair captains – did not, however, preclude a
strong sense of loyalty to the sultan, which in Algiers was further strengthened
by the fact that recruits for the local regiments continued to come from Anato-
lia.29 As a further indicator of the ‘vassal principality’ status of the three North
African provinces after 1600/1008–9, we might, moreover, regard the fact that
they occasionally went to war among themselves. Thus in 1705/1116–17 an
attack was made by the Algerian military corps on the important commercial
mart of Tunis, and this was by no means the only case on record.

While earlier historians have tended to emphasize that the ruling groups of
Algiers, Tunis and Tripolis were ‘outsiders’ of one kind or another, with few
links to local society, this claim has been strongly modified by recent research-
ers.30 At least in the sixteenth century, it was quite possible for the more
prominent inhabitants of a province to get rid of an unpopular governor by com-
plaining about the latter’s misdeeds to the sultan. Therefore members of the
ruling groups, be they military men or corsairs, often found it expedient to
strengthen their positions through judicious marriage alliances with local
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families. Such connections also might come in handy when there occurred a con-
flict between the heads of different ‘political households’, large and sometimes
powerful organizations consisting of relatives, sons of family friends and also
slaves, especially those taken prisoner in corsair raids and converted to Islam.
For, just as in the Ottoman central provinces from the seventeenth century
onwards, such a well-endowed household (mükemmel kapı) enabled its head to
achieve high office, struggles between ‘political households’ also often decided
who would accede to important positions in Algiers, Tunis and Tripolis.31 Ties to
prominent figures among the local subject class, as well as to families powerful
in the nearby sultanate of Morocco, thus counted among the ‘immaterial
resources’ which the most fortunate among the ‘political households’ of Ottoman
north-western Africa might mobilize.32

~ The case of the Hijaz

Subsidising a reticent dependant: the sherifs as autonomous 
princes on the desert frontier

In the perspective of the Ottoman central administration, the importance of the
sherifs of Mecca lay not in the number of people and/or the extent of the agricul-
turally usable lands that they controlled. In all these respects they had little to
offer, but it was of significance that, from the tenth century onwards, members of
this family had ruled the pilgrimage cities of Mecca and Medina.33 As descend-
ants of the Prophet Muhammad, they were, moreover, strongly legitimized in a
religious sense, which did not apply in the case of the Ottoman dynasty itself. It
is also worth noting that, while quite a few successful Islamic rulers had promul-
gated genealogies purporting to show their descent from the uraysh, the tribal
unit to which the Prophet had also belonged, the Ottoman sultans never made
claims of this type.34 Rather than descent, these rulers in their legitimizing dis-
course emphasized the concrete services they had rendered, and were still
rendering, to the Muslim community, among other roles, as ‘servitors of the two
Holy Places’. Such service involved facilitating the pilgrimage to Mecca for
Muslims from both within and without the Ottoman Empire.

Obviously this endeavour could only succeed if a local government was estab-
lished in the Hijaz that was cognisant of the needs of the pilgrims. Theoretically
speaking, the Ottoman sultans had the choice of maintaining the sherifal dynasty
in power – this did not preclude a degree of supervision – or else of establishing
a centrally controlled administration in the far-off Hijaz. We do not know
whether Selim I and his viziers ever seriously considered the second alternative.
Given the paucity of documents relating to the early sixteenth century, it is quite
possible that they did take this option into consideration, but rejected it in the
end. Or else the ruling sherif’s voluntary submission to Selim I may have made
such deliberations unnecessary. After all, direct control of the Hijaz would have

K.
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been impossible without stationing regular garrisons in the port cities, and in
Mecca and Medina themselves. Given the paucity, and in some places, the near-
absence of taxable resources, this would have meant the transfer of large
amounts of cash merely to pay the soldiery. Not that costly solutions of border
defence problems were never resorted to by Ottoman rulers: in the desert to the
south of the Nile’s First Cataract, such border garrisons were, in fact, maintained
over the centuries. But direct intervention in eastern Africa may well have been
linked to the fact that in the Nilotic region there was no local figure of power and
inherited prestige on which the sultans could have conferred the responsibility of
guarding the southern borders of Egypt.35

Far from paying taxes to the Ottoman rulers, as was normal in the case of
‘dependent princes’, the sherifs were in fact subsidized by annual payments
remitted from both Istanbul and Cairo. This was not the least of their privileges.
Here the Ottomans once again followed a tradition inherited from previous rulers
over Egypt, namely the late Ayyubids and their successors, the Mamluks. For, by
the late twelfth century, if not earlier, the better-off pilgrims seem to have been
regarded by the sherifs as appropriate candidates for spoliation through forced
loans, with scant probability of repayment. This kind of extortion was only
averted if the sultan of Egypt regularly sent money and supplies to the Hijaz. Or
at least this appears to be the implication of a story told by the wealthy Andalu-
sian Ibn Djubayr who, indignant though he might be, was quite unable to defend
himself against the sherif’s demands for money.36 In the Mamluk period
(1250–1517/647–923), aid to the Holy Cities was set on an institutional footing
by the Egyptian rulers’ establishing pious foundations expressly intended to
serve the needs of Mecca and Medina. Apparently these were augmented from
time to time, particularly when, due to the crisis which shook Egyptian agricul-
ture in the fifteenth century, the revenues of the original foundation villages no
longer sufficed. 

Immediately after the Ottoman conquest of Egypt, Sultan Selim I regularized
these services, ordering a count of the inhabitants of the Holy Cities as a basis for
future payments. Egyptian pious foundations in the service of the Hijazis were
augmented under Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent, and once again under Murad
III. Yet the chronicler Kutbeddin of Mecca, who was originally from India but
had permanently settled in the pilgrimage city, considered that by the later six-
teenth century, many of these foundation lands had become unproductive
through neglect and maladministration.37

Out of the Ottoman subsidies paid to the Hijaz, the sherifs themselves appar-
ently collected a significant share, which they used, among other matters, to
retain the armed support of certain Bedouins with whom they had formed alli-
ances. These tribesmen the sherifs could call upon in order to defend Mecca
against a possible Portuguese threat, but also against their own enemies among
the Bedouin tribesmen, or marauding Ottoman deserters from the Yemen garri-
sons.38 It is impossible to specify the exact number of these retainers, as lists
documenting their pay do not survive; however one sherif claimed that there
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were between twenty and thirty thousand, and the Ottoman central administra-
tion did not dispute this figure.39 At least some of these Bedouins were also
available should the ruling sherif decide on a headlong confrontation with the
sultan, as happened, for instance, in the later seventeenth century. Unfortunately
we do not know very much about the antecedents of a dispute whose last stage
has been vividly described by Evliya Çelebi, who was himself an eyewitness.40

Matters escalated to the point that, in 1671/1081–2, the sherif apparently placed
his soldiers on the minarets of the main mosque of Mecca, from where they shot
into the crowd of pilgrims. This attack led to the deposition of the sherif a year
later; of these calamities, Evliya has given an indignant and sometimes ironic
account.41

In addition to the revenues annually sent to the Hijaz from Cairo, or else from
Istanbul, the sherifs also possessed local sources of income, which had been
granted to them by the Ottoman sultans. Among these revenues, the most impor-
tant were probably the customs duties collected in the port of Jiddah, of which
the sherifs retained one half. For Jiddah was not only the port at which pilgrims
from India, Africa and the Yemen disembarked; it was also a commercial centre
of some significance.42 The revenues derived from customs duties and port taxes
must thus have been substantial, even though in the late sixteenth century, they
were known to have suffered a – probably temporary – eclipse, as excessive tax
demands induced Indian traders to carry their goods to the northern port of Suez
instead.

The direct and indirect subsidies paid to the sherifs, and to the inhabitants of
Mecca and Medina in general, were intended as an indemnity for their coopera-
tion in ensuring the success of the pilgrimage. Given the minimal agricultural
productivity of the Hijaz, if grains had not arrived on a regular basis, in part free
of charge, all the food available locally would have been consumed by the per-
manent inhabitants, and the pilgrims would not have been able to purchase what
they needed at affordable prices.43 In addition, it would not have been possible to
succour those pilgrims who, for one reason or another, arrived in the Holy City
more or less destitute; and given the hazards of the desert routes and the fact that
some pilgrims set out for Mecca who could not really afford the journey, this was
a consideration of some significance.44 In exchange for their services to the pil-
grims, and also because the poor of Mecca were regarded as especially worthy of
charitable aid, by the late sixteenth century most of the permanent inhabitants of
Mecca throughout the year lived on the grains remitted by the sultans.45 At the
same time, the Ottoman administration attempted to discourage the locals from
overcharging the pilgrims, and the payment of regular subsidies legitimized offi-
cial intervention in the market process, for instance where the provision of
camels to prospective pilgrims was concerned.46 The system appears to have
worked rather well; not that pilgrims were not charged ‘what the market would
bear’, for that remained a common occurrence.47 But we do not hear of major
famines or the holding to ransom of wealthy pilgrims, comparable to the case of
which Ibn Djubayr has left such a dramatic testimony.
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The sherifs, the Bedouins and the security of the pilgrimage 
caravan

However, worries concerning the pilgrims’ food and water supplies did not form
the only reason why the Ottoman rulers considered it necessary to send relatively
large sums of money into the Hijaz every year, quite apart from numerous ship-
loads of Egyptian grain. The sherif’s Bedouin forces were also made responsible
for the security of the desert routes. First and foremost, this meant that they
themselves had to refrain from attacking the pilgrims; in addition, the recipients
of subsidies were to come to the aid of the pilgrimage caravans if the latter were
attacked by third parties. For Bedouins loyal to the sherif this obligation must
have been especially binding, as by the gifts they had received through the lat-
ter’s agency they were at least loosely attached to the Ottoman sultan and thus
expected to share the latter’s commitment to the safety and well-being of the
pilgrims.

Arrangements of this kind did not, however, constitute a full guarantee of car-
avan security, so that apart from the weapons carried especially by Maghribī
pilgrims, the caravan commander had a force of armed men at his disposal. On
the Damascus route, this contingent consisted of Syrian timar-holders, who were
excused from normal campaign duties, and a contingent of often somewhat eld-
erly janissaries. Moreover, the caravan carried small cannons that could be
transported on the backs of camels, and which usually sufficed to secure the
camp sites.48 But especially when subsidies had not been paid in full, which
probably happened during the long Ottoman–Habsburg wars of 1683–99/
1094–1111, and certainly several times during the 1700s, major attacks might
ensue, and as we have seen, in 1757/1170–1 a Damascus caravan was virtually
annihilated on its return journey.49

As to official Ottoman parlance, it was common enough to regard Bedouins
who attacked pilgrimage caravans not as ‘ordinary’ highway robbers, even
though as such they would have merited execution according to Islamic law.50

Rather, such marauders were often equated with unbelievers, which meant,
among other things, that their date palms might be uprooted, an act otherwise
considered highly reprehensible in desert warfare.51 Yet this punishment did not
necessarily deter those tribes that, because they seemed of scant political impor-
tance and/or lived in the middle of the Arabian desert, were in any case excluded
from the distribution of the sultans’ bounty. Evliya Çelebi narrates not only the
troubles of his own caravan travelling to Mecca from Damascus, which only
passed through areas where the Ottoman writ was supposed to run, but he also
mentions the plight of the pious travellers from Lahsa (al- asā) and Basra, who,
having to pass through the uncontrolled deserts of the Arabian peninsula, almost
missed the central rites of the pilgrimage because they had been held up by
Bedouins.52

H.
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The sherifs in the international arena
Thus the sherifs who, along with ‘their’ Bedouins, were subsidized by the sultans
instead of themselves paying tribute, occupied a rather special place in the Otto-
man imperial structure.53 In the perspective of the central government, this
privileged position doubtless was justified by the need to protect and supply the
pilgrimage caravans, and did not impede officials in the central administration
from regarding the sherifs as subordinate rulers. However, at least in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, the sherifs did not see themselves as mere
dependants of the Ottoman sultan, but attempted to play a role in ‘international
politics’. This was made possible by the ambition of the Mughul emperors of
India to maintain a foothold in the Holy Cities, a place to which disgraced
courtiers and princes could conveniently be banished.54 At least this was true as
long as Akbar (r. 1556–1605/963–1014) had not yet changed his allegiance from
the Muslim religion of his ancestors to the syncretistic dīn-i ilāhī that he had
himself created and, well into the middle years of his reign, the Mughul emperor
tried to institute a charitable and even a ‘diplomatic’ presence in Mecca. In this
latter perspective, we can point to the long stay of Akbar’s aunt Gulbadan Bēgam
and consort Salīma in the Hijaz, a presence that caused certain representatives of
the Ottoman central government considerable uneasiness.55 As indications of
Akbar’s charitable concern with the Holy Cities, we may regard the fact that at
one point, he financed the pilgrimages of many poor Indians, and also founded a
Kadiri dervish lodge which became popular among Indian visitors.56

Due to this attempt to build a Mughul presence in Mecca, the sherifs could
thus count on financial support from Delhi and Agra, which lessened their
dependence upon Ottoman bounty. Moreover, in the seventeenth century further
support was forthcoming from as yet independent rulers of southern Indian prin-
cipalities, whose territories were, however, gradually incorporated into the
empire of the Mughuls. Subsidies from southern India often took the form of
large consignments of rice, which were either directly distributed as alms, or else
sold and the proceeds spent on charity.57 It is hard to say, though, whether the
donations of southern Indian princes sufficed to compensate the sherifs for a
decidedly diminished interest on the part of the Mughuls themselves. For
although Awrangzīb (1618–1707/1027–1119) presented himself as a strictly
Muslim ruler who was much less willing to accommodate Hindus within his state
than had been true of his predecessors, his concern with the Hijaz was negligible.
The paucity of sources does not at present permit us to judge whether the
eighteenth-century collapse of the Mughul Empire and the growing power of the
British in India forced the sherifs to fall back exclusively on such Ottoman sup-
port as was available in those difficult times, and cut back their international
ambitions. This does, however, appear a likely hypothesis.

It also is hard to say how sultans and viziers in Istanbul regarded the ambi-
tions of the sherifs in the international arena; for this is a matter on which the
documents in the Registers of Important Affairs, our only surviving official
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source, remain all but mute. Nevertheless, when designing the administrative
structure of the region, some concession was made to the status of the sherifs as
rulers, albeit dependent ones. At least under normal conditions, there were no
soldiers under the command of a provincial governor stationed in Mecca or
Medina. Furthermore, at least in the sixteenth century, there was no full-fledged
beylerbeyi at all officiating to the south of the vilayet of Damascus, and to the
north of Yemen. As to the official who did represent the Ottoman central govern-
ment in the eastern Red Sea region, he bore the unassuming title of an emin
(‘trustee’, ‘in charge of’ ) of Jiddah, and ranked as a sancakbeyi.58 We may sur-
mise that this unusual arrangement was due to official Ottoman concern for the
position of the sherifs as rulers; after all, the latter could be expected to share in
the responsibility for the pilgrimage only if their authority was not too obviously
called into question.

~ The case of Dubrovnik: linking Ottoman sultans to the Catholic 
Mediterranean

While the Hijaz thus cost money, Dubrovnik, which in some sources is called
Ragusa, retained the status of a ‘dependent principality’ over the centuries
because this was financially advantageous to the Ottoman sultans. For
Dubrovnik paid a very substantial tribute, which at the end of the sixteenth cen-
tury had reached the level of 12,500 gold pieces a year. This sum was rather
higher than what could be obtained even from the more prosperous port towns
directly governed by the sultans.59 Dubrovnik thus fell into a category that has
been noted already in the case of proto-historical empires: against payment of the
appropriate tribute, these major states often seem to have refrained from inter-
vening in the affairs of inter-regional trade centres located right on their
borders.60 A comparable behaviour on the part of the Ottoman sultans can be
interpreted as a symptom of a ‘pre-capitalist mindset’; by contrast, in European
states of the early modern period, a different policy commonly prevailed. In
sixteenth-century France for example, Lyons had been able to take the place of
Geneva as a site of major international fairs because the French kings wanted a
commercial centre situated on their own territory, and had taken the appropriate
measures to foster Lyons’ development at the expense of a foreign city.61

Dubrovnik’s case, in which a commercial town was allowed autonomy or
even independence of a sort against payment of a significant tribute, was rare but
not unique within the Ottoman world; until 1566, the Maona, a commercial com-
pany based in Genoa, had been allowed to administer the island of Chios under
similar conditions. It was only when the decline of Chios’ position in inter-
national trade made these payments appear less certain, that the island was
occupied by an Ottoman force.62 Dubrovnik’s trade certainly was more prosper-
ous in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries than after 1600/1008–9, when the – to
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use a present-day term – Indonesian spice trade to northern Europe no longer
passed through the Mediterranean, and, perhaps more importantly, when Bosnian
traders had expanded their activities so as to severely limit the commercial radius
of Dubrovnik.63 But the town’s merchants still made enough money to pay the
tribute, and thus stave off an Ottoman occupation. Moreover, just to be on the
safe side, even after the catastrophic earthquake of 1667/1077–8, when much of
the town was ruined and only could be rebuilt in a greatly reduced style, the gov-
erning bodies of Dubrovnik did not neglect to repair the – even today rather
impressive – city walls. Presumably the latter were meant not so much to keep
away an Ottoman army or naval detachment sent out directly from Istanbul, as to
discourage pirates, and especially the military ambitions of provincial governors
and local fortress commanders.

The ‘classic city-state’ of Dubrovnik was able to pay such substantial sums
because on the one hand, its status as an Ottoman vassal allowed the town’s mer-
chants to trade in the Balkan peninsula, where they specialized in the purchase of
raw wool, wax, skins and hides.64 While these goods found takers in Italy, the
townsmen and peasants – especially of what is today Bulgaria – purchased from
the Dubrovnik merchants rough kerseys and also the better qualities of Venetian
and Florentine woollen cloths. Salt was also in demand, because in the highlands
bordering the narrow coastal strip on which Dubrovnik is situated, livestock
breeding was a major activity.65

From the political point of view, the local mercantile patriciate had been able
to maintain its autonomy because it had long followed a policy of what its gov-
erning circles regarded as neutrality. This involved seeking protection from
Venetian ambitions by submitting to the Ottoman Empire. In addition the ‘lords’
(beyler) of Dubrovnik succeeded in gaining Spanish consent to their demand that
Dubrovnik ships should not be confiscated for use in battles against the Otto-
mans – this would indicate that the governing bodies of the Spanish Empire also
saw some benefits in Dubrovnik’s mediation.66 As to the Venetian threat, it was
very real for, in the eyes of the Signoria, Dubrovnik had long formed a dangerous
competitor, one of the obstacles that prevented Venetian claims to control of the
Adriatic from being fully realized. Thus, in the early seventeenth century, Venice
developed its own eastern Adriatic port of Split (Spalato) in order to discourage
Ottoman traders in particular from using the services of Dubrovnik merchants as
intermediaries. In the 1620s/1029–39 and 1630s/1039–49, these Venetian-
imposed impediments resulted in a period of commercial stagnation, and even
decline, in the port of Dubrovnik. Yet, when the Ottoman Empire and Venice
were at war, for instance during the long struggle over Candia (1645–69/
1054–80), the Venetians themselves found it necessary to fall back on
Dubrovnik, using the city as a conduit for whatever textile exports Venice was
still capable of transacting at this time.67 

As far as the Ottoman side was concerned, apart from the annual tribute,
Dubrovnik’s importance lay in the goods – and also the political information –
of European provenance that its merchants could provide.68 At the same time,
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the city’s power obviously was too small to ever constitute a threat to Ottoman
political aims.69 This latter consideration was graphically expressed in the letter
of an Ottoman vizier to the Venetian Signoria, in which the author described
Dubrovnik as an infertile rock that, due to its poverty, the sultan had not seen fit
to conquer.70 Yet it appears that the Ottoman authorities also appreciated the
existence of a small ‘neutral ground’ on the edge of their far-flung territories.
Here messengers with letters to and from Venice could rest before and after
crossing the Adriatic, and last-minute directives from Istanbul might still reach
them. Moreover, in this place on the margins of empire, delicate diplomatic
procedures, such as the exchange of prisoners, could take place without
fanfare.71

~ ‘Cruel times in Moldavia’ 72

Moldavia was a late Ottoman acquisition, and attempts on the part of Polish
kings to bring the principality back into their own sphere of influence recurred
every now and then until the late 1600s. As the seventeenth-century Moldavian
historian Miron Costin so graphically expressed it, due to the small size of their
territory, any step the Moldavian rulers and boyars might undertake immediately
affected the interests and ambitions of other states.73 Formal tribute payments
may have begun in 1455–6/859–61.74 During the first years, 15,000 Hungarian
florins were demanded anually, but payments all but quadrupled in the less than
forty years separating the final Ottoman conquest from the uprising of Prince Ion
the Terrible in 1574/981–2, and the enthronement of Murad III later the same
year. This augmentation, which carried the tribute to the level of 53,389 Venetian
sequins, was not due to any particular economic development or population
expansion, but was largely an outcome of the bitter rivalries between local
princes, who offered constantly increasing amounts of tribute in order to rule
with Ottoman support.75 In addition, there were factors that operated quite inde-
pendently of the situation in Moldavia itself, such as the pressing financial needs
of certain Ottoman sultans, especially after the battle of Lepanto/İnebahtı (1572/
979–80), or whenever large payments were due to the janissaries, for instance at
the enthronement of a new sultan.

Moldavia’s political position certainly was not improved by the attempts of
Prince Tomşa, who ruled for but a few months in 1564/971–2, to formally seek
aid at the Polish court.76 Admittedly in this particular instance, the king could be
prevailed upon by the Ottoman authorities to order the execution of the trouble-
some voyvoda. Yet since the rulers of Poland-Lithuania often had attempted to
assert suzerainty over Moldavia, in the Ottoman perspective, requesting Polish
aid must have been regarded as tantamount to high treason on the voyvoda’s part.
However, at this time, the international situation apparently precluded the Otto-
man administration from augmenting its financial demands in response to Prince
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Tomşa’s flight. This augmentation only occurred in 1566–7/973–5, when Selim
II had newly ascended the throne, and needed to pay the janissaries their custom-
ary gratifications.77 Generally speaking, the treasures amassed by certain princes
also must have encouraged the Ottoman central government in the belief that
Moldavia could well afford to pay an increased tribute.78

Moldavian socio-political structures in certain respects were comparable to
those of the late Byzantine world, while affinities of the boyars to the Polish
nobility were not absent either.79 The politically dominant group were the nobles
or barons. From these people, down to the defection of the famous scholar Prince
Demetrius Cantemir to Tsar Peter in 1711/1122–3, the Ottoman sultans chose the
ruling princes; afterwards, the appointments went to members of Istanbul’s
prominent Greek families, the so-called Phanariots.80 According to Cantemir,
Moldavian nobles were divided into four ranks. The lowest, in the author’s per-
haps jaundiced view, consisted of people who should have been regarded as
freemen rather than as nobles, who cultivated their lands either in person or else
by employing hired servants. Above them ranked the knights, who had been
given lands by the prince, in exchange for which they owed military service. By
contrast the members of the lower-level nobility had inherited their property –
Cantemir speaks of ‘this or that village’ – from their ancestors. The most ele-
vated rank, which Cantemir compares to that of the Russian boyars, consisted of
men who had held or were actually holding public offices, in addition to the
descendants of former high office-holders. The number of families thus distin-
guished was quite limited, the author listing seventy-five including his own.81

Certain Moldavian princes, while residing in Istanbul as candidates to the
throne, had acquired Circassian or Abaza slaves whom they took with them to
Moldavia when elevated to the princely dignity. These slaves must have become
Orthodox Christians, as some of them were manumitted, appointed to high court
office and later accorded noble rank.82 This practice may explain why among the
noble Moldavian families listed by Cantemir, we find names such as ‘Kara-
baschestij’ or ‘Tscherkiesestij’. Here we are confronted with a rare example of
what one might call ‘civilian Mamluks’: that is, slaves purchased young, edu-
cated and later manumitted for employment in government positions. A similar
arrangement was found in the eighteenth-century Ottoman provinces of Egypt,
Iraq and Tunis, but in these places it usually involved Islamized military men.83

But the most probable model was the Ottoman court itself where, from the
seventeenth century onwards, ex-slaves of Caucasian, especially Abkhazian
backgrounds often rose to high rank.84 Even so it is remarkable that Christian
princes thus attempted to check the power of local aristocrats by importing freed-
men (homines novi) from outside their own domains, and that the Ottoman
sultans condoned this practice.85

In his guide to the political landscape of late seventeenth- and early
eighteenth-century Moldavia, Demetrius Cantemir does not much emphasize the
significance of wealth in acquiring and maintaining high rank. In fact, he mini-
mizes this factor in stressing that some families were considered noble even
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though they might have lost the ‘five thousand’ peasant holdings they had origi-
nally possessed, and retained no more than ‘five’. But we may assume that under
normal circumstances, wealth did form an important criterion in determining
who came to exercise power, and as a corollary obtained high rank.86 Cantemir
would have liked to govern Moldavia as an absolute ruler, and therefore tended
to consider all the properties owned by Moldavian noblemen as gracious gifts
from previous princes.87 He also tended to exaggerate the degree of deference
that the boyars showed towards the prince. In actual life, as the author himself
admitted in a moment of realistic observation, it was not rare for great boyars to
plot among themselves, or even form links with foreign rulers without the per-
mission of their princes.88

Among the offices that in Cantemir’s perspective imparted real distinction, the
highest was that of the great chancellor, followed by the governors of the two
main provinces into which Moldavia was divided.89 According to a rule also typ-
ical of central European feudal lordships, Moldavian barons presided over
provincial or local courts of law; there was no equivalent to the hierarchy of
Ottoman kadis who reported to Istanbul independently of the governors. How-
ever, in some of the principal towns judges officiated who do not seem to have
necessarily been barons. The highest court in the land was presided over by the
prince himself and accessible to all his subjects. Within certain limits, it also
functioned as a court of appeals, to which litigants could apply if they were dis-
satisfied with the decision of a given baron.90 The court of appeals did not reopen
the case in its entirety, though, but only checked whether the earlier decision con-
formed to the law of the land. This ruling in itself confirms the primordial role of
Moldavian noblemen as judges, which the prince himself was forced to
recognize.

Although adherents of non-Orthodox religions, Jews included, were granted a
degree of toleration, and quite a number of Tatar merchants and agriculturalists
had established themselves in Moldavia, Orthodoxy was the state religion pro-
fessed by both nobility and commoners.91 In this sense, Moldavia differed quite
sharply from neighbouring Transylvania where, by the second half of the six-
teenth century, five different varieties of Christianity were espoused by major
groups of the population. As in other Orthodox societies, monasteries were sig-
nificant landowners.92 But in Moldavia, and also in the nearby principality of
Walachia, it was possible for religious houses located outside the territories in
question to claim the dues of local taxpayers. For, in order to ensure the perma-
nence of their foundations, princes and other aristocrats often dedicated them to
famous foreign monasteries. Thus one or another of the Athos houses, or else the
ancient foundation of St Catherine’s on the Sinai, laid claim to shares of the rev-
enue collected by Moldavian monks. Church ceremonies played a significant
role in legitimizing the princely family, as is apparent even from the writings of
Cantemir who, in quite a few other respects, viewed the world through the eyes
of an adherent of the early Enlightenment, and saw himself as something of an
enlightened despot.93
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Folklore apart, Cantemir as the prime nobleman of his realm was not much
interested in his non-noble subjects, nor in their manner of making a living. Thus
he makes no attempt to estimate their number: in the early 1800s, it was said that
Moldavia held half a million people.94 In the early nineteenth century, the major
product of both Moldavia and Walachia was grain, which was reserved for the
needs of Istanbul and the Ottoman armies, and we can assume that this had been
true during the preceding one hundred years as well. Timber was of high quality
and much used by the Ottoman navy. As to Moldavia’s trade in other products,
such as beeswax or honey, it also was strictly controlled by the Ottoman state.
Local demand being low, the price level does not seem to have encouraged land-
holders to increase production, and there was much unused land.95

Taxes were paid by the commoners, mainly consisting of peasants and herds-
men. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, all manner of dues
demanded from the villagers tended to increase substantially. Thus in the early
1700s, un-free peasants owed their lords three days of unpaid labour per year, but
by the end of the century, this burden had increased to twelve days, and was to be
augmented yet further in the nineteenth century.96 Moreover these ‘labour days’
from 1776/1189–90 onwards became much more burdensome than they had been
in earlier times. For in this year, Prince Grigore Ghica fixed the amount of work
to be done in one ‘labour day’ at such a high level that two or even three ‘real
days’ had to be devoted to the tasks set for a single ‘labour day’. And, while in
1749/1162–3 the peasants were officially given the right to leave the farms of the
nobility, this right was nullified in practice by demanding that the departing vil-
lagers pay their dues in advance. Even worse off were the approximately 80,000
gypsies, who were officially classified as slaves, either of the state or of noble
proprietors, serving in households or exercising certain crafts, but incapable of
leaving the country legally.97

In good years, the revenues that a careful administrator could derive from
Moldavian villagers were considerable. However, in the seventeenth century, the
country frequently found itself in a war zone, always a special disaster in regions
where herding forms a major source of livelihood. In the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury Miron Costin witnessed the battles between the Moldavian prince Vasile
Lupu and his Walachian and Transylvanian rivals, which brought foreign merce-
naries, including Germans and Poles, into the country.98 In addition, Vasile Lupu
had courted Cossack support by marrying off his daughter to the Cossack leader
Tymis. Tymis was a son of the well-known Ukrainian hetman Bogdan Chmeln-
itzkij, who had been instrumental in switching the allegiance of a large number
of Cossacks from the king of Poland, first to the Ottoman sultan and ultimately to
the Russian tsar. Even if we discount the hostility of Miron Costin, a partisan of
the Polish king, towards a man whom he probably regarded as a turncoat and a
traitor, it is still obvious that these battles resulted in the destruction of numerous
villages and towns. The hapless subjects were also hopelessly overtaxed, as
princes and boyars amassed treasure in order to prepare for warfare. In 1711/
1122–3, when Cantemir deserted his Ottoman suzerain for Tsar Peter I, Moldavia
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was once again a theatre of war and, in part, the Ottoman–Habsburg conflict of
1735–9/1147–52 also was fought out on this territory. Then there was the disas-
trous Russo-Ottoman conflagration of 1768–74/1181–8, when both sides
devastated the Moldavian countryside. As during this war, the soldiers were
more often than not underpaid and undersupplied, their depredations were espe-
cially serious. Writing in the 1660s/1070–80, Miron Costin had worried whether
the spate of warfare that his generation had suffered through would continue in
the decades to come.99 With hindsight it would seem that the author’s worst fears
came true.

From the viewpoint of the Ottoman court, the role of these appointees,
whether sixteenth- or seventeenth-century native princes or later Phanariots, con-
sisted in the payment of tribute and, in times of war, in participation in the
sultans’ campaigns. In addition, both Moldavia and Walachia functioned as
sources of foods and raw materials needed in the Ottoman capital. Wax and
honey were much in demand in Istanbul, in addition to salt and fish. By contrast,
grain deliveries seem to have become important mainly after the end of the
period discussed here, namely during the last quarter of the eighteenth century.100

Maize was cultivated since the 1600s and replaced millet; that it was not much
consumed in the Ottoman capital appears to have increased its attractiveness to
Moldavian cultivators.

In the period under discussion, cattle- and sheep-breeders still predominated
among Moldavian villagers and, in consequence, supplying Istanbul with meat
on the hoof at low, officially controlled prices constituted a further important
obligation of the Moldavian rulers and taxpayers. A sizeable number of animals
every year was sold to celeb, officially recognized livestock traders responsible
for delivering sheep to Istanbul butchers. In good years, a profit could be made
from this trade, as the mid-seventeenth-century account of Evliya Çelebi indi-
cates.101 But things were different in times of war, when ordinarily prosperous
traders could be ruined because soldiers requisitioned their flocks. Beyond the
payment of tribute, Moldavia, with its easy access to the Black Sea, thus formed
an integral part of the gigantic area in which the demands of the Ottoman central
administration for food and raw materials made themselves felt on a day-to-day
basis.

~ In conclusion

Our circuit through the Ottoman borderlands, where the life-chances of depend-
ent principalities were much better than in the territories closer to the central
power, has shown that these territories were yet linked to the centre in a multi-
tude of ways. Such a polity might provide occasional reinforcements to the
sultans’ armies in wartime and, in peace and war, serve as a source of foodstuffs
both for the army and the capital; this was the role of Moldavia. The city-state of
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Dubrovnik had its utility as a source of tribute and as a ‘door left slightly ajar’
through which goods from ‘Frengistan’ could be acquired and diplomatic prob-
lems solved in an unobtrusive fashion. As to the Hijaz, while draining a
substantial quantity of resources every year, it permitted the sultans to enhance
their legitimacy as protectors of the pilgrimage to Mecca, a basic obligation of all
Muslims with the necessary means. And where the North African provinces were
concerned, remote from the centre and difficult to control though they might be,
they permitted the Ottomans to remain a strong presence in the western Mediter-
ranean even when, after the 1590s/998–1008, the ‘hot’ phase of Hispano-
Ottoman conflict was definitely a thing of the past. Doubtless a lengthier survey
of the dependent principalities would permit us to discern yet other benefits that
the Ottoman centre derived from its various princely dependants; but for the
present this sampling must suffice.

As we have seen, incorporation in certain instances conformed to the model
developed by Inalcik, however, reality was much more complicated than this
model indicates. In those acquisitions that were old Islamic lands, such as
Greater Syria, local elites might be permitted to govern under the umbrella of
Ottoman control for a century or more; and, given the prevalence of local
notables appointed as governors from the early eighteenth century onwards, the
period of maximum imperial centralization might be less than a hundred years.
In northern Africa, provinces governed by a beylerbeyi were allowed to revert to
indirect rule after only a few decades. On the eastern frontier, throughout the
period under study, Kurdish princes were allowed to govern their territories with
minimal interference, though sometimes glorified by the title of sancakbeyi. In
the cases analysed, there was no general course leading stage by stage towards
increasing centralization. Rather, local contingencies determined how a given
province would be run. Moreover, it now seems rather artificial to discuss
sixteenth-century centralism and the relative decentralization characteristic of
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as if they belonged to different worlds.
In many provinces, certain parts of Greater Syria forming a prime example, local
families remained powerful throughout the Ottoman period. Thus it seems more
realistic to think of a relatively brief time-span of – often incomplete – centrali-
zation in the sixteenth or, in the Syrian instance, the seventeenth century,
bordered by centuries of comparatively decentralized rule. Of course this was
especially true in the borderlands; and given the distances and communication
technologies involved, it could not well have been otherwise. 

Rather different considerations applied in the case of the principalities in the
Ottoman–Habsburg–Polish borderlands, and at a later stage, on the Russo-
Ottoman frontier as well. Here the proximity of competing ‘Great Powers’ might
have induced the Ottoman administration to establish direct rule, as had been
done in central Hungary. Especially after the spectacular defection of Demetrius
Cantemir to Tsar Peter I, such a solution must have offered itself, and we know
that members of the local elites of the three principalities occasionally worried
about such a possibility.102 Yet the Ottoman authorities continued to prefer indi-
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rect rule by Christian governors. Possibly one factor in this decision was the
near-absence of a Muslim population in these territories, so that establishing bey-
lerbeyis would have necessitated the implantation of Muslims from the Ottoman
core provinces. Moreover, given the experiences that the Ottoman upper class
had, by the late seventeenth century, made with the discipline problems posed by
garrisons in outlying provinces, this costly operation may well have been
regarded as unnecessary and even counterproductive.

However, it would be a great mistake to regard this accommodation of vassal
princes and heads of ‘political households’ as an early indicator of ‘Ottoman
decline’, or even worse, to view the princes involved as the ‘predecessors’ or
‘ancestors’ of twentieth-century nation-states. As we have seen (see Chapter 2),
decentralization was not equivalent to disintegration. To the contrary, the ağas,
deys and beys of western and central North Africa maintained their links to Istan-
bul well into the nineteenth century and, when these connections were finally
cut, it was not due to the will of the dignitaries involved, but to French military
conquest. Given the enormous distances and heterogeneous political structures
involved, a judicious measure of decentralization allowed local elites both old
and new to acquire a stake in the Ottoman enterprise, and may well have
strengthened the Empire’s coherence rather than weakening it.103

Frontier principalities, with the exception of trading centres such as
Dubrovnik, were rarely peaceful for any length of time. Not only were their rul-
ers expected to furnish troops to the Ottoman army, and that entailed the passage
of soldiers through villages and towns, but a larger state in the vicinity might
compete for ‘influence’ with the Ottomans. Last but not least, the rulers of these
lands, however petty when viewed in a global perspective, might develop politi-
cal ambitions of their own. A study of life in the borderlands therefore
necessitates some understanding of the finances, supplies and soldiers indispen-
sable for Ottoman warfare, and these issues will form the topic of the following
chapter. 
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4 ~ The strengths and weaknesses
of Ottoman warfare

~ Ottoman military preparedness and booty-making: assessing their 
significance and limits

In the military sense, the Ottomans’ reputation for invincibility among their mid-
sixteenth-century European opponents was due to a judicious combination of
cavalrymen and foot soldiers, in addition to a great deal of discipline on the
battlefield.1 But strategy and tactics, although important, were only part of the
story. It has often been written, and a recent study has confirmed, that the Otto-
man state and Ottoman society in its entirety, at least to the very end of the
seventeenth century, was effectively organized for war.2 This was due to the
unchallenged authority of the sultans, as well as to a central administration
unconditionally devoted to the ruler and capable of mobilizing the enormous
resources of a territory reaching from Budapest to Van, and from the northern
shores of the Black Sea all the way to Yemen. 

However, a statement of this type should not be taken to mean – as it has
sometimes been – that everything Ottoman subjects undertook beyond securing
their subsistence was geared to a direct or indirect preparedness for military con-
frontation, and that a whole society was animated by the spirit of ‘holy war’.
Certainly this latter ideology was significant among those Ottomans who put
down their thoughts in writing. But it has been argued, in my view with justifica-
tion, that at least for sixteenth- or seventeenth-century soldiers, issues of rough
justice and equality among the different categories of military men were more
important motivating forces than the idea of ‘holy war’.3

Wars certainly took their toll on Ottoman society. During the exhausting con-
flicts of the seventeenth century on the Habsburg, Iranian and Venetian fronts,
the concerns of the civilian population took but a very poor second place com-
pared to the needs of warfare. Internal security in the provinces often was badly
neglected and, particularly during the mid-seventeenth-century Venetian block-
ade of the Dardanelles, the very food supplies of Istanbul were threatened.4 Even
worse, in border areas and regions through which armies frequently passed,
destruction might be so total that human habitation, for the time being, virtually
came to an end (compare Chapters 1 and 2). In war years Ottoman subjects
unfortunate enough to inhabit these regions must have lost much of what they
had produced in less disastrous times. Moreover, in the second half of the eight-
eenth century, warfare and the evacuation of populations that it often entailed,
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did ruin some previously prosperous regions of the Ottoman interior as well, as
we shall see. In these contexts, but in these alone, is it possible to speak of an
economy totally dominated by the dictates of war.

Information on such disasters is available mainly for the regions behind the
western and northern fronts; little comparable evidence survives about warfare
against the Safavids. This in turn has resulted in an unfortunate imbalance in our
understanding of an empire whose rulers, as is often forgotten, also waged numer-
ous wars in the Caucasus and western Iran.5 Conducting wars on these two remote
frontiers at the same time was obviously beset with many difficulties for the popu-
lations involved, yet we do know that at certain times the Ottomans took up this
challenge with a degree of success. But in spite of the expenditure of men and
resources that such wars entailed, this was not ‘total war’ in the modern sense,
conceivable only in societies with at least a modicum of industrialization. During
both World Wars the mobilization of civilians to supply moloch-like war-
machines did occur, and stimulated scholarly interest in polities that appeared to
have solved similar problems in the past. Yet it is not very helpful to view
sixteenth- or even eighteenth-century warfare as consuming the resources of an
entire empire. In Ottoman provinces relatively remote from the fighting, life in
most war years must have gone on much as usual, apart of course from a greatly
increased tax load.

