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A History of the Ottoman Empire

Covering the full history of the Ottoman Empire, from its genesis in
post-Mongol Eurasia to its dissolution after the Great War in Europe, this
book takes a holistic approach, considering the Ottoman worldview – what
it was, how it came together, and how it fell apart. Douglas A. Howard
stresses the crucial role of the Ottoman sultans and their extended
household; discusses the evolution of the empire’s fiscal model; and
analyzes favorite works of Ottoman literature; emphasizing spirituality, the
awareness of space and time, and emotions, migration, violence, disease,
and disaster. Following how people spent their time, their attitudes towards
authority, how they made their money, and their sense of humor and sense
of beauty, this illustrated textbook is an essential resource for graduate, and
advanced undergraduate, courses on the history of the Ottoman Empire,
the Middle East, Islamic history, and the history of early modern Europe.
The book includes over eighty illustrations, maps and textboxes.

Douglas A. Howard is Professor of History at Calvin College, where he
has taught since 1988. He is the author of The History of Turkey (2nd ed.,
2016), and has published articles on Ottoman military and literary history
in journals such as Acta Orientalia, Archivum Ottomanicum, Fides et
Historia, Journal of Asian History, and Journal of Turkish Studies.
He is also a former editor of The Turkish Studies Association Bulletin.
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Advanced Praise

“At last – a survey of Ottoman history that covers the entire 600-plus years of

the empire’s history, written by a true expert with command of both primary

and secondary sources, yet designed as an accessible textbook. In lucid, often

lively, prose, Douglas Howard treats not only the Ottoman Empire’s political

history but social, economic, religious, and intellectual developments, as well,

incorporating imperial capital and provinces, elites and commoners, dispas-

sionate analysis and telling anecdotes. The maps, illustrations, lists of rulers,

and “box” features make this book particularly user-friendly. This is the

Ottoman history textbook many of us have been waiting for.”

Jane Hathaway, Professor of History, Ohio State University

“Using “ruins” as a metaphor, Doug Howard takes us on a fascinating

journey through the political, spiritual and literary world of the Ottomans,

heirs to ancient civilizations and steeped in the sense of the divine. Amply

illustrated with maps and photographs, many taken by the author, this

compelling narrative should become a classroom standard.”

Virginia Aksan, Chair of History, McMaster University

“Douglas Howard’s scholarly and engaging history presents the sprawling

Ottoman Empire in all its complexity. Of particular value is his use of the

voices of Ottoman poets and chroniclers to detail the religious rhetorics and

spiritual sensibilities that animated the Ottoman imperial imagination.”

Palmira Brummett, Professor Emeritus, Brown University

“Howard’s The History of the Ottoman Empire offers an innovative

approach that should appeal to general as well as academic audiences. Its

unique organization, with each chapter taking up one century by the Islamic

calendar, places emphasis on the shifting temperament of the times. Inter-

twined with the usual politics, economy, and war are spiritual concerns,

poetic sensibilities, and off-beat stories of individuals.”

Leslie P. Peirce, Professor of History, Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies,

New York University
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“This is a beautiful book, not just a history of the Ottoman Empire from

beginning to end, but a history of the Ottomans themselves. Without

omitting political chronology, institutional evolution, or socio-economic

developments, Howard humanizes the Ottomans by foregrounding issues

of culture, religion, and identity. He makes them accessible to students and

general readers, providing generous translations from Ottoman texts, illus-

trations, maps, and references. Based on Ottoman sources and a wide

selection of recent scholarly research, the book counters stereotypes about

terrible Turks, harems, forced conversion, and decline, and introduces a cast

of famous and lesser-known characters, their deeds and motivations. It

doesn’t do everything–military buffs and gender historians, for instance, will

be disappointed–but what it does, it does superbly well. At last we have a

history of the Ottoman Empire than can be assigned in the classroom

without apology or regret.”

