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This is the story of the House of Osman, the imperial dynasty that ruled the Ottoman Empire for
more than seven centuries, an empire that once stretched from central Europe to North Africa
and from Persia to the Adriatic. The capital of this empire was Istanbul, ancient Byzantium, a city
that stands astride Europe and Asia on the Bosphorus. And it was in the great palace of Topkapi
Sarayi that the sultans of this empire ruled. Inside the Seraglio - a classic of Ottoman history -
takes us behind the gilded doors of the Topkapi and into the heart of the palace: the harem,
where the sultan would surround himself with his wives, concubines, eunuchs, pages, dwarfs
and mutes and where all the tempestuous events of empire were so often played out. This is the
history of a remarkable palace in all its colour and opulence and the story of its influence on a
great empire.



John Freely was born in 1926 in Brooklyn. In 1944, at the age of 17, he enlisted in the US Navy
and served for two years, including combat service in the Pacific and China–Burma–India
theatres. In 1960 John and his family moved to Istanbul, where he taught physics and the history
of science at Boğazic¸i University. Aside from his travels across the world, he has lived there
ever since. He is the author of over 60 acclaimed travel and history books, including Strolling
through Istanbul, The Western Shores of Turkey, Strolling through Venice, Inside the Seraglio,
Children of Achilles, Light from the East, Celestial Revolutionary and The Grand Turk.‘An
astonishing era that deserves to be more widely understood […] Freely provides a fascinating
overview, beautifully researched and riveting in its detail.’Christopher Fowler, Independent on
Sunday‘A richly-coloured, highly-entertaining book that I wished I'd had to hand when I strolled
round the Topkapı.’Lawrence James, The Times‘Wonderful […] rich with anecdote and first-hand
accounts.’Mail on SundayTauris Parke Paperbacks is an imprint of I.B.Tauris. It is dedicated to
publishing books in accessible paperback editions for the serious general reader within a wide
range of categories, including biography, history, travel, art and the ancient world. The list
includes select, critically acclaimed works of top quality writing by distinguished authors that
continue to challenge, to inform and to inspire, These are books that possess those subtle but
intrinsic elements that mark them out as something exceptional.The Colophon of Tauris Parke
Paperbacks is a representation of the ancient Egyptian ibis, sacred to the god Thoth, who was
himself often depicted in the form of this most elegant of birds. Thoth was credited in antiquity as
the scribe of the ancient Egyptian gods and as the inventor of writing and was associated with
many aspects of wisdom and learning.Inside theSeraglioPrivate Lives of the Sultans in
IstanbulJOHN FREELYFor TootsMore Istanbul MemoriesNew paperback edition published in
2016 byTauris Parke PaperbacksAn imprint of I.B.Tauris & Co LtdLondon • New YorkFirst
published in Great Britain by Viking in 1999Copyright © 1999, 2000, 2016 John FreelyText used
for this edition published in 2000 by Penguin BooksCover image: Ornate Doorway in the Topkapı
Palace Istanbul / Anthony Collins / Getty ImagesThe right of John Freely to be identified as the
author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and
Patents Act 1988.All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in a review, this book, or any
part thereof, may not be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or
otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.ePDF: 978 0 85772 831 9A full
CIP record for this book is available from the British LibraryA full CIP record is available from the
Library of CongressLibrary of Congress Catalog Card Number: availableContentsIntroduction to
the New EditionAcknowledgementsPrefaceTurkish Spelling and PronunciationMaps1. The
House of Osman2. Mehmet the Conqueror3. The House of Felicity4. Süleyman the
Magnificent5. The Sultanate of Women6. An Organ for the Sultan7. Regicide8. The
Procession of the Guilds9. Three Mad Sultans10. The Hunter Caged11. A Cage for
Princes12. Tulip Time13. Murder in the Music Room14. The Auspicious Event15. On the
Shores of the Bosphorus16. The Year of the Three Sultans17. Imprisoned Sultans18. The Fall



of the House of Osman19. The Gathering Place of the JinnsGlossaryOttoman Sultans (The
House of Osman)Genealogy of the SultansMothers of the SultansBibliographyIntroduction to
the New EditionSultan Selim initiated the following opinion: That the true felicity of a king or
emperor did not consist of military toils and in operations of bravery or glory, but in idleness and
tranquillity of the senses, in the enjoyment of all comforts and pleasures in palaces filled with
women and buffoons, and in the fulfilment of all desires for jewels, palaces, loggias, and stately
constructions.Lorenzo Bernardo, Report to the Venetian Senate, 1570The world changed
forever on Tuesday, 29 May 1453, when the Ottoman sultan Mehmet II, who was just twenty-one,
made his triumphal entry into Constantinople, capital of the Byzantine Empire, successor to the
Roman Empire in its eastern provinces, which had fallen to him after a seven-week siege.
Thenceforth the city came to be known as Istanbul, capital of the rapidly growing Ottoman
Empire, which would soon encompass all of the former dominions of the Byzantine Empire in
both Europe and Asia, leaving all of Christendom in mortal fear of falling to the Terrible
Turk.Thereafter Mehmet was known to the Turks as Fatih, the Conqueror, the seventh sultan of
the House of Osman, taking its name from Osman Gazi, Warrior for the Islamic faith, first of an
imperial line that would rule the Ottoman Empire for more than seven centuries.Fatih began
reconstruction of his new capital in the summer of 1453, when he issued orders for the repair of
the ancient Byzantine walls and other structures that had been damaged in the siege. Since the
Great Palace of Byzantium on the first hill was in ruins, Fatih began construction of a new
imperial residence on the third of the city’s seven hills, on a site described by his contemporary
Greek biographer Kritoboulos as ‘the finest and best location in the centre of the City.’ This
residence came to be known as Eski Saray, the Old Palace, because a few years later Mehmet
decided to build a new palace on the first hill, the famous Topkapı Sarayı, which for nearly four
centuries was the principal residence of the Ottoman sultans.Fatih constructed his palace on the
summit of the first hill above Saray Burnu, the promontory where the Bosphorus and the Golden
Horn meet and flow together into the Sea of Marmara, while on the slopes of the hill and along
the seashore he laid out extensive parks and gardens with pavilions. The palace was described
by the seventeenth-century Turkish chronicler Evliya Çelebi as ‘the most delightful residence
ever built by the hand of man.’Topkapı Sarayı was much more than just the private residence of
the sultan and his court. It was the seat of the supreme executive and judicial council of the
empire, the Divan, and it housed the largest and most select of the training schools for the
imperial civil service, the Palace School. The Saray was laid out to accommodate these various
institutions, each in its own buildings around the four main courtyards. The residential section of
the palace extended along the west side of the three inner courts, with the Harem, the women’s
quarters, to the south, and the Selamlık, the residence of the sultan and the royal princes, to the
north. During the great days of the Ottoman Empire the population of the palace is estimated to
have been between three and four thousand.The complex of buildings commonly referred to as
the Harem includes also the Selamlık, the private rooms for the sultan himself and the semi-
public ones where he occasionally entertained the high officials of the government and the high