There is yet another reason why it does not, in the view of the present author,
make much sense to construct a model of an Ottoman economy totally geared to
war. There is no denying that attempts of this kind have been undertaken in the
past: some scholars have indeed assumed that Ottoman prosperity could only be
sustained if new resources constantly entered circulation in the shape of booty.
Once this was no longer possible, because the conquest of further rich lands
proved unfeasible, the Ottoman economy supposedly entered into a period of cri-
sis.6 Certainly, the Ottoman politico-economic system of the period under
discussion did not exactly facilitate the formation of capital that could be put to
economically productive uses.7 Yet in spite of such a handicap – whose impor-
tance, as some recent studies have shown, must not be exaggerated – Ottoman
crafts adapted reasonably well to changes in the market. Artisans produced an
increasing variety of goods, even and particularly when, as happened in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the booty to be gained from foreign wars
was no longer of any importance whatsoever.8

On the other hand, it is undeniable that soldiers in many if not most political
or cultural systems fight because they hope for material rewards, and Ottoman
military men were no exception to this rule.9 In seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century western and central Europe, it was also regarded as normal that a town
taken by assault would be left to the soldiers to plunder.10 Commanders consid-
ered that this was one of the major incentives that induced the soldiers to accept
the formidable risks inherent in the storming of a fortified place. All the property
of any prisoners taken was also regarded as forfeit to their captors and, at a later
stage, to the command of the army of which the unit that had brought in the
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captives formed a part. The only limitation on plundering was the consideration
that discipline broke down during these scrambles for booty, and had to be labo-
riously restored afterwards.11 Thus, in spite of the different political and religious
legitimization involved, Ottoman attitudes towards plunder were not so funda-
mentally different from those that have been documented with respect to war
among Christian princes. In the Ottoman instance, to be sure, booty gained in
battle with the infidel (gaza malı) was a source of social prestige. To cite but one
example, the seventeenth-century travel writer Evliya Çelebi took pains to
emphasize that his family’s home had been built with such resources, brought
back by one of his ancestors.12 But quite apart from the ‘Türkenbeute’ proudly
displayed by eighteenth-century German princes and sometimes simply acquired
through purchase, a ‘military entrepreneur’ such as Albrecht von Wallenstein (or
Waldstein, 1583–1634/990–1044) also had no scruples about displaying the
wealth he had gained through the successful practice of war. Today the palace he
built himself in Prague forms an impressive background to the deliberations of
the Czech parliament.13

However important booty may thus have been for an individual border warrior
and his family, it would be a serious mistake to view Ottoman society as a larger
version of the Tatar khanate in the steppes to the north of the Black Sea, where
booty in slaves and livestock really constituted an important contribution to the
well-being of tribal society at large.14 To begin with, the population of the Empire
was much too large for booty to have an overall impact: around 1520/926–7, the
Ottoman population probably amounted to about fifteen million, and it increased
substantially until about 1580/987–8. Most of these people lived in places where
gaza malı was of no importance whatsoever.15 All this means that while Ottoman
soldiers were concerned about booty-making, in this they were not very different
from their central European opposite numbers. As far as Ottoman society as a
whole was concerned, in the period we are studying, gaza malı was important for
its social connotations but, apart from very short periods, not for the quantity of
wealth it brought into circulation. Matters might have been different had the
Ottomans been able to take Vienna, Venice or Rome …

In addition, one of the major gains of Ottomanist history during the last forty
years has been the understanding that far from being, in its overall character,
‘military and agrarian’ in orientation, the Ottoman elite was quite intent on prof-
iting from trade. We have understood that Muslim and Ottoman merchants,
especially those operating outside the perhaps over-administered capital of Istan-
bul, were far more dynamic than had been believed forty or fifty years ago.16

From this viewpoint as well, we should discard the notion that booty played
more than a localized role in Ottoman economic life. If a simple formula is
needed, it makes more sense to adopt that proposed by Fernand Braudel during
his later years. In Braudel’s perspective, the Ottoman Empire greatly profited
from the fact that, well into the eighteenth century, it managed to retain control
over the western Asian trade routes.17 Moreover, as scholars working after Brau-
del have demonstrated, down to the later 1700s these routes were eclipsed by
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their oceanic competitors to a much lesser degree than had previously been
assumed.18

In a somewhat different vein, there are good reasons for stressing the limita-
tions that political structures in the Balkans, Anatolia and the Arab lands placed
on sixteenth-, seventeenth- or eighteenth-century military preparedness. If we
construct an image of Ottoman society as ‘totally mobilized’ for war, we also
imply that no resources were left over for other purposes. This is in fact the
impression that certain visitors to the sixteenth-century Ottoman Empire have
conveyed to their readers. When Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq emphasized the fru-
gality of Ottoman soldiers and the ‘virtues’ of slave labour, he wished to praise
the political organization of the realm governed by the sultans with an eye
towards conditions at home. For, in Busbecq’s view, in Rumelia and Anatolia the
resources of an entire society had been placed at the beck and call of the sultan.19

On the other hand, Busbecq’s employers the Habsburgs, given the strengths of
the nobilities of their variegated territories, were in a much weaker position. 

However, there were limits to the authority of the Ottoman ruler as well, and
thus to the things that he could induce his army to do or refrain from doing. In
another context, Busbecq claimed to have heard from Grand Vizier Rüstem Paşa
himself that in times of war the janissaries were inclined to do whatever they
liked, and could not always be controlled even by Sultan Süleyman himself.20

Certainly this statement may have been part of a diplomatic bargaining process,
but this does not mean that it was wrong in itself. Thus, although the sultans
enjoyed a high level of legitimacy, there were clearly visible limits to their
authority even in the mid-sixteenth century, normally considered the high point
of sultanic centralism.21

Of course, warfare did indeed impose serious sacrifices on Ottoman popula-
tions, especially since the limited productivity of agriculture in a largely semi-
arid environment did not leave much room for manoeuvre. Yet it is highly
doubtful whether, apart from a few catastrophic years, all available resources
were normally devoted to war. After all, the wealth of certain merchants in Cairo,
or the presence of better-quality consumer goods in the houses of wealthier Bur-
salıs of the eighteenth century, do demonstrate that among Ottoman subjects
money was spent on peaceful pursuits as well. The economic expansion of the
sixteenth century and, in some regions, its less obvious counterpart that took
place during the mid-1700s, did allow some scope for the enrichment of at least a
certain group of urban taxpayers. It would seem that one can overdo the empha-
sis on war-related impoverishment and ‘total mobilization’ of the Ottoman
subject class.

Given our concern with the relations that both the state apparatus and Ottoman
society as a whole entertained with the ‘outside world’, the present chapter will
deal not with military affairs per se, but with the social and economic effects of
warfare. Geographically speaking, we will discuss events taking place on the
Habsburg–Ottoman frontiers in the west, and the Polish–Ottoman and Russo-
Ottoman borderlands in the north. To obtain a complete picture, it would be
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desirable to also include the Caucasus and Anatolian–Azeri borderlands in the
east and, last but not least, the African desert frontier in the south. But given the
relatively limited number of primary sources and secondary studies available,
this is not at present a realistic option. 

~ Ottoman political advantages in early modern wars

Such an account must include a brief summary of the research that has been
undertaken on the overall context of Ottoman warfare during the last twenty
years or so. Just before the beginning of the period covered by our study, in the
1520s/926–36 and 1530s/936–46, Ottoman effectiveness on the battlefield was
such that the conquest by the sultans of central Europe in its entirety, and even of
Italy, appeared as a distinct possibility.22 Some of the great advantages of the
Ottoman sultans lay in the political deficiencies of their opponents. Thus Balkan
or Cypriot peasants overburdened by taxes were often not sorry to see their rulers
destroyed, and avoided participating in the defensive efforts of these princes.23

Some discontented subjects even might provide information about the move-
ments of the military detachments commanded by their lords, if indeed they did
not themselves go over to the Ottoman side. On a higher socio-political level,
official attempts to convert local aristocracies, townsmen and peasants to the reli-
gious denomination favoured by their rulers of the moment might have similar
effects. As we have seen (Chapter 2), Hungarian noblemen in particular quite
often rose against their Habsburg overlords with open or tacit Ottoman support.
Here the attempts of the government in Vienna to build a centralized state with a
militant Counter-Reformation ideology proved highly counterproductive when it
came to stabilizing Habsburg control over Hungarian territories, where Calvin-
ism was widespread.24

While state-building and centralizing efforts on the part of the Habsburgs
could thus work in favour of their Ottoman opponents, the exact opposite –
namely the incomplete success of such centralization – could also result in an
advantage for the sultan’s commanders. For in the first half of the seventeenth
century, Habsburg armies were still not fully state-controlled, but had been
organized largely by military entrepreneurs. These commanders-cum-
businessmen supplied soldiers to a variety of rulers with the hope of profiting
from their investments, in terms of money and also of political power.25 By the
second half of the century this form of recruitment certainly had, to a large
extent, been superseded by direct military service to the ruler and the payment of
war-related costs by the exchequer. But numerous vestiges of the older arrange-
ment persisted well into the eighteenth century. Thus the highly successful field
commander Prince Eugene of Savoy, in his identity as the head of the Habsburg
military administration, struggled, with indifferent results, to curtail the rights of
the noble ‘proprietors’ of regiments.26 Even though it was not unknown for Otto-
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man commanders in the field to make moves without orders from the centre, the
command structure as a whole was much more strongly centralized.27

In addition, most European battles against the Ottomans were fought by coali-
tions of rulers. Even if at times there existed a great disparity in power between
the allies, the leaders were not necessarily capable of influencing the decisions of
their coalition partners. Thus, even though the late sixteenth-century Spanish
Empire constituted the principal political force in Italy, Philip II was not in a
position to prevent the Venetians from abandoning the ‘Holy League’ and con-
cluding a separate peace with Selim II in 1573/980–1.28 Inducing the German
states, loosely confederated in the ‘Holy Roman Empire’, to pay subsidies and/or
send contingents to help in the fight against the Ottomans was always a compli-
cated endeavour. The Habsburgs succeeded best in securing such cooperation
when territories governed by southern German princes – that is, situated outside
the Habsburgs’ ‘hereditary lands’ – appeared to be threatened as well.29 Further-
more, when such auxiliary contingents did arrive, it might be necessary to
appoint as a commander a prince manifestly unsuited for his task, for otherwise
the offended ally might choose to withdraw his armed forces.

On the other hand, Ottoman sultans depended much less on coalitions with
foreign rulers than was true of their European opponents. If we disregard the
unique episode of Süleyman the Magnificent’s alliance with François I of France,
it is only in the eighteenth century that we encounter sultanic coalitions with rul-
ers who could claim ‘great power status’ in their own right. Ottoman requests for
the mediation of such a sovereign in order to make peace with a third party also
occurred for the most part after 1700/1111–12.30 Certainly even earlier, the sul-
tans had needed to take the wishes of some of their allies into account. Thus the
khan of the Tatars played an important role in Caucasus warfare, and even more
so in steppe or Balkan campaigns, and his support had to be bargained for.31 At
the same time, on some occasions the alliance with the khans also might consti-
tute a liability: in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Tatar raids on the
Poland-Lithuanian or Russian frontiers might draw the Ottoman sultans into con-
flicts that the latter apparently would have preferred to avoid.32 But given the
great difference in power between the sultans and the Crimean rulers, it was usu-
ally possible to depose a recalcitrant khan and replace him by a relative more
amenable to Ottoman wishes. To an even greater degree this applied to minor
Caucasus potentates or Hungarian magnates, who brought a few contingents to
do battle on the Ottoman side.

There was yet another wartime problem which early modern European sover-
eigns needed to confront, but which was unknown to the Ottoman sultans:
throughout the period under study: local aristocrats saw themselves as possessing
the right to take service with whatever ruler would employ them. In principle, if
the new employer was not identical with the ‘natural sovereign’, he was at least
expected to be a Christian, but there were exceptions even to this rule.33 The
Habsburgs took advantage of the situation, and hired talented commanders from
outside their own domains. Among these aristocratic immigrants, the most
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famous was Prince Eugene of Savoy (1663–1736/1073–1149), who had been
slighted at the French court where he had first attempted to build a career. Into
the same category fell the scholarly general Luigi Fernando de Marsigli
(1658–1730/1068–1143), who, as a Bolognese, was in secular terms a subject of
the pope.34 But this privilege of the European nobility to seek honours and
employment at courts other than those of their own rulers also made it difficult to
secure military discipline. Not all commanders were willing to set aside their
previous loyalties, and in some instances their status as petty but sovereign
princes, when entering the service of the Habsburgs. In consequence, Habsburg
war councils in the field, and also the interventions of the Aulic War Council in
Vienna, often aimed mainly at hammering out political compromises, with
single-minded devotion to military success an ideal rather than a reality.35

However, the Ottomans of the seventeenth century sometimes were judged by
contemporaries to have suffered from the opposite problem: in view of the diffi-
culty of the terrain, and also because the adversaries often were equally matched,
it was inevitable that even talented commanders on occasion suffered serious
reverses. In the Habsburg armies such defeats did not necessarily bring about
negative consequences for the generals in question, unless the ruler decided to
‘set an example’; ultimately Luigi Fernando de Marsigli was a victim of such a –
perhaps overdrawn – attempt to ensure discipline.36 But in the Ottoman instance,
failure often was tantamount to execution; and as military talent and experience
were scarce resources, similar to cannons or soldiers, the sultans may well have
deprived themselves, to their long-term detriment, of the services of potentially
very successful commanders. 

~ Financing wars and procuring supplies: the changing weight of tax 
assignments and cash disbursals

Another Ottoman advantage was doubtless financial. To the middle of the six-
teenth century, decision in battle still was often due to the actions of the cavalry
armed with swords and lances. Given this situation, and a society where cash was
at a premium, it was certainly a major advantage that a large number of cavalry-
men did not cost the sultan’s treasury anything in cash; for they had been
assigned ‘livings’ (dirliks), the famed timars and zeamets, which allowed the
grantees to collect their revenues directly from the taxpayers. On the other hand,
all office holders could be – and were – frequently reassigned to distant prov-
inces, and these mutations made it impossible for the beneficiaries to develop
independent local power and thus threaten the central administration’s control.37

It is perhaps instructive that, in the village disputes recorded in the provincial
kadi registers, the role of timar-holders was but moderately prominent.

However, by the second half of the sixteenth century, cavalrymen using
swords and lances, and for whom firearms were at best an auxiliary weapon,
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were no longer the decisive force when it came to winning battles. This consti-
tuted a momentous change, even though throughout the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries cavalrymen, now outfitted with firearms, remained indis-
pensable because of their speed. To this strategic situation, the Ottoman
government reacted with a ‘phasing out’ of the dirliks and an increasing stress on
the cash nexus. Thenceforward, revenue sources were administered by the cen-
tral treasury, which farmed them out to the highest bidders, at first for short terms
of up to three years. Towards the end of the seventeenth century, however, the
deleterious effects of this practice had become obvious. Due to the brevity of
their tenures, tax farmers attempted to make maximum profits as quickly as pos-
sible, without much concern for the long-term productivity of the tradesmen or
peasants from whom they collected taxes and dues.38 More importantly, the Otto-
man government, embroiled in a losing war with the Habsburgs, urgently needed
large sums of cash, which only contractors sure of long-term tenure were willing
to provide. Thus in 1695/1106–7, against the payment of sizeable entry fines,
which were determined by competitive bidding, many tax farms were assigned
for the lifetime of the grantees. As to the importance of the cash-down payment,
it was compensated for by allowing the holders to pay relatively low and, above
all, fixed annual dues for the remainder of their lives.39 This abolition of the dir-
liks in favour of tax farms was a gradual process, which continued throughout the
1700s, yet in some regions, quite a few timars managed to survive to the middle
of the nineteenth century.

To phrase it differently, from the second half of the sixteenth century onwards,
ready money was needed in much larger amounts than ever before, because the
new-style foot soldiers wielding muskets, who increasingly constituted the back-
bone of the Ottoman army, were not assigned ‘livings’, but paid in cash.40 We do
not yet know why the Ottoman administration did not try to ‘modernize’ the
timar-holders, for instance by assigning them to elite corps of musketeers, and
thus extend the useful life of the dirlik system. This is all the more remarkable as
both Ottomans and Ottomanists usually have believed, and still believe, that the
timar as an institution was central to the functioning of the entire state
apparatus.41

We do not know what arguments prevailed in the sultan’s councils when the
Ottoman authorities decided to get rid of the dirliks. Yet we can, with hindsight,
hypothesize why no attempt was made to pay the new-style musketeers hired, for
instance, during the Long War (1593–1606/1001–15) with the Habsburgs, by
issuing them rural tax assignments as had been customary around 1500/905–6.
For while the timars were, at least in principle, granted for several years, by now
the Ottoman authorities were trying to save money by hiring soldiers for the
duration of a single campaign only. Moreover, the central government had come
to rely on the contingents that high-level administrators furnished on their own
initiative, and that therefore were not the state’s responsibility at all.42 We thus
encounter the formation of a two-class system in the army: on the one hand, there
were the servitors of the sultan (kul), who had the right to a ‘living’ or else
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received monthly pay. Outside this privileged circle, there remained the musket-
wielding soldiers recruited from the subject population, who possessed no ‘job
security’ and whose frequent rebellions during the seventeenth century were
motivated in part by their desire to achieve parity with the established military
corps.43

In addition to this concern with saving money, the Ottoman government in the
second half of the sixteenth century seems to have doubted the military value of
all infantrymen who did not live in barracks as full-time soldiers, but were, in
peacetime, stationed in the countryside. For in this period the central administra-
tion abolished the ancient corps of foot soldiers paid by the assignment of
agricultural holdings (yaya, müsellem), and relegated these men to the status of
ordinary peasants.44 At the same time, the nomad contingents (yürük) that had
played a significant role in the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans and possessed a
well-developed military organization, were largely stripped of their soldierly
functions and limited to non-combatant roles, such as guarding and transporting
supplies.45 And while official documents tell us a good deal about the practical
procedures involved in the abolition of these corps, the present author has not to
date seen a text in which the reasons for this measure are explained. ‘Ideologi-
cal’ considerations – that is, a firmer separation of tax-paying subjects (reaya)
and tax-collecting servitors of the state (askeri) – may have had something to do
with this decision. If this is indeed true, there should have been little motivation
to create a new corps of military men provided with landholdings whose status
was ‘intermediate’ between these two basic socio-political categories of the
sixteenth-century Ottoman Empire.46 Also, from a practical point of view, the tax
or land assignments that could have been granted to individual musketeers
would have been so small and so numerous as to make accounting virtually
impossible.

Once commercial or agricultural taxes were less frequently assigned to mili-
tary men, it became imperative to increase the monetary revenues accruing to the
Ottoman administration. The central treasury was obliged to pay large quantities
of cash to the soldiers permanently stationed in Istanbul and provincial capitals,
even though the amounts received by individuals were often not very important.
Moreover, high-level dignitaries needed extra income in order to augment the
number of armed men on whose services in wartime the government had come to
rely. Often the money needed was simply unavailable, and several times during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries precious items in the palace treasury
were melted down in order to pay the soldiers. Even so, military men were paid
irregularly in any early modern state, and especially so in the Ottoman case,
given the need to bring large numbers of men, and enormous quantities of
money, to the remote frontiers of Hungary, eastern Anatolia or Iraq.47 

Loans from its own subjects were available to the Ottoman government only
to quite a limited extent. Tax farmers were often asked to pay for goods needed
by the army and produced in the localities for which they were responsible. In
these cases, the debt was repaid by allowing the tax farmers turned state creditors

Ottoman-04.fm  Page 106  Thursday, August 19, 2004  10:56 AM



~ TH E STRE NGTHS A ND  W EA KN ES SE S OF OTTOMA N WA RF ARE ~ 1 07

to subtract the appropriate amounts from their remittances to the central treasury
when the next instalment fell due.48 As to the funds of pious foundations, they
were not much mobilized by the Ottoman administration before the eighteenth
century, and when this finally did happen, money was more often collected as
dues than as loans.49 Banks in the narrow sense of the word did not exist, even
though, in the late sixteenth century, a pious foundation had been established in
Istanbul with the express aim of providing credit to solvent merchants; this insti-
tution did not, however, survive for very long.50 Some eighteenth-century
moneylenders were so active that we might class them as small-scale bankers,
but they acted as providers of credit to village communities and private persons,
not to the Ottoman government. And while in the eighteenth century money
changers (sarrafs) serving high-level administrators and tax farmers were in the
business of facilitating financial transactions, once again, they did not channel
funds held by the public into government loans.51

Instead, the Ottoman administration relied on a plethora of deliveries, often
unpaid. Or else the peasants and craftsmen who provided goods and services
received a remuneration less than the ‘administratively determined’ price (narh)
so often recorded in the kadi registers, and sometimes in separate booklets (narh
defteri) as well.52 The obligation to deliver such goods, usually grain stockpiled
along the routes that the Ottoman armies could be expected to use, was known as
the nüzul and sürsat. Nüzul constituted an unpaid delivery, one aspect of the
avarız taxes that, as early as the fifteenth century, could be demanded of the sul-
tan’s subjects in times of war; by the 1600s the avarız had been turned into an
annual payment. By contrast, goods delivered under the heading of sürsat were
paid for, even though the prices were often minimal. Thus even those taxpayers
fortunate enough to have gained exemptions from the avarız could not avoid this
particular sacrifice.53 But even if the deliveries in question were remunerated
according to the narh, the taxpayers still might end up with a loss, as the price
paid did not include the very considerable expense of transporting grain by land
over long distances. If in the case of outlying districts, it proved impractical to
require deliveries in kind, a sum of money might be substituted (bedel-i nüzul).
Villagers who for one reason of another were late in delivering might also be
asked to pay a large amount of money in compensation. More typical of the
eighteenth century was the requirement that a certain percentage of the grain pro-
duced in a given region be bought up by state officials at a very low price; this
was the so-called mübayaa, intended to feed both the city of Istanbul and the
men serving in the Ottoman armies.54

In addition to grain, textiles needed by the soldiery might be demanded from
certain categories of taxpayers in lieu of dues. The most famous case is probably
that of the Sephardic Jews of Salonica, who had been settled in this town after
their expulsion from Spain in 1492/897–8, and had been assigned the job of
manufacturing the woollen cloth needed for janissary uniforms.55 In the sixteenth
century, the government paid for these deliveries, but the sums of money dis-
bursed were not sufficient for the survival of the producing artisans. Yet, down to
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about 1650/1060, the latter succeeded in making ends meet by selling part of
their production on the open market. But the number of customers declined more
and more during the seventeenth century. On the other hand, the Ottoman gov-
ernment found itself increasingly short of cash, and began to demand woollen
cloth in lieu of taxes, causing great hardship to the producers. Moreover, in Thes-
saly, where cotton production was significant, producers were ordered to furnish
underwear for the janissaries, while on the Aegean seaboard of Anatolia, we
often encounter demands for sailcloth.56

Craftsmen were also required to accompany the Ottoman armed forces on
campaign. The artisans thus drafted set up shop within the camps: there they
baked bread, manufactured shoes, swords, pistols or muskets as needed and
undertook repair jobs.57 This had the advantage of keeping the army on the march
away from the towns, where soldiers normally caused a good deal of disturbance,
and also of minimizing the disruption of military discipline. The initial expenses
that a craftsman on campaign needed to undertake included such things as a tent
and a stock of raw materials; these were paid for by the fellow guildsmen of the
departing artisans. Sometimes smaller and less influential guilds were appointed
‘aides’ (yamak) to those formed by their more prosperous fellow craftsmen; in
this capacity, the ‘aides’ had to help the larger guilds finance those artisans who
were to participate in a campaign. In addition, as long as galleys were in use, and
they were only phased out in the course of the seventeenth century, the boatmen
of Istanbul and ‘despised’ guilds such as those of the wine merchants and inn
owners, had to supply rowers to man the navy. In view of the conditions prevail-
ing on the galleys, this obligation must have given rise to some dissatisfaction.58

Yet before 1730/1142–3 we do not hear that goods and services demanded from
Ottoman artisans led to urban uprisings. It was only in this year that discontent,
caused by a mobilization of guildsmen for an Iranian campaign, contributed
materially to the rebellion which brought down Sultan Ahmed III. The adminis-
tration seems to have been incapable of moving the army out of Üsküdar.59

~ How to make war without footing the bill – at least in the short run 

All this meant that wars could be financed with a relatively limited disbursal of
cash, and when peace was finally concluded, there was no mountain of debt to be
paid off. It is worth recalling that in 1789–92/1203–7, the French monarchy
largely fell from power because the burden of past wars obliged Louis XVI
(r. 1774–92/1187–1207) to seek the cooperation of nobles and commoners in
order to service the state debt. Therefore terminating a war without major sums
falling due constituted an inestimable advantage to the Ottoman side.

This arrangement, however, also had its problematic aspects. For since little
cash entered the hands of the taxpaying subjects as remunerations for the sail-
cloth, woollen coats or muskets that they delivered to the Ottoman armed forces,
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there was no possibility of generating a war-induced boom in the armaments sec-
tor. This failure could become the source of numerous difficulties. As is well
known, wars result in a decline of demand for manufactured goods used by civil-
ians. Men are taken away from home to serve in the armies and navies, often
leaving their families in straitened circumstances. At the same time, the civilian
population frequently will suffer food scarcities, due to the priority accorded to
the needs of the armed forces, and due to the destruction of harvests in the course
of fighting. High prices for food will, of course, further decrease the demand for
civilian manufactured goods, and thus hasten the decline of this sector. In conse-
quence, the war-related boom in armaments and army supplies, as it generates
employment for artisans, comes to form an important ‘anti-cyclical factor’.
When peace is concluded, obviously reconversion to a civilian-dominated mar-
ket will be necessary, a process often accompanied by a serious economic
disruption.

It has been suggested that, in the Ottoman setting, this model did not operate,
or at least operated only in part. War-related losses to the civilian population did
occur, and these must have resulted in a declining demand for manufactured
goods. But there was no sectorial boom to counterbalance this war-induced
slump, because craftsmen working for the military were paid too little to gener-
ate extra investment capital or even increase their consumption of food. To the
contrary, a lengthy war tended to result in overall economic exhaustion, exacerb-
ated by the inclination of the Ottoman bureaucracy to collect the largest amounts
of dues from the most efficient producers.60 This meant that, at the war’s end, vir-
tually all artisans were starved of working capital, and thus unable to procure the
raw materials that they would have needed to make the transition to production
for a civilian market. Moreover, presumably there was little demand for their
products, at least if we disregard a few high-quality items purchased by the Otto-
man court and high-level officials. It is likely that under these conditions the
better-off townsmen, normally the purchasers of craft products, lost so much in
wartime that, even after peace had finally been brought about, they no longer
generated much demand (compare Chapter 2).

This line of argument has been developed to explain the situation observed in
the late eighteenth century, when the Ottoman armies in fact were being so badly
supplied that they were no longer in a position to win victories. However, there is
an important difficulty involved: for Ottoman methods of war financing did not
change substantially from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, even though it
is possible that the load placed on the backs of Ottoman subjects was less heavy
in the earlier period. Unfortunately, at our present level of information, we are
not able to provide quantitative data. Further, as has been stressed in a recent
study, in the sixteenth and partly even in the seventeenth century, artisans were
not overtaxed to the extent that universal exhaustion was the result.61 These con-
siderations may at first glance cast some doubt on the explanatory value of the
‘war financing model’ in explaining Ottoman economic crisis and military
failure.
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Yet when using this model in order to explain eighteenth-century defeats, we
must keep in mind that the overall conditions under which Ottoman war finan-
cing had to prove itself had now changed dramatically in comparison to the years
around 1600/1008–9. Therefore practices which had not been economically ruin-
ous in the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries may well have become so after
1768/1181–2. Most importantly, the principal opponent of the Ottomans was
now Russia, with its enormous resources in metals and timber. Due to a series of
measures, often quite brutal, aiming at economic and political ‘modernization’,
these had been made available to the armies of the tsars and tsarinas. An empire
based largely on semi-arid zones with limited ore deposits would have been hard
put to match this performance under almost any conditions. In addition, by the
late seventeenth century the Habsburg opponents of the Ottoman sultans also had
established centralized rule over many of their territories. They thus developed
the means to mobilize more effectively resources for war than had been true in
the sixteenth century, when in Bohemia, Austria or royal Hungary, the construc-
tion of absolutism was as yet under way.62

Ottoman commanders attempted to match these superior material resources by
fielding armies much larger than those of their opponents, and this practice must
have increased the load that peasants and artisans had to bear.63 In an effort to
keep up with the Habsburg and Russian challenges, the Ottoman government of
the eighteenth century may well have carried the exploitation of its subjects to
lengths that caused the malfunctioning of the whole system. Such a mistake, after
all, would not in any way have been an Ottoman peculiarity: Historians of early
modern Europe today are of the opinion that seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
states to the west of the Ottoman frontier also were constantly ‘living beyond
their means’ when it came to the conduct of war. If the guideline of their rulers
had been economic rationality, which evidently it was not, these potentates
should have shunned armed conflict altogether. It is quite possible that similar
considerations applied to the Ottoman ruling group.64

~ Logistics: cases of gunpowder 

Ottoman wars have not exactly constituted a favourite subject for recent and
present-day historians. This may well something to do with the fact that the
Turkish Republic has managed to steer clear of most international conflicts since
its foundation in 1923. While Ottoman prowess in war has become significant
for the identity that a certain segment of Turkish society has fashioned for itself,
it is not an issue that professional historians have felt greatly inclined to stress.
Highlighting the state-building talents of Ottoman viziers and sultans, the profes-
sional skills of architects and miniaturists, or even the commercial acumen of
foundation administrators and merchants fits much better into the self-image of
most modern Turkish intellectuals, and also into the concerns of many Ottoman-
ists, including the present author. 
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Furthermore, now that Ottoman warfare has become a topic of serious study,
research tends to focus on conflicts between the established army corps and mer-
cenaries hired ad hoc, or else on the difficult relationship between the military on
the one hand, and the taxpaying population on the other. Thus Ottomanist studies
of warfare fit rather well into the ‘war and society’ problematic which first
became popular in England during the 1960s. And as logistics constitutes an
obvious interface between the army/navy and society at large, it is easy to
explain why this branch of the military enterprise is the best-known aspect of
Ottoman campaigns.65

After all, Ottoman archival sources on logistics are relatively rich, particularly
for the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, when tax assignments
(timar) were still significant, yet timar-holders were increasingly being sup-
planted by mercenaries. This latter transition must have occasioned a good deal
of additional record-keeping. Timar-holders had been expected to bring their
own servitors, horses and arms, so that their demands for centrally procured sup-
plies were more modest than those of mercenaries. Moreover, gunpowder, one
the major items that had to be centrally procured at all times, was not needed by
cavalrymen fighting with swords and lances. In fact, by the close of the sixteenth
century, some timar-holders, now deemed superfluous on campaign, were
offered the continuation of their military privileges on the condition that they
supplied the central administration with fixed quantities of saltpetre.66

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Ottomans did not suffer from a
lack of gunpowder. Even in the later 1600s the experienced Habsburg com-
mander Montecuccoli observed that Ottoman gunners wasted a lot of
gunpowder, but that this lack of skill did not result in any bottlenecks.67 Accord-
ing to the same source, Ottoman gunpowder was of superior quality. Saltpetre
was in relatively ample supply, and the timar-holders responsible for collecting
supplies did not make themselves odious among the population by intruding into
private houses and churches, as was often reported from contemporary Eng-
land.68 This should probably be taken to mean that manufacturing gunpowder by
horse-drawn mills, and not by waterpower, was as yet of no major disadvantage
to the Ottoman side. Only in the late eighteenth century did this manner of pro-
ducing gunpowder come to be regarded as a major drawback.

Gunpowder was not only used in shooting but, perhaps even more devastat-
ingly, in the blowing up of fortifications. While powerful earthworks made the
destruction of fortress walls by artillery alone increasingly difficult, Ottoman
explosive experts became masters in the digging of tunnels in which gunpowder
was ignited, thus causing the collapse of bastions and curtain walls. This tech-
nique had been perfected during the long siege of Venetian Candia, and came
close to succeeding in the 1683/1094–5 battle over Vienna, when the relieving
army arrived just before the city, with its defences breached, was to have been
stormed.69 At least in this sector, even in the late seventeenth century, the techni-
cal changes in European warfare did not yet cause major problems to Ottoman
armies.
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~ Societies of frontiersmen 

Even a good supply system cannot easily make up for problems of manpower
and in this field the Ottomans had also developed tactics which resembled those
of their western opponents.70 Ottoman wars were only in part fought out by regu-
lar soldiers paid by the central government, or by the musket-wielding
mercenaries who made up the household forces of a typical seventeenth- or
eighteenth-century provincial governor. In addition, like the Uskoks and free
peasants of the Austrian Militärgrenze (see Chapter 2), the Ottomans also
employed forces whose job it was to secure the borders while at the same time
their members eked out their incomes by raiding. As we have seen, on both sides
of the Ottoman–Habsburg frontier, there was a tacit agreement that minor viola-
tions of this kind would not be regarded as breaches of the peace. However, there
always existed a ‘grey zone’ of major raids that might be regarded as ‘ordinary’
border fighting that had got out of hand, or else as the beginning of ‘real’ war.
Thus the Long War (1593–1606/1001–15), according to some authors, actually
began in 1591/999–1000, because of the unusually large Ottoman raids taking
place in that year.

On the Ottoman–Habsburg frontier, offence and defence alike were based on
sites fortified by wooden palisades (palankas), castles built of stone-faced earth
and more populous walled towns. Hungarian archaeologists have excavated sev-
eral such Ottoman fortifications and brought to light evidence concerning the
way of life of the soldiers manning them.71 Officers could afford some ‘Ottoman-
style’ luxuries, which accounts for the fragments of Iznik pottery that have come
to light in some of these places. Many of the frontiersmen manning fortresses in
Hungary were Bosnians, that is Muslim Slavs. Apart from the limited cultural
resources available in any border province, this fact helps to explain why the
material culture of Istanbul’s upper classes made only a timid appearance in
Hungary’s castle towns.72 Moreover, many fortresses changed hands several
times during the wars following 1526/932–3, the Long War, and/or the 1683–99/
1094–1111 confrontation. This must have resulted in the loss of many items of
material culture. Due to the military character of the Hungarian–Ottoman border
provinces, high-quality arms formed one of the more coveted luxury goods, and
such items are in fact documented in significant numbers.73

While the Ottoman–Habsburg frontier thus was characterized by a soldiery
inhabiting fortified points, the situation was quite different in the territories to the
north of the Black Sea. Here the Cossacks and Tatars confronted one another in a
wide-open steppe land crossed by major rivers; on both sides of the border,
livestock-breeding was much more important than crop-growing.74 Towns were
weakly developed on both the Cossack and the Tatar territories, with the excep-
tion of the khans’ capital of Bahçesaray. By contrast, the other northern Black
Sea towns of some importance, such as Kefe (Feodosiya), Akkerman and Kilia
were under direct Ottoman control. 
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This steppe economy was quite fragile; in the 1550s/957–67 and 1560s/
967–77, for example, a major famine occurred, which even resulted in some
Tatars selling their children into slavery on Ottoman territory. As this was totally
inadmissible in terms of Muslim religious law, it is not surprising that a horrified
central government intervened to stop this practice, even threatening the purchas-
ers of such illegally enslaved persons with execution.75 However, apart from such
extraordinary crisis situations, it is quite possible that this economic weakness of
the Tatar state was regarded as a political advantage in Istanbul. For, as a result,
Tatar soldiers hoping for booty were more easily available when needed for Otto-
man campaigns. If this was in fact a consideration, we can easily explain why, in
the late sixteenth century, Khan Gazi Giray’s energetic attempt to secure for him-
self the governorship of Moldavia came to nought.76

Given the weakness of both border economies, raiding for slaves, livestock,
food and money formed an important ingredient of both the Cossack and the
Tatar way of life. Where the Tatars were concerned, raids were directed at the vil-
lages and towns of Muscovy, but also at the territories of Poland-Lithuania. In
addition, when the khans participated in Ottoman campaigns against the
Habsburgs, their soldiers also raided the villages of Moldavia, Walachia and
Transylvania. If the prince ruling one or another of these territories happened to
sympathize with the Habsburg or Polish side, such attacks were licit according to
the Ottoman understanding of just war.77 But, of course, under wartime and post-
war conditions, the dividing line between licit and illicit raiding was not clearly
drawn, and very often crossed by soldiers of both sides.78

While some Tatar leaders and especially certain khans, including the late
sixteenth-century figure of Gazi Giray, were highly educated Ottoman gentle-
men, frontier society as a whole was not very conducive to the production of
written texts. In addition, a good deal of what had previously existed was proba-
bly destroyed in the course of the Russian takeover in the late eighteenth century,
and the subsequent emigration of Tatar grandees into the Ottoman realm. At least
relations with the Crimean khanate were sufficiently important for the adminis-
tration in Istanbul to justify careful record-keeping, so that it is possible to
elucidate certain aspects of Crimean Tatar society on the basis of Ottoman
records.79 Even so, however, we know much less about the internal workings of
the town of Bahçesaray than about the functioning of Bursa, Salonica or Izmir.

Yet less evidence is available on the Kurdish principalities of eastern Anatolia,
although one of their rulers, namely Idris-i Bitlisi, in the early sixteenth century
had produced an important chronicle.80 For the middle of the seventeenth cen-
tury/1039–81, most of our information comes, once again, from the travel
account of Evliya Çelebi, who visited the court of Bitlis in order to deliver an
official letter and was detained by the khan, partly as a hostage, and partly as an
arbiter elegantiarum and courtly entertainer.81 Evliya describes a highly sophisti-
cated court society, where both exotic foods and fine books were highly
esteemed. But once we move outside Bitlis into the smaller territories controlled
by minor princely families, including the principality of Hakkâri, our
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information is often limited to occasional references in the Ottoman Registers of
Important Affairs.82 In addition, tax registers of the type well known from the
Ottoman central provinces were put together in certain places, often apparently
for the first time, towards the end of the sixteenth century.83 Their reliability,
however, is difficult to determine in the absence of continuous series within
which individual registers can be securely ‘placed’ and evaluated. Much of what
is known about eastern Anatolia beyond those cities directly controlled by the
central government, such as Mardin or Van, thus dates only from the nineteenth
century.84

~ Legitimacy through victory, de-legitimization through wars on the 
sultan’s territories

It is perhaps unnecessary to review once again the many references to the Otto-
man sultans of the sixteenth and later centuries as warriors for Sunni Islam
(gazis) against both Christian ‘unbelievers’ and Shi’ite ‘heretics’, and to the
legitimacy these rulers derived from successful wars. However, it is of interest to
note how, in the frontier territories, the legitimacy of Ottoman rule could be
enhanced by border warfare. In Bosnia for instance, the rugged terrain severely
limited the possibilities of making a living from the land, and many young men
were forced to migrate; as we have noted, quite a few of the Ottoman troops
deployed in Hungary were of Bosnian extraction. 

As long as war with the Habsburgs continued, these mountaineers could thus
be integrated into the framework of the Ottoman state as doughty warriors, even
though a representative of Istanbul’s high culture such as Mustafa Âlî might note
with chagrin that it was not possible to enforce the ground rules of the Ottoman
state (kanun-ı osmani) in such remote border territory.85 Moreover, even if the
nationalist historiography of the nineteenth, twentieth and – regrettably – twenty-
first centuries has tended to exaggerate the ‘special status’ of Bosnia, it still
remains true that border warfare and the concession of an often far-reaching de
facto autonomy provided a ‘place’ for Bosnians within the imperial system. In
the second half of the sixteenth century, the Bosnian recruits drafted into the
Ottoman administration, sometimes allied with and sometimes in opposition to
their Albanian counterparts, managed to form one of the dominant factions
among the sultan’s servitors who vied for high office in Istanbul.86 Beyond such
opportunities for advancement at the Ottoman centre, march warfare against the
Habsburgs offered the province of Bosnia a political status that it would not
otherwise have possessed. Thus, when Mustafa Âlî decided that he would
weather out a semi-disgrace as the holder of a tax assignment in this province, he
could console himself with the reflection that now he had come close to the well-
spring of Ottoman martial virtue. For, stationed in Banyaluka and elsewhere, he
was at ‘the source of the trusty warriors for the faith of [all] the climes’.87 Thus
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border warfare permitted the political integration of a poor and remote province
into the Ottoman imperial structure, secured employment of sorts for a number
of its young men and even gave it prestige in the eyes of sophisticated Istanbul
literati.88

By contrast, once warfare could no longer be carried into the lands controlled
by the sultan’s enemies, trouble was in store for the inhabitants of the Empire’s
more central regions. With some justification, historical scholarship has dwelt on
the privilege of strong states, situated at the core of a given world economy, to
wage war on the territories of their opponents without ever allowing the
attendant destruction to approach their own lands.89 After all, in the pre-modern
context it was always difficult to control the behaviour of troops on the march,
and they might wreak as much damage on the subjects of their own rulers as on
those of the enemy. Strategically speaking, it thus made sense to get all military
men onto foreign territory as speedily as possible. But a receding frontier could
also have a de-legitimizing effect because irregular troops, no longer needed to
harass the opponent, usually cut loose and terrorized the local population instead.
The entire phenomenon of Balkan banditry, an endemic disaster during much of
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, has even been explained as a con-
sequence of the dislodging of former border warriors from their previous habitats
on the frontier.90 Moreover, during the Russo-Ottoman war of 1768–74/1181–8,
soldier-bandits, deserters and other robbers created such havoc in the Bulgarian
provinces that previously loyal subjects reacted to this failure of sultanic protec-
tion by throwing in their lot with the Russian tsarina. Thus while the Ottomans in
their conflicts with the Habsburgs had often been able to carry the war into
enemy territory, or at least limit the fighting to the unfortunate Hungarian prov-
inces, they failed to do the same in their 1768–74/1181–8 conflict with
Catherine II. The result was a catastrophic de-legitimization of the sultan’s rule.

