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Illustration 1- Ahmed Nakşi, Portrait of Osman II (1618), a miniature manuscript illustration,  

Topkapı Palace Museum 

 

 

 

History  

In May 1622 the Janissary rebellion in Istanbul ended in the murder of their leader, Sultan 

Osman II. Street riots and mutinies were not uncommon in the Ottoman capital Istanbul, but 

nothing like this had happened before. For the first time in history a ruling Ottoman sovereign 

was killed by his own subjects.  
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The story of Osman II goes back to 1617 when his father, the popular Sultan Ahmed 

I, unexpectedly died at a young age.
1
 Sultan Mustafa I, Ahmed’s brother and Osman’s uncle, 

succeeded to the Ottoman throne. Mustafa’s reign however became a very short one, as he 

proved to be too mentally unstable to fulfil his new role. After only a few months of rule, in 

February 1618, he was removed to the ‘cage’ (kafes), a sort of house-arrest within the royal 

palace. Ahmed’s eldest son Osman became the new sultan at the age of thirteen.   

Osman failed to match his father’s popularity. His marriage, for instance, was not 

generally appreciated. Osman married a girl from a family of jurists and clergy (ulema), a 

choice that members of the Ottoman dynasty usually avoided in order to control the ulema’s 

growing political influence. Osman’s ambition to revive the image of the sultan as a warrior 

lord (gazi), and his behaviour during the Polish campaign (1620-1621) also provoked 

criticism. What especially angered his political opponents was the rumour of Osman’s plans 

for military reform, which entailed disbanding the elite military units of the Janissaries 

(infantry) and the Sipahis (cavalry), and replacing them with a new army from Anatolia.  

The tension between the young sultan and the army leaders escalated in the spring of 

1621. After Osman had returned to Istanbul from the unsuccessful invasion of Poland, he 

ordered the transfer of his pavilions to the Asian side of the city. The pretext for such a move 

was the preparation for a pilgrimage (Hajj) to Mecca. In the morning of 18 May 1622, when 

the news broke that Osman had started loading the state treasury onto galleys, many 

Istanbulites interpreted it as the beginning of implementation of this reform. In protest, the 

alarmed Janissary leaders assembled in the centre of the city and marched to the Hippodrome, 

a square in the vicinity of the royal palace, the Topkapı. They drew up a petition asking 

Osman to abandon his plans and punish his advisors. Osman gave his consent to the former, 

but not to the latter request. Dissatisfied, the soldiers joined by many citizens reassembled the 

following morning, this time under arms. They stormed the palace, searching for Osman, but 

could not find him. On the spur of the moment they decided to look for the previous sultan, 

Mustafa, whom they found in a wretched state in the kafes. The rebels retrieved Mustafa from 

                                                           

1
 This overview of the rebellion of 1622 is based upon Baki Tezcan, Searching for Osman: a Reassessment of 

the Deposition of the Ottoman Sultan Osman II, (PhD dissertation, Princeton University, 2001) and Gabriel 

Piterberg, An Ottoman Tragedy – History and Historiography at Play, (Berkley and  LA: University of 

California Press, 2003). For more on Ottoman history in general see Daniel Goffman, The Ottoman Empire and 

Early Modern Europe, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), Suraiya Faroqhi, The Ottoman Empire 

and the World Around It, (London/New York: IB Tauris, 2007), Caroline Finkel, Osman’s Dream: The Story of 

the Ottoman Empire 1300-1923, (London: John Murray, 2006) and Cemal Kafadar, Between Two Worlds; the 

Construction of the Ottoman State, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995). 
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his imprisonment, lifting him to freedom with curtains through a ceiling hole, and proclaimed 

him the new sultan while Osman was still alive. Osman, realizing that he was in serious 

trouble, finally surrendered his closest associates, amongst whom were the Grand Vizier and 

the chief black eunuch, the kızlar ağası. The rebels immediately killed them both. Despite 

opposition of the ulema, the soldiers re-enthroned Mustafa and took him to the safety of a 

mosque, the Orta Cami. The next day they also managed to locate Osman and bring him to 

the same mosque, after exposing him to unprecedented public humiliation. Dressed in rags, 

bareheaded, and mounted on a decrepit horse, Osman received all kinds of insults from the 

gathering crowds.  