officials of the court and government; there is no very clear dividing line between the two. It is a
labyrinth of several hundred rooms, few of them very large, on half a dozen levels, of passages,
stairways, courtyards and gardens, without any apparent overall plan.Bab-üs Saadet, the Gate
of Felicity, is the entryway to the Third Court. Here one entered the strictly private and residential
areas of the Inner Palace, the sequestered Dar-üs Saadet, the House of Felicity.The Harem was
not an original part of the palace as laid out by Mehmet II. Fatih seems to have designed Topkapı
Sarayı primarily as the administrative centre of his empire, reserving Eski Saray, the old palace
on the Third Hill, for his court and his harem. This arrangement was maintained by his three
immediate successors: Beyazit II (r. 1481–1512), Selim I (r. 1512–20), and Süleyman the
Magnificent (r. 1520–66), at least during the early years of his reign. According to tradition,
Süleyman allowed his wife Roxelana to install herself in Topkapı Sarayı, but probably only in
wooden pavilions; his son and successor Selim II (r. 1566–74) seems to have done the same.
The first permanent structures in the Harem seem to have been built by Selim’s son and
successor Murat III (1574–95).The women in the harem were guarded by the black eunuchs,
while the royal princes, the palace pages and the students in the Palace School were looked
after by the white eunuchs. The eunuchs were taken into the palace as youths, having been
castrated after they were bought in slave markets, the blacks generally coming from Nubia and
the whites from Circassia. The chief black eunuch had the title kızlarağası, or ağa of the girls,
while the chief white eunuch was called kapıağası, or ağa of the gate. Originally the chief white
eunuch was the dominant figure in the Inner Palace, but after the reign of Süleyman the
Magnificent, when the number of women in the Harem greatly increased, the chief black eunuch
became the most powerful personage.Topkapı Sarayı continued to be the principal imperial
residence until the mid nineteenth century, when the sultans abandoned it in favour of more
modern palaces along the shores of the Bosphorus. Then, after the fall of the Ottoman Empire in
1923, Topkapı Sarayı became the property of the new Turkish Republic, which began converting
the old palace into a museum.The descendents of the last sultans were forced into exile, utterly
without resources, living on charity while it lasted and then reduced to penury and despair. Ayşe
Osmanoğlu, a daughter of Abdül Hamit II, wrote in her memoirs: ‘We are a group of human
beings without fatherland, without a home, without shelter. The history of our family in exile was
just a sequence of tragic deaths.’The law forbidding the return of males of the imperial Osmanlı
line was eventually rescinded, and in 1992 President Turgut Ozal invited Mehmet Orhan (1909–
94), a grandson of Abdül Hamit II, to return to Turkey. Since then many other royal exiles have
returned to Turkey, some of them taking Turkish citizenship and beginning new lives in their
homeland.Inside the Seraglio tells the fascinating story of this pleasure dome and the people
who lived out their sequestered lives in what was known in its time as the Abode of Felicity.
Then, after the fall of the House of Osman, it follows the lives of the royal exiles and the eventual
return of some of them to a land that their ancestors had ruled for more than six centuries.It also
describes Topkapı Sarayı itself, from its golden age through its abandonment and decay up until
its restoration as a museum. When I first came to Istanbul in 1960, there were hardly any tourists



in Topkapı Sarayı, and the Harem was not open to the public. But I visited the palace so
frequently that I befriended the few guards and members of the museum staff, and they let me
go where I pleased, without any restriction. I had read the only book then available on Topkapı
Sarayı: Barnette Miller’s Beyond the Sublime Porte: The Grand Seraglio of Istanbul (1932), and
so I was able to identify virtually every room in the Harem, including the barracks of the black
eunuchs who guarded the women’s quarters, and the Hall of the Favourites, whose rooms were
shuttered and in almost total darkness, their canopied bedsteads shrouded in cobwebs, the
dressing table of an odalisque reflecting the dark image of a deserted room.Such was the
House of Felicity.AcknowledgementsThe author would like to acknowledge the kind assistance
of Dr Anthony Greenwood, Director of the American Research Center in Istanbul; Köksal
Seyhan, curator of rare books at the Bosphorus University Library; and Tunç Üstünel, for help in
Turkish translation. He would also like to thank Eleo Gordon and Sarah Day for their help in
preparing the manuscript for publication.PrefaceThis is the story of the House of Osman, the
imperial dynasty that ruled the Ottoman Empire for more than seven centuries. Known to the
Turks as the Osmanlı, they reigned over a Muslim empire that once stretched from central
Europe to North Africa and from Persia to the Adriatic. The capital of this empire for the last four
hundred and seventy years of its existence was Istanbul, the ancient Byzantium, known to the
Greeks as Constantinople, the imperial city that stands astride Europe and Asia on the
Bosphorus. During the first four centuries of Ottoman rule in Istanbul the sultans lived there in
the great palace of Topkapı Sarayı, whose gardens and pavilions still grace the acropolis hill
above the confluence of the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn, where their waters meet and flow
together into the Sea of Marmara. This was the setting of the pleasure dome in which the sultans
took their ease when they were not off on campaign, closed off from the outside world in the
Inner Palace of Topkapı Sarayı, the imperial residence known as Dar-üs Saadet, the House of
Felicity.The chapters that follow are not a history of the Ottoman Empire. They are, rather, a
family biography of the Osmanlı dynasty, the House of Osman, the thirty-six sultans who in turn
ruled the Ottoman Empire through twenty-one generations. The book tells the story of this family,
the sultans and their women and children and those who formed their court in Topkapı Sarayı
and the other, later imperial palaces along the Bosphorus until the end of the empire in 1923.
These palaces are now museums, but the rooms in which the sultans lived are still imbued with
their presence, coming alive for those who know the story of their very private lives in the House
of Felicity.Turkish Spelling and PronunciationThroughout this book, modern Turkish spelling has
been used for Turkish proper names and for things that are specifically Turkish, with a few
exceptions for Turkish words that have made their way into English. Modern Turkish is rigorously
logical and phonetic, and the few letters that are pronounced differently from in English are
indicated below. Turkish is very slightly accented, most often on the last syllable, but all syllables
should be clearly and almost evenly accented.Vowels are accented as in French or German, i.e.
a as in father (the rarely used â sounds rather like ay), e as in met, i as in machine, o as in oh, u
as in mute. In addition there are three other vowels that do not occur in English; these are ı