Another case in which prolonged warfare on the territory of a border province
undermined the Ottoman position concerns the eighteenth-century Morea (Pelo-
ponnese). This province had been marginal in some ways even during the
seventeenth century, when we encounter the otherwise unprecedented case of an
Englishman taking up a local tax farm.91 In the war of the Holy League
(1683–99/1094–1111), the province was conquered by the Venetians, who hoped
to find here a substitute for their recently lost colony of Crete.92 As a result, the
Signoria so badly overtaxed the inhabitants that the latter received the Ottoman
re-conquest of 1714–15/1126–8 with some relief.93

However, the reestablishment of sultanic power produced problems of its
own. As we have seen, the authorities decided to consider the Morea as a newly
acquired province (see Chapter 2). This policy allowed them to reassign taxation
rights and even the holdings of pious foundations. But it must have created a
degree of discontent among those people who had held these rights in the past,
and probably had counted on reestablishing themselves in the manner to which
they had become accustomed. On the other hand, the Ottoman government
permitted local notables, Christians included, a considerable share in the
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administration of the province, which included the right to make direct represen-
tations to the authorities in Istanbul. There was even a body, unprecedented in
other territories governed by the sultans, known as the Peloponnesian senate.

These concessions did not prevent certain Orthodox notables from conspiring
with the agents of Catherine II in view of a Russian takeover. By the 1760s/
1173–84, the Ottoman hold on the province had loosened considerably, for even
the landing of just a few hundred Russian soldiers in 1770/1183–4 sufficed to
create complete anarchy in the province.94 Moreover, the Albanian troops
ordered to repress the rebellion could not be regularly paid, and this resulted in a
total breakdown of military discipline as soldiers grabbed the local tax farms in
order to secure their pay ‘at source’. In the end a second campaign was necessary
to dislodge the Albanian troops, and these extensive spates of fighting, along
with the concomitant rapine, must have significantly contributed to the de-
legitimization of Ottoman rule. Put differently, the concessions made to the local
notables did not make up for the disruption that the inhabitants of a marginal
province had suffered due to the fact that the Ottoman central authorities had not
succeeded in keeping Venetian, Russian and Albanian invaders at bay. 

~ In conclusion: Ottoman society organized to keep up with the military 
reformation

Ottoman wars have been frequently studied by people with a primary interest in
other topics, especially the fate of Austria and more particularly of Vienna.95

Other historians with a passing interest in the Ottomans have concentrated on
central and western European warfare, in particular the set of developments
sometimes called the early modern ‘military revolution’, and for which more
cautious observers prefer the term ‘military reformation’.96 In this case, the ques-
tion to be answered has been to what extent the Ottomans participated in these
developments, or else remained attached to an ancien régime-type warfare which
put them at a disadvantage vis-à-vis their European opponents. 

The military reformation of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was char-
acterized by a set of closely connected phenomena, the most important feature
being an increasing use of firearms, especially of artillery. Among other things,
this latter development necessitated a redesigning of fortifications in order to
make them resistant to artillery attacks. Improved fortifications in their turn gave
rise to the use of explosives in subterranean mines. Of course, the defenders of a
besieged fortress resorted to countermining, in order to destroy the attackers’
mines before explosives could be ignited.97 A veritable underground war was the
result, of which Hungary, with its numerous fortifications, formed a principal
theatre.

All these techniques were in use in wars among Christian princes of the early
modern period. But in many instances, the wars studied by historians of the ‘mili-
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tary reformation’ did in fact pit Spaniards, Venetians or Austrian Habsburgs against
the Ottomans. Apart from the loss of Hungary in 1683–99/1094–1111, the com-
manders of the sultans were able to hold their own reasonably well until the
disastrous second half of the eighteenth century. This must mean that, similarly to
their opponents, the Ottomans adapted to the new technologies. Given the numer-
ous confrontations between armies of comparable strengths, it would been
impossible to reject new military techniques merely because they had been pio-
neered by an adversary.98 Military innovations thus spread rather quickly in both
directions. A recent study has pointed out that sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
Russian military reforms – that is, organizational change in the pre-Petrine period –
owed a good deal to Ottoman models.99 Given this constant interchange, quite a few
studies of early modern warfare in Europe now include the Ottomans, even though
most historians writing about the ‘military revolution/reformation’ know much less
about the armies and supply systems of the sultans than about those of their Chris-
tian opponents.

Moreover, a successful war was the most highly valued element in the pano-
ply of policies intended to legitimize the ruler in the eyes of the ruling group, and
thus a conquering sultan greatly added to his prestige. In this the Ottomans were
in no way unique, and recent research on France has shown that French kings
also emphasized this aspect of their rule, both by actually going to war and by
having their propagandists write about it.100 On the other hand, the fate of
Mehmed IV, deposed in 1687/1098–9, shows that major defeats, such as those
sustained before Vienna and Buda during the preceding years, could cost the
ruler his throne. This same point was demonstrated once again when Mustafa II
was deposed in 1703/1114–15, shortly after the peace of Karlowitz.101 Beyond
military gains and losses, political chances and risks were always involved in the
decision to go to war.

Ottomanist historians, however, have viewed Ottoman warfare less as a ques-
tion of military professionalism or political legitimacy than as an aspect of the
‘war and society’ problematic. As we have seen, most scholarly work has been
done on Ottoman military recruitment, logistics and war financing, all of which
involve the – voluntary or involuntary – participation of the subjects. For the
present study this emphasis on societal factors has been an advantage, for we are
here concerned with warfare as simply one way among others of relating to the
outside world. At the same time, research on the societal ramifications of Otto-
man warfare has not, at least in the present author’s opinion, yet gone far enough.
Given the sometimes rather full documentation, for instance in the kadi registers,
on wartime taxation and coerced services, it should be possible to study in con-
siderable detail the reactions of Ottoman townsmen in the face of the state’s
wartime demands.102 Research is more difficult where the peasantry is con-
cerned, but possibly some information can ultimately be teased out of the
surviving archival material, at least with respect to the eighteenth century.103

In addition, the study of civilian reactions to warfare must be supplemented by a
closer investigation of what happened to those people who actually went on
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campaign. That we still know so little about the fates of Ottoman prisoners of war
in the hands of the Habsburgs, and almost nothing about those who ended up in
Russia, forms but one aspect of a much more general ignorance. A concerted effort
will be needed to close these gaps in the future, and the following chapter will set
out what little we know at present and suggest possible avenues of research.
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5 ~ Of prisoners, slaves and 
the charity of strangers

~ Prisoners in the shadows

After this analysis of the overall conditions determining the fates of men and
women captured in war, we finally can turn to the histories of these unfortunate
people themselves. The study of war captives in the period before 1850/1266–7
is a much neglected field, not only in the Ottoman context, but also where the
early modern history of Europe is involved.1 A recent collection of articles on
prisoners of war in general, supplemented by a wide-ranging bibliography, high-
lights the fate of captives in the War of the American Secession (1861–5/
1277–82), the Boer War in South Africa (1899–1902/1316–20) and, mainly, the
two World Wars.2 In addition, the volume also contains a few studies on Greco-
Roman antiquity, the European middle ages and the early modern period. When
discussing the inclusion of such pre-1850s material, the editor considers this
broadening of the field as quite a novel departure on the part of his own research
team.3 Doubtless his claim is justified: if one analyses the copious appended
bibliography, it soon becomes apparent that studies on earlier prisoners of war
amount to but a minute share of the total of captivity-related research publica-
tions. It has been calculated at no more than 2 per cent.4 This neglect is partly due
to the treatment of captives in the sixteenth, seventeenth or eighteenth centuries.
On the Habsburg–Ottoman front, or in the Mediterranean theatre of war, those
captives who had not been killed in the immediate aftermath of the fighting were
soon ransomed, exchanged or enslaved, so that the transitional status of the pris-
oner of war did not normally last very long.

By contrast, during the wars of the later nineteenth century, and even more
during the following period, captivity in war became a mass phenomenon of a
dimension unknown in earlier confrontations. Especially after the two World
Wars, many people recounted stories and published memoirs about imprison-
ment in German stalags during World War II, or on the German/Austrian side,
the experience of captivity in the US or in the Siberian camps of the Soviet
Union. These statements could not possibly be neglected by the agencies that
attempted to facilitate the reintegration of former POWs after their return. Thus a
large medical literature emerged, dealing with captivity-related traumas, and
social scientists studied problems such as the delinquency of former POWs.
From the 1980s onwards, moreover, the understanding that the mistreatment of
Soviet prisoners by the Wehrmacht had reached genocidal proportions further
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encouraged historians to concern themselves with the fates of war captives in
extreme situations.5

On the other hand, military history of the early modern period had been devel-
oped and reached the peak of its prestige and popularity during the processes of
‘nation formation’ in the nineteenth century, when this discipline was taught, at
least in part, with the aim of training future (reserve) officers. Prisoners of war
were of no use to the armies to which they had once belonged, and some suspi-
cion was frequently attached to the motives of those who allowed themselves to
be captured if they were not seriously wounded. While it was possible to dwell
on the heroic deaths of the many soldiers who failed to return, prisoners of war –
who might have made a contribution to the war effort of the opposing side by
their labours in agriculture – seem to have been an embarrassment to their own
governments and military men. Thus there was a perfectly good ‘pedagogical’
reason for avoiding war captivity as a serious subject of military history. 

Only with the development of ‘war and society’ studies from the 1960s onwards
has this situation changed.6 Throughout Europe these studies can be regarded as
part of the movement towards democratization and valorization of ‘ordinary peo-
ple’, not only of ‘mainstream’ urban and rural workers, but also of marginals of
one sort or another, a social category of which prisoners of war also can be said to
form a part. Moreover, the widespread public realization in many European coun-
tries that little glory can be gained in late twentieth-century warfare has legitimized
studies of people who, by virtue of their captivity, could not be concerned with the
gaining of military advantages, but merely with material and moral survival. When
dealing with the recent past, ‘war and society’ studies also have formed links to
what in the German-speaking lands is known as Alltagsgeschichte (‘history of
everyday life’), typically concerned with the Nazi period and World War II. In the
works of researchers belonging to these schools, the social structure of armies as
well as the fate of ordinary people in wartime, combatants and non-combatants
alike, has become a principal topic, as opposed to war itself. Throughout, this shift
of focus has permitted historians to formulate an intellectual (or emotional) justifi-
cation for focusing on the fates of early modern prisoners of war.

Given this late and difficult emergence of interest in war captives, even where
intra-European history is concerned, it is not altogether surprising that even those
few synthetic studies on early modern war captives that do exist disregard the
fates of those taken in wars involving the Ottomans. In most cases, secondary
sources only tell us that the elaborate exchange agreements concluded between
the French, Habsburg and Prussian states in the eighteenth century formed part
and parcel of a strategy that aimed at reducing but not really destroying the oppo-
nent. In consequence, such arrangements supposedly were not possible when
non-Christian rulers such as the sultans were involved.7 Viewed from a different
angle it is worth noting that, from the early fifteenth century onwards, the
number of reports by European captives on Ottoman territory who managed to
return to their respective homelands was not huge but still quite substantial. Yet,
once again, the lack of interest in our problem has been remarkable and these
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books have not often been studied with the specific purpose of investigating the
fates of war captives, but have been treated as ordinary travelogues.8

Where the situation of Ottoman captives in the Habsburg lands, Venice or the
Papal States is concerned, there are very few studies by Turkish historians, in
part certainly because of the language barriers involved. But another reason is
doubtless the relatively marginal status of military history on the Turkish
historiographical scene. Military history is sponsored by the Turkish General
Staff, as happens elsewhere, but the number of publications in this field directed
at professional historians is relatively limited, especially where the pre-1850s/
pre-1270s period is concerned; and, in any case, military history as sponsored by
army authorities is, for the reasons described above, not very much interested in
the fate of war captives. But I think that reasons for this neglect go rather deeper:
there is typically very little inclination to study the fates of ‘Ottomans abroad’ at
least as long as the travellers in question were not official envoys.9 As a result,
prisoners of war have tended to fall into a ‘black hole’, and our knowledge con-
cerning Ottoman captives in early modern Europe is very partial and provisional.
The present overview cannot avoid reflecting this situation.

~ Captured: how ordinary people paid the price of inter-empire conflict 
and attempts at state formation

To a significant extent, information on European captives in Ottoman hands con-
cerns those taken at sea, or else in corsair attacks on villages and small offshore
islands. Lands belonging to the Spanish crown were most at risk. Not only were
they situated at a convenient distance from Algiers, Tunis and Tripolis, but the
Spanish monarchs made their first formal treaty with the Ottoman Empire only in
the later eighteenth century and did not deal directly with the local governments
of the three North African provinces. The latter thus regarded the inhabitants of
Spain proper, and those of the Italian possessions of the Spanish Empire as legit-
imate prizes. Moreover, not a few corsair captains and sailors had originated
from the Italian coastlands; and while many were unwilling to attack their former
fellow villagers, perspectives might change if, for instance, a vendetta was
involved. Thus, as late as 1798/1212–13, the town of Carloforte on the island of
San Pietro was attacked by Tunisian corsairs with the aid of former inhabitants of
the place; several hundred prisoners were taken, whose liberation was the subject
of arduous negotiations lasting for several years.10

But corsairs from North Africa also operated further afield: some of them
might make agreements with the commanders of Ottoman fortresses on the Adri-
atic coasts. The latter would provide the protection of their guns if the corsairs
were pursued, and also the facilities for selling slaves and valuables. In exchange
they probably received presents, and various dues from the booty marketed. It is
also likely, but cannot be proved in the absence of sources, that some governors
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saw themselves as upholding the cause of the Muslim religion against ‘unbeliev-
ers’, never mind the agreements made by the authorities in far-off Istanbul.

On the other hand, arrangements between corsairs and provincial administra-
tors were not necessarily approved of by sultans and grand viziers. Firstly, the
Ottoman version of the pacta sunt servanda principle precluded attacks on ship-
ping belonging to the subjects of rulers to whom the sultans had granted
capitulations.11 Secondly, the Ottoman central government viewed itself as the
arbiter of war and peace. In consequence, activities initiated by the governors of
outlying maritime provinces, which might lead to the formation of yet more
semi-independent small-scale states, presumably were not regarded in a favoura-
ble light (compare Chapter 3). A third consideration must have been that such
attacks could give rise to major international complications. Thus a Venetian cap-
tain pursuing a freebooter subject to the sultan might in retaliation bombard the
Ottoman fortress that sheltered the corsair/pirate – whether the captain in ques-
tion was regarded as one or the other would, of course, depend on the perspective
adopted. From the mid-sixteenth century onwards, the Ottoman sultans held Ven-
ice responsible for the security of shipping in the northern section of the Adriatic
and, in principle, conceded the Signoria the right to pursue pirates of whatever
allegiance.12 Thus when viewed from Istanbul, the activities of certain freeboot-
ers of Ottoman allegiance might not be viewed with a great deal of indulgence:
when recounting the adventures of such people, a seventeenth-century anony-
mous novella tells us that the latter might need to protect themselves against an
Ottoman governor quite as much as against the unbelievers.13

Corsairs/pirates were also common on the Christian side of the Mediterra-
nean. As a result, Ottoman seamen and travelling traders, as well as the
inhabitants of the Anatolian coasts or the Aegean and Ionian islands, lived under
the permanent threat of such people. In the late sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries, one of the major dangers for Ottoman shipping in the Adriatic came from
the Uskoks. Ensconced in the coastal fortress of Senj (Segna), which is perched
high on an inaccessible rock, these frontiersmen mostly had come from Ottoman
territories, but also, quite frequently, from Venetian or Habsburg domains.14

While these men often presented themselves as ‘defenders of Christianity’, their
activities were directed just as much against Ottoman Christians  as against Mus-
lims and, occasionally, even against Venetian subjects. When challenged on this
issue, Uskok spokesmen often replied that Christians who had accepted the pro-
tection of the sultans deserved no better, or else that ‘bad Christians’ of whatever
state, who collaborated with the ‘enemy’ should be considered fair game.15 Offi-
cially the Uskoks figured as subjects of the Habsburgs. But since they also
attacked shipping belonging to states not at war with their overlords, it is justi-
fied to regard them as pirates acting on their own account, rather than as corsairs
serving their sovereign against his enemies only. 

If, of course, the Uskoks had managed to found a stable semi-dependent or
even independent state, which they did not succeed in doing, our perspective
might be different, and we would today view them as a parallel to the corsairs of
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North Africa or the Knights of Malta. But as it was, Uskok attacks on Ottoman
shipping did not result in resource accumulation that could have enabled some
particularly successful captain to set himself up as a minor prince.16 In part such a
development was prevented by the strong reaction of the Ottoman sultans, who
frequently sent out their messengers (çavuş) in order to put pressure upon the
Venetian Signoria. If the latter was unable or unwilling to honour its commitment
to protect peaceful shipping, so the Ottoman argument went, it would become
necessary to send a naval force from Istanbul to deal with the problem. But this
was an eventuality the authorities in Venice wished to avoid at all costs; for it
was unclear whether the Ottoman navy, once it had come so close to the rich and
almost unfortified city, would limit itself to reducing the infertile rock of Senj. In
addition, allowing the Ottomans into the northern Adriatic would greatly lower
Venetian prestige, not very high even under normal circumstances, in the eyes of
the powerful Spanish viceroys of Milan and Naples. It was even feared that such
a situation might give rise to a Spanish attack on Venetian territories. In conse-
quence, as we have seen, Venice went so far as to fight a brief war with the
Habsburgs (1615–17/1023–7) in order to ensure that Senj did not become the
centre of a small but aggressive semi-independent border state.

Other pirates who viewed themselves as defenders of Christianity were the
Cossacks of the Ottoman–Polish–Russian borderlands, whom we have already
encountered in their steppe conflicts with the Tatars. But at present it is their
activity at sea that will concern us. In the years before and after 1600/1008–9, the
Cossacks built small but sturdy ships able to weather the dangerous storms of the
Black Sea, and began to attack Ottoman port towns and villages. Thus they sur-
prised Sinop, whose inhabitants, guardsmen included, had left the fortified
settlement to attend a fair in the vicinity (1615/1023–4).17 They also briefly occu-
pied Trabzon, the most important town on the Black Sea coast, famous for its
gold- and silversmiths. There was even a Cossack attack on Beykoz, a Bosphorus
village on the outskirts of Istanbul (documented 1592–4/1000–3). All this pirati-
cal activity forced the Ottomans to maintain a coastguard to protect the Anatolian
shores, even though – if official boundaries are considered – at this time the
Black Sea constituted an Ottoman lake.18 Once again, as in the Uskok case, we
are confronted with a failed attempt at state formation; the Cossack leaders tried
to break loose from the Polish-Lithuanian kingdom, but seem to have realized
that they needed resources from outside ventures in order to obtain the funding
for such an enterprise. In the long run, however, even the booty gained from
Anatolian towns was not sufficient to finance the constitution of an independent
state and, as we have seen (Chapter 3), a large section of the Cossacks in the end
accepted the suzerainty of the Russian tsar.
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~ From captive to slave

Prisoners taken by Muslim corsairs, especially in coastal raids, were often put up
for ransom shortly after having been captured, the relevant procedure being
known as the rescate. In the western Mediterranean, certain small islands were
favoured by corsairs as places of safe anchorage, from where the captors would
send messengers to negotiate ransoms. If the families of the captives paid up, the
latter were released on the spot. For the corsairs/pirates, this proceeding pre-
sented the advantage that ransoms were always far higher than the price the same

3. A janissary and his European captive, 1669. The plate is of Iznik fayence of medi-
ocre quality: the colours have run; note the janissary’s musket and his characteristic
headdress; the inscription is in Greek. 

Source: Johannes Kalter and Irene Schönberger, eds, Der lange Weg der Türken,
1500 Jahre türkische Kultur (Stuttgart: Linden-Museum, 2003): 129, Illustration no
139. The plate belongs to the Museum für Völkerkunde in Munich and is here repro-
duced by kind permission.
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person would fetch on the slave market. After all, it was predicated on the social
standing and wealth of the families of the captives and not on the presumed
labour power of the person captured. If, however, the relatives could or did not
pay, the prisoners would be taken to Algiers, Tunis, Tripolis or even Istanbul to
be sold as slaves to private persons, or else be claimed by the Ottoman state.
While ransoming was not impossible even at this later stage, it became less likely
once the captives had been removed to far-off localities and sold to masters who,
given the distances involved, might be more difficult to convince that a ransom
of sufficient magnitude would be forthcoming.

Ransoming and exchanges were also sometimes effected in the case of offic-
ers captured in land war. On the seventeenth-century Habsburg–Ottoman frontier
such negotiations for exchange, which might succeed or fail, are fairly well doc-
umented and were probably not rare. The scholar and Habsburg military officer
Luigi Fernando de Marsigli was taken prisoner at an early stage of his career and
spent time in Ottoman Bosnia until an exchange could be effected.19 Claudio
Angelo de Martelli, a cavalry officer in the service of the Austrian Habsburgs,
captured by the Ottomans at the time of the Vienna siege, finally was ransomed
in Istanbul, and has left a fairly detailed description of the negotiations leading
up to this event.20 De Martelli was back in Vienna in time to bring out his book in
1689/1100–1, a full ten years before the war came to an end. This means that,
while there were no formal conventions (‘cartels’ in eighteenth-century parlance)
specifying in advance the conditions for ransoming and prisoner exchange
between the Ottomans and their Habsburg opponents, the relevant practices were
by no means unknown. 

We know much less about the fate of Muslim captives sold on the territories of
Italian or Habsburg rulers by the Maltese Knights, or the equally piratical
Knights of St Stephen, subjects of the grand dukes of Toscana. Moreover, what
we do know is owed to a very few recent studies.21 To some degree, this defi-
ciency may have been caused by the fact that the literary genre of the captivity
account, while not unknown in Ottoman literature, was not very widespread, so
that researchers have to work mainly with unpublished archival material.22 But
more importantly, European historians, for whom it is much less difficult to
access French, Spanish or Italian archives than for their Turkish counterparts,
have long tended to view Christian populations as the principal victims of Mus-
lim pirates or corsairs, while the inverse case has largely been ignored. In
particular it has seemed convenient to ‘forget’ that the enslavement of Muslim
prisoners in Christian lands was a common enough event. Only in the eighteenth
century did all Habsburg–Ottoman treaties contain clauses concerning the
exchange or, if that was not feasible, the ransoming of prisoners: as long as the
latter had not changed the religions into which they had been born, they were to
be sent home, while converts were simply to be liberated. But down to the peace
of Karlowitz (1699/1110–11) and sometimes even beyond, prisoners taken in
warfare on land were still being enslaved in the Habsburg territories.23
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In southern Italy, however, the practice of enslaving prisoners continued
through the eighteenth century and occasionally even past 1800/1214–15.
Admittedly, the numbers of people who suffered this fate after about 1700/
1111–12 were much lower than those documented for the sixteenth century,
when literally tens of thousands of people lived as Muslim or ex-Muslim slaves
in different Italian states, especially in Sicily.24 Only in Venice, whose govern-
ment, wartime conditions apart, was anxious to maintain passable relations with
the sultans, were Ottoman captives often released. However, the Signoria admit-
tedly also possessed a well-deserved reputation for ordering the assassination of
captives deemed ‘inconvenient’.25 Further, the likelihood of being released from
North African or generally Ottoman captivity seems to have been higher than
that of finding one’s way home from servitude in the lands of Christian sover-
eigns.26 All in all, acknowledging that the enslavement of prisoners was practised
not just in the colonies, but right in Europe itself and in the very lifetimes of
Newton and Voltaire, has not come easily to many European historians.

~ The miseries of transportation

Anybody who has read captivity accounts of people imprisoned in Nazi Ger-
many or Stalinist Russia knows that transportation to a different camp or prison
was a source of special misery for the unfortunates involved. As the reasons for
this state of affairs were not significantly different in the early modern period
from what they were to be in the mid-twentieth century, it comes as no surprise
that former prisoners and eyewitnesses from the sixteenth or seventeenth centu-
ries also have highlighted the traumatic experiences linked to this particular stage
of captivity. Due to the confusion attendant upon large numbers of people taking
to the roads, the likelihood of flight was not to be gainsaid, especially if the cor-
tege was as yet not too far away from the homelands of the captives. This often
resulted in these people’s being chained together, an experience as painful as it
was humiliating. For the captors, the presence of helpless prisoners might form a
convenient outlet for their own frustrations, and insults and beatings were com-
mon. When it came to stopping points en route, usually nothing much had been
prepared, and the exhausted men and women were fed minimally if at all, while
the quality of sleeping quarters was typically abysmal.

Concerning the experiences of an Ottoman captive of the Austrians on the
Croatian front in the war of 1683–99/1094–1111, the account of Osman Ağa of
Temeşvar/Timisoara forms a most important source.27 This young officer
recounted that after his capture he was able to supply a ransom, but his treacher-
ous captor, an Austrian military man, took the cash and then refused to let him
go. The first chapters of Osman’s account are full of the miseries of the road: at
one point, the prisoner was thrown out of the dwelling in which his captor was
housed, because it was assumed that he was close to death, and he survived a
major bout of fever lying on a dung heap. 
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Similar tales can be found in the book by Claudio Angelo de Martelli.
However, de Martelli was a prisoner, not of an ordinary officer, but of the Grand
Vizier Kara Mustafa Paşa himself, and after the latter’s execution, he became the
property of the sultan before being returned to Kara Mustafa’s heirs. As the
Ottomans seem to have considered him a man of some importance, they may
have been specially motivated to keep him alive; for de Martelli was a possible
candidate for exchange, at least while in the possession of the grand vizier and
later of his heirs. This may explain why de Martelli was occasionally given leave
to attend mass in Belgrade and other places, where he found people to aid and
befriend him. But accommodation in the fortresses of Buda and Belgrade was
terrible, and although de Martelli’s book, as a piece of war propaganda,
highlighted the author’s unflinching devotion to the Habsburg cause, it is easy to
read between the lines that the author suffered from a profound depression
induced by illness and the hardships of prisoner transportation.28

~ On galleys and in arsenals

Mediterranean states maintained galleys well into the seventeenth century, and a
few ships of this type were in use even after 1700/1111–12. As the overcrowding
and overwork on board resulted in high mortality rates, there was a sustained
demand for rowers. Where the galleys based in Istanbul were concerned, we
have noted that prisoners taken in war had as companions in misfortune both
criminals and ‘free’ rowers furnished by the local craft guilds. In the sixteenth
century, it became common also in the Ottoman territories to sentence people to
the galleys for a variety of misdeeds. At certain times, the number of Ottoman
subjects illegally kidnapped and sold to the naval arsenal may also have been
considerable.29 In the North African provinces, with their much smaller popula-
tions, the percentage of slave rowers was probably higher than on the galleys
based in Istanbul.

Galley crews consisting largely of prisoners, whether in the service of the
Ottoman sultan or else of a Christian ruler, had little reason to feel any loyalty
towards the state responsible for their misery.30 When a galley was under attack,
the rowers thus might seize the chance to revolt; and in less extreme situations
they were liable to flee if given half a chance. The insecurity generated by this
situation in turn was the source of much brutality on the part of officers and
guards, which cost the lives of many slaves.31 When a galley was taken by the
ships of a Christian power, the Christian rowers were set free, and the converse
was true for Muslim galley slaves if the captor was an Ottoman vessel. On the
other hand, rowers with the ‘wrong’ religion were not included in this gesture of
liberation. Thus, when Christian rowers were freed because the galley on which
they had served was taken by a Maltese or papal ship, this did not mean that the
misfortunes of their Muslim colleagues were at an end, quite to the contrary.32
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Nor were Christian galley slaves normally released when their ship fell into the
hands of the Muslims.

To date virtually no memoirs of Ottoman ex-galley slaves have been found, so
that we know very little about the way in which these men experienced their cap-
tivity. However, the Roman archives do preserve evidence of the acts through
which certain slaves serving on the papal galleys attempted to obtain liberation.
One way was to flee the port towns where the ships were anchored, and make
one’s way to Rome as, at least at certain times during the sixteenth century,
slaves who reached the Capitol and demanded their freedom were recognized as
freedmen. Even after the right to automatic manumission had been abolished,
slaves continued to arrive because, if they could provide proof of baptism, they
were still able to obtain their freedom.33 Others attempted to flee to Muslim terri-
tory, on a boat that they had found or ‘liberated’; unfortunately we only know
something about those attempts that miscarried, and often those fugitives who
had the misfortune to be recaptured were severely punished.34 Of course, the suc-
cessful ones were those who left no trace.

4. The naval arsenal at Kasımpaşa, Istanbul, after 1784 and before 1800, engraving by
Antoine-Ignace Melling, who arrived in Istanbul in 1784 and worked for Hatice Sul-
tan, a sister of Selim III (r. 1789–1807). This engraving forms part of a sequence
illustrating the shores of the Sea of Marmara, Istanbul proper and the Bosphorus vil-
lages that were then turning into places where wealthy residents spent their summers.

Source: Voyage pittoresque de Constantinople et des rives du Bosphore, d’après
les desseins de M. Melling (reprint Istanbul: Yapı ve Kredi Bankası, 1969): no page
numbers. By kind permission of the publishing division of the Yapı ve Kredi Bankası.
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~ Charity and the tribulations of prisoners

In the second half of the sixteenth century, when food prices had greatly
increased, captives employed on galleys generally received only the absolute
minimum in terms of food.35 Michael Heberer of the small Neckar town of Bret-
ten, near Heidelberg in today’s south-western Germany, who rowed on Ottoman
galleys during the 1580s/987–98, described a remarkable scene in which the
owner of a galley, a powerful bey, demanded that the captain (re’is) increase his
beatings of the slaves in order to make them row harder.36 The captain refused,
replying that the slaves needed more food, not beatings. When the owner was
unwilling to see reason, the captain resigned his post in protest, saying that the
slaves were people just as he himself, and that he wanted to treat them as men
and as not as animals. According to Heberer, the bey was livid, but did not dare
to do anything, as both the soldiers and the passengers took the captain’s side.
Bad though conditions were on Ottoman galleys, they were often even worse on
those of the Christian powers, where the bread was frequently inedible and possi-
bly also the moral code which governed the treatment of ‘infidel’ captives was
but weakly developed.37

Prisoners in the sultan’s territories were thus dependent on charity and, as
some of them ultimately made it back to their homelands and wrote about their
experiences, we can learn something about Ottoman practices in this respect. The
bits and pieces of information provided by returnees are, moreover, of particular
interest. Normally, Ottoman sources tell us something about the activities and
occasionally the intentions of elite men and women who instituted charities. For
their part, foreign visitors such as Rauwolff were not slow to observe that Otto-
man Muslims in general took the precepts of their religion seriously, and that in
addition to assiduous praying, alms-giving was widely practised.38 But in all
these texts, written by privileged persons either Ottoman or foreign, very little
has been said about the strategies and reactions of the recipients.39 This makes
the information relayed by former captives especially precious.40

Alms could be solicited from a variety of people. In the case of Christian
slaves on Ottoman territory, European embassy personnel, travellers and pil-
grims might provide such outside support, especially if they came from the same
state or province as the captive. Or else class solidarities might come into play:
Michael Heberer tells us that his status as an educated man elicited some sym-
pathy from visitors who had received the same kind of training in Latin and
Ancient Greek as he himself.41 Presumably the fact that – Venice apart – there
were so few free Ottomans travelling about western and southern Europe
accounts for some of the extra hardship suffered by Ottoman captives in these
lands. In addition, in the divided Europe of the Reformation and Counter-
Reformation periods, the proper recipients of charity were apparently only the
fellow believers of the donor. And if Protestants had little to expect from a
devout Catholic and vice versa, the probability that a Muslim would elicit charity
was even slimmer.42
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In the Ottoman context, women were significant as alms givers. When
describing his life as an oarsman on an Ottoman galley, Heberer tells us that a
royal woman, returning from the hajj and escorted home by the galley belonging
to his master, had the brutal owner of the ship upbraided and warned about the
consequences of the evil deeds he had perpetrated against his slave rowers. More
practically, she also made sure the men were treated, at her own expense, several
times during the trip from Alexandria to the Ottoman capital. Bread, cooking oil
and some meat were distributed among the unfortunate slaves in the name of the
royal lady, whom Heberer did not identify but who, judging from the reception
she was given upon disembarking, may well have been a princess.43

Less exalted female inhabitants of Istanbul also showed charity towards
slaves. Heberer told a remarkable story about women in the company of servants
to a powerful man, who were probably of servile status themselves, and who
gave out alms when taken by their men-folk to see the galley slaves at work.44 In
another instance, when spending the winter season in the prisons of the sultan’s
arsenal, he went out to earn some money by doing a job in a private home; he
recorded that the wife of the man for whom he worked not only fed him, but
admonished her husband to do something for the poor servant as well.45

By contrast, Hans Wild (1585–after 1613/992–after 1022), a former Nurem-
berg soldier and a prisoner of war in Ottoman lands between 1604/1012–13 and
1611/1019–20, who as an Islamized slave had visited both Jerusalem and Mecca,
records only charity received from men, above all from the last of his numerous
masters. After his manumission in Cairo, Wild pretended to his former owner, a
janissary commander, that he wanted to earn his living as a petty trader. If his
later claims were true, in actual fact he was trying to make his way home. How-
ever, things went wrong almost from the start, and the ship on which he had
embarked sank not too far from Cyprus. Wild was picked up by a passing Otto-
man craft, where the merchant passengers supplied him with food and clothes, as
he had nothing much on him apart from his manumission document. After hav-
ing proven his freedom in the kadi’s court of Limassol/Lemiso, the kadi himself
gave him a substantial sum as alms. Wild continued on his way to Antalya, where
he fell seriously ill. Penniless and with a high fever, he was kept in food by char-
itable local Muslims, until his vigorous constitution gained the upper hand. Thus
the merchants on the ship, the kadi and the unnamed Muslims of Antalya all
were generous towards a poor stranger, whose foreign background must, more-
over, have been obvious from his accent.46

Heberer and Wild were not the only captives to write about charity dispensed
by Ottoman subjects. Claudio Angelo de Martelli’s memoirs especially highlight
the miseries of a captive in the dungeons of diverse Ottoman fortresses in Hun-
gary and Serbia and, as we have seen, should probably be regarded as a piece of
wartime propaganda. Thus it is all the more notable that the author has a good
deal to say about the charity he received from inhabitants of the Ottoman
Empire. Some of this aid came from fellow Catholics, particularly from the con-
gregations with whom he sometimes attended church.47 While in Belgrade, he
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received aid from ‘Greeks’ (Orthodox) and Catholics alike; aside from money,
clean linen and other supplies, this included the conveyance of letters, which
much helped the prisoner to keep up his interest in life. In addition to quite a few
unnamed individuals, the author mentioned Bishop ‘Mattheus Bernakovick’ and
the pater guardian of a Belgrade convent. Among laymen he was very apprecia-
tive of the rich Dubrovnik merchant Francesco Calogero, who not only provided
material aid but also psychological support.48 Furthermore, in spite of war condi-
tions, Muslim women sometimes also sent alms to prisoners of war, de Martelli
mentioning the wife of the Belgrade fortress commander (dizdar), who secretly
made a contribution.49

~ The ‘extra-curricular’ labours of galley – and other – slaves

When the galleys were laid up for the winter, some of the prisoners were
employed in the naval arsenal as artisans; they might be engaged in shipbuilding
itself, but also in the auxiliary crafts, such as blacksmith’s work or the installa-
tion of masts and sails. In sixteenth-century Algiers, Tunis or Tripolis, such
specialists were always in great demand, and if a man was known to be versed in
one of the crafts useful to the arsenal, it was notoriously difficult to exchange or
ransom him.50 But on the other hand, specialist skills might also be of help to a
prisoner. The English soldier of fortune Edward Webbe, who has left a brief
account of his adventures, including a number of years as a slave in the Istanbul
arsenal during the 1580s/987–98, records how, as an expert gunner, he was
ordered to help with the fireworks display which enlivened the princely circum-
cision festivities of 1582/990–1. This enterprise earned him some money, and
thereby a chance to alleviate the conditions of his captivity.51

The contributions of charitable men and women and what the arsenal – or, in
the case of privately owned slaves, the relevant owners – doled out in the way of
food, needed to be supplemented by work. Here everything depended upon cir-
cumstances. In the Ottoman context, some private owners permitted their slaves
to work on their own account and thus ransom themselves. This could take the
shape of a binding promise, documented in the kadi’s court, that the slave was to
be freed after a certain period of service, or else after having performed a given
amount of work: weaving a certain number cloths was a popular condition in
sixteenth-century Bursa.52 In other instances, what was earned by work might
suffice only for some extra food. Once again, Michael Heberer’s account is quite
illuminating; he made occasional money by writing congratulatory poems for
assorted European dignitaries visiting Istanbul.53 In this age before copyright, the
person so honoured, both in European and Ottoman societies, was expected to
reciprocate with a gift. More modestly, Heberer learned from a fellow captive to
shear sheepskins, which could be bought cheaply, spin the wool, and knit it into
hosiery; this activity made it possible not only to buy better food, but also to give
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a share to the guards in exchange for more lenient treatment.54 Last but not least,
Heberer’s trade as a stocking-seller helped him to establish those all-important
contacts that ultimately led to his liberation. But, in addition, even this pious
prisoner had no qualms about galley slaves’ stealing food or small items that
could be sold, whenever the opportunity presented itself.55

Conversely, hungry galley slaves of Muslim background were common
enough in Christian kingdoms. In the seventeenth-century arsenal of Marseilles
there were quite a few unfortunates of this kind. Some of them may have been
caught by French captains during attempted raids on the northern Mediterranean
shores, but most of them had been purchased from the Maltese, or else from
other Christian freebooters active on the North African coast. The latter found a
ready market for their captives in the French royal arsenal, and thus were offi-
cially encouraged to continue their raids. Living conditions in the Marseilles
establishment showed certain features parallel to those observed in the Istanbul
arsenal; knitting stockings was also practised as a sideline by galley slaves serv-
ing Louis XIV. However, the merchant capitalism characteristic of the
seventeenth-century French economy meant that petty entrepreneurs of the kind
described by Heberer – indeed, as he portrayed himself – were less widespread in
Marseilles: many galley slaves worked for urban masters who thus profited from
cheap coerced labour.56 Moreover, the Sun King being little inclined to let go
even those French captives who had served their terms, the likelihood of Muslim
slaves being released was even lower.

~ Domestic service

Where Ottoman slaves were concerned, those who were brought to Habsburg ter-
ritory often enough ended up in domestic service in a more or less well-to-do
household; in the early eighteenth century, it was quite fashionable in these cir-
cles to have African or Middle Eastern servants. Even though domestic slavery
was less dangerous to life and limb than rowing on the galleys, it might still
result in hazardous situations. After all, even locally hired and legally free serv-
ants had few rights vis-à-vis their employers, and foreigners of slave status were
in an even weaker position.57 Being dependent upon the – possibly non-existent –
goodwill of a master or mistress in itself must have been the source of much
misery.

Many servants who had reached the Habsburg territories as prisoners of war
entered the households in which they served when still quite young. Ultimately
many of them were baptized, frequently with one or more local aristocrats acting
as godparents. Such connections ensured that at least the ex-Ottoman women
after their liberation might well find spouses of the ‘middling sort’, and in a few
cases even among the petty nobility, and thus were not necessarily limited to the
servant milieu.58 But not all Ottoman prisoners, male or female, were willing to
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accept a permanent separation from their religion, family and home.59 We have
already encountered the young Ottoman officer Osman Ağa, who managed to
flee from Vienna in 1699/1110–11 and return to his home province. He recounted
that there were women in the group of fugitives he had put together, who risked
the dangerous trip over a not yet clearly demarcated border in order to avoid liv-
ing out their lives in the ‘lands of the unbelievers’.60

In southern Italy many Muslim captives also wound up as domestic servants.
For in this region where, in the sixteenth or seventeenth century, productive
activities were not highly developed, what wealth existed was largely mono-
polized by a class of noblemen, for whom the size of their households constituted
a source of social prestige. Once again, slaves were expected to become mem-
bers of the Roman Catholic Church. And here as well, many, but by no means all,
slaves consented when their owners demanded a change of religion, for baptism
might well be a precondition for manumission. Moreover, as paid employment
was not easy to come by, a freedman who left the household of his former master
might secure a roof over his head if he joined a monastery or convent as a lay
brother.61

Service by Ottoman prisoners at the court of a European ruler or member of a
royal family formed a special case. At home in the Ottoman lands these young
servitors had normally been commoners. There was, however, at least one case
involving girls with connections to the palace milieu. In 1557/964–5, in a battle
between Ottoman and Maltese galleys, two young women on their way to Mecca
were taken captive and brought to France by a grand prior of the Maltese
Knights, who had returned to France in order to take up a position in the French
navy. The two girls were baptized, one of them being named Catherine after her
presumed godmother Catherine de Medici, and ultimately married off. For over
twenty-five years their mother, the Lady Huma in Istanbul, insisted on the return
of her daughters; she had received a letter stating that the two girls had been con-
verted by force. Although Huma Hatun was said to be a poor woman, she was
able to win powerful champions, which at one time included female members of
the Ottoman house and also the Vizier Sokollu Mehmed Paşa. As a result the
matter became something of a diplomatic cause célèbre. We last hear of the case
in 1581/988–9, when the return of the two, now fully grown women, was once
again demanded by Murad III, though apparently not with a great deal of convic-
tion. Unfortunately the thoughts and reactions of the two ex-Ottoman ladies to
this extraordinary adventure remain altogether unknown. 