Osman’s fate was sealed in Orta Cami, probably due to the intervention of his father 

Ahmed’s influential favourite wife, Valide Kösem Sultan. Kösem imposed her son-in-law 

Davud Pasha as the new Grand Vizier, who soon gave orders for Osman to be transferred to a 

dungeon in the Seven Towers (Yedikule) and strangled. Some sources mention that Osman’s 

ear was brought to Kösem, as proof of his death. The regicide was not the end of the crisis 

that the seventeenth-century Ottoman historiographer Kâtip Çelebi labelled Ha’ile-i 

Osmaniye, the Ottoman tragedy.
2
 In the sixteen months of Mustafa’s second reign, five 

different Viziers were appointed and dismissed. Furthermore, a supporter of Osman, Abaza 

Mehmed Pasha, launched a large-scale rebellion in Anatolia. Only with the death of Davud 

Pasha, who was blamed for Osman’s murder, did the crisis abate.  

 

Only seventeen years old when he was killed, Osman II continues to be remembered as 

Osman the Young (Genç Osman). From the first contemporary reactions onwards, 

generations of readers have recognized his story as an example of the fatal mismatch between 

youth and kingship. Provoking reflections as to whether he deserved his fate due to his bad 

rule, or whether he fell victim to a ruthless political game, Osman has not only become a 

historical, but also a literary figure. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

2
 Piterberg, An Ottoman Tragedy, 1. 
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Research objectives 

The texts 

This dissertation examines the first literary interpretations of the 1622 Ottoman crisis. 

Osman’s death was breaking news in the Ottoman Empire and beyond. In the months 

following the rebellion, numerous reports about the Istanbul uprising circulated all over 

Europe. The dissemination of the story did not end with early modern journalism. Several 

poets transformed this news into verse in the 1620s and the 1630s. The first generation of 

such texts, those directly based upon the news relays, forms the corpus of this study.
3
 From 

what we know today, there used to be at least six of them. One however, a tragic play written 

in England, is unfortunately lost. We know that it existed from the preserved censor’s license 

issued in London in 1622, but the text itself has not been retrieved.
4
 The corpus therefore 

consists of five Osmans: three tragedies, one epic, and a historiographical poem. 

The five Osmans originate from different regions in Europe (see figure 1 below). Two 

of the tragedies come from the geographical area of the Low Countries. Exactly one year 

after Osman’s death, on 20 May 1623, a little-known Dutch poet Abraham Kemp published 

(and staged) a play called The Tragedy about the Murder of Sultan Osman (Droeff-eyndich 

Spel van de moordt van Sultan Osman, Gorinchem 1623) in the Dutch Republic of the Seven 

United Provinces. In the same year, Denis Coppée, a poet from the small town of Huy in the 

prince-bishopric of Liège, an independent enclave in the Spanish Netherlands, presented a 

French-language tragedy with the same theme, Deplorable Assassination Committed by the 

Janissaries on the Person of Sultan Osman (L’Exécrable Assasinat perpétré par les 

Ianissaires en la personne du Sultan Osman Empereur de Constantinople, Rouen 1623).
5
 In 

                                                           

3
 Focusing on the texts from the period of 1620s and 1630s, I chose not to discuss the later literary versions, and 

to leave the evolution of the story about the Young Osman in the West for future inquiries. The most important 

of these texts are Tristan L’Hermite pre-classicist play Osman (1650), Lodowick Carlell’s Osmond the Great 

Turk (1657), Madame de Gomez’ romanticized biography of the young sultan The Life of Osman the Great, 

Emperor of the Turks […] (1735), Cornelius Arnold’s ‘drama’ Osman an Historical Tragedy, (1757), Ottocar 

von Kraft’s tragedy, Sultan Osman, (1908), and Abraham Danon’s (1919) or Anitoine Galland’s (1678) 

translations of Tuği’s chronicle. In Turkey, Ragıp Șevki Yeşim dedicated a historical novel to Sultan Osman in 