(undotted), pronounced as the u in but, ö as in German or the oy as in annoy, ü as in German or
as the ui in suit.Consonants are pronounced as in English, except the following:c as j in jam, e.g.
cami (mosque) = jahmyç as ch in chat, e.g. çorba (soup) = chorbag as in get, never as in gemğ
is almost silent and tends to lengthen the preceding vowelş as in sugar; e.g. çeşme (fountain) =
cheshmeChapter 1The House of OsmanIstanbul stands astride two continents, Asia and
Europe, balanced precariously between two worlds, East and West. Oldest of the world's great
cities, known to the ancients as Byzantium and the Greeks as Constantinople, it was the capital
in turn of the Christian Byzantine Empire and the Muslim Ottoman Empire. The monuments of
these empires still adorn its skyline above the Bosphorus, the Golden Horn and the Sea of
Marmara, the waters that divide and surround the city.The city is at the southern end of the
Bosphorus, the historic strait that separates the continents as it flows for thirty kilometres from
the Black Sea to the Marmara. Near its southern end the strait is joined by the Golden Horn, a
scimitar-shaped stream whose waters merge with those of the Bosphorus as they flow together
into the Marmara.The oldest part of the city, ancient Byzantium, is on the European side of the
Bosphorus, a huge triangular promontory bounded on its north by the Golden Horn, on the south
by the Marmara, and on its western side by the late Roman walls of Byzantine Constantinople. It
is a city of seven hills, six of them rising in succession from the ridge that parallels the Golden
Horn, the seventh standing isolated above the Marmara shore just inside the land walls.The first
of the seven hills is at the seaward end of the promontory.The First Hill was the site of the Great
Palace of the Byzantine emperors, of which only fragmentary ruins remain on the Marmara
shore. Some of these ruins are built into the outer defence walls of Topkapı Sarayı, the imperial
residence of the Ottoman sultans, whose cluster of domed pavilions crowns the summit of the
First Hill, looking out over the Marmara, the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn.The palace of
Topkapı is now a museum, but it is still a place set apart from the rest of the city behind its
encircling walls, its succession of arcaded courtyards opening off into a labyrinth of cloistered
rooms and enclosed corridors, left empty and silent in the gathering darkness after all visitors
and staff have departed.The main entry way to Topkapı Sarayı is Bab-ı Hümayun, the Imperial
Gate, where one passes into the first courtyard of the palace. Above the gateway there are two
gilded inscriptions in Arabic script, each of them bearing a tuğra, an imperial monogram in
interlaced calligraphy. The lower tuğra is that of Mahmut II, the last sultan to live out his life in
Topkapı Sarayı, which was abandoned in the mid nineteenth century in favour of new palaces
along the Bosphorus. His inscription records repairs to the gate early in the nineteenth century.
The upper tuğra belongs to Mehmet II, known to the Turks as Fatih, or the Conqueror, after his
capture of Constantinople in 1453. Fatih's inscription records his completion of Topkapı Sarayı in
the quarter-century after his conquest of the city:This is a blessed castle that has been put up
with the consent of God and is secure and strong. May God the Most High make eternal the
sultanate of the sultan of the two seas, the shadow of God in the two worlds, God's servant
between the two horizons, the hero of the water and the land, the conqueror of the stronghold of
Constantinople, Sultan Mehmet, son of Sultan Murat, son of Sultan Mehmet Khan, and may He



place his position above the north star. Done in the month of Ramazan the Blessed in the year
883 [1478].Fatih Mehmet was the seventh sultan in the House of Osman, the Osmanlı dynasty,
thirty-six of whom ruled the Ottoman Empire in turn through twenty-one generations of the same
family over the course of more than six centuries. The dynasty was named for Osman Gazi, the
first of the line to take the title of sultan, ruling from about 1282 until 1326. Gazi, or ‘Warrior for
the Faith’, was the name given to those who took up arms to conquer in the name of Islam.
Osman was known to early European historians as Othoman, and thus the state that he founded
came to be called the Ottoman Empire in the West, though in the Islamic world it was known as
the realm of the Osmanlı. Osman's original realm was hardly an empire, comprising merely a tiny
principality in Bithynia, the northwesternmost region in Asia Minor. The rest of Bithynia was part
of the Byzantine Empire, which by then was in its last decline, and as Byzantium diminished the
new Ottoman state expanded apace.Osman's son and successor, Orhan Gazi, captured the
Bithynian city of Prusa from the Byzantines in 1326. Known to the Turks as Bursa, this became
the first Ottoman capital, and Orhan used it as a base to conquer the rest of Bithynia and cross
the Dardanelles into Europe. Within half a century the Turks captured Adrianople, which they
called Edirne, and in the third quarter of the fourteenth century they moved their capital there,
giving them a base in the Balkans for their further expansion into Europe.The Ottomans received
their first setback when Orhan's grandson Beyazit I was defeated by Tamerlane at Ankara in
1402, dying soon afterwards in ignominious captivity. This halted Ottoman expansion until the
accession of Beyazit's grandson, Murat II, who came to the throne in 1421 and soon afterwards
resumed the Turkish march of conquest.Early in Murat's reign he erected a mosque complex
called the Muradiye in the old Ottoman capital of Bursa. Around the same time he also built a
palace in the new capital called Edirne Sarayı, comprising a number of pavilions on an island in
the Tunca, one of the two rivers that nearly encircle the city.Murat's third son, the future Mehmet
II, was born in Edirne Sarayı on 30 March 1432 to a slave-girl named Hüma Hatun (Lady). Little
is known of Hüma's origins, for she was not one of Murat's four wives, but merely a concubine,
probably a Greek of humble birth. Murat seems to have had little regard for her or Mehmet,
preferring his second son, Alâeddin Ali, whose mother, the Türkmen princess Hadice Hatun,
was his favourite wife. The mother of his eldest son, Ahmet, was probably also a concubine,
though her name is not listed in the Ottoman genealogical records.The first years of Mehmet's
life were spent in the harem of Edirne Sarayı with his mother. When Mehmet was three years old
he was sent off to Amasya in Anatolia, where his half-brother Ahmet was serving as provincial
governor. Then in May 1437 Ahmet died suddenly, whereupon Mehmet was appointed to
succeed him as governor, though he was only five years old. At the same time his half-brother
Alâeddin Ali, who was then seven, was appointed as governor in Manisa. Both of the young
princes were under the tutelage of advisors appointed by Murat from among his most trusted
associates. Two years later the assignments were interchanged, with Mehmet transferred to
Manisa and Alâeddin Ali to Amasya. Before they went off to their new governorates the two
princes were recalled to Edirne, where Murat had them circumcised, marking the event with



prolonged festivities at the palace. Sheikh Seyyid Natta of Baghdad provided leather tablecloths
to be used in the sultan's dining-hall for the circumcision feast, a refinement hitherto unknown to
the Ottomans.Early in June 1443 Alâeddin Ali was murdered by his advisor Kara Hızır Pasha.
This left Mehmet as heir to the throne, whereupon he was immediately recalled to Edirne by his
father. Apparently Murat also wanted Mehmet to be at his side to help him face a serious threat
to the empire, for Pope Eugenius IV had proclaimed a new crusade against the Turks. Mehmet's
presence in his father's court at that time is mentioned by the Italian antiquarian Cyriacus of
Ancona, who would later be Fatih's tutor in Greek and Latin. Cyriacus, who accompanied a
Genoese trade mission to the Ottoman court at Edirne in 1443, reports that Murat received the
visitors sitting on a carpet ‘in regal splendour of a barbaric kind’, while young Prince Mehmet
stood behind in attendance with his father's vezirs.Mehmet was by all accounts impetuous and
headstrong, unwilling to obey his elders or to accept any criticism or advice, and being
separated from his father during the first eleven years of his life there had been no one to control
or discipline him. Murat had appointed several tutors for Mehmet, but he refused to heed any of
them before the appearance of Molla Ahmet Gürani, a celebrated Kurdish cleric. Gürani was
given a switch by Murat and told to use it if his pupil did not obey him. When Gürani told this to
Mehmet the prince laughed at him, whereupon he gave the boy the first beating of his life.
Mehmet stood in awe of Gürani after that and became a model student, or so say the Turkish
sources. Eventually he studied philosophy and science as well as Islamic, Greek and Latin
history and literature, which he read with Cyriacus of Ancona and other tutors from both Europe
and Asia.A rebellion by one of his Turkish vassals in Anatolia, the Karamanid emir Ibrahim,
forced Murat to leave Edirne with a large part of his army on 12 June 1444. He appointed
Mehmet to act as regent in his absence, with the grand vezir Halil Pasha Çandarlı serving as the
prince's advisor. Almost immediately after Murat's departure, a Persian dervish of the Bektaşi
sect began spreading heretical religious ideas among the troops of the garrison in Edirne.
Mehmet found his ideas interesting and offered protection to the dervish and his followers. This
scandalized the Mufti Fahrettin, chief cleric in the Ottoman court. Mehmet was alarmed at this
and withdrew his protection of the dervish, whereupon Fahrettin incited a mob to burn him and
his followers at the stake.Later in June an insurrection broke out among the Janissaries, the élite
corps of the Ottoman army, who demanded that Mehmet raise their pay. This corps was
composed of Christian youths who had been conscripted in a periodic levy known as the
devşirme, after which they converted to Islam and were trained to take their place in the Ottoman
military hierarchy, a number of them rising to the post of grand vezir. Murat had used them with
great effectiveness in his campaigns, but now that he was absent they had grown restive, feeling
that they could take advantage of Mehmet's youth. After the Janissaries rioted and burned down
the Edirne bedesten, or covered market, Mehmet gave in and increased their salary, setting a
precedent that would be a constant source of trouble down to the last Ottoman
century.Meanwhile, the threatened crusade materialized, and a large Christian army under the
Hungarian nobleman John Hunyadi began marching southward into the Balkans. When Halil