A little more is known about service performed by slaves of European back-
ground in the households of certain great personages of the Ottoman realm and,
above all, of the sultan himself. Several former pages have left accounts, among
them a Spaniard who later returned home and gave a report of his life story to the
Inquisition, to be taken with a grain of salt, as with all ‘autobiographies’ pro-
duced under duress.62 Gutierre Pantoja entered the sultan’s service aged sixteen
or shortly afterwards, received the education of a page in the palace chambers,
and was later affected to the sultan’s suite whenever the latter left the Topkapı
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precinct, perhaps as a member of the corps of bostancı guardsmen. Among his
fellow pages there were two ex-Portuguese, and when Pantoja, long since a Mus-
lim, married upon the ruler’s orders, his wife was of Russian or Ukrainian
extraction; in brief the sultan’s household was cosmopolitan, just as, incidentally,
the establishment of the high official in Istanbul where de Martelli ultimately
awaited his ransoming.

~ The role of local mediation in ransoming a Christian prisoner

In de Martelli’s story, most of the aid received doubtless came from fellow Chris-
tians; apart from the Belgrade dizdar’s wife, the Muslims of whom he spoke with
special gratitude mostly were recent converts to Islam, sometimes former prison-
ers from Habsburg territory. For such men were often enough nostalgic about
home and pleased to speak their native language; in some cases, they might even
dream of returning to their homelands. De Martelli thus told the story of a certain
Abdullah, who was one of the eight formerly Christian servitors of the kâhya, the
official in charge of the three young sons of the recently executed Grand Vizier
Kara Mustafa Paşa. Abdullah, originally a Spaniard from the Canaries who had
been sent to Istanbul by the paşa of Algiers, cooked up a madcap plan for his
own and de Martelli’s escape, which, however, was given up before realization
had even begun.63 Other recent converts to Islam cropped up in the course of the
tale, among them Mehmed Ağa, treasurer (hazinedar) in the kâhya’s household,
born a Polish nobleman. Mehmed Ağa held a position of trust and was well inte-
grated into Ottoman society, which did not prevent him from supplying the
captive with firewood, offering to contribute to his ransom and otherwise
befriending him.64 There was little evidence of the hostility that such people have
sometimes been said to harbour against their former coreligionists.

Jews occurred much more rarely in de Martelli’s account. But one such per-
son, a certain Davidoğlı Rosales, did play a key role as a mediator negotiating the
ransoming of the captive. He was not the only such go-between, as the Habsburg
officer, even though he attempted to hide his rank, was soon known to the Eng-
lish and French ambassadors as a figure of some importance. Apparently the
Jewish mediator had links to the English diplomat Mountagu (Montagu) North,
who asked Rosales both to further de Martelli’s release, and to help the latter
control both his attacks of melancholy and his impatience. For, in the view of the
European diplomats present in Pera, any attempt at escape on the part of the pris-
oner was likely to create more problems than it solved. The Jewish mediator also
contacted the kâhya on behalf of de Martelli when it came to negotiating the con-
crete circumstances of the Habsburg officer’s release. This activity was not
without its risks, as the sale of de Martelli to a Turk who was a creditor of the
executed former grand vizier encountered serious opposition in official quarters,
in the course of which Rosales was even threatened with the galleys. In the end
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the mediator was successful, but de Martelli never established a personal rela-
tionship of the kind he seems to have enjoyed with Mehmed Ağa or even
Abdullah. Thus we do not learn how Rosales was remunerated for his trouble,
what languages he used in these different negotiations, or how he himself saw his
difficult and sometimes dangerous profession. But it is quite clear that the pro-
cess of ransoming absolutely necessitated the intervention of mediators who
were Ottoman subjects. 

~ In conclusion

As these paragraphs have demonstrated, research concerning prisoners of war on
Ottoman territory, and on Ottoman captives abroad is still in its beginning stages:
this accounts for the ‘patchiness’ of the present chapter. Attempts have been
made to find out what happened to formerly Ottoman captives living out their
lives in central Europe through the study of church records, though in all likeli-
hood, many of these documents are still unexplored.65 Where prisoners of non-
Ottoman background in the Empire are concerned, a systematic collection of the
rather numerous references to such people in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
European travel accounts also seems promising. Perhaps it will be possible to
follow the example of the historians of antiquity in scanning the published travel
accounts into a computer and then conducting electronic searches; these data can
then be collated with the growing body of studies of Ottoman slavery based on
Ottoman sources. But at present a major deficiency remains: even though the
study of captives taken in wars between European rulers and the Ottoman sultans
has for the most part been undertaken by Ottomanists, work on the different cate-
gories of primary sources has typically been carried out with little coordination
between the different specialists.

However, some preliminary results are important and should be retained. First
of all, the enslavement of prisoners was by no means an Ottoman peculiarity.
Quite to the contrary, until 1699/1110–11 this procedure was officially sanc-
tioned by the Austrian side as well, and even though the numbers had
diminished, there were still enslaved Muslim captives in southern Italy in the
early 1800s. In the Marseilles arsenal there were quite a few Muslim slaves who
had been the victims of raiding by Christian freebooters. Yet this obvious fact did
not help them to obtain their freedom, except for the rare event of a special
agreement by the French kings with one or another of the North African rulers.
Not even a kingdom that normally maintained friendly relations with the Otto-
mans was willing to forgo Muslim galley slaves. Secondly, agreements to
exchange captives of officer status were common enough at least in the seven-
teenth century as far as Habsburg–Ottoman wars were concerned. It is thus clear
that such understandings were by no means limited to wars among Christian
potentates, as has often been assumed. In this respect at least, the Ottomans and
their opponents inhabited one and the same world.
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Up to this point our concern has been mainly with what might be called politi-
cal and military ‘hard facts’, and but rarely with peaceful exchanges of goods
and people. Yet there were quite a few foreign merchants, both Muslim and non-
Muslim, present on Ottoman soil. This could not have been possible without the
toleration of the sultans and their advisors, and we must ask ourselves what
advantages the servitors of the Ottoman state hoped to derive from foreign trade.
What could these merchant sojourners offer that compensated for the frequent
disruptions that their presence caused in the sultan’s ‘well-guarded domains’?
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In the early modern world, war and its political results including conquest and
subjection, together with trade and pilgrimage, can be identified as the three
major modes in which the inhabitants of any principality or empire related to the
world outside the frontiers of the relevant polity. In the previous chapters, we
have discussed modes of conquest and subjection first, followed by the wars that
had brought about these relationships. But while the model of the ‘warfare state’
(compare Chapter 1) did and perhaps does encourage scholars to think in terms
of an Ottoman elite that was unconcerned about trade, research during the last
thirty years or so has shown that this is not a realistic notion.1 To the contrary,
customs duties formed a substantial share of state income, and the Ottoman gov-
erning apparatus was quite aware of this basic fact. In addition, trade generated
rental income from khans and covered markets, and thus contributed to the func-
tioning of the pious foundations that made the reputations of so many members
of the Ottoman elite. All these considerations meant that some high-level person-
ages within the governing apparatus were induced to engage in trade themselves.
But even those who did not, were in one way or another concerned with the max-
imization of revenues generated by commerce.2

In the present chapter there will be more information on foreign merchants
who came to the Empire to do business, than on Ottoman subjects who went
abroad for reasons of trade. The reason for this choice is fairly trivial. While
there is by now a significant body of research on the activities of foreign mer-
chants in the Empire, ‘Ottomans abroad’, as we have seen, have generated a
much more limited secondary literature.3 Moreover, to date there is not very
much evidence available on the attitudes of the Ottoman elite towards those
among their subjects who left the Empire in order to market their goods. How-
ever, limited evidence does not mean that there was total indifference: at least in
the late 1500s and early 1600s, sultans and viziers went out of their way to pro-
tect their Anatolian or Bosnian subjects who had been robbed by Uskoks and
other pirates while on their way to Venice.4 We will have to wait for more
research on specific groups at particular points in time before we can draw a
comprehensive picture of the Ottoman elite’s attitudes on this important issue.
But in the meantime it is appropriate to balance our long discussion of war, con-
quest and modes of political integration by a closer look at the trade nexus. 

Ottoman-06.fm  Page 137  Tuesday, September 7, 2004  9:53 AM



138 ~ THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE AND THE WORLD AROUND IT ~

~ Merchants from remote countries: the Asian world

Whether from Muslim countries or from the ‘lands of war’, it must have been
mainly for reasons of trade that the subjects of foreign rulers appeared on Otto-
man soil in person. Indian merchants reached Aleppo through Basra, as in one
relatively well-documented case concerning the early seventeenth century.5 Mus-
lim traders from the coasts of western India equally did business in the Hijaz,
after having crossed the ocean in enormous ships which astonished the inhabit-
ants of the timber-starved Red Sea coasts.6 One of the principal reasons for these
commercial links was the importation of Indian cotton prints and painted cotton
fabrics into the territories governed by the sultans. After all, these textiles were
coveted as much by Ottoman customers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries as they were by contemporary western Europeans. As Indian cottons were
often distributed through Egypt, the Ottoman market was frequently known to
Indian textile producers as Arabian. But customers were also found among the
better-off inhabitants of the Turkish-speaking provinces, and numerous terms for
different types of cottons entered the Ottoman-Turkish language as loan-words.7

Egyptian distributors of Indian goods did not often venture south of Jiddah,
and thus a significant number of Indians must have spent some time on Ottoman
territory.8 In 1564–5/971–3, a letter from Süleyman the Magnificent to Don
Sebastian, king of Portugal, explained that the latter’s recently expressed desire
for peaceful relations was incompatible with Portuguese attacks on pilgrims and
merchants. King Sebastian would have to make up his mind whether he desired
peace or war, ‘and what else is there to say’.9 Some of these Indian traders did
business in the Yemen, at that time recently reconquered by the Ottomans; a
command to the governor of Sana‘a forbade these merchants to acquire arms and
items made of silver.10 However, while something is known about the commer-
cial organization of Indians on Russian territory, particularly in Moscow and
Astrakhan, their counterparts in the Ottoman lands are very poorly documented,
and these people’s commercial organization continues to escape us.11

Iranian merchants were in a special position, and often enough in a peculiarly
uncomfortable one. Among Indian visitors to the Ottoman lands, Shi’ites proba-
bly were not absent, but since there was no major conflict between Indian rulers
and the Ottoman sultans, and a fortiori none involving religion, the convictions
of these businessmen were of no concern of the authorities in Istanbul. Matters
were different in the case of Iran. In the fifteenth century, traders from Azerbai-
jan and other Iranian provinces had frequented Bursa. But then the war between
Selim I and Ismā‘īl I (1514/919–20) induced the Ottoman ruler to prohibit the
importation of Iranian silk, confiscate those silks already on his territory and
even imprison importing merchants.12 For a number of years, Iranian traders
must have all but disappeared from the Ottoman scene. Moreover, even though
Sultan Süleyman, shortly after ascending the throne in 1520/926–7, once again
permitted trade with Iran, Muslim Iranians seem to have found the Bursa trade
increasingly problematic.
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In the course of the sixteenth century, the place of the Muslim merchants was
taken over by an expanding network of Armenian traders who, in the long run,
came to dominate the importation of Iranian silk into Ottoman territories.13 Quite
possibly this was due not only to the policy of Shah ‘Abbās and his successors,
who entrusted the Armenians with this enterprise, but also to Ottoman prefer-
ences. After all, non-Muslims could not be suspected of being sheiks of the
Safavid order in disguise, a persistent worry of sixteenth-century Ottoman
officials.

Even so, however, the formation of the Armenian trading network was beset
by many vicissitudes. In the second half of the sixteenth century, Armenians from
the town of Djulfa on the Aras seem to have prospered in spite of recurrent Otto-
man–Iranian wars, to witness the elaborate gravestones in the Djulfa cemetery,
some of which survive until the present day. This was due to the fact that the
local merchants, with access to Iranian raw silk, were able to plug themselves
into the international silk trade, in which European purchasers were gaining in
importance. In the early seventeenth century, when Shah ‘Abbās succeeded in
regaining the town of Nakhčhewān from the Ottomans, he had it destroyed
because in his perspective, the resident elite had traitorously supported his major
enemy. Furthermore, in order to prevent the rapid reconstruction of Nakhčhewān,
he also deported the local traders’ commercial partners, namely the Armenians of
Djulfa, to a far-away site in the vicinity of I fahān.14 There the latter constructed
the famous merchant diaspora which handled Iranian silk exports throughout the
seventeenth century, as well as English and Indian goods.15

Armenian merchants formed part of a major commercial diaspora, which on
the one hand linked the residents of New Djulfa near I fahān to India and even
Tibet, and on the other hand, to Izmir, Aleppo, Amsterdam and, at least tempor-
arily, Marseilles. Another group of Armenians did business with Lvov (Lwiw),
today a city in the Ukraine but which in the early modern period formed part of
the commonwealth of Poland-Lithuania. All this activity must have resulted in
more or less extended residences of Armenians based in New Djulfa in the major
Ottoman centres of commerce.16 Moreover, some of their counterparts domiciled
in Amsterdam also traded with the Empire and thus visited Ottoman ports, espe-
cially Izmir.17

Most of the principal merchants of the Armenian diaspora lived permanently
in Iran, and merely sent their junior partners, often younger relatives, on com-
mercial trips. But there existed colonies of resident Armenian merchants in
Ottoman cities as well. Thus from the eighteenth century onwards Roman Catho-
lic Armenian immigrants from Iran were established in Izmir, where some of the
wealthier members of the group soon came to intermarry with French mer-
chants.18 However, in the absence of the relevant records, it is not easy to
determine when these immigrants from Armenia came to be regarded as subjects
of the Ottoman sultan.

Although the Armenians are relatively well documented and currently consti-
tute a focus of scholarly interest, Muslim Iranians should not be ignored either.

s.

s.
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At least in Baghdad, Basra and Aleppo, Muslim traders occasionally found their
way into Ottoman documents. Thus in 1610/1018–19, a caravan arrived in
Aleppo with several very rich traders from Hamadān, who carried mainly indigo,
perfume bottles, drugs and fabrics from Lahore.19 By ‘fabrics’ the Aleppine
scribe possibly meant not cottons, the most widespread Indian textile, but the
famed shawls produced in the latter city.20 Presumably commercial links to the
north-western section of the Indo-Pakistani subcontinent were forged by traders
from Multān, who regularly traversed the Hindukush to trade in Iran. Unfortu-
nately our knowledge of the trade links between Indian merchants domiciled in
Iran and their Iranian counterparts is as yet very limited.21

Even more enigmatic is the trade with Russia; the Ottoman side largely
imported luxuries such as furs.22 But the concept of luxury is relative, and the
Ottoman administration passed out so many robes of honour, lined with exotic
furs if intended for high-ranking personages, that the total demand for Russian
furs must have been significant. If the examples still existing in the Kremlin col-
lections are any indication, on the Russian side there was a substantial demand
for rich horse-furnishings. Ottoman sultans occasionally sent out court merchants
to purchase different types of fur.23 But whether these people also carried all the
luxury goods demanded in Moscow remains an open question.24 It is quite possi-
ble that Tatars from Kazan or Astrakhan were also active in this commerce, to
say nothing of the Armenian merchants who by the second half of the seven-
teenth century were exploring the possibilities of the Russian transit routes for
Iranian silk.25

~ Merchants from a (not so) remote Christian country: the Venetians

Among merchants from Christian countries, in the late sixteenth and even in the
early seventeenth century, the Venetians still retained a prominent position. The
Venetian presence had originated in the division of the Byzantine Empire during
the fourth crusade of 1204/600–1, which had netted Venice a number of islands
and territories on the Aegean coasts. However, since these were mostly con-
quered by the sultans well before 1540/946–7, they will not concern us here.
More importantly Cyprus, with its rich production of cotton and sugar, in 1489/
894–5 had become a possession of Venice.26 This island, the site of Shake-
speare’s Othello, remained under the Signoria’s control until the Ottoman
conquest of 1570–3/977–81. Moreover, until the mid-seventeenth century the
island of Crete was still a Venetian possession; it too was finally conquered, by
the Grand Vizier Köprülü-zade Fazıl Ahmed Paşa, on behalf of Sultan Mehmed
IV (r. 1644–69/1053–80).27 But even after the final loss of all Venetian posses-
sions in the Aegean region (1718/1130–1) certain Ionian islands and sections of
the Dalmatian coast remained in the Signoria’s hands, so that Venice remained a
neighbour of the Ottoman Empire until the very end of the ancient republic in
1797/1211–12.
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In spite of rather numerous wars, Ottoman relations with this city were closer
than with any other state of Christendom. Wealthy subjects of the sultans contin-
ued to purchase Venetian fabrics and glassware well into the seventeenth century,
to say nothing of the cheeses that were highly esteemed by certain sixteenth-
century Ottoman dignitaries.28 Ottoman non-Muslims acquired books printed in
Greek, in which Venice had already come to specialize by the sixteenth century.29

In return, cotton was bought by the Signoria’s subjects in Syria or Cyprus for sale
in central Europe, where it was used for the manufacture of the fustian skirts
worn by local peasant women. Venetian entrepreneurs of the seventeenth century
also contributed, albeit indirectly, to the growth of the silk trade in Ottoman
marts. In this period silk-reeling by water power spread in central Italy with
towns on Venetian territory becoming a centre of the industry. While the mechan-
ically reeled silk thread thus manufactured was made from Italian and not from
imported raw material, due to its solidity it was considered desirable for the warp
of silks woven in other European countries. Entrepreneurs in these latter locali-
ties employed the less durable Iranian silk for the weft, thus increasing demand
for raw silk from the Middle East.30 However, English and French merchants
profited from this trade much more than their Venetian rivals.31

For a brief period before and after 1600/1008–9, certain Venetian traders also
entered the none too broad and highly competitive market supplying woollen
cloth to Ottoman customers. After about 1550/956–7 the severe, though tempor-
ary, crisis of the Venetian spice trade that occurred after Portuguese ships had
gained access to India in the early 1500s encouraged local investors to put their
money into craft production. For a short century Venice developed a significant
woollen industry.32 Venetian manufacturers concentrated on better-quality fab-
rics, which found favour among well-to-do Ottoman purchasers. But prosperity
in this sector was of short duration. With high costs of living and numerous
imposts resulting in relatively high prices, the industry was vulnerable to compe-
tition from Italian towns with easy access to Spanish wool, but also from English
and Dutch importers. A further source of trouble was a decreasing demand on the
part of Ottoman customers, whose purchasing power was seriously diminished
by the provincial rebellions and financial crisis of the calamitous years around
1600/1008–9. But in spite of this crisis and the dangers often encountered en
route, Ottoman–Venetian trade still gave rise to a considerable amount of travel
between the two states, even during those years when Ottomans and Habsburgs
were at war, and both Venetian and Ottoman markets in turmoil.33

During periods of war Venetian merchants were hampered in their business
activities, having to use the certainly not disinterested services of trading partners
from France, England, or even the Habsburg Empire.34 This war-related dis-
advantage explains why the ‘Doge and Lords of Venice’, as they were called in
Ottoman diplomatic parlance, attempted to end wars with the sultans within a
few years, as long as the city’s merchants still played an important role in the
commerce of the eastern Mediterranean.35 Only after the middle of the
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seventeenth century, when Venice’s international trade was in full decline, do we
encounter wars that dragged on over decades. 

In peacetime, Venetian traders benefited from a widespread network of con-
suls, who often passed on complaints from individual traders to the bailo in
Istanbul, who in turn applied, often successfully, to the Ottoman authorities.
Thus a merchant who claimed to have been overcharged by the officials oversee-
ing the unloading of his bales in Izmir could obtain redress from the Ottoman
centre.36 Something similar applied when merchants in Aleppo, who had spent
considerable sums of money on the storerooms they rented in the khans of the
city, were threatened with eviction by local foundation administrators hoping to
derive higher rentals from a now much improved building.37 Diplomatic channels
might be of help in even more serious troubles: in the early seventeenth century,
the previous prohibition to export cotton and raw wool had been rescinded, but
certain provincial officials claimed to know nothing about this change of policy
and forbade the Venetian traders to take out their wares. Once again a sultanic
command was issued upon diplomatic mediation, expressly permitting the new
trade.38 Nor was it only in commercial matters that Venetians who got into trou-
ble on Ottoman territory could count on the support of their bailo: when,
sometime before 1028/1618–19, two men visiting the island of Bozcaada (Tene-
dos) had been accused of spying, the bailo was able to secure a sultanic
command that the two men should be turned over to the Venetian consul in Geli-
bolu who in turn was assured of a hearing by the highest authorities.39 Thus the
quality of their diplomatic and consular representatives gave the Venetian traders
advantages ‘on the ground’ even at a time when Venice’s role in international
trade had definitely passed its peak.40

~ Polish traders and gentlemanly visitors

In the sixteenth century, after Hungary had become an Ottoman province, com-
petition between the Habsburgs and the sultans focused, among other things, on
the Polish crown. After the extinction of the Jagiello dynasty in 1572/979–80,
Poland became an elective monarchy. Immediately Sultan Selim II (r. 1566–74/
973–82) made it clear that he would not tolerate a prince from any of the neigh-
bouring territories on the Polish throne, and his threats of war applied
particularly to any Habsburg candidate. As a result the crown was offered to a
French prince, whom the sultan was willing to accept if no member of the local
nobility could obtain sufficient support.41 This episode demonstrates that the
Ottoman sultans of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries played a
significant role in the formulation of the policies of the Polish-Lithuanian com-
monwealth. This fact is relevant here because commercial relations cannot be
treated without reference to the political setting, especially when luxury items
were of major significance, as is true in the present case.
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Ottoman arms, as well as silk, velvet and mohair fabrics were very popular at
the Polish court, and also among the male members of the Polish gentry.42 After
all, the so-called Sarmatian costume, by which this group during the seventeenth
century defined its identity, was, certainly, an ‘invented tradition’. But the inspi-
ration came from Ottoman artefacts, quite abundant in Polish collections down to
the present day.43 Certain high-level commanders of the Polish-Lithuanian com-
monwealth carried the glorified version of an Ottoman war mace (bozdoğan) as a
sign of their dignity and office. The seventeenth-century portraits of Polish
gentlemen, often painted for use at funeral ceremonies, show them wearing gar-
ments in a style reminiscent of Ottoman kaftans.44 The fabric designs favoured
also are often visibly Ottoman in inspiration, sometimes originals imported from
Istanbul or Anatolia. Others were local imitations, for the popularity of these tex-
tiles encouraged certain noblemen to sponsor workshops producing similar
designs. Apart from silks, Ankara mohair fabrics were well liked; at the end of
the sixteenth century, the kadi registers of this town mention traders exporting
these items to Poland.45 Possibly there was also some export of raw mohair and
mohair yarn; a sultanic command of 1055/1645–6 mentions the delivery of such
items to the ports of Sinop and Samsun, from where they were surely often car-
ried to Poland.46

Some of the originals doubtless were not brought to Cracow and other places
by professional merchants, but constituted the product of ‘shopping trips’ by the
numerous young gentlemen for whom a visit to Istanbul formed part of their
introduction to the world at large. The Polish embassies visiting Istanbul were
numerous, and ‘magnificence’, as understood at the time, involved a numerous
retinue. Moreover, for gentry families of moderate means, it was probably
cheaper to send their sons travelling in the suite of an ambassador, than to pay for
the conventional ‘cavaliers’ tour’. A grand vizier once joked that the retinue of a
certain Polish ambassador was too small for the conquest of Istanbul, but too
large for any other purpose.47 Sometimes the king of Poland himself placed
orders for textiles with gentlemen visiting the Empire: thus in 1553/960–1 Sigis-
mund August asked the castellan Wawrzyniec Spytek Jordan to bring back no
less than 132 textile items.48 In fact quite a few gentlemanly visitors, in spite of a
proclaimed aversion to commerce, made hefty profits from the goods they
brought back: in 1742/1154–5 the envoy Paweł Benoe carried with him fifty
carts full of goods. Those with no capital to invest at least sold the kaftans they
had received at the Ottoman court, which, given the fashion for ‘Sarmatian’
attire, fetched good prices in Poland.49

But in addition, ‘regular’ merchants supplied their Polish customers. In the
sixteenth century, Ottoman Muslims, Jews and others were involved in this trade,
while after 1600/1008–9 Armenians gained the upper hand. A whole branch of
the Armenian trade diaspora was, as we have seen, established in the then Polish
city of Lvov. These traders could manage up to two return trips to Istanbul in one
year, either travelling all the way by cart, traversing Moldavia and Walachia, or
by entrusting themselves and their goods to boats that they hoped would weather
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the notorious storms of the Black Sea.50 Those who planned to visit Anatolia or
Aleppo might avoid the costs of a stay in Istanbul by transiting through the Black
Sea ports of Trabzon, Samsun or Sinop. But the considerable funds that such
merchants carried might make them vulnerable targets: thus in 984/1576–7, the
Ottoman authorities struggled to clear up a case of robbery and murder whose
victims were two Polish merchants carrying gold coins and woollens to Aleppo.
Apparently the richness of these goods had struck the brother of the customs offi-
cial in the port of Sinop, who seems to have found himself partners in crime
among some merchants and truant medrese students. It would be good to know
where the stolen woollens, which were retrieved at least in part, had been manu-
factured, but our texts are of no help in this matter.51 A certain number of the
merchants importing textiles into Poland were domiciled in the Ottoman Black
Sea port of Kefe/Kaffa/Feodosia. Judging from the names, some of them were
Slavs, while others seem to have been German-speaking; we do not know
whether these men had started out as subjects of the king of Poland, but it is
possible.52

~ Merchants from the lands of a (doubtful) ally: France

Ottoman sultans of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were interested in
friendly relations with rulers perceived as actual or potential allies in the struggle
against the Habsburgs.53 Capitulations granting privileges to foreign merchants
were typically issued in this context. In a sense, this was applicable even to Ven-
ice, whose government in this period felt particularly threatened by the Spanish
presence in Naples and Milan, and thus was interested in a modus vivendi with
the Ottoman Empire.54 But the first Christian partner of the Ottomans in western
Europe was King François I of France, whose alliance with Süleyman the Mag-
nificent included provisions for the safety of French merchants on Ottoman
territory.55 Several times in the seventeenth century, the ‘understanding’ between
the French and Ottoman rulers showed signs of considerable strain.56 Yet conflict
was contained, and in the period under discussion here, there never was any war
between the Ottoman Empire and France.

However, in the sixteenth century, and even during the first half of the seven-
teenth, there were not many French merchants who actually availed themselves
of the opportunities provided by the Franco-Ottoman ‘special relationship’. At
first the so-called wars of religion and the civil war following the extinction of
the royal house of Valois ruined the trade of Lyons, at that time the commercial
centre of France. As a result the Italian bankers who had financed Lyons’ eco-
nomic activities either returned home or else sought assimilation into the French
aristocracy.57 Once Henri IV of the Bourbon dynasty had gained recognition as
king of France, there was a brief period of commercial revival, reflected in a
renewal of the capitulations (1604/1012–13). But the murder of this ruler in
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1610/1018–19 inaugurated another period of civil wars, which only came to an
end with the defeat of the provincial anti-tax rebellions and uprisings of the court
nobility, known as the Fronde, in 1652/1062–3.

Yet even during this period, the ‘special relationship’ with the Ottoman sul-
tans, established through the capitulations, was of considerable value to the
budding French diplomacy of the time. For, while the Venetian capitulations
were much older, they had lapsed during the period of tension and war which
preceded and followed the Ottoman conquest of Cyprus. In consequence, for a
while all European merchants wishing to trade in the Empire had to do so under
the French flag. This explains why Valois and Bourbon diplomacy did not at all
appreciate English and Dutch attempts to secure capitulations of their own.58

Domestic political troubles apart, there were also economic reasons for the
relative lack of activity on the part of French traders. The seventeenth century
was a period of economic difficulties in France, as it was in many other parts of
Europe. Thus even after 1662/1072–3, when Louis XIV’s chief minister Colbert
reorganized French international trade so as to prepare future successful compe-
tition with the Dutch, the results were not immediately visible.59 Only in the
eighteenth century, with economic conjunctures once again favourable to expan-
sion, did French traders reach the most prominent position among European
businessmen active in the Ottoman Empire – and this was largely due to the vol-
untary withdrawal of their English competitors.60

In a more positive vein, Colbert’s protectionist measures had made possible
the emergence of a manufacture of woollen textiles in and around the Languedoc
town of Carcassonne, whose products in the eighteenth century captured those
Ottoman customers who could afford medium or good quality imported wool-
lens.61 Languedoc producers used the services of merchants established in
Marseilles for the distribution of their goods. Traders of this Provençal port city
in turn were protected from competition within France by a 20 per cent surtax
payable on all goods imported into the kingdom from the Levant, and which had
not passed through Marseilles.62 Quality standards in woollen textiles were
strictly enforced by numerous inspections. However, detailed regulation by priv-
ileges, controls and monopolies may well have left the industry vulnerable when,
at the end of the eighteenth century, war in the Mediterranean and internal crisis
in the Ottoman Empire left the producers of Carcassonne ‘high and dry’ without
a market. In the absence of commercial links to any place but Marseilles, local
entrepreneurs were not able to find alternative markets for their product, and Car-
cassonne was obliged to ‘de-industrialize’.63

Merchandise apart, a source of ‘invisible’ earnings to southern French ship-
owners came from the use of their boats by Ottoman merchants, the so-called
caravane. Due to the robberies of Maltese freebooters, which the sultan’s navy
was not able to eliminate, many Muslim merchants preferred to freight their
goods on ships owned by non-Ottoman Christian shippers.64 In the seventeenth-
century provinces of Algiers, Tunis and Tripolis, moreover, a delicate balance
was maintained between the interests of the local janissary garrisons and those of
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the privateers, who formed the Ottoman equivalent of the Maltese. Owners of
merchant shipping, with their interests often diverging from those of the corsairs,
would have been very difficult to accommodate in the local councils that pos-
sessed a major say in the politics of Algiers, Tunis and Tripolis. This was another
reason why the traders of these provinces did not establish their own merchant
marines, but relied on the services of foreign shippers, many of them French. A
similar choice was made by those pilgrims to Mecca who did not traverse North
Africa, but used the sea route as far as Egypt.65 The Provençals who specialized
in this business were usually small-time operators, who relied on the speed of
their craft. Furthermore, the – for the most part – reasonably good relations of the
French king with the governments of Tunis, Algiers and Tripolis were also help-
ful. However, by the eighteenth century, French caravaniers were to encounter
serious competitors in the shape of Greek ship-owners, as yet still subjects of the
Ottoman sultan.66

Compared to the Venetians or the Dutch, French merchants were hampered by
the fact that representatives of commerce, on whatever level, had no immediate
access to the holders of political power. Ambassadors were noblemen with no
direct links to trade, although as we will see, this situation did not prevent some
of them from holding strong opinions on commercial matters.67 Consuls nor-
mally purchased their offices, and similarly to other tax farmers were concerned
first and foremost with an adequate return on their investments. Nevertheless, the
consuls had authority over the merchants, and could even forcibly repatriate
those whom they considered recalcitrant. 

Traders, if supplied with the necessary capital and official French residence
permits, together formed the nation. This body held regular assemblies, and in
the absence of consul or vice-consul, selected one of its members to act as a rep-
resentative vis-à-vis both French and Ottoman authorities. Divergent political
and economic interests of ambassador, consuls and merchants resulted in numer-
ous conflicts, fought out acrimoniously and sometimes by involving the Ottoman
authorities. A famous example was the story of the debts run up by the French
ambassador the comte de Césy in the early seventeenth century, who supposedly
had spent the money borrowed in order to procure advantages to French traders.68

However, the latter refused to regard the issue in this light, and the dispute
dragged on through the years. 

In the 1720s/1132–42 and 1730s/1142–52 the Marseilles traders had to cope
with the dirigiste ambitions of de Villeneuve, at this time the French ambassador
in Istanbul. The latter believed that the price of French woollens, which had been
on the decline for a while, could be sustained by having the importing merchants
act in concert in order to limit the amount of textiles offered at any one time.
Members of the relevant nation were to be bound to such a policy by a decision
on the part of the entire group. Similar ‘obligatory agreements’ were to drive
down the prices of those goods exported from the Ottoman Empire by traders
subject to the king of France. De Villeneuve even conceived the plan of institut-
ing binding agreements between the French merchants of different ports
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(échelles). But, even though Marseilles merchants by the eighteenth century
enjoyed a strong position on the Ottoman market, they by no means possessed a
monopoly. In consequence, both the principals in France and their agents on
Ottoman soil were worried about the opportunities which de Villeneuve’s deci-
sions would provide to their European competitors. Enforcement was therefore
erratic at best.69

In the second half of the eighteenth century, the dirigisme that de Villeneuve
still had pursued without any doubts concerning its economic wisdom, came
under increasing attack in French government circles.70 One of the disputed
issues was the monopoly of the Marseilles trading houses in French Levant com-
merce. Political expediency came to the aid of ideology. For, during the
numerous wars fought out in this period, France and England were usually on
opposite sides and – apart from the struggle over the independence of England’s
North American colonies – France was not spectacularly successful. As a result,
French ships, under constant attack by privateers in the service of the English
king, were quite unable to circulate normally in the Mediterranean.71

In order to salvage the business of French merchants established in the Levant
under these adverse circumstances, Louis XV temporarily suspended the surtax
of 20 per cent that secured the Marseilles monopoly. This involved a significant
advantage for customers of imported raw materials such as the mohair manu-
facturers of Amiens. Even in peacetime, these people could purchase angora
wool far more cheaply from Dutch importers, for the latter did not pay for expen-
sive overland transportation through France in addition to internal customs
duties. Amiens entrepreneurs thus attempted to prolong their wartime exemp-
tions for as long as possible, claiming that the angora wool purchased from the
Dutch was of higher quality. When the Marseillais attempted to refute this claim,
a veritable war of pamphlets was the result. But it seems that both sides dis-
cussed the issue mainly as a kind of test case. In itself the importation of angora
wool was not a major branch of trade, but if the Marseilles monopoly fell in this
instance, there was no reason why it should continue in other trades.72 However,
in the end, the monopoly survived until the French Revolution, when it was abol-
ished along with most other privileges of the Ancien Régime.

More than other European merchant colonies in foreign countries, Frenchmen
were subjected to the interference of the government in the most minute details
of their daily lives. Moreover, at least in some échelles, this interference was
accepted as a fact of life and often actively solicited. Thus the submissive letters
to the embassy in Istanbul, written by French merchants installed in Ankara dur-
ing the second half of the eighteenth century, at times make it hard to believe that
revolution was only a few decades away.73 A recent study has demonstrated that
once again, the gap between an extremely dirigiste policy and real life could be
enormous.74 Officially it was assumed that Frenchmen would come to the Levant
without their families, refrain from marrying local Christian women and return to
France within the span of a few years. Yet in reality, from the eighteenth century
onwards certain families were installed in the Levant over generations, marriages
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to Catholic women of Greek or Armenian background were common and some
people registered as Frenchmen had in fact ceased to speak French. Ambassadors
and consuls were quite aware of this situation, yet it was normally tolerated; the
French authorities were not alone in assuming that a numerous circle of more or
less influential protégés was useful for the prestige of embassy and consulates,
and by extension, for that of the king of France.75

~ Subjects of His/Her Majesty, the king/queen of England

English traders occasionally had appeared in the fifteenth-century Mediterra-
nean, selling the woollen cloth that had begun to form the country’s major export
item. A hundred years later, after a brief interruption during the Veneto-Ottoman
tensions of 1566–73/973–81, English merchants re-entered the Mediterranean in
force, now with the intention of displacing the Venetian carrying trade by any
means at their disposal, not excluding piratical attacks.76 During the last decades
of the sixteenth century, when the conflict with the Spanish crown had reached
its height, Queen Elizabeth I consented to dispatch her first ambassadors to Istan-
bul; their salaries, however, were defrayed by the newly formed Levant
Company.77

The latter’s major source of profit was the trade in Iranian silk, brought to
Aleppo and later Izmir by the Armenian merchants of New Djulfa.78 English
traders distributed this valuable raw material throughout northern Europe,
although the nascent silk manufactures of London’s Spitalfields district also
absorbed a certain quantity. ‘Public opinion’ in contemporary England regarded
the exportation of gold and silver as one of the more serious faults of the Levant
trade. After all, these metals were considered the ‘sinews of war’ and thus the
bases of state power. As we shall see later on, this was the one point that contem-
porary Ottoman and European concepts of trade had in common. In its defence,
the Levant Company explained that much more bullion entered the country in
consequence of silk re-sales in Europe than had ever left it in order to finance the
original purchases. Yet, to use a latter-day expression, English merchants trading
with the Levant were under considerable pressure to earn foreign currency
demonstrably.79

One way of limiting currency exports was to sell English woollens in the
Ottoman Empire; as the profits from the silk trade were high, woollens could be
sold at relatively low prices without jeopardizing the profitability of the whole
enterprise. This influx of English woollens gravely impaired the manufacture of
woollen cloth in Salonica, practised by Ottoman Jews.80 English woollens and
those manufactured in the Macedonian port town, to say nothing of those
imported from Venice, were directed at the same rather narrow market: the fab-
rics in question generally were purchased by the better-off inhabitants of Aleppo,
Izmir or Istanbul. Villagers and even the inhabitants of towns at a distance from
the major importing centres continued to rely on local products.
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Several different factors caused the Salonica manufacturers to be particularly
vulnerable to English competition. Firstly, the Balkan raw wool to which they
had access was not of the highest quality, while English wool was. This affected
the finished product, and meant that discriminating customers with money to
spend would be attracted by the imported item. Secondly, there was Venetian and
later French competition for raw wool, which drove up prices even though the
Jews of Salonica possessed the privilege of purchasing Balkan wool before any
other traders.81 Thirdly, the manufacturers of Salonica owed their protection on
the part of the Ottoman authorities to their deliveries of woollen cloth to the
janissary corps. These woollens were either paid for at relatively low prices or,
especially in the seventeenth century, were demanded in lieu of taxes and thus
not paid for at all. For a livelihood, manufacturers relied on sales in the open
market, which became increasingly difficult to achieve as the century pro-
gressed. A fourth source of problems was the financial crisis of the Ottoman state
in the years around 1600/1008–9. For, as the Venetians also found out to their
cost, many servitors of the sultans were left with a reduced disposable income.
Under these circumstances, the low prices offered by English merchants contrib-
uted to their success even more than they would otherwise have done.

Throughout the seventeenth century, English traders constituted the most visi-
ble European presence in the Ottoman Empire; in an outlying province such as
Morea (Peloponnese), we even occasionally find Englishmen as farmers of Otto-
man dues.82 However, English firms withdrew from the Ottoman market after
about 1700/1111–12. On the one hand, the supply of Iranian raw silk became
increasingly aleatory and in the end, almost dwindled to nothingness, as the wars
which preceded and then followed the end of the Safavid dynasty discouraged
producers from engaging in this delicate and labour-intensive enterprise.83 More-
over, in both Bengal and China, English merchants found silk that was both
cheaper and more appropriate to the expanding industries of Europe. As a result,
European demand for Iranian silk practically collapsed. This phenomenon has
been described as a loosening of the ties that bound Ottoman producers of textile
fibres to their European customers, and Ottoman manufacturers were accorded a
‘period of grace’ before the full onslaught of European manufactures began in
the early nineteenth century.84 For the time being, English traders found them-
selves without goods to import from the Levant; and the Aleppo houses whose
principals populated the vicinity of London’s Devonshire Square closed down
one by one.85 This fact in itself demonstrates that in the eighteenth century we
should not as yet speak of the Ottoman lands as a major outlet for English manu-
factured goods.
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~ Links to the capital of the seventeenth-century world economy: 
the Dutch case

Dutch merchants and shippers were latecomers to the eastern Mediterranean,
putting in a first appearance during the closing years of the sixteenth century. For
a long time, the lifeline of northern Netherlanders had been the Baltic trade,
which permitted large-scale imports of grain and, as a result, a level of urbaniza-
tion unusually high for the early modern period. Where Dutch commerce outside
Europe was concerned, involvement with the spice trade of the Moluccas and
Ceylon – or even, in the seventeenth century, the abortive attempt to gain a posi-
tion in the Americas – maintained priority over exports to or imports from the
Ottoman domains.86

On the Ottoman side, it seems that the Dutch were welcomed because of the
long and successful struggle they waged against Spanish–Habsburg hegemony. It
has been suggested that the pattern of the war in the Netherlands between 1568/
975–6 and 1609/1017–18 was at least partly due to Ottoman initiatives: the tim-
ing of sultanic naval actions in the Mediterranean may well have taken the
vicissitudes of the war in the Netherlands into account.87 After all, the prospect of
the Spanish fleet free to act against Ottoman North Africa can scarcely have
appealed to policy makers in Istanbul. We may therefore assume that the ultimate
survival of the Dutch Republic was due to the fact that the Spanish ‘defence of
Catholicism’ had to be conducted on two fronts, not only in the rebellious north-
ern provinces, but also in the Mediterranean theatre of war.