1964, and A. Turan Oflazoğlu wrote a play, Genç Osman (1985), most recently staged in 2011. 
4
 There is a debate whether Lodowick Carllel’s play Osmond the Great Turk (1657) was a later version of this 

text. Frederique Hahn ‘One Osmond the Great Turk, not two’, in Notes and Queries 154, 1 (2007), 35-36, 

argues that Carllel’s play is a version of Osman from 1622.  
5
 The publishing address is that of Raphaël du Petit-Val, a printer in Rouen specialized in theatre editions. This 

address was probably false. Coppée regularly had his work printed in Liège, in the shops of Chretien Ouwerx 

and later Leonard Streel. See Henry Helbig, Fleurs des vieux poètes liégeois, (Liège: F. Renard, 1859), 90-91, 
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addition, the Dalmatian poet Ivan Tomko Mrnavić produced another tragedy inspired by the 

same events. His Osmanschica, published in Rome in 1631, is written in Croatian. The 

remaining two Osmans originally circulated in manuscript form. In the city-state of Ragusa 

(Dubrovnik – nowadays Croatia), Ivan Gundulić set out to write an epic called Osman, also 

in Croatian. Finally, just across the eastern border of what was Christian territory in the 

1620s, a Bosnian Ottoman, Dede Ağa, wrote a rhymed chronicle inspired by the 1622 crisis. 

This part of Dede’s Book of History dates from the second half of 1622 (more precisely 

Mustafa’s second reign in months after the rebellion) and was written in Ottoman Turkish.
6
 

 

Illustration 2 - Map of Europe in the seventeenth century (source: http://etc.usf.edu/maps) with marked 

approximate locations where the five poets lived. 1. Abraham Kemp 2. Denis Coppée, 3. Ivan Tomko 

Mrnavić 4. Ivan Gundulić 5. Dede Ağa 

  

The aim of this research is to explore the influence of cultural contact with the Ottoman 

world on each author’s representation of the rebellion of 1622 and its protagonists. Whereas 

the Netherlandish poets as ‘outsiders’ had little or no direct contact with the Ottomans, those 

from Dalmatia witnessed and engaged in extensive two-way inter-ethnic and inter-cultural 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

and Leopold Dupont, ‘Denis Coppée: Tradition Religieuse, actualité politique et exotisme dans le théâtre à 

Liège au temps du baroque’, in Revue Belge de philologie et d’histoire, 55 (1977), 822.  
6
 Dede referred to his manuscript with a general title, which is also an indication of its genre, kitab-i tarih-name, 

or ‘The Book of History’. In this dissertation I will call Dede’s text the History. 

http://etc.usf.edu/maps/
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traffic with their Muslim neighbours. The ‘insider’ Dede Ağa was an Ottoman. Each of these 

authors left a valuable testimony to the early modern attitudes towards the Ottoman Empire 

and Ottoman politics. However, only when observed together in a comparative perspective, 

do these five texts offer a more complete picture of contemporary literary representations of 

young Osman’s demise.
 
This dissertation is the first comparative study of the literary versions 

of the news about the Ottoman crisis of 1622.  

The image of the Turk 

In dealing with the literary representation of ethnic, political and religious entities, this study 

relies on imagology, a multidisciplinary sub-field of comparative literature that studies 

intercultural images and self-images. The discipline, which originated in the work of the 

French scholar M.F. Guyard in the 1950s, owes its survival to the Belgian comparatist Hugo 

Dyserinck of the University of Aachen. More recently, Manfred Beller, Joep Leerssen and 

others have further contributed to the institutionalization of the study of national 

representation in literature.
7
 As of the 1980s, imagologists have been analysing the ethnic 

stereotypes as parts of literary and political discourse, rather than literary motives. Under a 

post-structuralist influence, they have distanced themselves from the essentialist approach, 

emphasizing the role of stereotypes in the construction of nations and ethnicities. A 

national/ethnic image, or ethnotype, has become problematized as a fictional construct that 

serves the purpose of defining and creating a nation’s own identity by differentiating it from 

the image of ‘the Other’. Notions of the Self and the Other play a significant role in the extant 

literature on ethnic images, signifying the context of cultural confrontation in which 

ethnotypes operate. Despite their anecdotal character, ethnic stereotypes in literature are both 

projections of, and contributions to a moral evaluation of another nation or ethnic group, 

measured by the standards of one’s own. In the West, one of the oldest and most exploited 

such stereotypes is that of the Turk.  