Pasha learned of this he sent a message by courier to inform Murat, who immediately marched
his forces back into Europe. Murat's army virtually annihilated the crusaders at the battle of
Varna on 10 November 1444, with Hunyadi being one of the few Christians to escape with his
life.After his victory Murat returned to Edirne, where soon afterwards he astonished the court by
announcing that he was abdicating in favour of his son, who on 1 December 1444 succeeded to
the throne as Mehmet II. Murat, who was only forty at the time, then went off to his place of
retirement in Manisa, leaving his son, who was not yet thirteen, to rule the empire on his own,
with Halil Pasha as his grand vezir.During the months that followed, Halil Pasha sent repeated
messages pleading with Murat to return, insisting that Mehmet was too young and immature to
rule. Soon after he came to the throne Mehmet impetuously decided to attack Constantinople,
but he was dissuaded by Halil Pasha, who reported the incident to Murat as another instance of
his son's unfitness to rule. This led Murat to end his retirement, and in September 1446 he
returned to Edirne. Halil Pasha persuaded Mehmet to abdicate in favour of his father, who was
immediately reinstated as sultan, while his son withdrew to Manisa.Meanwhile John Hunyadi
had organized another crusade against the Turks, and in September 1448 he led his army
across the Danube. Murat summoned Mehmet to join him in Edirne and mustered his army to
confront the crusaders. The two armies met on 23 October of that year at Kosova, on the same
field where Murat I had defeated the Serbs in 1389. The second battle of Kosova had the same
outcome as the first, as the Turks routed the Christians in a three-day battle in which Mehmet
had his baptism of fire, leading the Anatolian troops on the right wing of his father's army. Once
again John Hunyadi escaped with his life, living to fight on against the Turks for another eight
years.Mehmet had become a father for the first time in January 1448, when his concubine
Gülbahar gave birth to a son, the future Beyazit II. Little is known of Gülbahar's origins, but she
was probably Greek, since the concubines in the imperial harem were almost always Christians,
although high-born Muslim women were sometimes taken in as wives of the sultans in dynastic
marriages. Murat arranged for such a marriage the following year, though without consulting his
son until the plans were completed, which made Mehmet very resentful. The bride chosen by
Murat was the princess Sitti Hatun, daughter of the emir Ibrahim, ruler of the Dulkadırlı Türkmen
tribe in eastern Anatolia. The wedding took place in Edirne Sarayı in September 1449, followed
by a celebration that lasted for two months, with music, dancing and competitions in poetry in
which Anatolian bards sang verses in praise of the bride and groom. The bride was apparently
quite beautiful, as evidenced by her portrait in a Greek codex preserved in Venice, as well as by
the testimony of contemporary chronicles. But Mehmet seems to have had no love for Sitti, who
never bore him a child, and he left her behind in Edirne when he moved to Istanbul after the
Conquest. Sitti died in Edirne in 1467, alone and forlorn, buried in the garden of a mosque built
in her memory by her niece Ayşe.Mehmet's mother Hüma Hatun died in September 1449, after
which she was buried in the garden of the Muradiye mosque in Bursa. The dedicatory inscription
on her tomb records that it was built by her son Mehmet ‘for his deceased mother, queen among
women - may the earth of her grave be fragrant!’The following year Mehmet's concubine Gülşah



gave birth to his second son, Mustafa, who would always be his favourite. Later that year Murat
fathered a son, Ahmet, nicknamed Küçük, or Little, to distinguish him from the late Prince
Ahmet, the sultan's first son. Küçük Ahmet's mother was the princess Halima Hatun, daughter of
the emir Ibrahim II, ruler of the Çandaroğlu Türkmen tribe in Anatolia. By this dynastic marriage,
together with that of his son Mehmet, Murat cemented alliances with two powerful tribes against
his most formidable enemy in Anatolia, the Karamanid Türkmen, who blocked the expansion of
the Ottoman empire eastward in Asia Minor.Early the following year Murat began work on
building several new pavilions in Edirne Sarayı. But the project had barely begun when he died
on 8 February 1451, stricken by apoplexy after a drinking bout. He was forty-seven years old and
had ruled for three decades, most of which he had spent at war. Murat's death was kept secret
by the grand vezir Halil Pasha so that Mehmet could be summoned from Manisa. He arrived
fifteen days later and was immediately acclaimed by the army as sultan, one month before his
nineteenth birthday.When Mehmet came to the throne for the second time he was girded with
the sword of his ancestor Osman Gazi, the Ottoman equivalent of coronation, in the presence of
all the vezirs and nobles of the court. After the ceremony Mehmet reappointed Halil as grand
vezir, although he loathed his father's old advisor. Mehmet felt that Halil had sabotaged his first
attempt to rule as sultan, and he suspected that the grand vezir had been taking bribes from the
Byzantines and other enemies of the Ottomans. Nevertheless he allowed Halil to continue in
office for the time being, while he waited for the right moment to eliminate him. Halil had just as
deep a hatred for Mehmet, as the contemporary Greek historian Doukas reveals in writing of the
grand vezir, whom he describes as ‘a friend of the Byzantines and susceptible to bribes’. Doukas
quotes Halil in calling Mehmet ‘insolent, violent and savage’, as compared to the deceased
Murat, who had been ‘a sincere friend and a man of upright conscience’.Mehmet also retained
another of his father's old vezirs, Ishak Pasha, whom he appointed as beylerbey (governor) of
Anatolia, ordering him to conduct Murat's remains to Bursa for burial in the Muradiye. Directly
after his accession Mehmet went to the harem of Edirne Sarayı. There he received the
congratulations of Murat's women, who also offered him their condolences on the death of his
father. The highest-ranking of Murat's wives at the time of his death was Halima Hatun, who
fifteen months before had given birth to Murat's last son, Küçük Ahmet. The question of
succession had been a matter of contention in the Ottoman dynasty, leading to two civil wars,
and so Mehmet decided to settle the question at once by ordering the execution of Küçük
Ahmet. While Mehmet was talking with Halima Hatun, one of his men was strangling her infant
son in his bath. Mehmet justified the murder of his half-brother as being in accordance with the
Ottoman code of fratricide, which had been practised on several occasions by his ancestors to
prevent wars of succession. Appropriate verses from the Kuran were quoted, such as ‘The
execution of a prince is preferable to the loss of a province’, and ‘Death is better than disquiet.’
Mehmet later had the code enacted into law, as stated in his imperial edict: ‘Whichever of my
sons inherits the sultan's throne, it behooves him to kill his brothers in the interest of the world
order. Most of the jurists have approved this procedure. Let action be taken accordingly.’Soon