When, though, at the beginning of the seventeenth century, the Dutch did
apply for separate capitulations, they were not especially concerned with Otto-
man political support. As happened so often in early modern history, the needs of
a developing textile industry seem to have been decisive. For ‘woollens’ were
being manufactured with considerable success in the city of Leiden, and some of
these found buyers in the Levant. However, a very considerable share of this pro-
duction, known in Dutch as greinen, was not made out of wool at all but out of
the hair of angora goats.88 Raw mohair came exclusively from Ottoman terri-
tories, for the most part from the Ankara area and, to a much lesser extent,
possibly from the region of Aleppo.89 This Leiden manufacture of greinen con-
tinued to flourish throughout the seventeenth century, but declined after 1700/
1111–12, and ceased to be economically significant by about 1730/1151–2.90

In all likelihood the needs of the Leiden industry, and not the rather more lim-
ited demand from French manufacturing centres such as Amiens, constituted the
reason why, in the seventeenth century, Ankara mohair weavers found it difficult
to obtain the raw material they required. In the mid-seventeenth century, a tax
farmer in charge of collecting the dues payable from the presses that gave the fin-
ished mohair fabric its characteristic sheen, was persuaded to intervene on behalf
of the manufacturers. As a result in 1645/1054–5 the exportation of mohair yarn
and raw mohair outside the province of Ankara was prohibited by sultanic com-
mand.91 This prohibition was not fully enforced, or the manufacture of greinen
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would have died an early death. But from eighteenth-century French sources we
know that at least the higher qualities of mohair were in fact set aside for local
weavers, and early nineteenth-century Ottoman documents show that local arti-
sans at that time were not having any trouble supplying themselves.92 Occasional
sales of mohair occurred in Holland even in the second half of the eighteenth
century, after the demise of the Leiden greinen. Probably re-export to France
allowed a few Dutch merchants to continue their activities in Ankara even at this
late date.

~ How Ottoman merchants coped with foreigners and foreign trade

As our next step, we will discuss the activities of Ottoman merchants, both Mus-
lim and non-Muslim, in foreign trade. For a long time, historians had assumed
that Ottoman Muslims avoided commerce, apart from the heavily state-
controlled trades supplying Istanbul, which at times seemed almost a branch of
the Ottoman central administration.93 But during the last decades, several studies
have proved these assumptions to be quite erroneous for any period before the
nineteenth century. To mention but one example, the establishment of the Fon-
daco dei Turchi in Venice around 1600/1008–9 can only be explained by the
presence of numerous Anatolians, inhabitants of Istanbul and Muslim Bosnians.
Figures are hard to come by; but in times of peace, the Ottoman presence in Ven-
ice may well have amounted to several hundred people.94

Moreover, a recent monograph on a late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-
century Muslim merchant of Cairo has demonstrated the far-flung network that
such a man could establish: Ismā‘īl Abū Taqiyyah traded in Indian spices, drugs
and fabrics, while dealing with colleagues in Venice through his partners.95 Cairo
continued to be a favourite venue for merchants, perhaps because its status as a
large provincial centre with its own special customs house made it possible for
merchants to operate more independently of the central administration than was
possible in Istanbul. Among the commercial links to foreign lands, particular
attention should be paid to the Yemen, after 1632/1041–2 no longer part of the
Empire. Trade with Yemen assumed a novel importance because of the growing
Ottoman demand for coffee, occasional sultanic prohibitions of the ‘pernicious
novelty’ notwithstanding.96

Of course, engaging in foreign trade did not necessarily mean that a wealthy
merchant visited the world beyond the Ottoman borders in person. Just as his
counterparts in early modern or even late medieval Europe, a major businessman
normally sat in his office in Cairo or Damascus, and relied on his correspondents
to procure the goods required. Cairene merchants of Ismā‘īl Abū Taqiyyah’s
times still dealt directly with western India. After 1700/1111–12, however, they
merely sent their agents to Jiddah to accompany the goods along the very last leg
of the journey.97 In this later period transportation to a Red Sea port normally was
assured by merchants from the producing regions, that is Indians or Yemenis. 
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Furthermore, the slave trade was not an insignificant source of profit. By defi-
nition, this involved commercial activities traversing the Ottoman borders, since
no subject of the sultan could be legally enslaved. Slave merchants were offi-
cially supposed to be Muslims, although ‘unofficial’ Jewish traders were also
active. In the steppe regions north of the Black Sea, slave dealers might be
Tatars, while at least in the mid-eighteenth century, people from north-eastern
Anatolia seem to have handled the trade in Caucasian slaves. However, the latter
sustained the competition of Abaza and Circassian traders from beyond the Otto-
man borders.98 To pay for the slaves, it was not unknown for Ottoman traders to
sell arms to the Caucasian tribesmen.99

Muslim traders were active in the Black Sea even at the time our study ends,
in the late eighteenth century, and this activity continued well into the nineteenth.
This can be determined from the kadi records of Istanbul’s commercial suburb of
Galata, where quite a few of these men lived and conducted their businesses.
Some of them were active in the Istanbul supply trade, bringing in sheep, cattle,
grain and oil; the capital invested was often considerable. But possibly due to the
strict official controls prevailing in this branch of business, merchants often did
not continue in it for long and quite a few traders turned their hand to invest-
ments promising higher profits, particularly the slave trade.100

As to Ottoman Jewish merchants, these seem to have been most successful in
the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, when most of them were still fairly
recent immigrants from Spain or Italy. Since these traders were far less prosper-
ous once they had been fully acclimatized in the Ottoman environment, their
case conforms to a pattern observed throughout the world; often so-called com-
mercial diasporas do best as long as there remains a significant difference
between their members and the host society.101 At the same time, we have seen
that sixteenth-century Jewish traders were well established, not only on Ottoman
territories, but also in Venice and in other Italian towns such as Ancona. Or at
least, this was true until 1556/963–4, when the papal inquisition in this city
seized and executed a sizeable number of Marranos: Jews who had been forced
to accept baptism in Spain and who later had reverted to their previous religion.
This relative success of Jewish merchants in Mediterranean trade, after a long
eclipse due to the growing prosperity of the medieval Italian communes, was due
to the protection of the Ottoman sultan, whose subjects many of them had
become.102

Among the successful competitors of Ottoman Jews, we have already encoun-
tered the Armenians who predominated during the seventeenth century, while in
the eighteenth, Greeks, Albanians and Serbs gained prominence. In the Balkan
peninsula, a positive economic conjuncture came into being after the end of the
long series of Ottoman–Habsburg wars in 1718/1130–1, the war of 1737–9/
1149–52, which netted the Ottomans the return of Belgrade, being too short to
seriously disrupt trade. Carriers and muleteers, who marketed the products of
their mountain villages, now were able to found independent commercial firms.
Their representatives visited Vienna, where, as Orthodox subjects of a foreign
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ruler and also because of their ties to the Habsburgs’ own Serbian subjects, they
were closely watched by a mistrustful government. Some of these Balkan mer-
chants even frequented the fairs of Leipzig.103

Greek maritime carriers prospered especially during times of war, when their
competitors, the Provençals, were unable to carry on their business. Some of
them even obtained lettres de marque as corsairs in the service of the king of
England, which enabled them to use force against their commercial competitors
without incurring the opprobrium connected with downright piracy.104 Older
research has focused on those traders who based their activities on certain of the
smaller Aegean islands, a convenient choice for nationalist historians because
these localities were settled almost exclusively by Greeks. But through more
recent research we know that shipping also flourished in more ‘multinational’
contexts, such as Crete during the later seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries.105

Political factors allowed Greek entrepreneurs to expand the radius of their
trading: after the peace of Küçük Kaynarca in 1774/1187–8, the Russian Empire
gained access to the Black Sea, and, as there were no local ship-owners with the
requisite capital, Greek entrepreneurs were offered advantageous conditions.106

Secondly, the wars accompanying the French Revolution and the Napoleonic
campaigns greatly increased the demand for grain, while the French navy soon
was unable to operate in the Mediterranean and ensure the safety of the Prov-
ençal caravaniers.107 Admittedly these events only occurred after the fatidic year
of 1774/1187–8, when our account ends. But if Greek ship-owners had not been
important entrepreneurs even before that date, they would not have been in a
position to take advantage of the new commercial opportunities offered by the
presence of Russian, English and French navies in the years before and after
1800/1214–15.

Thus Greek ship-owners struggled against their French competitors, attempt-
ing to gain a foothold in fairly remote lands, at times even including Spain. This
shows that it is too simple to assume that non-Muslim Ottomans prospered
merely because they serviced the trade of better capitalized and politically privi-
leged traders from western Europe. There is no denying that some merchants
from the Ottoman religious minorities did specialize in the provision of such
services. We only need to evoke the numerous agents for western merchants, the
dragomans of consulates both real and fictitious and a host of others. But at the
same time, many of these Ottoman merchants, of whatever religious denomina-
tion, were competitors as much as they were associates of French or English
traders. Even when they worked in concert with foreigners, they often attempted
to use their superior knowledge of local conditions to protect their markets from
the interference of the newcomers.108 Moreover, in the generally expansive
atmosphere of the years between about 1720/1132–3 and 1760/1173–4, carriers
could become independent traders, and did so. Thus we should view the relation-
ship of non-Muslim Ottoman merchants to foreign traders as a complicated one,
in which a single individual might play the role of both associate and competitor
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according to circumstances. Even the tendency of some Syrian and later Arme-
nian Christians to accept Roman Catholicism should not be viewed merely as a
readiness to give up their own identities in favour of that of ‘stronger’ foreigners.
For, at the same time, such cultural assimilation might permit access to educa-
tional and other networks, which often permitted such converts a competitive
edge over their rivals.109

~ Revisiting an old debate: ‘established’ and ‘new’ commercial actors

Ever since the first appearance of Fernand Braudel’s book on the sixteenth-
century Mediterranean, now over fifty years ago, scholars have been debating the
decline of Venice and the advent of the ‘new-style’ trading nations, such as the
Dutch, English and French.110 In the 1970s things looked nice and simple: small-
scale traders of the Middle East were assumed unable to withstand the competi-
tion of the chartered companies with their greater supplies of capital, storage
space and market information.111 In the seventeenth century, ocean travel suppos-
edly eclipsed land routes, and Ottoman traders were marginalized. Admittedly
Braudel himself, in his later years, was inclined to modify this view; thus he
regarded Ottoman control of the overland routes as an important factor in the
Empire’s capacity to hold off integration into the European world economy until
about 1800/1214–15.112 But for most scholars, this was a minor aspect. Only spe-
cialists in Ottoman history were intrigued by the fact that studies of local
economies kept turning up examples of active merchants able to compete with
the Levant and Oostindische companies long after they ‘should have’ disap-
peared from the scene.113

Things only began to change in the second half of the 1980s, partly because of
the new emphasis on local agency vis-à-vis empire-building European diplomats
and merchants, a tendency which has characterized historiography from that time
onwards. In consequence, historians have attempted to ‘fit in’ the emerging
information about Ottoman commercial successes around 1600/1008–9 with
what we know about the retreat of Venice from international trade at approxi-
mately the same time. In the process, researchers have stressed that the inter-
continental importation of spices, while certainly one of the major revenue
sources of the Mamluk sultans in the fifteenth century, in the late 1500s was less
essential to Cairene merchants than to their Venetian counterparts. This was
especially due to the trade in coffee and Indian fabrics, which formed a ready
substitute for the Egyptians but in which the Venetians had no share.114

Moreover, we have come to appreciate the fact that merchants firmly estab-
lished in a given branch of trade may use to good advantage the fact that they are,
so to speak, on home ground. As a result such traders may long resist the
attempts of outsiders to dislodge them. In this struggle rather unexpected alli-
ances and even symbioses may occur. A recent study has shown how much both
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the Ottomans and the Venetians of the seventeenth century formed part of an
ancien régime world, which only came to an end when ‘outsiders’, in this case
largely Frenchmen, established themselves in the ports of Crete.115 All this hap-
pened for the most part well after the Ottoman conquest of the island. The reader
may come away with the impression that, as far as Crete was concerned, ‘incor-
poration into the European world economy’ occurred at some time during the
early 1700s, that is, somewhat later than in Izmir but earlier than, for instance, in
the coastlands of the Black Sea. 

Such judgements are often connected to the assumption that the government
of France was able to establish firm control over trade in the Mediterranean
region, by directing the activities of French merchants almost as if they had been
government officials.116 Yet other studies have demonstrated that Frenchmen res-
ident in the Levant, Louis XIV’s, Colbert’s and de Villeneuve’s ambitions
notwithstanding, were quite adept at ignoring the regulations sent to them from
Paris or Marseilles. To assume that all these people were perfectly docile can
lead to misjudgements, even though such docility did in fact occur. French con-
suls stationed in one or another of the échelles du Levant often had their own
reasons for tolerating disobedience against official rules. After all, the traders in
question also were members of the French nation, with whom the consul needed
to establish a modus vivendi. 

Certainly, even traders who did not always follow the wishes of their home
governments, and were firmly ensconced in Izmir or Hanya, could very well
incorporate the Aegean region or Crete into the European world economy. Yet it
would be naive to assume that such a thing could be done from one day to the
next, at a speed which became possible only in the twentieth century. In the
1600s or 1700s foreign merchants often had far less power than they liked to
imagine and, in order to continue trading, they had to adapt to Ottoman rules and
customs. On the other hand, their activities were facilitated by the fact that the
prices they offered were often better than what producers and traders subject to
the sultans could hope to make if they sold their goods to Istanbul, where prices
were rigidly controlled. In addition to competition between locals and foreigners,
there also was a degree of cooperation. 

~ The Ottoman ruling group and its attitudes to foreign trade

As the commercial policy of the Ottoman sultans has so often been discussed,
only a few general features will be recapitulated here.117 As in other polities of
the pre-industrial age, trade was not regarded as a field of endeavour with its own
laws, with which rulers could interfere only at the price of provoking unintended
consequences, such as the disappearance of goods from the ‘official’ market.
When the phenomenon of black marketing, probably widespread and known as
ihtikâr, was discussed in Ottoman official documents, it was described as a moral
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failing, due to the desire for unlimited gain (tama‘-ı ham). By contrast, it was
never regarded as the reprehensible but unavoidable response to scarcity that we
tend to see it as today. But then, phenomena which we denizens of the twenty-
first century consider part of more or less autonomous ‘economic’ or political
realms, to an Ottoman thinker formed part of an overarching realm of morality.
As a literary genre, the ‘mirrors of princes’, of which numerous examples were
composed, reflected this outlook in a particularly vivid fashion. Moreover, in
contemporary western Europe, a similar way of thinking reigned unchallenged
until the time of Machiavelli, and certainly had not disappeared even in the sev-
enteenth century.118

Widespread in pre-industrial settings, both within the Middle East and else-
where, was a tendency to see trade as an activity to be regulated by government,
at least where the goods needed for day-to-day survival were concerned.119 Regu-
lation was legitimized by practical considerations, as given the low productivity
of agriculture, large cities or armies could not be fed by market operations alone.
But the dominance of morality over ‘the economy’ and politics provided addi-
tional justification, as the ruler could be seen, and in Islamic state theory was
seen, as the guardian of moral order. In this perspective, regulation was both to
the advantage of the ruler’s treasury and to the benefit of his subjects. Govern-
ment operated in a framework determined by religiously sanctioned laws and
also by morality. If properly followed, these precepts would result in the prosper-
ity of the population. And as ‘ancient wisdom’, known in an Islamic context as
the circle of equity, would have it, the prosperity of the ruler’s subjects permitted
them to pay the taxes without which no state could hope to survive.120

It has long been known that the Ottoman sultans distinguished between the
trade in foodstuffs and raw materials demanded by court, army and capital, and
the business of long-distance and inter-state traders, who were often exempt from
the detailed regulation to which other dealers needed to submit. These people
were allowed to buy and sell without the government’s interfering with their
profit margins, while artisans and ordinary shopkeepers were permitted no more
than a 10 to 20 per cent gain.121 In all probability, this special treatment was due
to the unspoken assumption that, for the most part, items carried by long-distance
traders were few in number and were often luxuries rather than necessities. Such
an interpretation incidentally fits in well with the concept of the Braudelian
‘world economy’, where usually little profit was to be expected from a crossing
of the frontiers between different economic realms.122

However, the claim that the Ottoman government was not interested in regu-
lating the trade in luxuries immediately demands qualification. For at least by the
second half of the sixteenth century, the authorities seem to have assumed that
members of the governing apparatus, to say nothing of the ruler himself, were
entitled to certain goods that were not readily accessible to ordinary subjects. On
the relatively modest level represented by the ordinary janissary, this meant, for
instance, a regular publicly subsidized consumption of meat.123 Or else ‘robes of
honour’ were regularly distributed at festive occasions; thereby the recipients,
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who had not necessarily achieved a really elevated status, received quantities of
silk fabric through the ruler’s bounty. Here again we may think in terms of the
entitlement of dignitaries to valuable goods.

When the sultan’s palace was to be supplied, even long-distance trade was
regulated more closely than was true in other contexts. It has been suggested that
administratively decreed prices, of which detailed lists were published particu-
larly in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Istanbul, were enforced with special
strictness when state authorities were the purchasers. Apparently more latitude
was allowed to the merchant when dealing with ordinary customers.124 The own-
ers of goods required by the ruler might be asked to offer them at special prices
as a sign of their devotion, and in certain sixteenth-century cases, special court
traders visited Russia or even England in order to make their purchases directly
‘at source’. Unfortunately we know nothing about their manner of doing
business.125

Differently from the courtly and state elites, the Ottoman administration saw
no particular need to protect the demand of well-to-do but ‘ordinary’ urbanites
with respect to good-quality woollen cloaks, watches or painted Indian fabrics.
Quite to the contrary, attempts on the part of such wealthy members of the sub-
ject population to use consumption as a means of asserting status were the targets
of numerous anti-luxury rescripts. A tendency toward marking social status
through elaborate consumption was especially noticeable during the first half of
the eighteenth century, and was tolerated or even promoted as long as it occurred
in a courtly context. But when contemporary merchants enriched through a bur-
geoning trade attempted to show their wealth through conspicuous consumption,
a ‘crackdown’ in the shape of renewed anti-luxury laws was the result.126 As is
true of such regulations the world over, sultanic rescripts limiting consumption
were not usually easy to enforce, and we may assume that Ottoman officials were
as much aware of this fact as we are today. Quite possibly, by allowing long-
distance merchants to charge what the market would bear, the Ottoman govern-
ment quite effectively enforced sumptuary legislation among the less wealthy
potential claimants to elevated social status.

But there were other reasons that might impel the Ottoman state to curtail for-
eign trade. These were linked to the problem of conserving bullion, regarded as
an essential possession of any ruler preparing for war. Although the Ottoman
state, at least in the eighteenth century, may have been a bad paymaster, silver
and gold were needed to pay for soldiers and supplies. Without silver coin, no
mercenaries could be hired, and from the seventeenth century onwards, these
men were seen as absolutely essential. Moreover, in the course of the seventeenth
century, most silver mines on Ottoman territory, already limited in number, were
given up, as high costs of production made them uneconomic compared to their
Peruvian and Mexican competitors.127 But at the same time, from the late six-
teenth century onwards a dramatic shortage of silver induced the Ottoman
government to embark upon a long series of currency devaluations, which caused
a good deal of socio-political upheaval and may have contributed towards a
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feeling of ‘political decline’ on the part of the people most seriously affected.128

Obviously the ‘secular drift’ of money was eastwards, as it had been as far back
as the Roman period. Thus even in the inflationary years around 1600/1008–9,
much of the American bullion with which European merchants paid for their pur-
chases did not stay within the Empire’s borders for very long. As we have seen,
Indian merchants had built up a major trade diaspora in Iran with extensions into
Ottoman territory. They marketed indigo, Indian textiles, spices and drugs, and
perhaps some Iranian silks as well. However, there were not many goods on the
Ottoman market to interest purchasers back home. Thus Indian traders found
themselves exporting silver in large quantities, and this influx of precious metal
into the subcontinent accounted for the heaviness and high silver content of
Mughul coins. This state of affairs began to worry members of the Ottoman elite
in the early eighteenth century, when the official historian Naima suggested that
merchants be required to purchase goods in exchange for the wares they brought
into the Empire, singling out the Indians as major exporters of bullion.129 But it
was only at the end of the eighteenth century, when the Ottoman Empire once
more found itself in the middle of war and crisis, that Selim III seriously
attempted to forbid the importation of foreign fabrics.

European traders were not affected in any major way by this concern to pre-
vent the outflow of silver. While in late Safavid Iran, when the silk trade had
ceased to be profitable, European merchants did engage in a massive exportation
of bullion, in the Ottoman lands this was not the case before the French financial
speculations of the later eighteenth century.130 Quite to the contrary, the Ottoman
trade balance with European countries long continued to be positive, so that
French and English merchants needed rather to import silver. By contrast, even
during the sixteenth century, the Ottoman authorities had been extremely con-
cerned about the outflow not only of silver, but even of copper to Iran. For here
the question of bullion preservation was linked to the intention of denying metals
to a potential opponent.131 However, the purchase of raw silk from Iran by Bursa
manufacturers, to say nothing of the importation of luxury goods, could most
easily be balanced by the export of iron, copper and silver coin, so that smug-
gling must have been widespread.

When the Ottoman administration regulated trade, a concern to preserve the
existing social order and discourage competition with the courtly, military and
administrative elites thus combined with the desire to keep bullion in the country.
Foodstuffs and raw materials that might benefit a potential enemy were not be
exported, in any event, these goods might be needed by Ottoman soldiers, sailors
or craftsmen.132 We have encountered such policies with respect to copper and
angora wool, but they were of even greater significance in the case of basic
necessities such as wheat, cotton or leather. Taken together, all these considera-
tions should have made the Ottoman elite extremely wary, if not outright hostile,
with respect to foreign trade, at least in so far as it was not conducted in the serv-
ice of the sultan himself.
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This, however, was clearly not the case; quite to the contrary, foreign mer-
chants were allowed considerable leeway. Where the ‘Franks’ were involved,
this applied particularly to places such as Izmir, where they were allowed high
visibility and even space in which to enjoy their leisure. For the most part Indian
merchants also conducted their trade without let or hindrance. In a different vein,
the continued existence of the minuscule trading city of Dubrovnik, which the
Ottomans could have occupied any day but did not choose to take over, demon-
strates the central government’s interest in foreign trade (compare Chapter 3).
Where imports were involved, a major motive was the ‘consumerist’ bias of the
Ottoman administration; anything that increased the quantity of goods available
on the domestic market was viewed in a positive light. Moreover, if importers
were not to make themselves undesirable by exporting bullion, they had to be
permitted to take out certain goods. In the perspective of the Ottoman adminis-
tration, it was the prerogative of its servitors to determine which items were
suitable for export and which ones were not. We do not know whether Ottoman
officials were aware of the fact that, down into the eighteenth century, the trade
with European countries resulted in a net inflow of silver, but it is highly prob-
able. And while twentieth-century historians have viewed the entry of bullion in
large quantities as a major destabilizing force in the late sixteenth-century Otto-
man Empire, it is not very likely that treasury officials of the 1500s would have
agreed with them.

At least as important in the eyes of the sultan’s servitors, if not more so, was
the gain in state revenues due to foreign trade. Ottoman customs duties were not
high by modern standards; usually Muslim foreigners were to pay 3 per cent and
non-Muslims 5 per cent, these payments were, however, augmented by various
supplementary duties and ‘gifts’.133 When enforced, the capitulations granted to
certain European rulers allowed the subjects of the beneficiaries to pay the 3 per
cent rate as well. As the total quantities of goods involved were often large, even
at the prevailing low rates, customs duties collected in any given port added up to
major sums of money. If proof were needed, we might mention the fact that
towards the end of our period, in the second half of the eighteenth century, local
power magnates, such as the Kara Osmanoğulları in Izmir or Cezzar Ahmed Paşa
in Acre, made special efforts to increase their control over foreign trade.134 In
addition, imports and exports produced revenues apart from customs duties: thus
Iranian silk was weighed in special public scales, whose revenues, farmed out,
constituted a not insignificant item in the Ottoman state budget.135

In the eighteenth century, foreign merchants, above all the French, might
refuse to pay local imposts claiming exemption on the basis of the capitulations.
But Ottoman tax collectors often found ways of getting around the foreigners’
privileges, which included levying the dues in question on the brokers employed
by foreign merchants. As Ottoman subjects, who did not usually ‘enjoy foreign
protection’, these middlemen often could not claim exemption. On the other
hand, their obvious lack of capital, and the impossibility of conducting trade
without them, might oblige their French employers to contribute to the impost.136
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Thus the local notables who so often made fortunes from tax farming developed
vested interests in the continuance of foreign trade. Moreover, pious foundations
profited from the khans they rented out, and in which foreign traders, especially
the unmarried ones, were supposed to reside. In some places, both local dignitar-
ies and the pious foundations they established built special housing to be rented
out to foreign merchants. Last but not least, trade with the outside world pro-
vided work to numerous commercial agents, guides, owners of boats and camels,
workmen in the ports and even state officials. All this employment was of some
importance to the Ottoman administration as well, for any sultan could expect to
gain legitimacy if a means of livelihood was made available to his ‘poor sub-
jects’. For most of the time, Ottoman rulers may not have made any special
efforts to open up new routes of world trade. But they certainly were much con-
cerned with the benefits to be derived from those already in existence.

This said, the Ottoman authorities do not seem to have worried over-much
about the problems that might be generated by resident foreigners, at least as
long as they were not at war with the relevant sovereigns, and/or the people in
question were not sixteenth-century subjects of the shah of Iran. And even in
times of war, there was no great official correspondence about the necessity of
having the resident subjects of the adversary of the moment leave the realm as
quickly as possible, even though these men were well advised to depart. In the
period under discussion, the sultans were never at war with the rulers of England,
France or the Netherlands, and this was doubtless a crucial factor in determining
Ottoman attitudes; on the other hand, Austrian traders were not as yet of any spe-
cial importance. We are entitled to think that the silence of Ottoman officials on
this issue also indicates their conviction that they had the situation well in hand.
Had matters been different, they probably would not have failed to write about
the problem.

On the other hand, merchants were by no means the only foreigners who trav-
elled the highways and byways of the Empire: after all, pilgrimage functioned as
a third channel through which a denizen of the early modern age typically came
into contact with the outside world. More specifically, how were foreign Muslim,
Christian and Jewish pilgrims received on Ottoman territory? What kinds of rela-
tionships did missionaries and other non-trading strangers establish with
Ottoman Muslims and non-Muslims? These matters will be discussed in the fol-
lowing chapter.
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When entering the Ottoman Empire, it was certainly necessary for the subjects of
foreign rulers to apply to the nearest border post, pay customs duties and other
taxes, and perhaps secure a laissez-passer for the journey to Istanbul or Aleppo.1
However, obtaining the necessary permissions was, with some exceptions we
will presently discuss, a relatively routine procedure, not to be compared with the
difficulties encountered by would-be travellers to early modern Russia or China.
That the accounts of seventeenth- or eighteenth-century private travellers say rel-
atively little about the manner in which their authors obtained access to Ottoman
territory indicates that these people encountered no insuperable difficulties. On
the other hand, at least from the seventeenth century onwards, visitors from the
Ottoman Empire when entering European states were often inconvenienced quite
seriously by quarantine regulations.

Along the major routes of the Empire, quite a few strangers were thus engaged
in their various errands: we have already encountered the merchants, British sub-
jects, Frenchmen or else Iranian Armenians, travelling to Aleppo, Bursa or Izmir.
In addition, there were non-commercial travellers of varying types, particularly
pilgrims: Muslims from Morocco or India on their way to Mecca, Iranian
Shi’ites visiting the sanctuaries of Ottoman Iraq, and also Christian and Jewish
visitors to the Holy Land. But there were also European gentlemen in search of
pleasure, instruction, and topics on which to write books, to say nothing of Dal-
matian subjects of Venice seeking whatever employment they could get in the
Ottoman capital. 

Some of these people passed through the Ottoman lands entering into minimal
contact with the local inhabitants. But others spent months or even years in the
Empire, and must have had dealings with numerous Ottoman subjects. More-
over, even the most self-contained group of travellers was bound to put up in a
khan, pay tolls, and perhaps use the services of guides. Thus there were always
Ottoman subjects who, whether they wanted to or not, came into contact with
foreign visitors. In addition, there were others for whom such encounters formed
part of the everyday business of making a living. In this chapter we will try to
trace the impressions that various foreigners left on their Ottoman interlocutors,
both Muslim and non-Muslim. 

Our major problem, however, is connected to the fact that such contacts
between inhabitants of the Ottoman Empire and foreign travellers are but poorly
documented. To highlight unofficial contacts, we are often obliged to use non-
Ottoman sources in which this or that stranger has commented on the way in
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which he (or very rarely she) was received by various subjects of the sultan.2 A
commentator of this kind was Lady Mary Wortley Montagu who, as the wife of
an English envoy and a cultured femme de lettres, visited Istanbul and Edirne in
1716–17/1128–30. Lady Mary discussed her relationships with Ottoman ladies
and gentlemen quite extensively; other travel authors of less distinction also can
be mined for this kind of information. But even so: throughout this study, both
author and readers must contend with the unsystematic coverage of those issues
that most interest us by the available primary sources. In the present chapter the
difficulty is exacerbated. For we possess but few relevant texts written by Otto-
mans either Muslim or non-Muslim, to balance a multitude of European
travelogues.3 As a result our understanding of what the Empire’s denizens
thought about their foreign interlocutors is only known ‘through a glass darkly’.
We can only hope that more sources will come to light in the future and, for the
present, make do with what we have got. A certain lack of systematic thinking on
my part may have contributed to the difficulties as well.

A study of the reception of sixteenth-century Shi’ite Iranian pilgrims, for
which Ottoman sources happen to be available, will thus be followed by the
impressions of Christian and (albeit very briefly) Jewish visitors to the Holy
Land, who wrote more or less extensively about the manner in which certain
members of the local population interacted with them. As Christian pilgrimage
accounts are so numerous, we will limit ourselves to a few exemplary texts. The
reception of foreign Catholic missionaries by Ottoman Christians, which merits a
more detailed discussion than is feasible here, will be followed by an equally
brief analysis of the roles of Ottoman non-Muslims as mediators between differ-
ent worlds, be it as translators or as medical men. These roles entailed close
relationships between all the parties involved; these could be cordial or exactly
the reverse, as the testimony of an eighteenth-century Istanbul writer will show
with all the clarity we could possibly wish for. Discussing intermediaries will
shade over into a final examination of an elusive and yet fundamentally impor-
tant human relationship, namely making friends, and the degree to which it was
possible for Ottoman subjects and foreigners to form ties of this kind.

~ The problems of Iranian pilgrims in Iraq and the Hijaz

Throughout the sixteenth century, and the early 1600s as well, there was much
political rivalry between the Ottoman sultans and the shahs of Iran, exacerbated
by the fact that the sultans defined themselves as protectors of Sunni Islam while
the shahs had instituted Twelver Shi’ism as the dominant religion of their realm.
On the other hand, the principal places of Shi’ite pilgrimage lay on Ottoman ter-
ritory, and this included not only the two Holy Cities of the Hijaz, but also the
mausoleums of Imām ‘Alī, the Prophet Muhammad’s son-in-law, and of the lat-
ter’s grandson usayn in the Iraqi towns of al-Nadjaf and Karbalā. In addition,H.
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the tombs of other descendants of the Prophet Muhammad too were visited by
pious Shi’ites, and many of these were located in the Ottoman provinces making
up modern Iraq. We also find that Iranian Shi’ites whose families could support
the expense often had themselves buried close to the mausoleums of these holy
personages.4

Ottoman attempts to cope with this situation have been studied in considerable
detail for the middle and later nineteenth century.5 However, even though the
control of epidemic diseases – of considerable importance during this period –
did not as yet worry the authorities of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the
authorities did feel that the need to guard against spies was a sufficient reason to
control tightly the movements of pilgrims subject to the shah of Iran.6 In war-
time, Iranian pilgrims had no access to Ottoman territory at all. But even after the
peace of Amasya in 1555/962–3 had regularized relations, officials in Istanbul
were worried about emissaries of the shah establishing contact with disaffected
Ottoman subjects, especially those who were themselves Shi’ites. Therefore visi-
tors to the Hijaz were not allowed to cross the border until the pilgrimage season
had actually begun, and their caravans were to be conducted as far as possible
through sparsely inhabited territory.7

Official charities instituted by the shahs or their relatives in the pilgrimage cit-
ies of Al-Nadjaf and Karbalā were also unwelcome to the authorities in Istanbul.
When turning down the Iranian request for permission to institute a soup kitchen
for poor pilgrims from the shah’s domains, the argument ran that any pilgrim
should be able to fend for him/herself for the span of a few days, and a longer
stay was undesirable anyway.8 Presumably the reason for this attitude was that
the sultan’s officials wished to avoid what would have been a ‘permanent repre-
sentation’ of the shah on Ottoman territory, particularly in a region where many
of the inhabitants were themselves Shi’ites. But less formal alms distribution by
emissaries of the shahs was difficult to prevent, and sometimes explicitly permit-
ted. Moreover, wealthy Iranians settled in the region and even bought houses
there; but in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, a period of frequent
warfare, the owners were liable to have their properties confiscated whenever the
two empires were once again in conflict. 

Iranian subjects traversing the desert route to Mecca through the Arabian
peninsula were also regarded in Istanbul with considerable nervousness. This
was presumably due to the presence of Shi’ites in the newly acquired province of
al- asā (Lahsa) and the doubtful loyalties of some of the local emirs, who even
had established good relations with the Portuguese.9 Furthermore, we can sur-
mise that officials in Istanbul feared that Iranian pilgrims travelling in the interior
of the Arabian peninsula, where the sultan’s writ ran intermittently if at all, might
establish links to the local Bedouins, who in turn might cause difficulties for the
Ottoman state in the Hijaz. In any case, the pilgrimage route through the Arabian
peninsula was periodically closed. Prospective pilgrims from Basra and Iraq –
Ottoman subjects as well as pious travellers in transit from Iran – were enjoined
to travel with the Damascene or Egyptian caravans. This was an enormous detour

H.
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that for many candidate hajjis must have rendered the projected pilgrimage alto-
gether unfeasible. A realistic official once commented that spies would get
through even if the route to Mecca was closed, and that restrictive measures only
made life difficult for legitimate travellers.10 But he seems to have represented
only a minority of sixteenth-century Ottoman bureaucrats.

In addition to periodic spy scares, cultural factors might be a further reason
why Iranian visitors to Mecca at times were not welcome to the Ottoman author-
ities. In the second half of the sixteenth century, the sultans were much
concerned about maintaining proper decorum in the Great Mosque of Mecca.
Among other matters, this also meant that the use of the courtyard for ‘profane’
activities, such as sleeping or relaxation, was to be prevented. Thus a sultanic
command complained that it was unacceptable to enjoy the evening cool in the
mosque courtyard with ‘cradles and pillows’ (beşik ve döşek); but certain Iranian
pilgrims obviously had quite a different view of what constituted pious behav-
iour.11 It would appear that the formality of official Ottoman customs was
unknown in Iran, and the relevant behaviour generated a degree of mutual
incomprehension.12

~ Jewish visitors to Jerusalem

Jerusalem is, and was, a place of pilgrimage for Jews, Christians and Muslims
alike; and the pious of all three monotheistic religions could scarcely have
avoided seeing one another in the town’s narrow streets. While in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries the resident Jewish community was relatively small,
pilgrimages by Jews both Ottoman and non-Ottoman were by no means rare. But
very few of the ensuing reports seem to be available in translation. According to
a memoir dated 1625–6/1034–6, Jewish pilgrims made charitable donations to
the poor of their own religion settled in Jerusalem, as indeed they had done more
than a century earlier, in the beginning years of Ottoman rule. Albeit on a smaller
scale, this custom resembles the alms that pious Muslims used to give to the poor
of Mecca and Medina. In the slightly over one hundred years that had elapsed
between the Ottoman conquest and 1625–6/1034–6, many Jewish academies had
been opened in the town, once again with outside support. The accumulated
wealth was enough to tempt a rebellious commander of mercenaries, who prob-
ably around 1600/1008–9 robbed the local Jews but did not spare Muslims or
Christians either. In the mid-seventeenth century there were fully-fledged guide
books that told pious Jews planning to visit Jerusalem what they should take or
avoid taking on their journey.13
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~ Christian visitors writing about Palestine and the Sinai peninsula

While we do possess numerous records of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
Christian pilgrims – Orthodox, Gregorian Armenians, Catholics and even Protes-
tants – who visited the places traditionally associated with the life of Jesus Christ
and his mother Mary, the early modern period was a time of crisis as far as this
practice was concerned. After about 1500/905–6 pilgrimages to the Holy Land
possessed much less importance, at least in the eyes of western Christians, than
had been true in earlier centuries. Persons concerned with the reform of the
fifteenth-century Church, including Catholics, such as the highly respected spir-
itual leader Thomas à Kempis, were critical of the very notion of pilgrimage, and
thought that people who often went on such journeys rarely became saints.14

Even more radically, Lutherans and Calvinists alike rejected the notion that men
and women, as sinful beings unable to obtain release from hell-fire except for the
grace of an inscrutable deity, could do anything at all to further their salvation.
This was a tenet which discredited the entire notion of ‘good works’ including
pilgrimages. Even the Catholic Church, which continued to hold on to these con-
cepts, attempted to control pilgrims more stringently. In principle it became
necessary to obtain permission for every single pilgrimage to Jerusalem from
papal officials in Rome. However, in practice, pious visitors at times obtained
this permit from the Franciscans settled in Jerusalem.15 With the diminished reli-
gious status of the pilgrimage, those people that did go tended to concentrate
more on their worldly experiences, or at least on education and pious contemp-
lation, as opposed to the gaining of religious merit.16 Contemporaries were quite
aware of this fact; and a Lutheran clergyman who showed up in late sixteenth-
century Jerusalem was pointedly asked whether he had come for religious pur-
poses or else to see foreign lands.17

Many western pilgrims visited Jerusalem and its environment on a guided
tour, in a manner rather reminiscent of quite a few present-day travellers, and
enumerated the sites they had seen in a fairly standard fashion. At times Protes-
tants and Catholics seem to have used the same models, so that the sixteenth-
century account by the Catholic Jean Palerne has features in common with the
descriptions of Protestants such as Leonhart Rauwolff or Samuel Schweigger.18

However, in connection with the sea-change described above, modifications of
this standard pattern were not unknown. While biblical stories, as well the pious
reflections inspired by the relevant texts, continued to form the main guideline
for the organization of pilgrimage accounts, in the second half of the sixteenth
century more broadly understood cultural concerns became typical for the better
educated authors.19 Learned Protestants especially liked to visit the sites men-
tioned in the gospels as a visual supplement to their Bible-reading. Thus the
Augsburg physician and botanist Rauwolff, after a lengthy trip through Mesopo-
tamia, took time off to visit the Holy Land in 1575/982–3, deploying the
historical, architectural and geographical interests not uncommon, in a secular
context, among contemporary European gentlemen with a humanist education.
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Moreover, given this author’s particular interest in accurate description, he
included fairly detailed ‘word pictures’ of the Jerusalem monuments, including
Ottoman structures such as the newly restored city walls.20 Some of these pious
travellers, with ‘proto-archaeological’ interests in mind, also ventured to places
outside the Holy Land proper, particularly the Sinai, but also to sites where early
Christian churches had been established according to the New Testament. Here
pilgrimage easily shaded off into ‘scholarly tourism’.