Linda Darling, Professor of History, University of Arizona

“Professor Howard has produced a most profound study of the development

and dismemberment of the Ottoman enterprise. His book combines great

learning with remarkable insight. Unlike so much academic prose, it is well

and clearly written, and the work also displays a rare humility. The book is

as much new research as it is a synthesis of what scholars have retrieved. I

shall require this book of students: it is a great book from a great scholar.”

Rudi Lindner, Professor of History, University of Michigan

“Douglas Howard’s book provides a fluent narrative of Ottoman history

imbued with often-neglected cultural, social, intellectual, spatial, and archi-

tectural references. It is a long-awaited textbook on Ottoman history from

the genesis of the empire to its demise with abundant primary sources and

updated scholarly input of the last three decades. Uniquely crafted by one of

the most erudite voices of modern Ottoman history, Howard’s book will be a

great toolbox for undergraduate and graduate students and for those of us

who teach Ottoman history for years to come.”

Vefa Erginbas, Assistant Professor, Providence College
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To my father, Frank Alton Howard, and

to the memory of my mother, Theodora A. Christacopulos Howard.

Many a book I borrowed from your shelves.
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Figures

I.1 Villagers in the fields at Aphrodisias, 1958. Photograph by Ara
Güler. Used by permission of Magnum Photos. page 2

1.1 Tombs of Osman and Orhan in Bursa, in a photograph by
Abdullah Frères, ca. 1880–1893. Library of Congress, Prints and
Photographs Division, Abdülhamid II Collection, LC-USZ62-81514. 10

1.2 Saint Gregory Palamas, from an icon at Mount Athos. Image
courtesy of Saint Isaac of Syria Skete. 17

1.3 An English translation of Kashgari’s map of the Turkic dialects.
East is at the top; the Oghuz, are at the center-left of the map. The
original was a brightly colored manuscript illumination. This
edition of the map was produced for Robert Dankoff and James
B. Kelly’s English translation of Kashgari’s book, published at
Harvard in 1982–85. Used by permission of Robert Dankoff. 24

1.4 The Bursa inscription. As established by Colin Heywood, the
inscription originally adorned the first mosque of Orhan, in the
Bursa citadel. This was destroyed in a siege in 1413 and the present
mosque erected a few years later, with the old inscription. 30

1.5 The Isa Bey mosque, viewed from the atrium of the Church of
Saint John. 31

1.6 The temple-mosque-church site at Ayasoluk, viewed from the
Temple of Artemis. 32

1.7 The minaret of Isa Bey Mosque, framed in the atrium doorway of
the Church of Saint John. 33

1.8 The Assos mosque. 34

1.9 The doorframe inscription of the Assos mosque. 35

2.1 The lodge of Haji Bektash, in a village in Cappadocia. 46

2.2 General view of Bursa, by Abdullah Frères, ca. 1880–93. The
photograph was included in one of the albums sent by the
Ottoman government to the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893, a copy
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of which was given to the Library of Congress. Prints and
Photographs Division, Abdülhamid II Collection, LC USZ62-81540. 56

2.3 Constantinople in the Nuremberg Chronicle. Used by permission
of Art Resource, New York. 67

3.1 Leyla and Kays in school, from an illuminated manuscript of the
epic. Leyla is kneeling in the center of the image, facing the
instructor; Kays is next to her, holding a book. From p. 27, Isl.
Ms. 417, Special Collections Library, University of Michigan, Ann
Arbor. Used by permission. 97

3.2 The tower of justice, Topkapı Palace, Istanbul. 100

3.3 The latticed window in the council chamber, Topkapı Palace,
Istanbul. Photo courtesy of Emi Okayasu. 101

3.4 Mor Hananyo Monastery at Deyr al-Zafaran, near Mardin. After
1293 it was the seat of the patriarchate of the Syriac Orthodox
Church of Antioch. Photo courtesy of Steven Howard. 109

3.5 The mosque of Selim II next to Rumi’s mausoleum in Konya, with
a graveyard in the foreground. The photo was taken in 1884 by
American archaeologist John Henry Haynes. Used by permission
of the Archives of the University of Pennsylvania Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology. 113