after Mehmet's accession he had to deal with another insurrection by the Janissaries, whom he
once again appeased by raising their pay, though much against his will. Mehmet vented his rage
on the commander of the corps, Kazancı Doğan, having him whipped and dismissing him from
his post. He then reorganized the Janissaries in such a way as to take more direct control of the
corps, which he was to use with great effectiveness in his subsequent campaigns.The following
year Mehmet set in motion his plan to besiege and conquer Constantinople, which was by now
totally cut off from the outside world except by sea. During the summer of 1452 he constructed
the great fortress of Rumeli Hisarı on the European shore of the Bosphorus, directly opposite
Anadolu Hisarı, which Beyazit I had built in 1397. The Byzantine emperor, Constantine XI
Dragases, was powerless to stop Mehmet from building the fortress, which completely isolated
Constantinople from its grain supplies on the Black Sea, setting the stage for the coming
siege.The siege began on 6 April 1453, when Mehmet set up his tent outside the gate of St
Romanus and ordered his artillery to commence the bombardment of the city. The
bombardment continued at intervals for seven weeks, interspersed with attacks by the
Janissaries and the Anatolian infantry, while Constantine led the entire civilian population in
repairing the damage to the walls. Constantine rallied the Greeks and their Genoese allies in
their desperate defence of the city, hoping for help from the Christian powers of Europe. But help
never came, and after a last pitched battle the Turks broke into the city early on the morning of
Tuesday 29 May 1453, the emperor Constantine dying in the final struggle before the defenders
were forced to surrender.Constantinople had been captured by the Turks and the world of
Byzantium had ended, bringing to a close the history of an empire that had lasted for more than
a thousand years. The House of Osman had replaced the Palaeologues, the last of the
dynasties that had ruled Byzantium, whose ancient Christian realm was now part of a new and
powerful Muslim empire.Chapter 2Mehmet the ConquerorMehmet made his triumphal entry into
the city early that May afternoon, and as he passed through the Adrianople Gate he was
acclaimed by his troops as Fatih, the Conqueror, the name by which he would thenceforth be
known to the Turks. The city that Fatih had conquered had been known to the Turks as
Kostantiniye, but after the Conquest its name in common Turkish usage became Istanbul, a
corruption of the Greek ‘stin poli’, meaning ‘in the city’ or ‘to the city’.The most detailed account
of the Turkish conquest of Constantinople is the History of Mehmed the Conqueror by
Kritovoulos of Imbros, a Greek who came to the city shortly after its fall. Kritovoulos describes
the scene that greeted Fatih Mehmet when he entered the city, which he had allowed his
soldiers to loot for three days, to his great regret:After this the Sultan entered the City and looked
about to see its great size, its situation, its grandeur and beauty, its teeming population, its
loveliness, and the costliness of its churches and public buildings … When he saw what a large
number had been killed, and the wreckage of the buildings, and the wholesale ruin and
desolation of the City, he was filled with compassion and repented not a little at the destruction
and plundering. Tears fell from his eyes as he groaned deeply and passionately: ‘What a city we
have given over to plunder and destruction!’Fatih rode into the city along the ancient



thoroughfare known as the Mese, or Middle Way, which took him from the Sixth Hill to the First.
This brought him to Haghia Sophia, the great church built in the years 532–7 by the Emperor
Justinian. There he dismounted and fell to his knees, pouring a handful of earth over his turban
in a gesture of humility, for the Great Church was as revered in Islam as it was in Christianity.
After surveying the building, he ordered that it be immediately converted to Islamic worship
under the name of Aya Sofya Camii Kabir, the Great Mosque of Haghia Sophia. This required
the erection of a minaret for the müezzin to give the call to prayer, as well as some other internal
constructions. This done, Fatih attended the noon prayer there on Friday 1 June 1453.After
Fatih's first visit to Haghia Sophia he also inspected the ruins of the Great Palace of Byzantium
on the Marmara slope of the First Hill. This had been long abandoned by the Byzantine
emperors in favour of the Blachernae Palace on the Sixth Hill, which was also in ruins, having
been bombarded during the siege. When Fatih walked through the ruined halls of the palace on
the Marmara he was deeply saddened, reciting a melancholy distich by the Persian poet
Saadi:The spider is the curtain-holder in the Palace of the Caesars.The owl hoots its night-call
on the Towers of Afrasiab.Fatih could not use either of the Byzantine palaces as his residence,
so after his first day in the city he returned to his tent outside the gate of St Romanus. Soon
afterwards he decided to build a new imperial palace on the Third Hill, a site described by
Kritovoulos as ‘the most beautiful location in the centre of the City’. At the same time he ordered
that the defence walls of the city be further repaired and a fortress constructed just inside the
walls at the Golden Gate, the ancient triumphal entryway of the Byzantine city near the Marmara
shore. This came to be known as Yedikule, the Castle of the Seven Towers, which Fatih and his
successors used as a prison and also as a stronghold to store the State Treasury.Istanbul was to
be the new Ottoman capital, and Fatih gave orders to have the city repaired as well as
repopulated, bringing in subjects from both the European and Asian provinces of his empire,
including Christians and Jews as well as Muslim Turks. The non-Muslims were grouped into
‘millets’, or ‘nations’, according to their religion, each headed by its own religious leader. The
post of Greek Orthodox Patriarch was vacant at the time of the Conquest, and so Fatih arranged
for the election of the monk Gennadius, who was given the ancient church of the Holy Apostles
as his patriarchate. Later, when Fatih decided to demolish the church to make way for his
mosque, he allowed Gennadius to move into the monastery of the Pammakaristos, sending one
of his own horses so that the patriarch could ride there in comfort. He also presented Gennadius
with a firman, or imperial decree, which assured him ‘that no one should vex or disturb him; that
unmolested, untaxed, and unoppressed by any adversary, he should, with all the bishops under
him, be exempted from all taxation for all time.’Fatih freed a number of captive Greeks who had
been high state or court officials. Among them was the grand duke Lucas Notaras, who had
commanded the Greek forces during the siege. Notaras had been captured while trying to make
his way back to protect his sick wife and their children, and he was kept under guard in his
house until Fatih sent for him. Notaras confirmed the sultan's suspicions about his grand vezir,
telling him that Halil Pasha had in fact been taking bribes from the Byzantines. Fatih immediately