Pilgrimage accounts, especially those written by members of the Orthodox
clergy, were meant as guides for future pilgrims and gave fairly standardized
descriptions of the sites to be visited, particularly in the Holy City itself.21 By
comparison, the travel accounts in which the author gave his name and recounted
some of his own adventures were comparatively rare.22 A special case was that of
Theodosios Zygomalas, proto-notary of the ecumenical patriarch Jeremias II and
thus an Ottoman subject, who travelled from Istanbul to Jerusalem by way of
Antalya and Acre, but mentioned the pilgrimage sites of the Holy Land only in a
few brief phrases.23 Yet from our viewpoint his work is most interesting, as he
was friendly with the Protestant theologian Stephan Gerlach, who himself had
written a diary covering his visit to Istanbul. Zygomalas’ account was in fact
addressed to Gerlach: as the Lutheran divine had not seen the monastery of St
Catherine in the Sinai, this sanctuary was given pride of place. Since Zygomalas
was addressing himself to a non-Orthodox friend, he especially mentioned the
chapels used by pilgrims belonging to the western Church, a feature otherwise
not customary in Orthodox pilgrimage literature. A contemporary (1577–92/
984–1001) but more rhetorical and much longer description of the same site was
composed by Paisios Hagiapostolites, metropolitan of Rhodes and thus an Otto-
man subject. This text contained fairly detailed descriptions of the church of St
Catherine and its auxiliary buildings, interspersed with miracle tales and pious
exhortations.24 Although Paisios wrote about a trip he had himself undertaken,
and moreover at a time when his impressions were still fresh, his instructions
concerning the state of mind desirable in a pilgrim were so detailed as to make
his text resemble a formal pilgrimage guide. In such a work, there clearly was not
much reason to discuss the relationships between Ottoman Orthodox subjects
and non-Ottoman Christian visitors.

A much more personal account of a seventeenth-century pilgrimage to Jerusa-
lem, this time by an Armenian from outside the Empire, was written by Simeon
of Zamosc, a scribe and pious layman of the Gregorian persuasion (1584–after
1639/991–after 1049).25 Although in later life Simeon was known for his opposi-
tion to any project of union between the Armenian and Catholic churches, during
his visit to Jerusalem in 1617/1025–7 he stressed the close relations that many
‘Franks’ entertained with the Gregorian patriarchs, themselves subjects of the
sultan and, further, closely supervised by the authorities in Istanbul. In Simeon’s
perspective, the solemn visits of ‘Frankish’ Christians to the Armenian Church
of St James formed an important part of the ritual calendar of Jerusalem. When
visiting the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, he conversely emphasized the
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welcome accorded to Armenian pilgrims by the ‘Frankish’ priests in charge of
the sanctuary. At the same time, Simeon visibly took pride in the power and
wealth of the Gregorian Armenian Church, and thus indirectly in its successful
integration into the Ottoman state apparatus. Accordingly he tells us that, while
most European pilgrims had to stay in the local khans, the monastery of St James
belonging to his own church was large enough to accommodate ‘ten thousand’
pilgrims. But even more important to him was the Holy City of Jerusalem itself,
to which Simeon came to form a strong emotional attachment, and that he greatly
regretted having to leave.

~ Ottoman people and places in western accounts of Jerusalem

A comprehensive discussion of the pilgrimage reports written by western Chris-
tians between the mid-sixteenth and the late eighteenth century would take a
separate book. Given the narrow limits of my competence, we will concentrate
upon the reactions of Muslim and non-Muslim locals to pious foreign visitors, as
pictured in a few of these texts. But in order to make sense of the often brief
remarks that are all we possess, it is necessary to discuss them in a somewhat
wider historical context. 

Throughout the period under discussion there were acrimonious political dis-
putes among Christian denominations for control of the main pilgrimage sites,
especially the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (in Ottoman: Kamame/Kumame).
Though foreign pilgrims rarely took note of this aspect of the question, it should
be stressed that the disputes themselves were largely an internal Ottoman con-
cern. After all, adherents of the Orthodox, Gregorian Armenian and Catholic
churches all figured among the subjects of the sultan, and the relevant communi-
ties were recognized by the authorities. However, differently from all others, the
Catholics received aid from outside potentates, namely the Habsburg emperors
and the French kings. But a recent study has demonstrated that, on the whole,
these activities of foreign rulers were of no major political importance on the
Jerusalem scene before the late seventeenth century. It was only during the disas-
trous Ottoman–Habsburg war of 1683–99/1094–1111 that the Ottoman court
attempted to secure the support of Louis XIV of France by making concessions
to the Catholics with respect to possession of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.26

In principle, the Protestant churches disparaged pilgrimages; but as we have
seen, educated Anglicans and Lutherans still might visit Palestine for the purpose
of pious edification. Though a convinced Lutheran, Leonhart Rauwolff spent
time in contemplation of the place where Jesus supposedly was born, and of
other presumed biblical sites.27 A Lutheran clergyman, such as Samuel Sch-
weigger in 1581/988–9, approached the Christian holy sites of Jerusalem and
surroundings in much the same spirit. Moreover, a full century later (1696/
1107–8) the same thing can be said of Henry Maundrell, chaplain to the English
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merchants residing in Aleppo, even though in more ways than one he was very
much a man of the early enlightenment.28

Rauwolff seems to have talked extensively to local Christians, particularly
Maronites. He also apparently had contacts with Druzes, and recorded that at the
time of his stay, the two groups were allies; however, he had the astonishing
notion that the Druzes were descended from crusaders once established in the
Syrian territories.29 Rauwolff’s account also reflects the theological polemics
between the different Christian denominations that had been going on for many
centuries.30 When discussing Orthodox and Nestorian Christians, his comments
were quite hostile, while Ethiopians, Armenians and Maronites were described in
positive or at least neutral terms. Writing about the various Christian denomina-
tions in the Holy Land was popular in the pilgrimage reports of the period:
Rauwolff’s contemporary Samuel Schweigger showed a similar concern, in his
case informed by the interest of contemporary Protestant theologians in the
Orthodox creed.31

Rauwolff had the typical prejudices of his milieu and time against Muslims,
and also disliked Jews. In his pilgrimage account, local Muslims scarcely fig-
ured, except as collectors of dues and as a dominant group whose sensitivities
were to be taken into account when moving around in Jerusalem. Something
similar applied to Palerne, Schweigger and even Maundrell. At times one won-
ders whether perhaps copying was involved. Schweigger was peculiar in so far as
he recorded minor physical confrontations with servants or cameleers, of a kind
that happen during many trips but usually remain unrecorded in travel books;
that this divine did think such incidents worth recounting may have had some-
thing to do with a particular sense of insecurity. Maundrell told a story of how his
group asked for hospitality in a Shi’ite village but was refused; the reader does
get the impression that Sunni travellers would not have been welcomed either.
The point of his story was that the villagers, in a sense, were finally duped. For
after some negotiation, the pilgrims were permitted to store their belongings but
not to enter the settlement themselves; yet in the dead of night, they managed to
creep into shelter none the less.32 Thus contact with Muslims, at least in so far as
it was recorded by these three authors, seems to have been minimal and mostly
unfriendly. It is particularly striking that none of our authors recorded exchanges
with locals in which the interlocutors said something like ‘well, in the end, we all
believe in one and the same God’. Did this really never happen?

However, a story recounted by Henry Timberlake (visit in 1601/1009–10) can
be viewed as one of the few exceptions proving this rule. When the author
insisted on entering Jerusalem while proclaiming himself both a subject of the
queen of England and a Protestant he got himself arrested. From this unfortunate
position he was extricated by the mediation of a Muslim shipmate who had
become a friend.33 This man went to see the governor and swore to Timberlake’s
good character, finally managing to get him released. 

But, unfortunately, accounts of this kind must be regarded as voices crying in
the wilderness. By contrast, amicable relations between individual members of
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the various Christian denominations, both Ottoman and foreign, are documented
with somewhat greater frequency. Thus in a diffuse way, the pilgrimage to Jeru-
salem may have fostered the interest of Europeans in Ottoman Christians and
vice versa.

~ The Christian pilgrimage to Jerusalem in Muslim eyes 

While many Muslims must have commented orally on the oddities of Christian
visitors to their city, they have not normally written about their observations and,
as so often, we need to fall back upon Evliya Çelebi. While Evliya was certainly
not a typical upper-class Ottoman, his tale does provide certain clues to the man-
ner in which an educated Muslim saw this place of Christian pilgrimage. The
author claimed to have been given a special ‘guided tour’ of the Church of the
Holy Sepulchre, outside the pilgrimage season. As many details in his report
resemble those given by Christian visitors like Rauwolff, it does seem probable

5. The Damascus gate in the walls of Jerusalem, these fortifications date from the
Ottoman period.

Source: Bahattin Öztuncay, James Robertson, Pioneer of Photography in the Otto-
man Empire (Istanbul: Eren, 1992): no. 29, p. 97. By kind permission from the
publisher.
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that Evliya reproduced certain stories told to him by his tour guide.34 Thus, like
the Augsburg physician and many other Christian visitors, the Ottoman traveller
reported that the priests serving the sanctuary were locked up inside the church
for a significant portion of the year, and that the building was only opened to pil-
grims after the latter had paid a substantial entrance fee.35 This remark thus may
be regarded as ‘standard’, no matter whether Christians or Muslims authored the
description. Whenever the building was closed, the priests were supplied through
a window opened for this purpose in the wall of the compound. Evliya was much
impressed by the ascetic life lived by the clergy serving in the church, and also
by the pictorial qualities of the mosaics of the Pantocrator and the Virgin Mary.
He also made a laudatory reference to the canopy set over what was considered
to be the grave of Christ.36 This was indeed ‘a place worthy of being seen’
(temaşagâh) and upon leaving, the author prayed that the church, whose porch
and overall architecture he highly acclaimed, would one day be transformed into
a mosque.37

Some ambiguity is apparent from this account. Evliya evidently found things
to admire in the architecture and interior decoration of the church, and even in
the lifestyle of the priests. At the same time, he was quite aware of the ‘pious
fraud’ of the supposedly heaven-descended fire, which the Orthodox and Arme-
nian clergies repeated every Easter, or as he called it, the kızıl yumurta günleri
(‘days of the red eggs’) ‘of evil reputation’.38 Evliya was also cognisant of the
material interests involved, observing that the wax of the Easter candles pro-
duced considerable revenue for the clergy; this was because the latter sold
candles to the pilgrims whom they put up in their establishments. In addition, the
numerous Orthodox and Armenians who, at the time of Maundrell’s visit, lit their
tapers at the Easter fire probably also bought them from priests and monks.39

Evliya also claimed that his guide had himself admitted that the reason for hav-
ing images in the church at all was not their intrinsic virtue, but rather the
impression that ‘our Orthodox (Rum) are a bunch of thick-headed and credulous
men’, who could not be moved by preaching alone but whose generosity could
be stimulated by a judicious use of images.40 Thus Evliya tells us that the priest
who guided him was a ‘an unbeliever, a heretic and a dissolute person’ and
thought nothing of addressing the man as ‘you damned one’. But at the same
time, Helena the mother of Constantine and herself a pious Christian – as Evliya
was well aware – in this author’s tale was made responsible for the restoration of
the Muslim sanctuary known as the Mescid-i aksa. Apparently for Evliya Çelebi
the pilgrimage church of the Kumame was an interesting site well worth visiting,
where one could encounter strange people, assert the superiority of one’s own
faith and, last but not least, enjoy a piece of handsome architecture.

Other Muslims also entered the Church of the Holy Sepulchre on what we
may call ‘touristic’ visits, of which we have at least indirect evidence. The
Nuremberg soldier Hans Wild (1585–after 1613/992–after 1022), a prisoner of
war in Ottoman lands between 1604/1012–13 and 1611/1019–20, was the slave
of a merchant who, when passing through Jerusalem, decided to pay a visit to
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this church, and so did other members of the same caravan. Wild had in all likeli-
hood converted to Islam and was taken along on the outing; he recorded that his
fellow visitors scoffed at the explanations, probably given by a Christian guide,
that Jesus had been mocked or crowned with thorns in this or that place now
comprised within the church.41

When Maundrell visited the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, he also noted the
presence of Muslim visitors. Some of them may once again have come ‘as tour-
ists’, but there were others whose role it apparently was to testify that prior to the
so-called miracle of the Holy Fire, celebrated by Orthodox and Armenians at
Easter-time, all candles and lamps in the church had really been extinguished, so
that the flame could not have originated within the building.42 This Easter fire
formed the culminating point of a ritual that already had been practised in the
eleventh century, and that western and particularly Protestant observers treated
with considerable scorn.43 Maybe an investigation of the kadi registers of Jerusa-
lem will one day tell us what at least a few of the Muslim witnesses present at the
‘miracle’ thought about all this.

Official Ottoman attitudes towards Christian pilgrims were reflected in these
same record books and, at least occasionally, also in the central administration’s
main chancery registers (Mühimme Defterleri).44 Some of the texts involved
granted permission to the administrators of various Christian pilgrimage sites to
effect repairs to the building fabric in their care, while others ordered investiga-
tions of various Muslim dues collectors who had demanded more than they were
legally permitted to take. In other instances disputes between various Christian
denominations concerning the control of this or that Palestinian sanctuary were
decided by the highest authorities in Istanbul, with the idea in mind that all
Christians should be allowed access to the main pilgrimage sites. Certainly the
Ottoman government hoped in this fashion to increase pilgrim traffic. Recent
research has shown, however, that pilgrims’ dues were not typically a source of
direct financial gain to the treasury. Rather, it was normal practice to spend the
money thus received in order to enhance the Islamic character of Jerusalem, for
instance by making such dues into foundations serving some Islamic pious pur-
pose.45 Thus religious, political and financial considerations encouraged the
Ottoman administration to ensure the safety of Christian pilgrims to the Holy
City. 

~ Catholic missionaries in Ottoman lands

Western pilgrims in the area, as we have seen, were housed, fed, and guided by a
mission consisting of non-Ottoman (often Italian) Franciscan friars, and it is to
these missionaries and their reception by local Christians that we will now turn.
At the Council of Trent (1542–64/948–72), the post-Reformation Roman Catho-
lic Church had determined its organizational structures for the next few
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centuries.46 Measures to compensate for the loss of a large part of Europe to Prot-
estantism included increased missionary activity on other continents. While in a
global context, India, China and for a while Japan were given pride of place,
attempts to bring the Christian communities of western Asia to convert to
Catholicism also intensified. At the very least, Middle Eastern Christians were to
be persuaded to recognize the primacy of the pope while retaining their own cus-
toms and liturgies, the adherents of these newly formed churches being called
Uniates. 

Missionaries, who as part of their education studied the languages of the peo-
ples among whom they were expected to serve, were trained for their tasks in
special Roman colleges. For the most part these were instituted by Pope Gregory
XIII (r. 1572–85/979–94), and instruction was entrusted to the Jesuits. Founded
in 1577/984–5, the Collegium Graecum trained priests able to function in Greek,
but also accepted lay students. A Collegium Maronitarum, established in 1584/
991–2, was to bind the Maronites of Mount Lebanon, who had accepted union
with Rome rather earlier, closer to the Catholic Church. These links were quite
apparent to Rauwolff: at the time of his visit (1575/982–3) the Maronites were
accustomed to elect their patriarch, who was then confirmed by the pope; and, as
this author put it, a few years earlier the current incumbent had won his position
by racing to Rome and putting forward his candidacy before his rival had had a
chance to do so.47

From 1622/1030–1 onwards, all missions were supervised by the Roman con-
gregation known as De Propaganda Fide. This bureaucratic entity in the papal
service had an impact on the curricula of the various missionary colleges, stress-
ing the importance of language training in addition to education in theology. The
Propaganda committee also set out the rules by which missionaries ‘in the field’
were expected to operate, even though it was never able to completely eliminate
rivalries between the various orders of monks and friars engaged in this activity.
To the historian of the Ottoman realm, the Propaganda has made itself useful by
demanding that all missionaries submit annual reports about their activities; for
otherwise little documented areas such as Bosnia or Albania, these files contain
much evidence on local social history. In the eighteenth century the Jesuits even
made available several series of printed reports to a wider public, in order to
introduce their missionary activities in the Levant and elsewhere to possible
sponsors. Therefore these letters were meant to be both edifying and curious/
interesting.48 Giving their names or else anonymously, Jesuit authors often wrote
in the first person, and edited the writings of their deceased confreres. Some of
the texts published seem to have originated as travel diaries; descriptions of
places visited and of the varying conditions of the Christians residing therein
alternated with ‘edifying’ accounts of the missionaries’ lives and, above all,
deaths. In spite of their brevity, the stories about people and places, in other
words the ‘curious’ part of these travelogues, are valuable because they some-
times allow us to glimpse interactions of the missionaries with ordinary Ottoman
subjects about which we would otherwise know nothing at all. 
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Among the different missionary orders, Franciscans and Jesuits were espe-
cially active on Ottoman territory, generally working under the protection of
European ambassadors. While the Habsburgs were zealous in their patronage of
post-Tridentine Catholicism, their frequent wars with the Ottomans caused the
sponsoring of missionary activities to fall into the province of their arch-rival,
the French king. In the reports of the French ambassadors, the affairs of the mis-
sionaries had a special place, quite comparable to political relations and matters
of trade. However, the degree of support the clergy could expect varied with the
political convictions of the various diplomats; particularly in the late seventeenth
and early eighteenth centuries, the ‘misplaced zeal’ of certain missionaries
formed a frequent complaint in French ambassadorial correspondence.49

Concerning the expectations that Christian subjects of the sultans might have
concerning these missionaries, recent research has emphasized that, in a city like
Aleppo, local eighteenth-century Orthodox merchants desired to increase their
control over the local churches, which was easier to achieve if they shook off the
patriarch in Istanbul. In addition, their adoption of Uniate status or even fully-
fledged Catholicism permitted them to fit better into a wider Mediterranean
world, in which French trade was dominant.50 In outlying places, this desire to
use Catholic mediation when trying to cope with the outside world might take on
rather remarkable forms. Thus a report by an anonymous Jesuit father, printed in
1745/1157–8, described how Christian pirates commanded by an Italian free-
booter had plundered villages on the Orthodox island of Samos (Sisam), in one
case even kidnapping all the girls and women. Thereupon the locals hoped that
the Jesuit father, who happened to be passing through, would remonstrate with
the pirates and thus obtain the liberation of the kidnapped people. The author of
the letter reported that he did not refuse, but did point out to the islanders that he
and the captain came from different states, and that godless pirates were unlikely
to be much impressed by the appearance of a clergyman. In the end, this particu-
lar piece of mediation proved to be unnecessary, as the pirates of their own
accord returned the captives.51

In a sense, mediation, if unremunerated, can be considered a form of charity;
and the anonymous Jesuit was willing to negotiate with the pirates for that very
reason. In another instance he described himself as sharing a salve for healing
surface wounds with a local family. As he refused payment, he thought that he
had made an impression because of his désintéressement. But at the same time
the author, as a person travelling alone, also depended on receiving charity from
the locals; for in some cases that was apparently the only way in which he could
find something to eat. In fact, the preparation of food seems to have to have been
a matter in which our anonymous Jesuit was quite interested and which allowed
him to communicate with various inhabitants of western Anatolia.52 As he did
not mention the religion of his interlocutors, we may assume that there were
Muslims among them; in any event from these Anatolians the author learned to
prepare pitta bread, pilav, which he was taught to distinguish from rice gruel, and
what appears to have been a form of yoghurt soup (yayla çorbası). The author
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evidently enjoyed these novel dishes and also the relaxation of social constraints
that travel brought with it – and his Ottoman interlocutors did not hesitate to
make it all possible.

~ Mediations, ambiguities and shifts of identity

That mediation between members of the Ottoman elites and visiting or resident
foreigners often fell to the lot of Ottoman non-Muslims has long been known. In
this endeavour, the latter were all too often ‘caught in the middle’, that is, they
attracted the reprobation of both sides. The dragomans attached to foreign
embassies were mistrusted by their employers, on account of real or supposed
venality but also because their status as subjects of the sultan made them liable to
pressure by the Ottoman authorities. Venetians and Frenchmen especially made
considerable efforts to teach young subjects of their own states the Ottoman lan-
guage in order to avoid hiring locals.53 Yet Christian dragomans subject to the
sultan continued to work for many embassies, the family of the scholarly Arme-
nian Catholic and luckless Swedish ambassador Mouradgea d’Ohsson
(Muradcan Tosunyan) forming a case in point.54 On the Ottoman side, there was
the consideration that the dragoman might or actually did usurp the privileges of
foreigners to which, as a subject of the sultan, he had no right. Moreover it was
probably assumed that a denizen of the Empire owed his ruler undivided loyalty,
and somebody who instead presumed to play a role ‘between the fronts’ must
therefore have been viewed as faithless and unreliable.

However, mediators were necessary for many diplomatic negotiations, and
while the motivations of these men for the most part remain obscure, their visible
activities often have been well studied, especially where the sixteenth century is
concerned. As a colourful example, we may refer to the doctor Solomon
Ashkenazi from Udine, who studied in Padua and later settled in Istanbul.55

There from the 1560s/967–77 onwards, he built up an important practice, which
included the Grand Vizier Sokollu Mehmed Paşa and the chief translator to the
sultan’s council as well as the different Venetian ambassadors (baili) present in
Istanbul during those years. In addition Ashkenazi did well in trade, and is
known to have owned several ships.

The reason for the Jewish-Italian doctor’s being the subject of several studies
– the most recent dating from 1995 – is his share in bringing the war over Cyprus
to an end.56 The Signoria had entrusted this responsibility to the current bailo
Marcantonio Barbaro, who was under house arrest in Pera and thus could only
negotiate through a middleman. As such, Ashkenazi was a good choice because
of his ongoing relationship with the grand vizier who, for his own reasons,
wanted to end the war. But even so the undertaking was highly dangerous for the
doctor and diplomat, as the grand vizier’s political opponents tried to torpedo the
negotiations by threatening the middleman. However Sokollu was successful in
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the end, and the peace was signed in 1573/980–1, with Solomon Ashkenazi one
of the persons to draft the treaty. It has been suggested that this was a genuine
case of ‘double loyalty’; the doctor was willing to risk financial losses and per-
sonal danger in order to reestablish peace between the state where he had been
born and that where he had made his home.57

On more modest levels of society as well, the borderline between Christians
and Jews who owed allegiance to the sultan and those who were subject to for-
eign powers was often less clear in practice than in theory. In Islamic legal
treatises, it was stipulated that the subject of a non-Muslim ruler who stayed in
the Muslim world for over a year lost his status as a privileged foreigner and
became a subject of the ruler on whose territory he lived. But at least in the early
seventeenth century, this was not current practice in the Ottoman Empire.58 To
the contrary, as long as a foreigner did not acquire real estate and did not marry a
subject of the sultan, he could retain his allegiance to the ruler of his own country
of origin for an indefinite period of time – these stipulations also explain why
English and French residents in the Levant were forbidden by their home author-
ities to do either of these two things. However, in practice, even these two
conditions were often violated, and we know of eighteenth-century Frenchmen
marrying Greek Catholic women, and yet remaining subjects of the kings of
France. Eighteenth-century consuls in Izmir reported that some people claimed
to be Frenchmen who had ceased to speak French, but who were accepted as
such because, as we have seen, a large foreign community was a factor of pres-
tige for the consul involved.59 Practising the Catholic faith, though, does seem to
have been a significant indicator of ‘Frenchness’, more perhaps than a command
of the language. Perhaps for this reason a Catholic Greek from the island of
Chios in the second half of the eighteenth century might manage to join the
French merchant community in Ankara; and even though the man in question
was denounced by a rival to the ambassador in Istanbul, this act did not appar-
ently lead to his exclusion, at least not in the short run.

All this means that on a day-to-day level the association of Ottoman non-
Muslims, and also for that matter recently converted Muslims, with various kinds
of foreigners was often quite close. But this fact was rarely described in writing
by the Ottoman subjects involved. Doubtless our ignorance is partly due to the
fact that so little private correspondence survives. But, in addition, we must take
into account that in narrating such relationships, the people in question admitted
that they had violated the societal norms of their respective communities. After
all, socializing across religious divides was highly problematic in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, not only within the Ottoman borders but also outside
them.
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~ An eighteenth-century Istanbul xenophobe

For information on the criticisms that such especially sociable persons might
incur, we may consult an anonymous text from the eighteenth century, that
recently has been published under the title Risale-i garibe.60 The extant manu-
script dates from the year 1720/1132–3. In this short text, the anonymous author
has listed instances of what he saw as the rude and impolite behaviour of his fel-
low townsmen. While most of the cases mentioned seem to have taken place in
the capital, dialectal forms indicate that the author may originally have come
from western Anatolia. Present-day scholars have become interested in this text
because of its ‘ethnographic’ aspect, that is, the numerous references to customs
and expressions then current in non-elite Ottoman circles but now obsolete.
However, in the present context, we are only concerned with what the anony-
mous author has to say about relationships with strangers.

Visibly the author had no love for any kind of outsiders to his own urban soci-
ety. For quite a few of his curses were directed against Anatolian peasants (Türk)
from the townlet of Gerede, who supposedly tried to hide their wretched poverty,
Bosnian provincials unable to conceal their ignorance of ‘civilization’ or Tatars
who, instead of killing the Cossacks they had captured, brought them to Istanbul,
presumably for sale as slaves. Other vicious invective was reserved for people
who had somehow entered the Islamic community, but whom the author sus-
pected of less than total allegiance: ‘Greeks who become Muslims for fear of the
poll tax but who will continue to speak their native language whenever they see a
fellow Greek’.61 All these were of course Sunni Muslims of one kind or another,
and subjects of the sultan to boot; yet if these people were unable to win approval
in the author’s eyes, it is not surprising that real outsiders were treated to at least
equal invective. Thus Kalmuks – we are left to wonder where the writer had
encountered them – were cursed as ‘sons of dogs’, the Shi’ites who swore at the
first three caliphs were ‘damned’, the Moldavians ‘traitors’ and the Germans/
Austrians ‘robbers’.62

It was not just the various outsiders themselves who were targeted by the
anonymous writer, but also insiders who seemed to be friendly with unbelievers.
Thus the author reserves various swearwords not only for the ‘irreligious per-
sons’ who drank alcohol together with unbelievers, but also for those who
merely observed the social niceties when encountering such people. Among
other things, the author mentioned those who would speak ‘the language of the
unbelievers’ even though the addressee knew Turkish, used friendly words when
making purchases from an ‘infidel’, visited the homes of non-Muslims and made
polite responses to the greetings of same.63 All these strictures could broadly be
based on sayings attributed to the Prophet or, more recently, on the legal opinions
of sixteenth-century jurisconsults such as the Şeyhülislam Ebusu’ud, for whom it
had been a major concern to keep Muslims and non-Muslims separate at all
times.64 But if there had not been any people who did all the things our anony-
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mous writer considered so reprehensible, he would have had no occasion to write
in the first place …

~ Was friendship between an Ottoman Muslim and a foreigner an impos-
sible proposition?

At first glance, the answer to this question would seem to be ‘yes’ in most con-
texts; or phrased differently, only somewhat unconventional personages should
have been able to surmount the formidable social barriers preventing such friend-
ships in the normal run. Maybe things were somewhat different for women, at
least if the foreign partner was willing to learn Ottoman and was as gifted and
energetic as the eighteenth-century travel author Lady Mary Wortley Montagu.65

For it appears that, among highly placed Istanbul ladies, the requirements of
social position and polite behaviour did not limit contacts with female strangers
quite as stringently as was true among males. At least if Lady Mary’s letters are
at all realistic, her relationship with Fatma Hanım, the wife of the grand vizier’s
aide, the powerful kâhya, was what one would call a friendship. The two young
women apparently went visiting together, and Fatma Hanım seems to have intro-
duced Lady Mary to the wife of the grand vizier and even to female members of
the ruling house. Thus the English travel writer much admired the social skills of
this Istanbul lady, who she felt would easily have held her own at any European
court.66 However, as no testimony of Fatma Hanım’s feelings has survived, these
conclusions must remain hypothetical.

Certain relationships between former foreign slaves, Islamized or not, and
their erstwhile masters also were described by the returnees in such a fashion that
we may well wonder whether the master–servant relationship had not evolved in
the direction of human fellow feeling. We will return once more to the Nurem-
berg ex-soldier Hans Wild, who was not in the normal run of things a considerate
person. His book is full of the quarrels he got into with Muslims and non-
Muslims, that often ended in fisticuffs; and that Wild was often punished for
these affrays does not seem to have limited the zest with which he threw himself
into anything that looked like a good fight.67 Yet when he speaks of the last of his
many masters, a janissary officer of Cairo, his tone changes. After the series of
disasters that ended with his close brush with death in Antalya, Wild decided to
return to the Egyptian capital and seek the aid of this personage, explaining that
he had no better friend than him. The janissary commander took Wild back into
his service and treated him well. As for the ex-soldier and ex-slave, he remained
for a year, working hard to earn his welcome, until he had saved enough to re-
embark. Once in Istanbul, he entered the service of the Habsburg ambassador,
and this official gave him a testimonial that probably was meant to help him find
employment once he had returned home. In this text and also in a similar docu-
ment issued by the author’s former commander in the Habsburg army, the aid of
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Wild’s ‘good master’ is strongly emphasized: the ex-slave visibly felt that the
unnamed janissary commander had been the cause of his survival.68

But once again, one would like to know what the Ottoman officer thought of
all this. Did he understand that Wild’s conversion to Islam was shaky at best, and
that above all, his former slave wanted to return home? We are unlikely to ever
find out, nor will we know what the janissary officer may have learned about life
in central Europe from his servitor. After all, while Wild’s Arabic and Ottoman
were certainly not perfect, the former slave was able to tell a story if required.
These unanswered – and unanswerable – questions open up a series of others,
concerning the sources of information on the outside world accessible to edu-
cated Ottomans. These we will treat in the following chapter.
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outside world

Devising policies and campaigns, establishing business contacts, purchasing or
freeing slaves, escorting pilgrims … all these activities were predicated on the
availability of at least a modicum of data concerning the world outside the sul-
tan’s realm. Compared to the information more or less accessible to an Ottoman
of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the sources that a person living
between 1540/946–7 and 1770/1183–4 might turn to were doubtless limited, and
the information obtained often out of date and not necessarily reliable.1

But then recent studies of the supposedly empirical travel accounts written by
Europeans of the sixteenth century have shown that in these works as well, mis-
information, to say nothing of occasional disinformation, was rife. Renaissance
travellers from France, England or the Germanies had the greatest trouble imagi-
nable distancing themselves from the authority of the geographers and
philosophers of the Greco-Roman world. Eyewitnesses of people and places
often found it hard to overcome their veneration for ‘ancient wisdom’, even
when the authorities so much revered had not visited the places about which they
wrote, and made claims that were manifestly false.2 In consequence, forming
world views and making decisions on the basis of poor information was by no
means an Ottoman peculiarity.

In the present chapter, we will discuss the sources of knowledge about Asia,
Europe and, intermittently, the Americas that were available to three different
categories of people; for it would be naive to assume that what was known to one
particular group would automatically be diffused within Ottoman society at
large. To begin with, there were the high-ranking members of the sultan’s court
and administration who had access to whatever transpired in discussions between
foreign ambassadors on the one hand, and on the other, the grand vizier and other
officials including the chief scribe (re’isülküttab, re’is efendi) and the senior
translator (baş tercüman).3 From the early eighteenth century onwards, Ottoman
ambassadors who visited the courts of Iran, Vienna, St Petersburg, Paris and, at
the very end of our period, also Madrid and Berlin were officially encouraged to
write about their experiences. Quite a few of these accounts (sefaretnames) have
been located, even though only a minority is accessible in print.4 The information
brought back by these ambassadors will form a special category, that of the
arcana imperii accessible only to a few high officials; at least for the first few
years after writing, they were out of bounds to anyone less.

The second category will consist of scholars or educated men with an interest
in travel and geography. This group includes famous personages such as Kâtib
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Çelebi and his circle of collaborators, or else the Ottoman geographers to whom
the translations of the Dutch Atlas Minor and Atlas Maior were entrusted, after
these volumes had been submitted to the sultan and gained the interest of his
court.5 People such as Kâtib Çelebi and his associate Ebubekir Dimaşki were
familiar with the Arab geographers of the medieval period, but also with the itin-
eraries of sultanic campaigns that, already in the sixteenth century, were being
composed either as independent texts or else inserted into Ottoman chronicles. In
addition, some of these Istanbul-based scholars were interested in European cart-
ography. Thus the famous sixteenth-century admiral Piri Re’is compiled a
nautical handbook of the entire Mediterranean, including Barcelona and Mar-
seilles as well as Cyprus and Crete; at his time of writing these two islands, after
all, were still Venetian possessions.6 There even was a handbook from which
information on the West Indies could be culled, the Tarih-i Hind-i garbi, whose
author remains unknown.7 A further prominent aficionado of geography was
Evliya Çelebi (1611–after 1683/1019–after 1095), the indefatigable traveller
who visited, and wrote about, both Iran and Austria. Evliya read geographical
works before composing his own account, characterized by a varying – and to us,
disconcerting – mixture of imaginative literature and factual report.8 However,
his travels did not take him very far beyond the Ottoman borders and, apart from
Vienna, Evliya’s interest in factual information concerning the territories beyond
the Hungarian or eastern Anatolian borderlands remained quite limited. 

Our third category will consist of ‘ordinary’ subjects of the sultan, meaning
here that they were not members of the governing class or relations of such men.
Even the individuals in this third category were still highly privileged, for the
most part inhabiting towns in a world populated by a vast majority of peasants
and nomads. These men were often literate in Ottoman Turkish, at least if it was
written in not too elevated a style, although they might not know Arabic or Per-
sian. But even if unlettered themselves, they had easy access to people who could
read to them. This latter group should thus have included janissaries and cavalry
of the Porte, normally stationed in Istanbul, who were likely to acquire a modi-
cum of information about the lands where they had been on campaign. But some
military men of more provincial origins, for the most part private soldiers and
low-ranking officers, also might fall into this category; those higher up in the
hierarchy evidently would have belonged to the ruling group. 

Other candidates for membership in this third group of Ottomans informed
about the outside world were the merchants who, in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, routinely visited Venice and, albeit much less frequently,
Ancona or even Marseilles.9 Some Ottoman traders had contacts with Indian
businessmen, the latter being numerous in the ports of Yemen and the Hijaz. But
some of these Indians also visited Cairo, Aleppo and even Istanbul. Other Otto-
man merchants, in Bursa, Izmir and elsewhere, had the opportunity to talk to
their trading partners from Iran. In coastal areas, fishermen, sailors and returned
captives must have relayed notions concerning the world outside the Ottoman
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borders. But to the frustration of today’s historians, these people did not normally
record their information in writing.

Quite a few Ottomans who travelled in Europe were non-Muslims; given my
linguistic limitations, the present discussion is confined to authors either availa-
ble in translation, or made accessible to me by friendly colleagues. While most
Greek, Jewish or Armenian travellers must have been merchants, like their Mus-
lim counterparts, they were not much given to the writing of memoirs. One of the
most extensive accounts used here was written by an eighteenth-century rabbi
who toured the Jewish communities of England, France and Holland in search of
charitable donations.

Once their business had reached a certain level, merchants were literate. Yet
some knowledge about foreign lands was also diffused among people with very
slender access to written culture. Even totally unlearned mercenaries and seamen
were likely to come back with stories of battle with or captivity among ‘the infi-
del’. In addition, in Istanbul there were foreign labour migrants; as we have seen,
in the eighteenth century, such men arrived from Venetian Dalmatia with some
regularity.10 For the most part, these people had no access to written culture even
in their native southern Slavic language, and their Ottoman Turkish must have
been limited indeed. But they were not totally without social contacts in the cap-
ital, and particularly those who came and went several times must have told
stories about their difficult lives to their neighbours and employers.11 While we
have no way of reconstructing what was learned by ordinary inhabitants of Istan-
bul from casual contacts of this type, it would be a mistake to assume that such
sources of information were of no importance whatsoever.

~ The knowledge of the ambassadors: some general considerations

As we have seen, ambassadorial reports were read by a small group of high-level
bureaucrats and in most cases probably the sultan himself, that is, to return to our
categorization, members of the first group. Only if, as sometimes happened,
these texts were later incorporated into chronicles did a wider audience gain
access to them. Presumably the readers of such chronicles belonged to the second
and third groups, that is, they might be scholars or else simply literate townsmen.
Thus these texts played a certain, albeit limited role in introducing upper-class
and urban Ottomans to a variety of problems connected with inter-state relations.

When an Ottoman ambassador took pen in hand, his first responsibility was to
describe his reception at the court to which he had been sent. After all, the cere-
monies linked to this event indicated the esteem that the foreign ruler in question
was willing to show the Ottoman sultan. Thus describing an honourable recep-
tion in many cases was equivalent to proclaiming the success of the
ambassador’s mission. Now the nuances of courtly ceremonial are certainly not
without interest to the present-day historian, but they do tend to take second
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place vis-á-vis other concerns.12 After all, we look mainly for what Ottoman dip-
lomats had to say on the states and societies they encountered. Yet, a few
exceptions apart, at least before the early to mid-eighteenth century such obser-
vations were mostly a matter of secondary importance to the authors whose
writings have come down to us. About this time Ottoman sultans certainly did
begin to ask their ambassadors to write about matters going beyond courtly
receptions, as evident for the first time in connection with Yirmisekiz Mehmed
Efendi’s mission to Paris in 1720/1132–3. The quality of the socio-political
information relayed depended on the training and personality of the ambassador
in question. A systematic coverage of the world beyond the borders of the ‘well-
guarded domains’ was not the concern of diplomats.

Why then do we bother to discuss such texts in detail? The main reason for
our interest is the wide variety of solutions that Ottoman ambassadors might
adopt in their reports for, in spite of all their limitations, these accounts were cer-
tainly not standardized. While some authors might indeed confine themselves to
a simple description of the honours with which they were received, others did
discuss broader patterns of behaviour typical of the Russian or Habsburg courts,
at least where Ottoman affairs were concerned. And towards the end of our
period, the character of a given ruler and even the socio-political information that
we are so interested in might enter the picture in force.13 We can thus follow a
gradually increasing trend towards imparting information in writing, which in
earlier periods must have been conveyed orally. 

Moreover, in the sixteenth century and even later, Ottoman information on
European courts was quite often gathered by non-Muslims, who were sent to
negotiate with Christian courts and ambassadors; in some cases the intermediar-
ies’ position was semi-official rather than official.14 But from the 1720s/1132–42
onwards more and more the tendency was to have that kind of information col-
lected by Muslims, who often held official positions of some distinction. We can
thus speak of an eighteenth-century antecedent of the nineteenth-century Ter-
cüme Odası (Translation Office) that was founded in order to take over the
functions of the (usually non-Muslim) chief translators (dragomans), no longer
regarded as sufficiently reliable after the Greek uprising of 1821/1236–7. Or
even more broadly speaking, we can compare the new obligations imposed upon
Muslim envoys with the attempts on the part of the French and Venetian diplo-
matic services to ensure that translation work was not ‘farmed out’ to the sultan’s
non-Muslim subjects, but undertaken by people owing full allegiance to the state
they served. Thus in this perspective the Ottoman ambassadorial reports allow us
to follow how individual office-holders, usually of upper-middle rank, adapted to
a set of demands that were now being made of them, and that their predecessors
in the 1500s or 1600s had not frequently been called upon to fulfil. 
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~ Fleeting encounters: a sea captain and diplomat in 
sixteenth-century India

For the very beginning of our period, we possess the unique account of the Otto-
man naval commander Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs who, even though he had not been sent
as an ambassador, wrote a report of his travels that already shows quite a few
characteristics of the later sefaretnames.15 Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs is unique among
sixteenth-century Ottomans in having visited India and written about his experi-
ences. In late 1553/960–1, he had been sent out to rescue some Ottoman ships
bottled up in Basra by the Portuguese holding the island of Hormuz. But driven
into the Indian Ocean by violent storms, he lost his fleet, and thus had no option
but to return overland to the Ottoman Empire, traversing the Mughul territories,
Central Asia and Iran on highly difficult and dangerous routes. 

This aspect of Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs’ story is perfectly credible. Yet at the same
time, an emphasis on extraordinary hardships cleverly overcome evidently
served the author’s purposes: after all, he never tired of telling his readers that it
was pure misery to live outside one’s home region or, at the very least, outside
the Ottoman sultan’s well-guarded domains. Certainly this was not quite the
whole story; and Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs did on occasion treat his public to brief
descriptions of monkeys, parrots and trees unknown on the Mediterranean coast,
and even furnished some ‘proto-ethnographic’ data on the people encountered.
Presumably the topos of the ‘wonders of India’, so well established in Ottoman
literature, made it seem appropriate for a man who had actually visited the sub-
continent to say something about these matters. But nowhere did Seyyidî ‘Ali
Re’îs express a more personal reaction to the wonders of nature and human activ-
ity that he had witnessed in Indian cities and royal courts. For instance, he never
said that he would have liked to contemplate this fascinating place full of mar-
vels at his leisure if his obligations had not forced him to return as quickly as
possible.