3.6 The Pergamum urns. Sultan Murad III had two matching, single-
piece marble urns, about two meters in height, brought from the
site of Pergamum and placed on the sanctuary floor of Haghia
Sophia mosque. Used for fresh water, each had a small spigot
inserted near the base and an Ionic capital as a stool. The urns
originally lay filled with gold and embedded within a large marble
funerary vase, which was gifted to King Louis Philippe of France
by Sultan Mahmud II in 1837 and now is displayed in the Louvre
Museum, Paris. 120

4.1 Sultan Ahmed mosque. In gratitude for victory over the Celali
rebels, Sultan Ahmed erected a new mosque on the Istanbul
hippodrome, opposite Haghia Sophia. Famed for its six minarets,
it is also called the Blue Mosque for its interior tiles. This fresco, in
the harem of Topkapı Palace, Istanbul, dates from after the palace
fire of 1665. 141

4.2 The peaceful grave of Birgivi, in a cypress grove in Birgi,
northwestern Turkey. 151

4.3 The bridge at Mostar, in a postcard produced by the Photoglob
company, 1890s. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs
Division, LC-DIG-PPMSC-09467. 157
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4.4 Scene from the Turkish Harem. This painting of women in an
Ottoman home was done by three Austrian artists in the suite of
the Habsburg ambassador. In the large canvas (1.9 x 1.3 meters),
dated 1654, the painters paid homage to the Ottoman miniature
style, with its upper and lower panels, its two-dimensionality,
and limited use of perspective. The women’s costumes and
musical instruments, and the room furnishings, are shown in
lavish detail. The German caption in the top-left corner reads,
“As it is not customary for distinguished Turkish ladies to
leave the house or meet strangers, they invite each other to
their homes and amuse themselves with dance, comedy,
and similar forms of entertainment.” The painting is now in the
Pera Museum, Istanbul. Used by permission of Art Resource,
New York. 171

5.1 Prosperity and natural beauty. This detail of a fresco shows the
rural landscape and country estates outside Edirne. The fresco
covers the inner surface of the dome of a small kiosk, on a bridge
over the Tunca River. Artist unknown. 188

5.2 Sarajevo’s Ottoman-era old town (Baščaršija), in a stereographic
image by the Keystone View Company. The image dates from
1910, two years after the Austrian annexation. Library of Congress,
Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-106349. 194

5.3 The Köprülü Library, Istanbul. The best libraries had their own
little buildings with well-ventilated book storage, a reading room,
a staff, and a lending system. 199

5.4 Reading room of the Sultan Bayezid II public library, in a
photograph by Abdullah Frères (ca. 1880–93). Library of Congress,
Prints and Photographs Division, Abdülhamid II collection,
LC-USZ62-81982. 200

5.5 A pilgrimage tile. On their return from Mecca, some pilgrims with
means had commemorative tiles of the Kaaba fired, for donation
to mosques. The tiles were often placed in the wall next to the
mihrab. This one is embedded in the porch wall of the Rüstem
Pasha Mosque, Istanbul, to the right of the entrance. It is a
diagram of the Kaaba sanctuary. Important spots are labeled,
including the Pulpit of the Prophet and stations of the four
schools of sharia law. In the center is the Black Stone and the
Golden Spout on the roof of the house. The inscription gives the
name of the donor, a certain Etmekçizade Mehmed Beşe, and the
date 1070 (AD 1659–60). 202
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5.6 Mosque of the Prophet in Medina. The image is a detail from a
large, glazed tile mural, one of three in the small prayer hall within
the black eunuch’s apartments in Topkapı Palace. The other
murals show Mount Arafat and a prayer niche with a diagram of
the Kaaba. They date from after the fire of 1665, when the palace
was renovated. 206

6.1 Minaret of Pasvanoğlu’s mosque, Vidin, with its unusual,
spade-shaped emblem. The mosque and library of Pasvanoğlu’s
trust complex were restored in the early 2000s. Photo courtesy of
Milena Methodieva. 235