had Halil arrested and imprisoned, after which he had him tortured for more than a month before
beheading him. Meanwhile Fatih treated Notaras with great consideration, for he thought that he
might appoint him as commandant of the city. But the grand duke had many enemies among the
high-ranking Greek captives, and they denounced Notaras to Fatih, who had him and his two
sons beheaded.Fatih appointed Karıştıran Süleyman Bey to oversee the work of restoring and
resettling Istanbul, after which he returned to Edirne, arriving there at harvest-time, according to
Kritovoulos. During the weeks that followed Fatih received a succession of foreign envoys at
Edirne Sarayı, including representatives from the Venetians, Serbs, Albanians, Greeks,
Egyptians, Persians and the Karamanid Türkmen, all of them seeking friendly relations with the
young conqueror. One of the Venetian emissaries, Giacomo Languschi, describes him thus:The
sovereign, the Grand Turk Mehmet Bey, is a youth of twenty-six [actually twenty-two], well-built,
of large rather than medium stature, expert at arms, of aspect more frightening than venerable,
laughing seldom, full of circumspection, endowed with great generosity, obstinate in pursuing his
plans, bold in all undertakings, as eager for fame as Alexander of Macedonia …Turkish
descriptions of Fatih are usually panegyrics couched in flowery language, although the sixteenth-
century chronicler Mustafa Ali notes that on the sultan's return from campaign in 1454 ‘Mehmet
spent many nights in debauchery with lovely-eyed, fairylike slave girls, and his days drinking with
pages who looked like angels.’ But then he goes on to say that ‘Mehmet was only seemingly
engaged in debauchery and wantonness; in reality he was working, guided by love of justice, to
relieve the oppression of his subjects in the land.’Fatih did not appoint a new grand vezir for a
year after his execution of Halil Pasha, during which time Ishak Pasha acted as his first minister.
Finally, in the summer of 1454, he named as his new grand vezir Mahmut Pasha, a Byzantine of
noble Greek and Serbian lineage who had converted to Islam, and who served him faithfully and
brilliantly for two decades.Fatih returned to Istanbul for a short time early in 1454, before going
off on campaign in Serbia. According to Kritovoulos, he stayed in the city ‘just long enough to
examine the buildings that had been constructed there, and gave orders about further work on
them and on others, stipulating that it be done as quickly as possible’. He visited Istanbul again
the following year, before another Serbian campaign, when, as Kritovoulos writes, he ‘found the
palace brilliantly completed, and the castle at the Golden Gate and all the walls of the city well
built’. Kritovoulos goes on to note that Fatih ‘commanded them to build a very large and very fine
marketplace in the center of the city, somewhere near the palace’. The marketplace referred to
by Kritovoulos is the Bedesten, the multi-domed building that now forms the core of the famous
Covered Bazaar.Fatih's Serbian campaign in 1456 brought him as far as the walls of Belgrade,
where in mid July he was defeated by John Hunyadi and forced to withdraw. This was the first
set-back in Fatih's meteoric career, with 24,000 of his troops killed and he himself wounded in
the thigh by a javelin. The news that Belgrade had been saved gave rise to jubilation throughout
Western Europe, with Pope Callistus III calling it ‘the happiest event of his life’, and there was
talk of mounting another crusade against the Turks. But John Hunyadi died a month later in an
epidemic of the plague, and thoughts of a crusade were soon abandoned.After his withdrawal



from Belgrade Fatih marched his army back to Edirne, where he remained for a year. The
following spring he sent messengers throughout his empire and abroad to announce the coming
circumcision of his two sons, Beyazit and Mustafa, the invited guests including the doge of
Venice, Francesco Foscari, who sent his regrets.The circumcision feast is described by the
Turkish chronicler Aşıkpaşazade, who writes that for four days there were continuous festivities
at Edirne Sarayı, on its island in the Tunca river. The island was covered with the tents of the
notables who had come from all over the empire at the sultan's bidding. Fatih sat enthroned in
his own imperial tent in the centre of the assemblage, flanked by four distinguished clerics. On
the first day there were recitations from the Kuran which were commented upon by the scholars
present, followed by recitations of poems composed for the occasion by the court poets. The
scholars and poets were rewarded with gifts of money and robes of honour, after which
everyone sat down to an abundant feast. The next day the poor of Edirne were lavishly
entertained, and on the following day there was a feast for the nobles of the empire and
honoured guests, with a display of martial exercises, horse races and an archery contest. Then,
on the final day, the dignitaries presented gifts to the sultan, after which he cast handfuls of coins
among the poor of the city who gathered around his throne. Throughout the festivities Mehmet
remained in the highest humour, showing no sign that he had suffered the worst defeat of his life
less than a year before.Despite his humiliating defeat at Belgrade, Fatih's forces continued their
march of conquest. After his army captured Athens Fatih went there in 1459 to see the ruined
monuments of the ancient city, for his classical studies had imbued him with a deep reverence
for classical Greek culture. Kritovoulos calls him a ‘Philhellene’ and writes:He was greatly
enamored of the city and the wonders in it, for he had heard many fine things about the wisdom
and prudence of its ancient inhabitants, and also of their valor and virtues and of the many
wonderful deeds they had done in their times when they fought against both Greeks and
barbarians.Three years later Fatih visited the site of ancient Troy, known to the Romans as Ilium,
which he knew from his reading of Homer. Kritovoulos writes that Fatih's conquest of Byzantium
made the sultan feel that he had evened the score with the Greeks for their victory over the
‘Asiatics’ at Troy, and that he only regretted that he did not have a poet like Homer to extol his
deeds.The palace on the Third Hill was not completed until 1458, but by then Fatih's wives and
children were already living there along with the rest of his household. One of his concubines, a
girl named Çiçek, or Flower, gave birth to his son Cem in the palace on 22 December 1459, the
first of the Osmanlı line to be born in Istanbul. By that time Fatih's two older sons had been sent
off to be provincial governors in Anatolia, with Beyazit in Amasya and Mustafa in Manisa, from
where he would later be transferred to Konya.Earlier in 1459 Fatih had ordered the construction
of a vast külliye, or mosque complex, on the Fourth Hill, making way for it by demolishing what
remained of the church of the Holy Apostles. This külliye, which came to be known as Fatih
Camii, the Mosque of the Conqueror, took more than a decade to complete. Besides the great
mosque itself, the largest erected up to that time in the Ottoman Empire, the complex included
eight medreses, or colleges, along with a medical school, hospital, insane asylum, primary