Presumably the stranded sea captain composed his account as part of the strat-
egy that he applied, not without success, after his return to Sultan Süleyman’s
court in Istanbul and Edirne. For, even though he made no intimation of his fears,
the author must have been much worried about saving his own neck. Only a few
years earlier (1553/960–1) Piri Re’is, arguably the Ottomans’ most distinguished
cartographer, had been executed because he too had lost ships to the Portuguese
in the Persian Gulf.16 If we understand Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs’ account as an exercise
in self-defence, it becomes easy to explain why the author told us so much about
his honourable receptions at a variety of Indian and Central Asian courts, not to
mention the Safavid palace, and placed so much stress on his loyalty and faithful
service to the Ottoman sultan. If he had failed in his assignment as a naval com-
mander, at least his journey had not been totally in vain. This protestation of
special loyalty to the Ottoman sultan, along with the first-hand diplomatic infor-
mation furnished, seems to have gained the author some appreciation in high
places; on his return, he was appointed to other offices and enabled to live out his
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life in Istanbul, as he claimed to have so ardently desired at the time of writing
his book.

Although the author tells us repeatedly that he was in a great hurry to return to
the Ottoman capital, in actual fact, Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs was held up on the Indian
subcontinent for a considerable length of time. When discussing the main reason
for this situation, namely an enforced stay at the court of Bābur’s son the
Emperor Humāyūn, the account most resembles the sefaretnames of a later age:
we learn that the author’s poetry and witticisms were well received by Humāyūn,
and we are even treated to copies of the flattering letters received from minor
princes gravitating around the Mughul court. Of course Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs did
not neglect to mention that all these potentates performed some kind of obei-
sance to the ‘sultan of Rum’, the implication being that his own skills as a
courtier had been instrumental in furthering the prestige of the Ottoman Empire.
This ‘propagandistic’ effort for the benefit of Süleyman the Magnificent reached
its culmination point when in front of the Mughul ruler, the author claimed to
have insisted that the landmass governed by the Ottomans was far larger than
that ruled by Humāyūn himself. That Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs wished to present him-
self as a potential ambassador also became apparent from the manner in which he
supposedly rejected a pressing offer on Humāyūn’s part to stay for a longer
period of time: he certainly would be happy to return, so Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs
replied, if only he could get himself appointed to an embassy.

Humāyūn finally accorded the author and his company permission to leave.
But, just as the travellers were about to depart, the emperor suffered an accident
and died a few days later (26 January 1556/13. Rabî I 963). This was an occasion
for Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs to present himself as an ‘elder statesman’. To courtiers
thrown into disarray by the death of their sovereign, the author, or so he told us,
proposed a type of conduct well known at the Ottoman court, namely to keep the
death secret for a while. As a model, he proposed the measures taken at the death
of Selim I, and which, incidentally, were to be repeated in 1566/973–4, when
Sultan Süleyman himself passed away.17 Accordingly, messengers proclaimed
urbi et orbi that the emperor was in good health and spirits, so as to give his suc-
cessor Djalāl al-dīn Akbar time to reach the capital. In the meantime, Seyyidî
‘Ali Re’îs attempted to use this period of confusion to absent himself from the
Mughul domains, but was prevented from so doing. For, according to a rule also
followed in the Ottoman context, all documents issued by the dead sovereign
were no longer valid, and Akbar needed to confirm the laissez-passer issued by
his deceased father. 

Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs thus seems to have fulfilled many of the functions of an
ambassador even though he lacked the title: he even claimed to have persuaded
Humāyūn – who was unable to contradict, being safely dead at the time of writ-
ing – to admit the superior status of the sultan in Istanbul.18 In addition, Seyyidî
‘Ali Re’îs brought back valuable diplomatic information. Presumably, the
Mughul ex-emperor’s exile at the Safavid court was well known to Ottoman offi-
cials, but it is quite likely that reliable news on his political comeback, his
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conquest of Agra and finally his fatal accident were first conveyed to Istanbul by
Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs. In our present perspective, this account is all the more inter-
esting as later Ottoman embassy reports on India seem to have been very rare.
Yet a few envoys continued to visit this country occasionally, and it is possible
that some such report is still hidden away, un-catalogued, in one of the many col-
lections of diverse texts (mecmua) so numerous in libraries both within and
outside Turkey.19

~ The knowledge of the envoys: representing Ottoman dignity in Iran

Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs had not originally planned to pass through Iran, but found
himself obliged to do so because of the Russo-Ottoman conflict over Astrakhan.
Passing through Mashhad, the author was received by the viziers who assisted
the Safavid princes to whom this region had been assigned as apanages, and
immediately, the thorny problem of Sunni–Shi’ite relations presented itself. The
recently concluded peace of Amasya (1555/962–3) contained a clause that the
Safavids were to desist from the ritual cursing of the first three caliphs of Islam,
and also from reviling the Prophet Muhammad’s spouse ‘Ā’isha. But because of
the opposition of these four personages to the Caliph ‘Alī, whom the variety of
Shi’ism espoused at the Safavid court considered the only legitimate successor to
the Prophet, the caliphs Abū Bakir, ‘Omar, ‘Othmān as well as Sitt ‘Ā’isha still
were considered as highly controversial by Safavid dignitaries. Apparently the
latter did their best to involve Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs in discussions of these conten-
tious issues, but our author refused to take the bait. Yet he was perfectly willing
to write poetry in honour of the Prophet’s descendants and thereby satisfy the
Safavid court and Iranian religious scholars, without doing anything incorrect
from the Sunni Ottoman point of view. He thus managed to conclude some rather
thorny affairs in an elegant and conciliatory fashion.

If ‘Ali Re’îs can be believed, it was his major concern to uphold the dignity of
the Ottoman sultan no matter what risks he might incur. Thus he assured his
readers that Shah ahmāsp was completely submissive towards Süleyman the
Magnificent; given the author’s several close escapes at the hands of Safavid
officials, at the Ottoman court this claim was probably taken with a grain of salt.
In addition, we find Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs upholding the warlike qualities of the
Ottoman rulers as a model worthy of emulation. When shown the highly worked
carpets, silk fabrics, decorated felts and ornamented tents in the Safavid treasury,
he proclaimed that the storehouses of a great ruler should contain gold and silver
capable of being rapidly transformed into weaponry, rather than textiles. Apart
from praising his own ruler and embarrassing his host by an oblique reference to
past Iranian defeats, Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs probably adopted this stance because car-
pets and other precious textiles in the eyes of Safavid courtiers formed symbols
of power.20 Thus the author evidently saw his work as a testimony to his loyalty

T.
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to the Ottoman sultan under whatever circumstances, while information about
the Safavid court certainly was provided, but did not form the major topic of his
description.

~ Lying abroad for the good of one’s sovereign: obscuring Ottoman 
intentions in early eighteenth-century Iran

As the account of a later envoy to Iran – a ‘real’ one this time – we may cite
Ahmed Dürri Efendi, who in 1721/1133–4 was accredited to the last Safavid
shah of Iran. Due to the loss of his capital I fahān to the Afghan invaders of his
territory, Shah usayn, who died the following year, had been obliged to transfer
his seat to Tehran.21 At this time, Ahmed III’s grand vizier Damad Ibrahim Paşa
was planning to use the opportunity to occupy the western provinces of Iran, and
this involved coming to an agreement with the equally expansionist Russian tsar
Peter the Great. But at the same time, Ibrahim Paşa thought that it would be use-
ful to both impress the shah with the sultan’s power, and present the Ottoman
Empire to the embattled Safavid dignitaries as a friendly state. Only in 1724/
1136–7, after Shah usayn’s death, were Ottoman expansionist intentions, which
had long been suspected, to become completely obvious to the Iranian court.22

Ahmed Dürri Efendi, the ambassador chosen for this mission, had filled a
variety of distinguished but not top-level scribal positions. For the occasion, he
was given the status of an orta elçi (middle-level ambassador) and the ceremo-
nial rank of a şıkk-ı sani defterdarı (finance director). He originated from the
frontier town of Van and was fluent in Persian; probably this skill was one of the
reasons why he had been selected in the first place. In order to emphasize the
prestige of the Ottoman sultan at the Safavid court, Dürri Efendi told his readers
that he was received with great pomp, the Vizier Rustam Khan meeting him at a
distance from Tehran with a cortège of 3,000 men.23 To further stress the respect
that he had been shown, Dürri Efendi reported that the shah sent food from his
own kitchen; but the ambassador availed himself of this courtesy for only a short
period. Presumably it would have been a gesture of grave disrespect if Dürri
Efendi had refused to accept any food at all. But at the same time it would not
have done to create the impression that the envoy was dependent on the bounty
of the court to which he had been dispatched. To maintain reciprocity, Dürri
Efendi further distributed money and silk cloth among the court officials who
had been sent to serve him. 

At the Ottoman ambassador’s first reception, the dignitary whom Ahmed
Dürri describes as the ‘Grand Vizier of the Persians’, immediately entered in
medias res, and attempted to find out which provinces the Ottomans planned to
annex. By contrast the ambassador, in a long speech which appears as a verbatim
citation, claimed that the frontier khan who had warned the Safavid court of
Ottoman aggressive intentions had been completely misinformed.24

s.
H.

H.
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Presumably the negotiations of Dürri Efendi were ‘top secret’ at the time of
writing; but this confidentiality did not last very long, as Mehmed Raşid soon
was able to include the ambassador’s account in his chronicle. Moreover, as early
as 1735/1147–8 Dürri Efendi’s text, of which there was apparently both a Turk-
ish and a Persian version, was published in a Latin translation by P. Juda
Krusinski SJ.25 Of course, by the mid-eighteenth century, the Safavid dynasty no
longer existed, so that Dürri Efendi’s report now only possessed historical inter-
est.26 But other ambassadorial reports to Iran were to follow, and one of them,
written in the early nineteenth century, even illustrated the principal stopping
points by means of thirty-one miniatures, a tradition which had been instituted in
the sixteenth century by Matrakçı Nasuh, but almost forgotten in later times.27

~ Reporting on European embassies

More numerous were the Ottoman embassies to European courts. But, as we
have seen before 1700/1111–12, the ambassadors were not routinely required to
file written reports about the foreign courts to which they had been accredited. In
consequence, although in the sixteenth century Venice was probably the Euro-
pean capital most often visited by Ottoman envoys, we do not seem to possess
any first-person accounts of these travels; nor did accompanying scribes record
the successes of their masters as negotiators on behalf of the Ottoman sultans.28

Only from official documents do we learn what the envoys to Venice usually
dealt with, namely the problems of Ottoman subjects robbed while trading in the
Adriatic region (compare Chapter 5). This deficiency is all the more regrettable
as there survives ample documentation on the manner in which the Venetian
authorities regarded these visitors from Istanbul, and it would be of great interest
to know by what criteria the Ottoman envoys themselves evaluated the successes
and failures of their missions.29

However, the number of studies undertaken on the basis of even the available
embassy accounts is still remarkably limited. At least in part, this must be due to
the fact that so many of them date from the eighteenth century, which as a whole,
remains a much neglected period of Ottoman history. Of course there are some
exceptions: thus after the battle of St Gotthard on the Raab (1664/1074–5),
Mehmed Paşa was sent to Vienna in order to conclude a peace of twenty years’
duration, and was accompanied by the famous traveller and creative writer
Evliya Çelebi. The latter’s account of this embassy is not only full of fascinating
detail, both real and imaginary, but has received more scholarly attention than
almost any other text of this type.30 Particularly the amalgam of Ottoman stories
about the ‘Red Apple’, the yet to-be-conquered capital of the ‘German infidel’ on
the one hand, and the folklore of the Viennese celebrating their own city on the
other, has been studied in considerable detail.31 By comparison, the report of the
ambassador himself is short and sober, and has aroused much less interest.32 
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From the 1720s/1132–42 dates another ‘star’ among Ottoman embassy
reports, namely the book in which Yirmisekiz Mehmed Efendi reported on his
visit to Paris and Versailles, where he was accredited to the boy-king Louis XV
and the latter’s regent Philip of Orleans. Translated into French upon the initia-
tive of the Ottoman court shortly after the completion of the embassy, and
republished several times since, this text has even become the subject of a sepa-
rate monograph.33 Furthermore, quite a few French sources on this embassy,
including a large painting, have been made available in the context of a recent
exhibition catalogue.34 As to the late eighteenth-century report of Ahmed Resmi,
covering his missions to Vienna and Berlin, it has been analysed as an important
contribution to Ottoman intellectual and political life during those troubled
years.35 In the tradition initiated by Yirmisekiz Mehmed Efendi, Ahmed Resmi’s
account goes far beyond a simple description of his receptions at the two courts
visited, an issue that, as we have seen, had formed the unavoidable centrepiece of
older embassy accounts. On the other hand, Ahmed Resmi included quite a few
observations of a socio-economic nature: thus he described the fascination of
Prussian noblemen with the decorative possibilities of porcelain, and the
attempts of King Frederick II to promote the manufacture of this precious mat-
erial on Prussian territory in order to minimize the outflow of specie.36

Later reports by Ottoman envoys contain even more of such ‘socio-economic’
information. A good example is the work of Ebubekir Râtib Efendi, who visited
the Habsburg capital almost twenty years after our story is supposed to end,
namely in 1792/1206–7. But his account contains so many fascinating observa-
tions that we will for once ignore this constraint, and instead, Ebubekir Râtib’s
report will form the final point of our analysis of ‘ambassadorial knowledge’.37

In a sense, this text resulted from the order of Sultan Selim III, then recently
enthroned, to collect information on European institutions which might be
adapted to Ottoman conditions and thus help to ensure the Empire’s survival.38

However, the ambassador’s interests were not limited to matters of immediate
applicability. Thus an institution that he described in most detail was the Vien-
nese Academy of Oriental Studies, where future translators and occasionally also
other embassy personnel received instruction in Arabic, Persian and Ottoman
Turkish. A library in the Transylvanian town of Sibiu was also described in con-
siderable detail. 

Ebubekir Râtib Efendi also noted that Ottoman music was of interest to edu-
cated Habsburg noblemen, and as he himself was competent in this field, he
arranged for performances on the saz to be given, which were greatly appreci-
ated; some of the people so honoured sent their own musicians in return.39 Thus
in line with Selim III’s well-known interest in music and poetry, the ambassador
understood his report also as a discussion of Viennese ‘polite culture’, and not as
a mere description of institutions that might enhance military effectiveness.
Moreover his presentation of the Ottoman court as a place where sophisticated
music was highly esteemed shows a changing attitude vis-à-vis Habsburg courtly
society. In the sixteenth century, ‘cultural competition’ had occurred mainly
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7. Secretary of the Ottoman embassy to Berlin, carrying the sultan’s letter (after
1763). This image is part of a costume book documenting the embassy as a whole. 

Source: The image has been reproduced in the exhibition catalogue Im Lichte des
Halbmonds, Das Abendland und der türkische Orient (Dresden and Bonn: Staatliche
Kunstsammlungen and Kunst- und Ausstellungshalle der Bundesrepublik Deutsch-
land, 1995): 277 and 306, exhibit no. 352. The original volume is owned by the
Staatsbibliothek-Preussischer Kulturbesitz Berlin, Sign. Libr.pictur. A151. Repro-
duced by permission.
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when embassies were exchanged between the Ottoman and Iranian courts, and
played but a minor role when an envoy visited the ‘unbelievers’. On the other
hand, Ebubekir Râtib Efendi evidently believed not only that music could be
appreciated regardless of the Muslim–non-Muslim cultural divide, but also that
displaying a rich musical culture could enhance the ‘reputation’ of the Ottoman
court.40

~ Old opponents, new allies

We will continue the discussion of the reports of Ottoman ambassadors with a
text by Vasıf Efendi, the author of an Ottoman chronicle known for its elaborate
literary style.41 As in 1787/1201–2, the Ottoman Empire found itself once again
at war with both Russia and Austria, the government considered it necessary to
secure the kingdom of Spain’s absolute neutrality. A treaty of friendship and
commerce had been concluded already in 1782/1196–7. It was also considered
desirable to find out something about the effects of Spain’s recent treaty with the
autonomous Ottoman province of Algiers. For, in spite of the British fortress of
Gibraltar, the Iberian kingdom remained one of the powers controlling access
from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean. In the Ottoman perspective, the king of
Spain thus occupied a strategic position; after all in 1770/1183–4 the unexpected
appearance of a Russian fleet in the eastern Mediterranean had contributed to
some degree to the Ottoman debacle. Good relations with Spain might forestall a
repetition of these events.

A formal Hispano-Ottoman understanding was something of a novelty. Cer-
tainly the two states had not been at war for a long time. But well into the
eighteenth century many members of the Spanish administration considered that
their kingdom had throughout the centuries defined itself as the heir of the late
medieval Reconquista, the ‘reconquest’ of the Iberian peninsula from the Mus-
lims. This self-image implied an all-out defence of the Catholic faith and, as a
corollary, the elimination of Muslims, Jews and Protestants from the Iberian
peninsula. Following this political tradition, a strong faction within the govern-
ing elite took the position that Spain could not, without losing much of its credit
within the community of Christian states, establish formal relations with an
empire of ‘unbelievers’. 

However, by the late eighteenth century another group within the Spanish rul-
ing circle increasingly considered the respublica christiana an outmoded concept
that outside Spain had long been replaced by the notion of the sovereign ruler
pursuing only the interests of his/her own dynasty and state. Thus by insisting on
the aggrandizement of the Catholic Church as a major concern of public policy,
Spain was merely allowing the benefits of commerce ‘with the infidel’ to go to
other states. Thus the 1782/1196–7 treaty on the Spanish side can be regarded as
an attempt to ‘secularize’ politics and, because of this implication, official
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relations with the Ottomans became a matter of domestic debate ranging far
beyond the immediate content of the treaty.42

Vasıf Efendi, however, was only marginally concerned with the motives and
political problems of his opposite numbers in Spain. Beyond his encounters with
polite society, the ambassador’s special interests were those of a literary figure.
Similarly to his contemporary Ebubekir Râtib, who described in some detail the
book collections he visited, Vasıf had something to say about the library of the
Escorial. Here he found a large selection of Arabic manuscripts, collected in the
royal library originally to facilitate censorship, but which had recently been cata-
logued.43 Even though a large number of volumes had been lost in a fire, Vasıf
Efendi was still quite impressed by the richness of this collection, which he was
sorry to see in the hands of ‘unbelievers’.44

~ In the empire of the tsars

As we have seen, the Russian Empire in the course of the eighteenth century
emerged as arguably the most dangerous among the opponents of the Ottoman
sultans. In consequence, examining the documentation produced by envoys who
had visited the court of St Petersburg should have possessed high priority in the
eyes of twentieth-century scholars. But that has not been the case, and neither has
the new century begun with a great upsurge of interest in this issue.45 Among
Ottoman ambassadors who visited Russia, only the reports of Mehmed Emni
Beyefendi, a bureaucrat promoted to the rank of paşa for the duration of his
embassy (travelled 1739–42/1151–5) and of Abdülkerim Paşa (travelled 1775–6/
1188–90) have been made available in full to the modern reader.46

According to the stipulations of the peace of Belgrade (1739/1151–2), which
ended a war with the Russians and Austrians from which the Ottomans had
emerged as highly successful, an exchange of ambassadors was to take place. As
the sultan’s envoy, it was Mehmed Emni’s function to ensure the exchange of
prisoners; in addition, he was to obtain the Tsarina Anna Ivanovna’s signature to
a document regulating this affair. On the other hand, the Ottoman side consented
to accord the Russian rulers the title of emperor and also to destroy the long dis-
puted fortress of Azak. Complications arose from the death of the tsarina before
the Ottoman embassy had even reached Moscow, and the subsequent enthrone-
ment of a very young boy as tsar. ‘On the ground’ these tensions were expressed
by long drawn-out disputes over matters of detail. For similar reasons, Mehmed
Emni was later made to wait for a lengthy period of time before being admitted
to St Petersburg.

All these delays resulted in a good deal of bad feeling, palpable even through
the measured prose in which Mehmed Emni recounted his experiences. The
Ottoman ambassador was particularly annoyed by the martial demonstrations of
the Russian soldiers; these included a parade at which arms were presented ready
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for battle. Even though these events were supposedly organized in his honour,
Mehmed Emni Beyefendi felt that such ‘militaristic’ behaviour was inappropri-
ate to a peaceful mission, and did not hesitate to say so.47

In addition, the ambassador informed his superiors about the habits of his
Russian interlocutors in a manner much more sophisticated and detailed than that
of Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs or Ahmed Dürri Efendi. At the time of the envoy’s visit, the
Russian armies had just fought out a small battle with the Swedes, whose great
power status by the early eighteenth century was definitely on the wane.
Mehmed Emni took the trouble to check the information concerning this encoun-
ter given to him by Russian ministerial personnel with the interpretation of these
same events provided by an Ottoman-speaking nobleman attached to the French
embassy. As a result, the ambassador informed his superiors that, like other
European state officials, the Russian authorities were very anxious to keep
secrets, and were inclined to spring information on him that he was unable to
verify. Thus the envoy would be told about a ‘victory’ actually but of minor
importance, after the very existence of the relevant conflict had been kept secret
from him.48

Among the ‘sights’ with which the Russian court attempted to impress the
ambassador, the gardens of Peterhof, with their canals, ponds and fountains,
often adorned with statuary, rated a lengthy description by Mehmed Emni. We do
not know whether the ambassador himself was interested in garden culture. Sul-
tan Mahmud I (r. 1730–54/1142–68) may have shared the taste of his predecessor
Ahmed III for decorative elements in the ‘Frankish’ style, and Mehmed Emni
may thus have been instructed to pay particular attention to this aspect of Russian
court life.49 Also of some interest are the comparisons through which the author
tried to give members of the Ottoman political establishment an idea of the
appearance of Peterhof: thus he compared the hilly countryside adjacent to the
river Neva to an Albanian village.50 But in the end, Mehmed Emni judged that
‘Frankish arts and crafts’ lacked a sense of measure and harmony, the gardens
were deficient in flowers, and the ‘animal-like’ labour expended on their con-
struction was altogether in vain.51

~ Difficult beginnings: a new type of information-gathering

General observations about political tactics and diplomatic usage had doubtless
been made by envoys from whatever period; but it was only in the eighteenth
century that, as we have noted, recording them in writing became part of Otto-
man diplomatic practice. We may surmise that this was also because, in an age in
which embassies were more numerous, future envoys did well to read the reports
of their predecessors, but this at present is just a hypothesis. Yet, as an argument
in favour of this view, we may point out that in the course of the eighteenth cen-
tury embassy reports tended to become more sophisticated, in other words, they
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were more frequently written up with an eye towards conveying information
about the political practices of foreign courts. It is obvious that these data might
be usable in future negotiations. 

Certainly the Ottoman envoys, who as yet were not permanently stationed in
the capitals to which they were accredited, often found it difficult to locate
sources of information: Mehmed Emni’s relief at finding an Ottoman-Turkish-
speaking interlocutor in Russia is almost palpable. Yet it is also worth noting that
he found it necessary to inform his superiors that he had in fact located such a
person; presumably this documented his information-gathering skills.

At the same time it would seem that such new-style data-collecting was con-
sidered more important with respect to European states than when Iran was at
issue. We may therefore hypothesize that Ottoman officials, especially those in
the service of the reisülküttab, who were on their way towards becoming profes-
sional diplomats, realized that changing power relations made more and higher-
quality information imperative. Wherever this constraint did not operate,
Ottoman officials seem to have assumed that the old procedures would suffice. 

They may also have concluded that it was people like themselves, and not the
non-Muslim intermediaries of old, who could and should procure this type of
knowledge. Yet one of the more remarkable aspects of these embassy accounts is
the fact that religious concerns certainly were not absent, but did not exactly play
a major role either. Our authors seem to have viewed themselves as part of the
Islamic world mainly in a cultural sense. Thus Vasıf showed a close interest in
the Arabic books of the Escorial, as did Ebubekir Râtib in the Viennese Academy
for Oriental Studies. This matter-of-fact manner of reporting, without too many
formulas glorifying the role of the sultan in spreading the dominion of Islam,
may serve to remind us that the ‘new style’ Tanzimat officials of the mid-
nineteenth century did not spring fully formed out of the Empire’s recently estab-
lished schools; quite to the contrary, they followed a tradition established by
Ottoman envoys that went back several decades already. 

~ Framing the world according to Ottoman geographers

When, from about 1500/905–6 onwards, some Ottomans began to write about
geography, they were cognizant of the work that had been done by their medieval
Arab predecessors, who had aimed at the description of the entire inhabited
world – even though in practice, some regions were rather better known than oth-
ers. But, as so often happens when making use of an ongoing scholarly tradition,
in quite a few instances Ottoman authors were inclined to take over the findings
of their mentors verbatim, without too much concern for the time elapsed since
the collection of the data in question. In the case of Kâtib Çelebi, the reasons for
this approach have been well elucidated.52 Apparently this scholar considered
that what was worthy of discussion were only those customs, political structures
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and distributions of varying ethnicities that supposedly had existed from the time
of Noah’s Flood. Transient phenomena, the entire realm of the contingent, thus
did not seem worthy of the geographer’s attention. Obviously, such longue durée
phenomena might very well have been discovered by authors who had flourished
in centuries long since past and whose works thus had achieved lasting validity.
This attitude also explains why, for instance, Ottoman scholars were willing to
use medieval sources, long out of date, when discussing a major empire such as
China.53

In taking this view, they somewhat resembled their opposite numbers in Ren-
aissance and sometimes even post-Renaissance Europe, who put a similar – and
often misplaced – trust in the authors of Greco-Roman antiquity, to say nothing
of more or less dubious travel accounts from their own times.54 A recent study of
late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Dutch geography has emphasized
the tendency of authors working in Holland around 1700/1111–12 to eliminate
from their works all matter that might have been regarded as ‘contentious’, and
thus, to use a modern phrase, ‘decontextualize’ the information provided.55 This
proceeding resulted in an ahistorical picture not so dissimilar from that provided
by medieval Islamic cosmographic literature, or for that matter, Christian mira-
bilia, that in their turn had often been derived from Islamic sources. 

Even the lack of connectedness between the enormous variety of phenomena
discussed, which makes Dutch geographic works published around 1700/
1111–12 resemble cornucopias whose contents are emptied in front of a stupefied
reader, is reminiscent of the mirabilia model. Certainly the accuracy of Dutch
descriptions is novel, and so is the commercial motivation that has been sug-
gested for this ‘blandness’ of content: if the historical contexts, potential
generators of controversy, were left out of the picture, the books became more
readily saleable.56 After all, the atlases printed in Holland were of interest not just
to European purchasers from a variety of countries often embroiled in war, but to
the Ottoman court as well.

Yet at the same time, sixteenth-century geography, Ottoman or European, was
not merely a scholarly and commercial endeavour. This was also the period when
the sultan’s navy was embarked on its triumphant career in the Mediterranean,
and its admirals soon branched out into the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. Naval
expansion spurred interest in more modern discoveries, including regions of the
world where the Ottomans were present only in a very limited sense, such as the
Atlantic Ocean. Both Piri Re’is’ and Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs’ interest in oceanic geo-
graphy must be seen in this context. Thus there was not only a tension between
the work of those authors who continued the traditions of medieval geographic
literature and those who favoured contemporary sources, but also between those
people whom we might describe as the ‘schoolmen’ and those who were inter-
ested in geographical knowledge for practical reasons. 

To complicate matters yet further, geography might constitute an appropriate
interest for a well-to-do gentleman able to afford lavishly produced books. For
since the later ‘Middle Period’, to use Marshall Hodgson’s terminology,
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geography had been considered as part of adab, the general knowledge expected
from a cultivated man of letters. To satisfy this demand, there existed accounts of
the Islamic world that contained occasional excursions into ‘infidel’ territories
such as Byzantium.57 In these works, the emphasis was often religious, that is,
the ultimate aim was to teach veneration for the Creator and inculcate correct
Islamic behaviour, by describing both the ‘recurring features’ and the ‘extraordi-
nary marvels’ of the creation. These works showed humankind acting in the sub-
lunar world between Noah’s Flood and the Last Judgement. ‘Monsters and won-
ders’ readily found their places in this world view.58

Well into the eighteenth century, the principal texts of this literature in Arabic,
often denoted by the term ‘cosmography’, were translated into Ottoman Turkish
with relative frequency. They provided a framework within which authors could
discuss places they had themselves visited, and others they could only describe at
second hand. When, for instance, Mehmed Aşık (around 1555/962–after 1598/
1007), a native of the Black Sea town of Trabzon, attempted to supplement the
rather scanty medieval accounts of Rumelia and Anatolia by what he knew
largely from first-hand observation, he adopted the cosmographer’s framework.
A similar proceeding was followed by the anonymous author of the late six-
teenth-century work known as the Tarih-i Hind-i garbi, who framed a carefully
researched secondary description of the Americas with topoi from cosmographic
literature.59 Throughout, this latter model must be taken into account when sum-
marizing the contributions of Ottoman geographers to the knowledge that the
sultan’s subjects might acquire about the outside world.

We may thus distinguish between publications intended for naval men, of
which almost nothing survives, books written by and for scholars and other vol-
umes produced with the wealthy amateur in mind.60 In terms of the categories set
out at the beginning of this chapter, some readers might belong to the second cat-
egory of specialist scholars, or else to the third category of literate townsmen.
But of course a degree of overlap between the different categories must always
have occurred. To see how this worked itself out, we will take a brief look at a
rather early work, written just before the time covered in the present study,
namely the lavishly illustrated travel account of the courtier, sportsman and artist
Matrakçı Nasuh. Describing the itinerary of the Ottoman armies that conquered
Iraq from the Safavids in 1533–6/939–43, he produced a book evidently not
intended for a wide distribution. To the contrary, the readership envisaged must
have belonged to a small highly privileged group, gravitating around the Otto-
man palace, if only because the many miniatures contained in this volume must
have raised its cost to prohibitive levels. But even so Matrakçı Nasuh did not
write a mere ‘coffee table book’ avant la lettre. It makes more sense to consider
him a pioneer who explored the uncertain boundary separating geography from
the fine arts. 

This is perhaps most obvious when we take a closer look at his map-like min-
iature of mid-sixteenth-century Istanbul.61 The hills behind Galata, where today
Beyoğlu is located, are covered with cypresses and spring flowers in the style of
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a miniature illustrating a literary text. As to the peninsula on which Istanbul is
located, it is shown as a square rather than as a triangle, in order to better accom-
modate the sultan’s palace, the Aya Sofya and the open space of the At Meydanı/
Hippodrome, which still possessed a range of columns that has since disap-
peared. In contrast with these stylized images, quite a few monuments are shown
in such a fashion that with some imagination they are recognizable even today.
At the same time the stylized depiction of buildings was accompanied by consid-
erable care in showing the spatial relationships of the buildings to one another;
here the miniature artist became the map-maker. 

That Matrakçı Nasuh worked for courtiers is clearly apparent from his empha-
sis on public buildings: mosques, fortresses and palaces were given pride of
place, while private dwellings are little in evidence. This aspect of Matrakçı’s
work is consonant with what the manufacturers of sixteenth-century town mod-
els for Central European princes also tended to do, showing public buildings
larger than they were in relation to the houses surrounding them. However, there
is one major difference: while in Central Europe streets and squares also were
often overstressed, the opposite is true in Matrakçı’s paintings. Istanbul’s only
open space is the At Meydanı, and even the ancient thoroughfare of the Divan-
yolu remains invisible. Such a mode of depiction presumably reflected the
priorities of sixteenth-century Ottoman urbanism: the erection of monumental
structures as cores for town quarters yet to be established, and a limited interest
in traffic flow.

With only slight exaggeration, we can say that what really counted for Mat-
rakçı were the towns and cities, while the open countryside was paid much less
attention. Different from what can be observed in his depiction of Istanbul’s
buildings, the watercourses, mountains, swamps and defiles of Anatolia were
drawn without a great deal of attention to their spatial relationships. As rivers
and streams so often follow a more or less horizontal course, dividing the minia-
tures into bands, it is likely that they were arranged according to compositional
rather than according to geographical criteria; perhaps the idea was to depict the
inexorable progress of Sultan Süleyman’s ever victorious army. 

~ Taking notice of the Americas

However, among sixteenth-century Ottoman geographers, the work of Piri Re’is
is probably more famous today than that of Matrakçı Nasuh, due to the former’s
early knowledge of a Columbus map surviving only in this Ottoman rendition of
1513/918–19.62 But Piri Re’is’ geographical studies were for the most part under-
taken long before 1540/946–7 and are thus outside the purview of our study; the
author apparently was over eighty years old when he was executed in 1552–3/
959–61.63 Piri Re’is had been an admiral himself, and thus must have collected
his information with some practical purpose in mind.64 Yet scholarly discussion
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concerning his book on the Mediterranean coastline, written between 1521/
927–8 and 1526/932–3, has stressed that, in spite of the numerous portulan maps
that constitute one of the more fascinating aspects of this volume, most surviving
manuscripts were not made to be used on board ship. Quite to the contrary, they
seem to have been intended for library perusal, and in some cases, even as ele-
gant appurtenances of a gentleman’s study. 

Among sixteenth-century Ottoman geographers, an interest in the Americas
was not widespread, but neither was it uniquely limited to Piri Re’is. Of special
interest is the anonymous author of the Tarih-i Hind-i garbi, or ‘history of the
western Indies’, who hoped to encourage the sultan of his time, presumably
Selim II (1566–74/973–82) and/or Murad III (1574–95/982–1004) to conquer at
least a part of this remote continent.65 How exactly these political suggestions
should be understood remains a matter of dispute: the seventeenth-century author
Kâtib Çelebi was quite contemptuous of such proposals, which he considered
completely unrealistic. It has therefore been suggested that the author of the
Tarih-i Hind-i garbi did not really intend them to be taken seriously either, but
was simply engaged in a piece of courtly flattery.66 Yet the earlier anonymous
author was writing at a time when the memory of Ottoman exploits in the Indian
Ocean was still vivid, and he also may have been more optimistic than the rather
sceptical Kâtib Çelebi. Given Ottoman–Portuguese rivalries in the Indian Ocean
and wars with the Spaniards in the Mediterranean, it is not, after all, so surprising
that the author felt the sultans should not allow the Habsburg Empire to further
increase its power. In addition to this political concern, the anonymous writer
also expressed the more abstract hope of improving the geographic knowledge of
his readers.67

Certainly the author of the Tarih-i Hind-i garbi was not the first Ottoman after
Piri Re’is to show an interest in the New World; Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs, the intrepid
traveller across the Asian landmass, also had written a book about the oceans in
which he included some information on America, apparently acquired from a
Portuguese sea captain.68 But the anonymous author of the Tarih-i Hind-i garbi
probably had not seen the works of his Ottoman predecessors, but rather chose to
translate very competently selections from books available in Italian. These texts
originally had been written in Spanish, and in the last quarter of the sixteenth
century they were considered authoritative on this subject.69 Why the Italian ver-
sions were preferred to the Spanish originals remains unclear, as we know almost
nothing about the person of the author. But evidently he was a Muslim, and with
the exception of the Sephardic Jewish community, a knowledge of Italian was far
more widespread in the eastern Mediterranean than that of Spanish.

One of the major attractions of the Tarih-i Hind-i garbi is the visual material
that many of its copies contain. Some of the manuscripts are illustrated with
maps including the American continent. For the historian who tries to determine
how knowledge of the newly discovered lands was incorporated into the world
view of people not necessarily ready to make room for this recently acquired
information, these pictures constitute sources of the first order. Matters are com-
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plicated by the fact that relaying Americana of various kinds also involved
conveying information about Spaniards, Portuguese or Genoese, and at least the
first two figured among the major political opponents of the Ottoman sultans.
Interest in realistic depiction thus may have been low. Some events difficult to
imagine or interpret in an Ottoman context were simply left out: thus in some of
the miniatures, Spaniards wear clothes typical of the eastern and not the western
Mediterranean, and only their hats show that they are really foreigners.70

~ Kâtib Çelebi and his circle

To historians of Ottoman geography, Kâtib Çelebi (1609–57/1017–68) has long
been a central figure. This is due to his interest in the work of his European col-
leagues that he incorporated into his synthesis known as the Cihannüma, a title
that might be translated as ‘the view of the world’. Twentieth-century scholarly
attention was drawn to this work also because it was one of the earliest volumes
put out by the first Ottoman printing press, founded by the Transylvanian convert
Ibrahim Müteferrika.71 The Cihannüma, along with the Tarih-i Hind-i garbi pub-
lished two years earlier, was thus more readily accessible than other geographical
works, which remained in manuscript well into the twentieth century.

With his impressive scholarly credentials Kâtib Çelebi must have primarily
attracted a public of other scholars, that is members of what we have called the
second category; but given the interest of the Grand Vizier Damad Ibrahim Paşa
in the publication project, chances are that some high officials also figured
among his readers. Non-scholarly educated townsmen, often with religious sym-
pathies that favoured strict adherence to Islamic religious law, that is members of
our third category, also appear to have bought Cihannüma manuscripts in size-
able numbers. How ‘positive information’ of the kind unearthed by Kâtib Çelebi
and his collaborators fitted into the world view of these people is a question that
I hope will be answered some day.72

To Kâtib Çelebi himself, geography formed part of a broad-ranging cultural
project, which included a vast work of bibliography, a chronicle of the Empire, a
discussion of contemporary political vicissitudes, an account of Ottoman naval
matters, a treatise on coffee and tobacco and many other writings.73 Moreover,
Kâtib Çelebi was able to form a circle of collaborators, who brought to the
project linguistic and cartographical skills that the principal author himself did
not possess, and who were even willing to continue their activities after the lat-
ter’s early death. The Cihannüma could not have been continued, and much less
published, without this scholarly cooperation, which involved recent converts to
Islam and at least one Armenian.

Several drafts of Kâtib Çelebi’s geographical synthesis survive; but none of
them is complete. This is due to a concern of the author that may appear rather
modern, namely the wish to reflect the current ‘state of the art’. After having
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written a first draft which encompassed Ottoman Rumelia, Bosnia and Hungary,
according to his own statement Kâtib Çelebi gave up the project ‘when he real-
ized he would not find sufficient material in oriental geographic literature to
describe the lands of the infidel’.74 However, he continued adding to this draft as
information became available to him. When, in 1653/1063–4, Kâtib Çelebi
obtained access to the Atlas Minor of Gerhard Mercator, he first produced a
translation into Ottoman with the help of a former Christian priest now converted
to Islam. Furthermore, as a result of this encounter, he decided that his own work
needed a complete rewriting, which he began in 1654/1064–5, but Kâtib Çelebi
died rather suddenly before he could complete the project. In accordance with the
outline of the Atlas Minor, the description of the world as given in the second
version of the Cihannüma begins in eastern Asia and proceeds westwards. As the
second draft ended at the eastern borders of the Ottoman Empire, Anatolia was
never covered by Kâtib Çelebi himself, but his collaborators produced a descrip-
tion organized according to the administrative structure prevailing in the
seventeenth century.75 Thus the Ottoman translation of the Atlas Minor and the
second version of the Cihannüma provided those readers who could gain access
to them with a notion of the Asian landmass, including hitherto scarcely known
countries such as Japan and China.

In this particular context, Kâtib Çelebi was closely concerned with locating
and assimilating novel geographic sources. Thus his assumption that the impor-
tant features of human life were those which had existed ‘since Noah’s Flood’,
did not mean that geographical knowledge was fixed once and for all. Possibly
the Ottoman geographer felt that where his medieval Islamic colleagues had had
ample opportunity for observation, their accounts were acceptable; but his work
on the Dutch atlases had demonstrated that there were vast swathes of territory
on which these scholars had nothing to say. Put differently, while the really
important things in life may have all been of ancient vintage, by no means had all
such ‘ancient things’ yet been discovered. Therefore obtaining access to the ‘old’
meant tireless hunting for the ‘new’. But this reconstruction of Kâtib Çelebi’s
mindset is hypothetical, to be proven or disproved by future scholarship. 

~ Non-Muslim Ottoman subjects and their travel writing

Doubtless the texts written in the various languages of Ottoman non-Muslims did
not normally become accessible to Muslim Ottomans, and thus did not have any
direct influence on the manner in which the latter viewed the world. But, first of
all, Christians and Jews formed a substantial section of the Ottoman population,
so what they could learn about the outside world is of interest in its own right. In
addition, as we have seen, in the intellectual world of Istanbul as inhabited by the
geographers, the cultural walls separating Muslims and non-Muslims were not as
high as in other sectors of society. We thus should ask ourselves whether some of
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the knowledge of Ottoman non-Muslims was not passed on in one way or
another, at least to people like Evliya or Kâtib Çelebi. Last but not least, the dis-
cussion of world views attempted here is predicated on the assumption that what
was known to one social circle was not necessarily relayed to outsiders, and that
certain kinds of information circulated only within small groups of people. Thus
even texts that remained more or less confidential in their own times are to us
still worth a closer look.