Ever since the first contact in the twelfth century, Christian writings about the Turks 

(a denomination that pertained to all Ottoman Muslim subjects), have produced a series of 

stereotypical ideas about them. These ideas merged criticism of a Muslim identity with the 

concept of a barbarian origin. Over time, such an image underwent a number of 

modifications, which resulted in different stereotypes such as, to name but a few examples, 

                                                           

7
 Manfred Beller and Joep Leerssen (ed.), Imagology. The Cultural construction and literary representation of 

national characters – A critical survey, (Amsterdam/New York: Rodopi, 2007). 
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the Infidel, the Barbarian, the Violator, or the Despot. These stereotypes have received a lot 

of scholarly attention in the last couple of decades, the period of growing popularity of 

Ottoman and Turkish studies in general.
8
 All sorts of sources have been scrutinized: news, 

pamphlets, travel journals, costume books, paintings, drawings, theatre, diplomatic 

correspondence, science, theology, and historiography. When it comes to literature, a number 

of twentieth-century scholars have analysed the stereotypical images of the Turk in different, 

usually national, European contexts.
9
 In this they have followed the pioneering works such as 

S. Chew's The Crescent and the Rose: Islam and England During the Renaissance (1937), 

C.D. Rouillard’s The Turk in French History, Thought and Literature (1941), N. Daniel’s 

                                                           

8
 Scholars have also plunged into Ottoman archives looking for statements about the Ottoman self-image and 

their image of Europeans. The scant number of sources on Ottoman image of the West before the eighteenth 

century led to the hypothesis that the early modern Ottomans were disinterested in the Christian world. The 

growing corpus of recent evidence proves the opposite. See Sinan Kuneralp (ed.), L’ Empire Ottoman et L’ 

Europe, Documents diplomatiques Ottomans sur les affaires de Pologne et Russie, (Istanbul: The Isis Press, 

2012), Baki Tezcan ‘The ‘Frank’ in the Ottoman Eye of 1583’, in The Turk and Islam in the Western Eye (1453-

1750): Visual Imagery before Orientalism, edited by J. Harper, (Ashgate, 2011), 267-96. In addition, there is a 

growing corpus of studies dealing with the non-European image of the Ottomans, investigating the mechanisms 

of image formation in other parts of the world. Ulich W Haarmann, ‘Ideology and history, identity and alterity: 

the Arab image of the Turk from the Abbasids to Modern Egypt’, in Middle East Studies, 20 (1988), 175-196, 

David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, Russian Orientalism: Asia in the Russian Mind from Peter the Great, 

(New Haven, CT and London: Yale UP, 2010). 
9
 I would like to draw attention to some of the studies that were useful to and inspirational for my research. For 

general works see: Nabil Matar, Turks, Moors and Englishmen in the Age of Discovery, (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1999), Margaret Meserve, Empires of Islam in Renaissance Historical Thought, ( Cambridge, 

Mass and London: Harvard UP, 2008), Aslı Çirakman, From the ‘Terror of the World’ to the ‘Sick Man of 

Europe’- European Images of Ottoman Empire and Society from the Sixteenth century to the Nineteenth, (Bern: 

Peter Lang, 2004), Nancy Bisaha, Creating East and West; Renaissance Humanists and the Ottoman Turks, 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), M. E. H. N. Mout, ‘Turken in het nieuws’ in Tijdschrift 

voor Geschiedenis, vol. 97 (1984), 362-381, Nedret Kuran- Burçoğlu, Multiculturalism: Identity and otherness, 

(Istanbul: Boğaziçi University Press, 1997), David Blanks and Michael Frasetto, Western Views of Islam in 

Medieval and Early Modern Europe: Perception of the Other, (New York: St. Martin's, 1999). For more on 

European theatre with Turkish subjects see Matthew Dimmock, New Turkes: Dramatizing Islam and the 

Ottomans in Early Modern England, (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing, Ltd, 2005), Jonathan Burton, Traffic and 

Turning; Islam and English Drama, 1579 -1624, (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2005), Daniel Vitkus, 

Turning Turk; English Theatre and the Multicultural Mediterranean, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 

Linda Mc Jannet, The Sultan Speaks: Dialogue in English Plays and Histories about the Ottoman Turks, 

(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), David Chatenier, Le sujet turc sur la scène française des XVIe–XVIIe 

siècles: un voyage dans le tragique, du récit d’Orient à la tragédie (PhD dissertation Sorbonne, 2010), Hubert 

Meeus, ‘Turken op het toneel’ in Literatuur: magazine over Nederlandse letterkunde, 13 (1996), 310-312. 