school, public kitchen, hospice, caravanserai, public bath and a cemetery with two domed
türbes, or tombs, one for Fatih and the other for his wife Gülbahar, the mother of Prince Beyazit,
the heir apparent. Mahmut Pasha followed Fatih's example and built a large mosque on the
Second Hill, along with a public bath, a market and a türbe.Fatih also began work in 1459 on a
new imperial residence on the acropolis of the First Hill, the palace that would come to be known
as Topkapı Sarayı. Although the palace on the Third Hill had been completed the previous year,
Fatih seems to have felt the need for a more private dwelling place and administrative centre,
which he created by constructing a high defence wall with towers around the promontory
between the Golden Horn and the Marmara, the pavilions and courtyards of the palace to be laid
out on the summit of the acropolis, with gardens and orchards around it on the lower ground.
While Topkapı Sarayı was being built, Fatih and his household continued to dwell in their original
residence on the Third Hill, which in time came to be called Eski Saray, or the Old Palace.That
same year Fatih commissioned a mosque complex outside the city at Eyüp, on the upper
reaches of the Golden Horn. The site is named for Eba Eyüp Ensari, friend and standard-bearer
of the Prophet Mohammed. Long after the Prophet's death Eyüp is said to have been among the
leaders of the first Arab siege of Constantinople in the years 674–8, during which, according to
Islamic tradition, he was killed and buried somewhere outside the walls of Constantinople.
During the siege of the city in 1453 Mehmet launched a search for Eyüp's grave, which was
miraculously discovered by the şeyhülislam Akşemsettin. Fatih thereupon reburied Eyüp in an
ornate türbe, which he rebuilt in 1459 as part of his new mosque complex, Eyüp Camii. Eyüp's
tomb became the most sacred Islamic shrine in Turkey, and in later times it was the custom for a
new sultan to be girded there with the sword of Osman Gazi, as coronation.Early in the spring of
1460 Fatih mounted a major campaign into the Peloponnesos, where Thomas and Demetrius
Palaeologus, the two brothers of the late emperor Constantine, were still ruling as despots.
Demetrius surrendered to Fatih at Mistra, his capital, on 29 May 1460, seven years to the day
after the fall of Constantinople, while Thomas fled to Italy. Demetrius accompanied Fatih back to
Edirne and was allowed to settle on an estate in the town of Didymoteichion, where he died in
1470. By that time the only other surviving fragment of Byzantium had come to an end with the
fall of Trebizond to Fatih in August 1461. The last emperor of Trebizond, David Comnenus, was
imprisoned in Edirne along with his family. Then on 1 November 1463 Fatih ordered the
execution of David and his two elder sons. He spared the emperor's youngest son, George, and
also his daughter Anna. George was given to a Turkish family and raised as a Muslim,
disappearing from history, the last of the imperial dynasty of the Comneni. Anna was married off
successively to two Turkish pashas, becoming a Muslim, and after the death of her second
husband she ended her days in the sultan's harem in Istanbul.All of the other high-born captives
taken at Trebizond were executed, except the family of George Amirutzes, a relative of Mahmut
Pasha, who were spared through the intercession of the grand vezir. Amirutzes was a
distinguished philosopher and scientist, and he became Fatih's instructor in geography,
astronomy and astrology.The new palace of Topkapı was completed in 1465, according to



Kritovoulos, although inscriptions indicate that work continued for another thirteen years.
Apparently Fatih at first intended Topkapı Sarayı to be principally his administrative centre,
keeping his harem in the Old Palace on the Third Hill. But from the description that Kritovoulos
gives of the new palace it would seem that Fatih planned for his household to reside there at
least part of the year:In it he had towers built of unusual height and beauty and grandeur, and
apartments for men and others for women, and bedrooms and lounging-rooms and sleeping
quarters, and very many other fine rooms. There were also various out-buildings and vestibules
and halls and porticoes and gateways and porches, and bakeshops and baths of notable
design.Giovanni Maria Angiolello, an Italian captive in the Ottoman service, says that the palace
had three courts and was surrounded by a wall ten feet high; he notes that within the grounds
there were both botanical and zoological gardens and a lake stocked with fowl where the sultan
enjoyed shooting:And here in the garden there were many kinds of fruit trees planted in order,
and similarly pergolas with grapevines of many kinds, roses, lilacs, saffron, flowers of every sort,
and everywhere there is an abundance of most gentle waters, that is, fountains and pools. Also
in the garden are some separate places in which are kept many kinds of animals, such as deer,
roes, roe deer, foxes, hare, sheep, goats and Indian cows, which are much larger than ours, and
many other sorts of animals. The garden is inhabited by many sorts of birds, and when it is
spring it is a pleasure to hear them sing, and likewise there is a marshy lake where a large
number of wild geese and ducks dwell, and in that place the Grand Turk takes pleasure in
hunting with a gun.Fatih had always been interested in Christianity, perhaps because of his
mother, who may have been Greek but had converted to Islam. Gülbahar, mother of the future
Beyazit II, was probably also Greek, as were a number of Fatih's other women, all of whom
became Muslims when they entered his harem. Fatih's interest in Christianity was particularly
evident at the time when he had Gennadius appointed as the Greek Orthodox Patriarch. He
called on Gennadius three times at the patriarchate, and in their conversations they ranged
widely over Christian theology. Gennadius also wrote a summary of his work and had it
translated into Turkish for Fatih's private study. Fatih's contacts with Gennadius and other
Christian clerics and scholars gave rise to rumours that the sultan had inclinations towards
Christianity. Teodoro Spandugino, an Italian who lived in Galata early in the sixteenth century,
claims that Fatih took to worshipping Christian relics and always kept many candles burning in
front of them. These rumours were strengthened by incidents such as the one reported by
Brother George of Mühlenbach, who writes of a visit that Fatih made to the Franciscan
monastery in Pera, the area in which most of the Europeans lived, on the heights above
Galata:The Franciscan brothers living in Pera have assured me that he came to their church and
sat down in their choir to attend the ceremonies and the sacrifice of the Mass. To satisfy his
curiosity, they ordered him an unconsecrated wafer at the elevation of the host, for pearls must
not be cast before swine.But Fatih's interest in Christianity appears to have been superficial, for
he seems to have been basically irreligious, and in his observance of Islam he merely observed
the forms of the Muslim faith, as was necessary for him as head of state. Angiolello writes that



Prince Beyazit was heard to say that ‘his father was domineering and did not believe in the
Prophet Muhammed.’The Ottomans were orthodox Sunni Muslims, as opposed to the heterodox
doctrine of the Persian Shiites. Fatih had shown a leaning toward Shiite beliefs ever since his
first, brief sultanate in Edirne, when the Persian dervish he had tried to protect was burned at the
stake as a heretic. Fatih was also very interested in Persian literature, particularly the poetry of
the Sufi mystics. This was taken as another evidence of his heterodoxy, since an old Ottoman
proverb says that ‘A man who reads Persian loses half his religion.’Fatih was noted as a patron of
literature, sending gifts to poets and prose stylists throughout the Islamic world, supporting thirty
Ottoman writers, according to contemporary Turkish sources. Persian was the language of
literature in Fatih's day, just as the language of Islamic theology was Arabic. But when Fatih
himself wrote poetry it was mostly in colloquial Turkish. Writing under the pseudonym of Avni, he
left a collection, known as a divan, of some eighty poems in Turkish, interspersed with a few
Persian gazels that were merely paraphrases of works by the great Iranian poet Hafiz.The
Ottoman court in Fatih's time was still simple in its customs, free of the ostentation and elaborate
ceremonies surrounding the sultan that would develop in later times. Fatih often walked the
streets of Istanbul with only a bodyguard or two when going to a mosque, where he took his
place along with all of the other worshippers, as Brother George of Mühlenbach observed on a
number of occasions:I saw the ruler [Fatih], followed only by two young men, on his way to the
mosque far away from his palace. I saw him going to the baths in the same way … I have seen
the sultan at prayer in the mosque. He sat neither in a chair nor on a throne, but like the others
had taken his place on a carpet spread out on the floor.Late in the autumn of 1473 Fatih
dismissed Mahmut Pasha from his post as grand vezir, replacing him with Gedik Ahmet Pasha.
Mahmut was then stripped of his possessions and imprisoned in the Castle of the Seven Towers.
The reasons for this are unclear, but it may have been that Mahmut had incurred the enmity of
Prince Mustafa, the sultan's favourite. Mustafa was taken ill later that autumn in Karamania and
died in June 1474. The reaction to his death is described by Angiolello, who was in the service of
Prince Mustafa in the years 1470–4, after which he served in Fatih's court. When Fatih heard the
news, he was inconsolable, weeping over the death of his beloved son for three days and nights.
Angiolello writes that ‘The entire city was filled with loud lamentation because Mustafa was
especially beloved of his father and of all those who had dealings with him.’The tragedy seems
to have embittered Fatih against Mahmut Pasha, who he apparently felt was responsible for his
son's death. After Mustafa's burial at the Muradiye in Bursa, Fatih ordered that his former grand
vezir should be executed. According to the Turkish poet Meali, the sultan justified his action by
saying that ‘It is impossible that Mustafa's enemy should stay alive.’ The orders were carried out
by Sinan Bey, the bailiff of Istanbul, who on 18 July 1474 had his executioners strangle Mahmut
with a bow-string in the castle. The following day he was buried in the türbe of his mosque on the
Second Hill, in the quarter that is still known as Mahmut Pasha. It is revealing of Fatih's complex
character that he declared that Mahmut Pasha's burial should be the occasion for a day of
mourning.Fatih spent all of 1479 in his new palace of Topkapı. That summer he sent out