Among Jewish world-travellers of Ottoman background, one of the most
exciting tales of adventure was certainly told by Sason Hai le-Veit Qastiel (from
the House of Qastiel, probably meaning Castilia). A merchant of pearls and gems
born in Istanbul, who visited Italy, Amsterdam and London among other places,
he mostly travelled to the regions where jewels were produced. For pearls he
went to Basra, which he seems to have used as a temporary trading base, while
the gemstones in which he was interested were found in Ethopia, the Indian sub-
continent and present-day Burma. In 1703/1114–15 Sason returned to Istanbul a
very rich man, and in his memoirs he proudly recorded the grand seaside villa
(yalı) he was able to buy for his mother. But on later voyages disaster struck:
Sason lost a fortune while in Hormuz, and another major sum in the port of
Pigum (Pegu), today in Burma. Ultimately he made his way to Balkh in present-
day Afghanistan, where he remained for the rest of his life; for, as he put it in his
memoirs, he was ashamed to return to Istanbul so wretchedly poor. It would be of
interest to know who read and preserved his story for posterity, but to answer that
question, we will need an edition (and translation) with numerous explanatory
notes, to be published in the near future, ideally.

Another Jewish traveller was Ha’im Yosef David Azulai, born in Jerusalem,
who, in the second half of the eighteenth century visited Holland, France and
England in order to collect donations from local Jews for the poor scholars of
Hebron (Ottoman: Halilürrahman).76 In all likelihood his diary was not originally
intended for publication. Many entries simply concern the frustrations familiar to
anyone who travels in a strange country. Cultural features of the places visited
thus inevitably took second place. However, there were some exceptions, includ-
ing the elaborate Amsterdam city hall, today a royal palace and, above all,
botanical gardens and collections of natural and man-made curiosities.77 It would
seem that Azulai generally appreciated places that were ornate and orderly, for
these are the qualities that he stressed and praised in his diary. 

Moreover, the account of Azulai’s travels in Holland also contains quite a few
indicators of the high degree of integration of at least the wealthier Amsterdam
Jews into Dutch society. Not only does the traveller refer to the splendid furniture
that some of these people had acquired, he also quite often mentions the custom
of leaving calling cards in the houses of people whom the visitor failed to find at
home. Or, as the author sometimes appears to have suspected, the men and
women in question had their servants claim that they were out in order to avoid
the vexed question of the donations that Azulai had come to demand. The diarist
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also notes that the originally Protestant custom of observing a special day of pen-
ance and prayer had been taken over by the local synagogues.78

Another image of life in Holland in the eighteenth century, once again seen
through the eyes of an Ottoman non-Muslim, is found in the letters of the Greek
merchant Stamatis Petru, a long-term resident of Amsterdam.79 In spite of their
rather mundane contents, these missives are of considerable interest, as they dis-
cuss the life of one of Stamatis Petru’s associates, a young Greek named
Adiamantos Korais, who in later life was to become a noted enlightenment
scholar (1748–1833/1161–1249). Similar to Azulai, whose acquaintances
included few gentiles, Stamatis Petru socialized mainly within the local Greek
community. But, to the great scandal of our correspondent, Korais, who had
learned some French already while in Izmir, made a pronounced effort to become
fully at home in Amsterdam. 

First of all, the transformation was sartorial, as it involved exchanging the
long cloak worn by Greek merchants for the wigs, knee breeches and close-
fitting coats demanded by French-style fashion. More seriously, Korais improved
his French, the language of polite society in Holland as elsewhere in Europe. Just
as Azulai had, Korais became interested in collections of natural curiosities, and
Petru could only lament the money that the future scholar spent in trying to form
a collection of his own. Korais also lost interest in Orthodox church ceremonies,
visited Calvinist services ‘on account of the music’, and to top off Stamatis
Petru’s disgust, he got engaged to a Dutch girl, who, however, died before the
marriage could take place. Unfortunately for us, Stamatis Petru was not able to
leave much further evidence about the acculturation of the young Korais into
Dutch society: for at one point, this future pillar of the enlightenment discovered
that Stamatis Petru was spying on him, and unceremoniously chased the informer
out of the house. 

The letters concerning Korais’ failed preparation for a merchant career, his
largely successful acculturation in Holland and his later spectacular educational
achievements must have caused much shaking of heads and clicking of tongues
among the young man’s relatives and friends back home. Yet Petru’s missives are
important for us, not because they were widely known among contemporaries,
which evidently they were not, but because they describe the adaptation of
Korais to Dutch life and customs, thus demonstrating that some few Ottoman
non-Muslims might make such a choice and succeed. Azulai, by contrast,
appears as a person to whom the idea of assimilation in Holland was as foreign as
it could possibly be. But he too remarked that many well-to-do Jews residing in
this state had in fact become Dutch in many aspects of their lives, in spite of their
often Sephardic antecedents. Once again Azulai’s tales upon his return may have
caused a certain amount of head-shaking among the people of his Jerusalem or
Hebron circles, but the diary itself was probably inaccessible. 

While the published travel writings of Ottoman non-Muslims thus do not
seem to have contributed spectacularly to the knowledge of the outside world
among the Empire’s denizens, it is quite conceivable that oral reports and private
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letters did have a certain impact. Moreover, towards the end of ‘our’ period,
some time in the late eighteenth century, literate Armenians could find a consid-
erable amount of information on the outside world in the geographical works of
P. Ğugas (or Ğugios) İnciciyan (1758–1833/1171–1249), a scholarly Catholic
Armenian of the Mechitarist order, who divided his time between Istanbul and
Venice.80 But that is part of another story. 

~ Tracking down the knowledge of the educated Muslim townsman 

Just as reading the ambassadorial reports in many cases remained the privilege of
a few high officials, the works of Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs or the author of the Tarih-i
Hind-i garbi, if the number of extant copies is at all indicative, achieved a small
or at most a moderate circulation. This makes it difficult to judge the kind of geo-
graphic information accessible to people who were educated at some level but
not adepts of geography. Once again, it is worth stressing that much information
must have been relayed orally. We thus have to use indirect ways to at least catch
a glimpse of the stories that may have circulated in the Ottoman capital. 

For this purpose, I contend that it is possible to use certain sections of Evliya
Çelebi’s travel account. Admittedly, there are some serious problems with this
approach. For, while in present-day Turkey Evliya is probably the best-known
representative of pre-nineteenth-century Ottoman-Turkish literature, his popular-
ity only began about 150 years ago. In the eighteenth century, his work was
known only to a few people, some of whom probably lived in Cairo, where the
author appears to have spent the last decade of his life. Others must have
belonged to the rarified milieu of the Ottoman palace. Thus we cannot claim that
Evliya’s accounts had a direct impact on shaping the geographic notions of his
contemporaries, and it is not in this sense that we will study a sample of his writ-
ing about the non-Ottoman world. But on the other hand, Evliya told stories
about the lands of the western ‘infidels’ that probably corresponded to what
people knew or believed in seventeenth-century Istanbul – for nothing is ever
invented ‘out of thin air’.

Other objections can be linked to the fact that Evliya was anything but an
‘average townsman’, but, to the contrary, a highly original person. He had trav-
elled at least as much as any other known Ottoman author, if not more, and read
the writings of many Muslim geographers. But the use he made of his sources
was not that of the scholar, geographer or historian, but rather that of the creative
writer who employed factual accounts as an inspiration for a rather novel genre
of writing, namely the romanced travelogue.81 This proceeding has long been
misunderstood and has resulted in Evliya’s name becoming, until the revisions of
recent years, almost a byword for unreliable ‘travellers’ tales’. Certainly, special-
ists who have studied his accounts during the last forty years or so have come to
appreciate not only his artistic intentions, but also the numerous instances in
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which he was well informed indeed. Yet there is no denying that he sometimes
told tales about places where he had obviously never been; but once again, even
a person as original as Evliya was in the end a product of his milieu. We can
therefore assume, although proof is impossible, that when he wrote about exotic
localities, Evliya told stories reasonably consonant with the world view of his
contemporaries, particularly since he himself liked to stress his knowledge of
oral literature.82 Moreover, we must keep in mind that, in seventeenth-century
Istanbul or Bursa, story-telling was esteemed as a form of art, and by no means
merely an amusement for the illiterate. 

~ Evliya Çelebi’s stories about Europe

Holland and the way thither
A good example of Evliya’s reporting about exotic places concerns Holland,
along with the city of Amsterdam; in the author’s lifetime, this was the recog-
nized centre of the European ‘world economy’.83 Given the presence of a Dutch
embassy and traders from Holland in Istanbul, it should have been easy enough
to acquire information about this city without ever leaving the capital of the sul-
tans.84 Men with bookish interests were likely to have heard about, or even
perused, Dutch atlases; as we have noted, these publications were an important
source of information for well-to-do Ottomans interested in seventeenth-century
world geography. In addition, quite a few Armenian traders permanently estab-
lished themselves in Amsterdam, and their relatives and friends in the sultan’s
territories must have heard from them what life was like in the Netherlands.85

Thus, unlike more exotic European towns, there must have been some notions
about Amsterdam and its surroundings circulating among educated Ottomans. It
is unfortunate that we do not possess any written reactions of such people to the
extraordinary tales told by Evliya, and probably by professional storytellers as
well.

References to Holland and Amsterdam occur within the sixth volume of
Evliya Çelebi’s travel account.86 The author’s journey began in Uyvar and sup-
posedly took him to a variety of countries and peoples. It was apparent to the
author himself that he did not possess much information on Bohemia, the Ger-
manies or even the Netherlands. To explain this deficiency, he pointed out that he
had accompanied an army of raiding Tatars, who, as every Ottoman of his time
was well aware, normally limited themselves to booty-taking in the open
countryside, but were as a rule unable to take on fortified sites.87 On the other
hand, recounting the successes of this raid provided Evliya with an edifying
adventure story, which probably interested both himself and his potential readers
much more than the countries in which these events supposedly took place.

It is all but impossible to situate on a map the peoples, kingdoms and countries
mentioned by Evliya, even though the terms Filimenk/Fiyaman (Dutch, Flem-
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ings), Nemse/Alaman (Germans), Leh (Poles), Çeh (Czechs) and İsfaç (Swedes,
compare modern Turkish İsveç) are well known Ottoman-Turkish terms. All we
can gather from Evliya’s account was that these peoples should have been situ-
ated in central and western Europe. Some of the towns, among which we find the
name of Daniska possibly derived from Gdansk/Danzig, the author described as
being on the shores of the Bahr-i Muhit, the ocean sea surrounding the territories
of the Ancient World. Particularly enigmatic is the great fortified city of Kalle-
vine, whose name was perhaps derived from that of Calvin. Evliya placed it near
the mouth of the river Vo, a huge body of water originating in the mountains of
Daniska and flowing through the realm of the king of Sweden before entering the
Bahr-i Muhit. In the port ‘Indian ships’ (perhaps ‘Indiamen’ belonging to the
East India Company) in addition to Danish and Donkarkız vessels were to be
found. As Donkarkız must be an Ottomanized version of Dunkerque/Dunkirk, I
would suggest that, in a garbled fashion, Evliya referred to a port on the Baltic,
that maintained trade relations with the Atlantic coast. As, in the seventeenth
century, the Swedish kings had extensive possessions on the eastern and southern
shores of the Baltic, I would further propose, but very tentatively, that the name
of the river Vo is somehow linked to that of the Vistula. For it is obvious that
when he discussed this river, Evliya once again returned to the shores of the Bal-
tic. In this context our author dwells at some length upon amber, a famed product
of this region and obtainable almost nowhere else, and also on pine tree sap
treasured for its pleasant smell. Be that as it may; as Kâtib Çelebi would say, the
responsibility for the story’s truth lies with the narrator.88

From and to Kallevine, most routes should have been maritime, but Evliya’s
Tatars, of course, travelled by land. In his travelogue, the author did express the
intention of setting out an itinerary, but in the end, the relevant heading promises
more than the actual chapter provides. Evliya evidently assumed – shades of
Shakespeare – that Bohemia, the territory of the Czechs, was adjacent to the sea,
and that to the north, it bordered on the country of the Filimenk.

The Netherlands held an important place in the vision Evliya created of west-
ern Europe, at least this is what I would conclude from the frequency with which
various terms referring to this region recurred in his tale. To begin with, there
was ‘Holandiye’, which the author took to be the name of both a city and a prov-
ince. But we also find ‘Amıstırdam’, which appeared as a stout fortress, and in
addition, ‘Filimenk Firengi’. Apart from Amsterdam, there was the major city of
Karış, which I have not been able to identify; Evliya apparently considered this
place the principal port of the Netherlands, as it was in the paragraph describing
Karış that he mentioned the ‘three thousand’ ships of the Dutch, which travelled
to the New World, India and China.89

Our author also thought that the Dutch had a king, and that in fact the latter
was the owner of the ships putting in at the port of Karış. While the Netherlands
of his time were an oligarchic republic, non-monarchical regimes were quite
anomalous in mid-seventeenth-century Europe. Thus it is likely that the author’s
informants described the Stadhouders of the Oranje dynasty – military
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commanders whose relationship with the representative bodies of the Dutch
republic was often rather strained – as the ‘kings’ of the country they were sup-
posed to be serving. Evliya provided a description of the ‘royal’ palace with its
domes, although he did have the good grace to admit that he never saw it but
from a distance. For, as we have heard, the Tatars normally turned away from
strongly fortified places, and ‘Amıstırdam’ was described as one such. Evidently
the peculiar protection afforded by the country’s numerous rivers, ponds and
canals was not known to the person or persons who provided Evliya with his
information on the Netherlands.

In addition, the Ottoman traveller had trouble finding his way through the dif-
ferent Christian denominations; even though once again the tensions between
Catholics and – usually Calvinist – Protestants were quite often the cause of dip-
lomatic incidents in Istanbul itself. Evliya knew that there were differences of
mezheb between Christians. But this term is used in rather a remarkable fashion:
in an Islamic context, it denotes schools of law whose opinions vary in matters of
detail, but that are all recognized as equally acceptable to all believers. However,
Evliya employed the term mezheb in order to denote Christian churches, whose
members often enough considered one another as damnable heretics. In Evliya’s
perspective, the Christian variety of mezheb was closely linked to states and eth-
nic groups, not an unreasonable assumption in a period of cuius regio eius religio
(‘the ruler determines the religion of his subjects’).

For the İsfaç (Swedes) the Ottoman traveller used the term ‘Luturyan’
(Lutheran). By contrast, in religious terms, the Dutch were likened to the Eng-
lish, which makes sense if one remembers that Calvinists dominated the
principal Dutch towns, while Puritans had held power for two decades in mid-
seventeenth-century England. Evliya knew that the Dutch and English did not
fast before Easter, for which latter practice he used the picturesque name of ‘Ger-
man red-egg-fast’ (Nemse Kızılyumurtanın orucları).90 However, it remains
unclear what the author meant when he claimed that the English and Dutch were
‘fire-worshippers in the pre-Islamic Iranian fashion’ (ateşperest mecûsîlerdir),
but that their holy book was the gospel. Equally astonishing is the claim that
Amsterdam possessed a large number of monasteries with high domes; presuma-
bly the knowledge that such institutions existed in Orthodox towns made Evliya
assume that they could be found in all Christian countries.

European frontiers: a quantité négligeable?
As to the ethnic and political frontiers that circumscribed Dutch territory, this
also was apparently not a matter that interested the author very much; evidently
the Tatar raiders of his story crossed European frontiers without let or hindrance.
The one issue on which he had intended to provide information was the diversity
of languages; in many of the territories he visited, he collected word lists that in
some cases have become the subject of specialist studies.91 But while the author
included a chapter heading ‘lisan-ı Filimenk-i pür-ceng’ (the language of the
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warlike Dutchmen), no such list follows in his text. As speakers of Dutch were
not hard to find in Istanbul, one wonders whether this section of Evliya’s travel-
ogue was perhaps written during the author’s later years, when he lived in Cairo,
where speakers of this language would have been much less common.

Nor had Evliya been able to collect much information on the distribution of
European peoples. When discussing the city of Holandiye and its environs, he
claimed that they were inhabited by Poles and Czechs; whenever the Czech king
was victorious, he controlled the region, and when the Swedish king won a war,
the latter would take over. As the king of Bohemia of this period was identical to
the Habsburg ruler, a circumstance of which Evliya seems to have been
unaware, it is likely that here we have a rather vague allusion to the
Habsburg–Swedish confrontation of the Thirty Years War, which had ended only
in 1648/1057–8.92 It is also possible that Evliya did not realize that the terms
‘Holandiye’ and ‘Filimenk’ often referred to one and the same political entity,
even though to be exact, ‘Holland’ was but one of the ‘Seven Provinces’ that
made up the Netherlands of this period. I am inclined to suspect that in his geo-
graphy, the city of Holandiye was not located in Holland at all, but somewhere
in the Baltic region.

And what about Evliya’s intentions in writing?
It is obvious that in discussing Europe beyond the Ottoman borders, Evliya has
mixed much more fancy and story-telling into his account than when covering
places such as Bursa or Diyarbekir. Even when writing about Vienna, he had
much more information to transmit, but then he had spent several weeks in the
imperial capital. As I read it, the main point of his stories about the raid to Hol-
land is that here are vast and prosperous lands and cities, with lively trade and
stored-up riches, whose strongly fortified cities are difficult to conquer but
whose countryside lies open to the raider, who can carry off slaves almost at will.
That, beyond the borderlands of royal Hungary or the southern steppes bordering
the realm of the tsars, this was not a realistic assessment of the seventeenth-
century situation is immaterial in the present context. Our real problem lies in
figuring out the reasons for such a narration. Quite possibly, Evliya thought that
accurate information was not his priority, sometimes even in places he knew
extremely well, but more particularly where non-Ottoman territories were
involved.93 Thus he relied on garbled accounts he could well have heard in Istan-
bul from recently Islamized Europeans whose notions of geography were shaky
at best. It is also possible, although we cannot be sure, that by telling such stories
he hoped to build up sentiment in favour of further wars of conquest in Central
Europe – we must keep in mind that he wrote during the decades immediately
preceding the second siege of Vienna in 1683/1094–5. 

Viewed from another angle, Evliya may have written the way he did because
he conformed to tales current in oral literature; but this is a question that only lit-
erary specialists will be able to answer. And did his listeners approve? Important
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though these questions are, at least to the second one there is no answer, for the
simple reason that we do not possess any comments by people who heard Evliya
tell his stories orally; and as to the manuscript, it became known outside a small
circle of connoisseurs only in the nineteenth century. In consequence we do not
have any reactions of contemporary readers to guide us. There is nothing compa-
rable to the marginal notes in scholarly geographic works that were carefully
read by the authors’ colleagues and successors, and that provide such precious
indicators concerning the acceptance or rejection of the claims made, for
instance, by the anonymous writer of the Tarih-i Hind-i garbi.94

~ In conclusion

This chapter can make no claim to exhaust the possibilities provided by existing
primary sources; it is no more than an outsider’s summary of the research avail-
able today. Doubtless one of the most obvious gaps involves eighteenth-century
writing on the non-Ottoman world by Ottoman subjects not ambassadors to for-
eign courts. It is hard to imagine that Ebubekir Dımeşkî did not train any
successors in his chosen field of geography, or that there was absolutely no inter-
est in the eighteenth-century expansion of Russia among Ottoman literati.95 But
the relevant works may not have been brought to light, or at least they have been
largely neglected by twentieth-century historians. As a reason for this state of
affairs, we must mention the disdain for the Ottoman eighteenth century, unfortu-
nately still rather widespread outside a limited circle of aficionados. In addition,
authors working in Istanbul during the 1700s presumably used European sources
more extensively than their predecessors had done. In consequence, it appears
that modern historians have often considered the geographers of a later age
derivative and therefore unworthy of serious study.96 But as we are here con-
cerned not with the question of scientific originality, but with the notions of
educated Ottomans concerning the outside world, this lack of interest on the part
of twentieth-century scholars is a major drawback.

A further complication has made itself felt. In addition to Muslim scholars
writing in Arabic or Ottoman Turkish, Jews, Greeks, Armenians and others have
composed some works about the non-Ottoman world, but here the language bar-
rier has proven formidable indeed. Thus, for instance, it is only in exceptional
cases that geographical works by Armenian authors have been translated into a
language normally mastered by Ottomanist historians.97 Presumably given the
great expansion of Greek maritime activity in the second half of the eighteenth
century, there were Greek writers with something pertinent to say about the rela-
tionships Ottoman Christians formed in foreign lands, and mutatis mutandis
something similar applies to Jews. But to sum it all up, the work of these authors
has not been studied with reference to the information about the non-Ottoman
world available to educated eighteenth-century Ottomans of whatever religion,
and the present discussion has tried to make the most of an unfortunate situation.
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When attempting an overview of the kind given here, it hard to escape the
impression of a considerable discontinuity in the study of geography by Ottoman
subjects. Information about the outside world was acquired by many writers
more or less as a personal initiative, and only in the case of Kâtib Çelebi and his
colleagues can we follow a transfer of knowledge across generations.

98
 More-

over, if the stories of Ottoman derring-do in a fictionalized environment were at
all acceptable to those whom Evliya Çelebi targeted as his presumptive readers,
we might conclude that the concrete information obtained, at considerable effort,
by the author of the Tarih-i Hind-i garbi or else by Kâtib Çelebi, did not readily
‘filter down’ to the educated Ottoman public. Experiences of this type are unfor-
tunately very familiar down to the present day, especially to scholars who try to
disseminate information on the Ottoman world among an ‘educated public’ in
Europe or North America. 

But of course this is only one possible interpretation among several: after all,
down to the 1970s, even though factual information on North America was read-
ily available, audiences all over the world enjoyed the fictional ‘Wild West’ in
comics and movies. Who knows whether an analogous state of mind was not
widespread among Ottoman readers? Furthermore, we do not really know how
valid is our impression that there yawned an abyss of discontinuity between the
‘solid information’ generated by authors such as Kâtib Çelebi and the romancing
probably preferred by ‘the average reader or rather listener’. There may well
have been intermediate stages between the two extremes, resulting from transfers
of knowledge that we have not as yet been able to discern.

When it comes to the reports of the ambassadors and also the accounts of
quasi-ambassadors such as Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs, they were one of the surest
sources of knowledge about foreign lands available to those privileged Muslim
Ottomans who were able to access them. Therefore it is an urgent desideratum to
research what might be called the ‘publishing history’ of these texts. Even in
those writings whose authors concentrated on highlighting the successes of their
respective missions to the exclusion of other matters, we find itineraries and
recorded impressions of the attitudes foreign court dignitaries adopted towards
the Ottoman sultans, and all this information must have served as input when
images of the outside world were created. To some readers, this approach may
appear overly positivistic; and certainly, concrete information is only one of sev-
eral ‘ingredients’ needed by a person or group embarking upon the formation of
political attitudes towards the outside world. But on the other hand, such atti-
tudes can only be operational if they have some kind of connection to events in
the ‘real world’ – whatever ‘real’ may signify. 

Sophisticated observers such as Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs, Mehmed Emni Beyefendi
or Ebubekir Râtib Efendi, moreover, provided a great deal more. Here we find
evaluations of the political attitudes of the Russian or Habsburg courts, discus-
sions of cultural institutions such as gardens, libraries and even the theatre, or
else indications of  how the Ottomans might culturally ‘put themselves on the
map’ in an international context. As Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs knew well, at Iranian or
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Indian courts this might best be achieved by demonstrating a mastery of Iranian
poetry. Or as Ebubekir Râtib tells us, when dealing with the Habsburg court of
Joseph II or Leopold II, comparable ends might be served by highlighting the
sophistication of Ottoman musical culture.

Such considerations have often been belittled by scholars of previous genera-
tions, for whom nothing counted but demonstrations of military prowess and
diplomatic ‘muscle’. However in our case, priorities are quite different. For we
are concerned with the manner in which certain subjects of the Ottoman sultans,
usually close to the political elite if not actually part of it, interacted with their
‘opposite numbers’ outside the Ottoman realm. For such a communication to
work, the necessary pre-conditions had to be developed: in their very different
ways, Kâtib Çelebi, Ahmed Resmi, Adiamantos Korais and Ebubekir Râtib all
shared in this endeavour.
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~ A common world

Arguably, the first and most important point made by the present study is that,
before the last quarter of the eighteenth century, or perhaps 1750/1163–4 if
stricter criteria are preferred, the Ottomans and their European neighbours still
inhabited a common world. Certainly this was not the way in which people of the
period would have seen themselves: in the thinking of Muslim Ottomans, non-
Muslim Ottoman subjects, and also the inhabitants of Christian states or empires,
religious denomination was a central criterion by which people defined them-
selves, and were defined by others. 

But viewed from a distance of two or three centuries, the shared social conse-
quences of living in societies in which trade and petty commodity production
largely depended on locally available agricultural resources, forcefully strike the
eye. It is rather ironic that these commonalities, which existed in many walks of
life, will have become especially apparent to the readers of this study in the treat-
ment of prisoners of war. Enslaving such people and making them row on the
galleys was an all-Mediterranean phenomenon, due to the capricious winds that
well into the seventeenth century made it seem dangerous to rely exclusively on
sailing ships. Forced labour in arsenals under dismal conditions was equally
common, and so was the practice of making the captives partially fend for them-
selves whenever their labour was not urgently needed.

However, this commonality did not exclude significant nuances of difference.
Thus Muslim prisoners in early modern Italy suffered particularly from the fact
that there were so few free travellers from the sultans’ lands that could have
aided them through alms-giving and mediation; moreover, throughout Europe
standards of charity towards people not of one’s own religious denomination
were not particularly high either, given a society where life was determined by
such divisions. Last but not least, the arrangements by which Ottoman and
Habsburg prisoners of war of some prominence could be ransomed or exchanged
were, albeit informal, not too different from the agreements by which eighteenth-
century European rulers among themselves ‘determined the value of a prisoner’.1
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~ The integration of foreigners

Throughout our study we have been concerned with the manner in which diplo-
mats, foreign merchants and, on the lowest level, prisoners and slaves were
integrated into the Ottoman world. Where free men were concerned, this nor-
mally was achieved by assigning the newcomers ‘separate spheres’, which
allowed them to interact with the locals and yet kept them at a distance. This was
handled in a flexible manner: thus merchants in Istanbul were not assigned any
particular place of residence, but tended to gravitate towards Galata and Pera. In
Aleppo by contrast, they were expected to reside in certain khans, while in Izmir,
the ‘street of the Franks’ provided comfortable accommodation, at least to the
wealthier traders. Organization in highly structured communities, that is in
nations governed by consuls appointed by the relevant rulers, or else in chartered
companies, gave these merchants a chance to operate within the Ottoman sys-
tem.2 Other traders, especially the Iranian Armenians, might prefer to operate as
privately organized and highly cohesive commercial diasporas. As a result of
these varying arrangements, the Ottoman authorities had officially sanctioned
interlocutors available whenever problems arose. As the central government
seems to have considered the situation well in hand, a closing of the borders, as
we have seen, in peacetime was apparently not regarded as necessary. 

Quite different was the situation of prisoners of war or victims of corsairs and
pirates. By the period under investigation, it was no longer customary to settle
such people in compact groups, as seems to have happened in the Istanbul region
after 1453/857. If these men and women were not ransomed or exchanged, they
were mostly incorporated as slaves into the households of the better off, unless
they had the mischance to be assigned to the arsenal and the galleys. Manu-
mission being reasonably frequent, and often preceded by conversion to Islam
and accompanied by marriage to an Ottoman subject, these freedmen and freed-
women and their descendants normally joined the ranks of the sultan’s Muslim
subjects. 

Perhaps we should conclude, as a second point, that those strangers who
arrived as free men – and could therefore elect to leave – were expected to form
organized social groups. These could be ambassadorial and consular households,
nations, chartered companies or trade diasporas. Those to whom no such choice
was offered, such as prisoners and slaves, might informally associate on the basis
of a shared language denomination or land of origin. But from the Ottoman point
of view, all these solidarities had no status at all, and the men and women
involved were expected to fully assimilate, becoming part of the Empire’s popu-
lation in every respect. And unless they managed to flee, most of them must have
done so. 
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~ Imperial cohesion, ‘corruption’ and the liberties of foreigners

Our third major point is concerned with the fact that throughout our period the
Ottoman elites showed a significant degree of cohesion, thus enabling the
Empire to play an active political role in spite of two serious military defeats.
This statement contradicts the customary claim that a very short period of ‘Otto-
man greatness’ was followed by a lengthy ‘decline’, in which it was largely the
divisions of Christian princes that allowed the Empire to survive. At least for the
time period treated here, down to 1774/1187–8, this no longer appears as a valid
conclusion.

It has also been popular to link this notion of ‘decline’ with corruption on the
part of office holders, of a kind somehow specific to the Ottoman realm.3 How-
ever, it must be stressed that the sale of offices was no more an Ottoman
peculiarity than the institution of tax farming, all of which flourished, for
instance, in pre-revolutionary France. Certainly after the Empire had reached
what may be called a ‘stable state’, members of the elite whose official functions
had nothing to do with matters of ‘foreign policy’ did find opportunities for mak-
ing their ‘influence’ felt in these matters. Whenever the interests of foreign
powers were involved, these people often expected remuneration for their inter-
ventions. As so many official positions were obtained for money, office holders
needed to recoup their fortunes by accepting more or less direct payment in
exchange for their mediation; this custom was widespread in other early modern
polities as well, including England or France. 

But as we have seen, this state of affairs did not mean that outsiders to the
Empire could readily get their way if only they paid the appropriate sums of
money.4 For in the end, the sultans’ officials were bound to each other and to the
ruler by strong ties of loyalty, especially if they were tax farmers, by the fact that
they could only recoup their investments if the Empire remained a going con-
cern.5 Religious and moral reasons for adhesion to the padişah of Islam apart,
these considerations acted powerfully in favour of cohesion. When all is said and
done, the Ottoman polity held together reasonably well throughout our period,
and only at the very end, the disasters of the 1768–74/1181–8 war caused major
fissures to become visible, particularly where non-Muslims were concerned. Per-
haps in the Ottoman context, the equivalent to the eighteenth-century American
slogan of ‘no taxation without representation’ was ‘no taxation without justice
and protection’.

All this is especially remarkable as, throughout its existence – and this is a
fourth point of some importance – the Ottoman lands were of relatively easy
access to outsiders. Traders were allowed not only to come and go, but also to
reside in the sultan’s territories for many years without becoming the subjects of
this potentate. Even the rule that such foreigners should not marry local women
or acquire real estate was often ignored in practice. Catholic missionaries fre-
quently complained about difficulties encountered. But the truly noteworthy
aspect of missionary activity was surely the fact that they were allowed entry at
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all, especially if we keep in mind that in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries quite a few Europeans were still required to leave their respective
homelands on account of belonging to the ‘wrong’ denomination. Moreover, to
my knowledge, the Ottoman elite never seriously considered instituting more
stringent controls at entry points, of the kind that were customary in early mod-
ern Russia. As long as war had not officially been declared, the ‘well-guarded
domains’ were traversed by many foreigners ‘coming and going’. 

~ Coping with the European world economy

Many of these foreigners being traders, who by the end of our period often con-
centrated on transactions involving bills of exchange, their activities produced
what may be called a piecemeal integration of Ottoman territories into a world
economy dominated by Europe. From this point of view, the period studied here
is crucial: for at the end of the sixteenth century, there was an ‘Ottoman world
economy’ in its own right, while this was no longer true in the years around
1800/1214–15. It would seem that selected commercial centres such as Izmir or
Aleppo were the places where this integration into and appropriation by the
European world economy first made itself felt.6 In Izmir the second half of the
seventeenth century was apparently decisive; in other places, different and later
dates often will make more sense. However, in this period ‘incorporation’
throughout the Ottoman world economy was as yet in its beginning stages; thus
the areas where it was under way operated as sources of foodstuffs and raw mat-
erials, but were not as yet ready markets for European industrial goods. This
fragmented and piecemeal process makes it impossible to give an overall, defi-
nite date for the Ottoman world economy’s dissolution.7

Another interesting issue is linked to the Braudelian version of world econo-
mies in general, and his statement that it is not normally profitable for trade
goods to cross the boundaries of these major units.8 We have, though, seen that
even in the mid-sixteenth century, when the Ottoman world economy was going
strong, it was profitable to export grain to Venice. In fact, there were years when
ordinary Venetians would have starved without Ottoman wheat, which continued
to arrive because traders both from Venice and the Empire made profits on these
deals. Thus, to make this point once again, we can conclude that it is not very
realistic to assume that trade across world economy limits is not profitable. Or
else we may posit that the Ottoman world economy from its very inception in the
fifteenth century maintained such close ties to Mamluk Egypt, Venice or Genoa
that it is problematic to assume an independent world economy at any time. But
in my view, this latter assumption creates more difficulties than it solves, and
should be rejected.
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~ Ottoman rule: between the centre and the margins

Whatever we may think of the boundaries of the Ottoman world economy, it is
certain that the Empire as a political entity had more or less clearly demarcated
borders. However, subjects of the sultan down to the late seventeenth century
probably conceived of the latter not as hard and fast lines drawn on a map, but in
form of a serhad that as a matter of principle was supposed to advance, and
therefore could only be provisionally determined. In this context, raids by border
warriors in enemy territory were considered ‘normal’ and, conversely, the Otto-
mans’ Habsburg opponents operated in an analogous manner.9 Moreover, given
the peculiarities of early modern warfare, holding fortresses was considered
more important than occupying tracts of swampy or extremely rugged territory. 

Yet this did not mean that all principalities linked to the Empire by the tribute
nexus ended up as provinces directly governed from the centre. While this transi-
tion may have constituted the ‘royal road’ of Ottoman conquest in the early
years, by the sixteenth century we encounter Muslim provinces rapidly reverting
to the state of dependent principalities. On the other hand, there were centrally
located provinces important for reasons of strategy and revenue collection, in
which direct central control was yet intermittent at best. On the other hand, in
certain territories, especially in those previously in Christian hands, direct Otto-
man rule was instituted without any dependent prince intervening to smooth the
transition. 

At one level, we may assume that more or less unique factors, due to a partic-
ular political conjuncture, conditioned the road that the Ottoman authorities
allowed this or that province to take. However a few general rules were in opera-
tion, and this can be viewed as another major conclusion to be drawn from our
study, the fifth to be exact: dependent principalities that retained their status over
the centuries were normally located in border territory, and sometimes also pro-
vided the Ottoman centre with ready money, goods, services and information that
an ‘ordinary’ provincial administration could not have easily procured. By con-
trast, the vicinity of a powerful opponent of the sultan’s, such as the Habsburgs,
did not necessarily mean that a dependent principality would soon be trans-
formed into a province governed directly from Istanbul. Walachia, Moldavia and
Transylvania can be cited as examples, further, the proximity of Safavid Iran also
did not mean that the principalities of eastern Anatolia were rapidly transmitted
into the charge of Ottoman governors-general.

Borderlands were areas in which Ottomans met outsiders to the sultan’s realm;
but at least as important for these purposes was Istanbul itself, seat of the sultan-
ate and centre of the Ottoman world economy. This was the place where
embassies were put up, first in a special khan and later in villas ‘in the vineyards
of Pera’ (today: Beyoğlu).10 Istanbul was also a centre of consumption and there-
fore frequented by traders, while its buildings and festivals attracted visitors from
outside and inside the Empire. Ottoman geographers often worked in the capital,
even if they might travel widely as well. In short, this city, rather than the often
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impoverished serhad, was the place where consumer goods from the world out-
side the Ottoman borders and information about foreign lands could be procured
with the greatest facility.

~ Providing information: what ‘respectable people’ might or might not 
write about

The Ottoman lands were of enormous extent. Border territories or urban centres
such as Istanbul, Izmir or Aleppo apart, the need for information concerning the
outside world must have been less apparent than in more exposed polities. More-
over, apparently there were rules of polite behaviour in operation that prevented
an Ottoman gentleman, or even a returned captive, from reporting what he had
experienced in foreign parts at length and in writing. Thus Seyyidî ‘Ali Re’îs did
not think it appropriate to expand on the many remarkable buildings, landscapes
and customs he must have encountered on the Indian subcontinent. Instead he
chose to emphasize his permanent longing for Istanbul along with his role as a
quasi-ambassador and upholder of Ottoman glory. A similar if less stringent rule
seems to have applied even to a personage like Evliya Çelebi, who saw travelling
and writing about travel as the major aim of his entire life; for at least one of this
writer’s interlocutors appears to have faulted him for being too friendly with infi-
dels. This approach has often been linked to religious rulings, which advised
Muslims to avoid close contact with those of other faiths.

However, Ottoman Jews or members of the various Christian denominations
were no different in this respect, having been brought up to prefer the company
of their coreligionists. Although a few travel diaries and correspondences do
exist, writing about experiences made abroad was not a popular genre among
Armenians, Greeks or Jews, at least not before the late eighteenth century. It
would seem that even though many non-Muslim Ottoman merchants visited
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Leipzig, Vienna and Trieste, people such as Adiamantos
Korais, who did develop a serious interest in the culture of their places of resi-
dence, were but a small minority. How much more would we know if at least
Mouradgea d’Ohsson had left an account of his late eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century travels in France, Sweden and the Ottoman Empire …

Not only religious precepts, but also socio-economic factors played a role in
accentuating the isolation of the members of every individual religion or denom-
ination. After all, Armenians, Greeks and Jews active in western and central
Europe all operated as trading diasporas. A high value therefore was placed on
intra-community cohesion, for this was the precondition for credit-based busi-
ness transacted over long distances. Staunch adherence to the prevailing religion
or denomination thus was a conditio sine qua non for commercial creditworthi-
ness. Therefore it was only a man like Korais, a complete failure as a merchant,
who could afford to ignore the criticisms levied at him by colleagues or ex-
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colleagues in the Greek commercial environment. This link between trading
diasporas and a lack of interest in foreign customs may be retained as a sixth con-
clusion to be drawn from the present book.

~ Embassy reports: much maligned but a sign of changing mentalities

Some historical information about the lands of Christian ‘unbelievers’ and
Shi’ite ‘miscreants’ was collected by the Ottoman central authorities, probably to
serve as an aid in policy-making. This must have applied to works such as the
sixteenth-century collection of biographies of French rulers that has recently
been edited and translated into French.11 Other volumes of this kind survive, but
do not seem to have been systematically studied.12 Further historical information
was found in the reports of returning ambassadors, who apart from the details of
their honourable receptions, might discuss the changes of rulers or chief minis-
ters witnessed in foreign capitals. We may assume, although we have no way of
being sure, that an Ottoman ambassador before setting out from Istanbul typi-
cally immersed himself in the reports of his predecessors.

At an early stage, eighteenth-century embassy reports doubtless were akin to
official documents, and thus of restricted circulation. But as we have seen, chron-
iclers appointed by the Ottoman government soon included some of these texts in
their works, thus making them accessible to a broader spectrum of Ottoman liter-
ati. Presumably it was especially ambassadors of known literary distinction who
attracted Ottoman readers. Perhaps it was not so much the fact that he wrote
about the otherwise virtually unknown kingdom of Spain that made the report of
Vasıf Efendi interesting to subsequent generations, but rather the author’s fame
as a notable stylist. At the present state of our knowledge, we can surmise that
some ambassadorial reports elicited more interest than others, but we often are
hard put to tell what exactly an eighteenth-century non-official Ottoman reader
expected of a successful embassy report.

It is easy enough to point out the deficiencies of embassy reports as sources of
information on foreign lands, and yet their growing frequency and sophistication
in the course of the eighteenth century is of great significance. It would seem that
demanding written reports of ambassadors was part of what we would today call
a package deal. Sultans and viziers of the period seem to have considered that a
knowledge of foreign courts and countries was now more important than it had
been in the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries. Therefore it was no longer appro-
priate to rely largely on information obtained from foreign embassy personnel
stationed in Pera, or from non-Muslim Ottomans active as the sultan’s diplomats,
including the medical doctor Solomon Ashkenazi from Udine, the prince Vasile
Lupu or the scholarly Alexander Mavrocordato. 

Rather, Muslims from within the scribal service were now recruited for these
positions, in a manner that was to be repeated in the nineteenth century, when
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elite Muslim officials trained in the ‘Translation Chamber’ took over from the
now disgraced chief dragomans. A modernization of government, and that would
be my seventh and final point, was thus accompanied by a takeover, on the part
of Muslim officials, of duties earlier performed by non-Muslims. The reports
produced by these new-style officials were usually quite sober and matter-of-
fact, with few flourishes of religiously motivated rhetoric legitimizing the sultan;
and this manner of writing may also be viewed as part of the growing ‘seculari-
zation’ of the Ottoman elites, a process that, I should think, began long before the
age of Mahmud II. 
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~ Notes

The notes only contain references to publications. Some of these have been
mined for factual information, while others are sources and secondary works dis-
cussed for their intellectual content. Given the format of the notes it is not
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