6.2 The final folio of MS Esad Efendi 2361, Süleymaniye Library,
Istanbul. 238

6.3 Firefighters in Istanbul, about 1875, photo by Abdullah Frères.
When the janissaries were outlawed in May 1826, auxiliary units
were also shut down and their tasks reassigned. Firefighting in
Istanbul was taken over by the Armenian patriarchate. It faced a
stern test before the end of summer with a huge fire – probably
arson by ex-janissaries. After the fire a stone fire tower on the
highest point of the city, designed by the Armenian royal architect
Krikor Balyan, replaced the burned-down former wooden tower.
Photo used by permission of Art Resource, New York. 244

6.4 Cairo citadel and Mehmed Ali’s mosque, with Mamluk-era
mausoleums in the foreground. Library of Congress, Prints and
Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-104856. 246

6.5 Interior of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Jerusalem, 1858–59.
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-
104809. 253

6.6 Diyojen. This masthead of Diyojen was used for the first eleven
months of publication. Diogenes of Sinop speaks from his famous
tub, “Don’t trouble me, that’s all I ask.” 261

6.7 A large community of Orthodox Christians spoke Turkish as a
native language, but wrote it using the Greek alphabet. This figure
depicts a fragmentary inscription written in this Karamanlı
dialect, found in Alaşehir, Turkey, the gravestone of a man named
Master Vasiloglu Dimit, dated 26 July 1890. Photo courtesy of
Ümit Yoldaş and Orhan Sezener. 267

6.8 An inscription in Ottoman Turkish and Hebrew, found in
Bergama, Turkey. It is a dedication marker for building
renovations funded by a respected merchant, Andan Morino,
dated 1295 [A.D. 1878]. The Hebrew quotes the Proverbs 5: 16–18,
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May your springs spring out rivulets of water in the square; Your

fountain shall be blessed, you shall be blessed with the wife of your

youth. It concludes, to the Lord [Senior] Chaim Moshe our Teacher

Kurkidi, may God strengthen and keep him. And I blessed him

363 [ad 1868]. 268

7.1 Eunuch with a cigarette. A eunuch, possibly Cevher Agha, takes a
smoke break in Dolmabahçe Ottoman palace, about 1912. Detail of
a period postcard published by Neue Photographische
Gesellschaft, Berlin. 285

7.2 Cotton bales at the Kasr al-Nil market, Cairo, sometime after 1860.
LC-DIG-PPMSCA-03920. 286

7.3 Solitary man praying in Haghia Sophia. Court photographers
helped shape the empire’s public image. The first in this role were
three Armenian brothers known as Abdullah Frères, who operated
a studio in Istanbul for decades, and branches in Alexandria and
Cairo. In 1900 the firm was sold to Sébah & Joaillier. Their
photographs rebutted exotic European images of the empire with
the everyday buildings and common people. Library of Congress,
Prints and Photographs Division, LC-DIG-ppmsca-03672. 288

7.4 Two Musician Girls, by Osman Hamdi. Like Abdullah Frères,
Osman Hamdi’s art subtly protested against Orientalist clichés. This
painting, now in the Pera Museum collection, recalls Gérôme and
makes many orientalist references, such as carpets and an arabesque
balustrade. Yet its setting is identifiable (the Green Mosque in
Bursa), and the unveiled female musicians are confident artists, fully
clothed. Used by permission of Art Resource, New York. 290

7.5 The Alexander Sarcophagus. From a contemporary photograph.
Used by permission of Art Resource, New York. 291

7.6 A street in Adana’s Christian quarter, June 1909. Library of Congress,
Prints and Photographs Division, LOC-DIG-ggbain-50065. 297

7.7 Admiral Mark Bristol (left). Library of Congress, Prints and
Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-131129. 310

7.8 From sovereignty to celebrity: Princess Dürrüşehvar, by Sébah
and Joaillier. Like many members of her extended family,
Abdülmecid’s daughter Dürrüşehvar married into an Indian
princely dynasty (in 1931) and became a sensation. She died in
London in 2006, aged over ninety, the last of the children of a
ruling Ottoman dynast. Library of Congress, Prints and
Photographs Division, LC-DIG-ppmsca-04929. 320
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