invitations to celebrate the circumcision feast of his grandson, the future Selim I, son of Prince
Beyazit. One of the heads of state he invited was the doge of Venice, Giovanni Mocenigo, who
politely declined. Fatih also asked the doge to send him a ‘good painter’, and the Venetian
Senate chose Gentile Bellini, who arrived in Istanbul in September of that year, remaining until
mid January 1481. Bellini painted the famous portrait of the Conqueror now in the National
Gallery of London, which bears an inscription recording that it was completed on 25 November
1480. According to Angiolello, Bellini also decorated the sultan's apartments at Topkapı Sarayı
with erotic paintings that he describes as ‘cosa i lussuria’, objects of lechery. Angiolello was at
the sultan's court at the same time as Bellini, and his description of Fatih is in good agreement
with the sultan's portrait:The emperor Mehmet, who, as I have said was known as the Grand
Turk, was of medium height, fat, and fleshy; he had a wide forehead, large eyes with thick
lashes, an aquiline nose, a small mouth with a round copious reddish-tinged beard, a short, thick
neck, a sallow complexion, rather high shoulders, and a loud voice. He suffered from gout in the
legs.Fatih's appearance at this time is also described by the French diplomat Philippe de
Commynes in his memoirs. Commynes ranked Fatih with Louis XI and Matthias Corvinus of
Hungary as the greatest rulers of the past century. But Mehmet had overindulged in ‘les plaisirs
du monde’; no carnal vice had been unknown to this voluptuary, he writes, and thus from his
early years the sultan had suffered from gout and other ailments brought on by his excesses.
Mehmet now was suffering from a huge swelling and abscess in his leg that had first appeared
in the spring of 1480. None of his physicians were able to cure or explain his malady, but they
looked upon it as divine punishment for his great gluttony (‘grande gourmandise’). Commynes
goes on to say that the sultan's illness kept him confined to his palace, for he was loath to show
himself in public in such a state:Men who have seen him have told me that a monstrous swelling
formed on his legs; at the approach of summer it grew as large as the body of a man and could
not be opened; and then it subsided. No surgeon was able to say what it was, but it was said that
his bestial gluttony had a good deal to do with it and that it must be divine punishment. Lest
people notice his sorry state and his enemies despise him, he seldom allowed himself to be
seen and remained secluded in his serai.Fatih's desire for seclusion in his latter years was
codified in his kanunname, a set of rules for imperial ceremonies and protocol. One of the new
rules eliminated the banquets that Fatih had given four times a week for his vezirs after meetings
of the imperial council, and thenceforth only members of the royal family would be allowed to join
the sultan at his meals: ‘It is my command that no one dine with my noble self except members
of my family. My great ancestors are said to have eaten with their vezirs; I have abolished this
practice.’Despite Fatih's failing health he launched two campaigns in 1480. He began
preparations for yet another campaign early in the spring of 1481, possibly an invasion of Egypt,
which he was determined to lead himself. The grand vezir Karamanli Mehmet Pasha was
ordered to muster the army at Üsküdar, the Asian suburb of Istanbul, but otherwise the
destination of the expedition was unknown.Fatih crossed the Bosphorus to Üsküdar on 25 April
and the march began the same day. A halt was made on the Gulf of Nicomedia near Gebze,



where Fatih was suddenly convulsed with severe abdominal pains. One of his doctors,
Hamiduddin al-Lari, apparently gave him the wrong medicine, for he immediately began to grow
worse. His Jewish physician, Maestro Iacopo, who had looked after Mehmet since his childhood,
now took over, but there was nothing that he could do. The sultan died the following day, 3 May
1481, ‘at the twenty-second hour’, according to Angiolello.
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Robert Widdowson, “Great book. If you are interested in learning useful .... Great book. If you are
interested in learning useful information about Constantinople/Istanbul, then read anything by
John Freely. He's lived in Istanbul many years, has written extensively about the city, its history,
culture, and society and writes very clear prose. When you read his books you actually
understand what he's saying and acquire knowledge. He's a very good, reliable guide.He also
wrote a wonderful book about walking tours of modern Istanbul which is anything but pedestrian
(ha ha, get it? Walking tours...pedestrian? Sorry, I couldn't resist). He writes like a novelist when
he describes the buildings, neighbourhoods, and traditions. It's clear that Freely admires the city,
but he doesn't just give you a starry-eyed account of the growing metropolis. He includes warts
and all.Although I've never visited Istanbul, I feel that I have, since reading Freely's books. What
higher praise can you give such a writer?”

L. Sabin, “Great Stories of the Ottoman Imperial Court. This fascinating book summarizes the
court life of the Ottoman sultans in Istanbul. It begins with a few short passages on the founding
of the dynasty in the 13th Century, but the most intriguing stories begin after the fall of
Constantinople in 1453 and the Ottoman takeover of the city.John Freely writes in a clear and
concise manner that makes what could be complex material simpler to read. And the characters,
from the royal courtiers to the concubines to the sultans themselves are all portrayed with
fascinating insight. The text is illustrated throughout by some beautiful prints and sketches as
well.This is a great book about the inner workings of the court life of the Ottoman dynasty, and
will likely whet the reader's appetite to do delve more deeply into the subject.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Interesting historical account of Ottoman Sultans. The well known author
John Freely presents an interesting account of the characters of the Ottoman Sultans.
Nevertheless, this is a sensitive subject in the Balkans and Anatolia and the account given of the
Sultans' vices is not totally convincing, if the inquisitive reader looks deeper into other historical
sources, as author keeps a safe distance from any derogatory pieces of information on iconic
Sultans like Mehmet II, Selim I, and Suleiman I. On the other hand, the text is well written and the
illustrations very attractive making the book thoroughly enjoyable.”

PenWin, “Highly recommended history. I liked this book, it takes a unique approach to telling the
history of the Ottoman Empire with a focus on the sultans rather then politics, great battles or
other socio economic concerns. highly recommend it!”

Thinking, “wonderful history of the Ottoman Sultans. halfway through this book and cannot put it
down.”

Jane Krayesky, “Great job on a used paperback.. This used hook looked like it had never been



opened. In excellent condition. Exactly the volume I wanted.”

JB, “Five Stars. great”

The book by John Freely has a rating of  5 out of 4.2. 17 people have provided feedback.
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