Illustrative of the ‘regional’ or ‘national’ perspective are Benjamin J. Kaplan, Muslims in the Dutch Golden Age 

– Representations and Realities of Religious Toleration, (Amsterdam: ACSGE, 2007), Gerard Wiegers ‘De 

Nederlanden en de islam in de zeventiende eeuw: wisselwerking tussen cultuurcontact en beeldvorming?’ in 

W.A. Shahid and P.S. van Koningsveld (ed.), Religie, cultuur en minderheden: Historische en maatschappelijke 

aspecten van beeldvorming, (Tilburg, 1999), Hans Theunissen (ed.) Topkapi en turkomanie: Turks-Nederlands 

ontmoetingen sinds 1600, (Amsterdam: De Bataafsche Leeuw, 1989),  Mustafa Soykut, Image of the ‘Turk’ in 

Italy- A History of the ‘Other’ in Early Modern Europe 1453 – 1683, (Istanbul: Isis Press, 2001), Jelica 

Novaković – Lopušina, Srbi i jugoistočna Evropa u nizozemskim izvorima do 1918, (Beograd: ReVision, 1999), 

or (for a Croatian image of the Turk) Davor Dukić, Sultanova djeca; Predodžbe Turaka u hrvatskoj književnosti 

ranog novovjekovlja (Zadar:Thema, 2004). 
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Islam and the West: the Making of an Image (1966), or R. Schwoebel’s The Shadow of the 

Crescent: The Renaissance Image of the Turk (1967), studies that have paved the way for a 

mass of recent literature that covers all corners of Europe.
10

    

 When it comes to the early seventeenth century, the period relevant for this 

dissertation, the Turkish stereotypes generally reflected the contemporary power relations 

between the Christian countries and the Ottoman Empire. The sultan, or the Grand Turk, was 

perceived as one of the major players on the international political scene. The Christian world 

was still grappling with the idea that the Ottoman expansion could continue further 

westwards, but also looked for ways to engage in profitable relations with the Ottoman 

government, the High Porte. The stereotypical roles attributed to the Turk in this period 

reflect a perception of Ottoman military and economic superiority, compensated by 

projections of moral inferiority. Despite the occasional positive voices about the Ottoman 

world, the references to Turkish sexual habits, conquering politics, slavery, Muslim religion, 

state apparatus and sultanic opulence usually feature as moral condemnations.                                                                                                                         

 Studies focusing on the image of the Turk take all sorts of approaches. Some identify 

the type of bias and the stereotypical role in a particular corpus of texts, and explain these 

stereotypes on the basis of ethnocentric cultural and historical circumstances. Others focus on 

a shift in paradigm, usually in relation to the historical context.
11

 Most of them reflect on the 

concept of Orientalism, examining the turning point in the European-Ottoman power balance 

that would allow for such a discourse.
12

 Finally, scholars from different disciplines have 

joined Braudel’s conviction that ‘the Turkish Mediterranean lived and breathed with the same 

rhythms as the Christian, that the whole sea shared a common destiny’,
13

 in a plea for an 

Ottoman ‘common ground’ with the rest of the Mediterranean. This comparative perspective 

aims at nuancing the moral sapping that for many centuries has formed the red thread in the 

                                                           

10
 An illustrative example of just one volume dedicated to modern image-forming about the Turks is Nedret 

Kuran- Burçoglu (ed.), The image of the Turk in Europe from the declaration of the Republic in 1923 to the 

1990s. Proceedings of the workshop held on 5-6 March 1999, CECES, (Istanbul: Bogaziçi University Press, 

2000). This volume only contains articles on the image of the Turk in Flanders, Norway, Belgium, Britain, 

Germany, Austria, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, Macedonia, and Greece. 
11

 See Lucette Valensi, Venise et la Sublime Porte: la naissance du despote, (Paris: Hachette, 2005) and Alain 

Grosrichard, The Sultan’s Court; European Fantasies of the East, (London/ New York: Verso, 1998). 
12

 For a very clear picture of the situation in the early seventeenth century see Daniel.J. Vitkus, ‘Early Modern 

Orientalism: Representations of Islam in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth- Century Europe’ in Blanks and Frasetto 

(ed.) Western Views of Islam in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, 207-230, and Bisaha, Creating East and 

West.  
13

 Ferdinand Braudel, preface to The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, 

Volume 1, (Berkley: University of California Press, 1995), 14. 
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European image of the Turks, and has also tied into the recent debate about Turkey’s 

contested EU membership.
14

  

The group of studies that focuses on encounters, mobility, interaction and shifting 

identities, in other words intercultural contact, is particularly relevant for this dissertation.
15

 

Two aspects of contact are significant for Western image formation about the Turk. One is 

the increase in first-hand encounters with the Ottomans that affected this image in the late 

sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries. Newly established diplomatic ties with France 

(1535), England (1580), and the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands (1612), growing 

Mediterranean commerce, and an increase in travel literature have been identified as 

important factors that contributed to a more nuanced image of the Muslim enemy.
16

 More 

historically oriented studies of the Western image of the Turk tend to make a distinction 

between texts that are a product of ‘armchair’ observation of the Ottoman world, and those 

that testify to a real encounter, such as travelogues and diplomats’ reports. While the authors 

of the former are taken to be more prone to criticism and analytical thinking, the authors of 

the latter have been found to be ‘open and curious’.
17

 Such a division creates a set of 

expectations when it comes to the image of the Turk in the Low Countries, physically distant 

from the Ottoman Empire, and that in the lands on the Ottoman border. While in the Low 

Countries the general Turkish stereotype relied chiefly on adaptations and translations of 

foreign sources,
18

 in Dalmatia it was based on both first- and second-hand sources. If it is true 

that first-hand contact had a positive influence on the image of the Turk, then the Balkan 

Osmans, whose authors are known to have regularly interacted with their Ottoman 

neighbours (as will be further explained in Chapter 2), stand a chance of offering a different, 

and perhaps more nuanced vision than the Dutch ones.      

                                                           

14
 Tim Jacoby, ‘Turkey and Europe: Culture, Capital and Corruption’ in Review of International Studies 36 

(2010), 663-684.  
15

 See for instance Identity and Religion in the Medieval and Early Modern Mediterranean, special issue of 

Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, ed. John J. Martin, 41, 3 (2011), 601-634, Tijana Krstić, Of 

Translation and Empire: Sixteenth-Century Ottoman Imperial Interpreters (Dragomans) as Renaissance Go-

Betweens,in C. Woodhead (ed.), The Ottoman World, (Abingdon:Routledge, 2011), 130-142, and Timothy 

Hampton, Fictions of Embassy; Literature and Diplomacy in Early Modern Europe, (Ithaca and London: 

Cornell UP, 2009). 
16

 For instance Matar, Turks, Moors and Englishmen, Çirakman, From the ‘Terror of the World’ to the ‘Sick 

Man of Europe’ and Dimmock, New Turkes. 
17

 Çirakman, From the ‘Terror of the World’ to the ‘Sick Man of Europe’, passim. 
18

 Frans Blom, ‘Het venster op het Ottomaanse Rijk. De import van theater en nieuws over de Turk in de 

Republiek’, in De Zeventiende Eeuw. Cultuur in de Nederlanden in interdisciplinair perspectief, vol. 29, issue: 

1(2013),19–31.(http://www.de-zeventiende 

eeuw.nl/index.php/dze/article/view/URN%3ANBN%3ANL%3AUI%3A10-1-114433/8796. 
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 In contrast, imagologists have put forward a different aspect of intercultural contact, 

offering an entirely different set of expectations. Ethnic stereotypes can be positive or 

negative, depending on the political circumstances. According to Leerssen, ‘countries which 

present a threat of political or economic rivalry are usually described in negative terms, 

giving rise to xenophobia; whereas countries that do not pose any threat are represented in 

‘cute’ terms, giving rise to exoticism or ‘xenophilia’’.
19

 It is therefore to be expected that the 

image of the Turk in the Balkans, where the Ottoman Empire was a more immediate enemy, 

was more negative than that in the faraway Low Countries. This study will investigate 

whether this was the case with regard to the representations of the 1622 crisis. In sum, it will 

attempt to answer two major questions, both pertaining to different aspects of inter-ethnic 

contact. The first question concerns the impact of the first-hand cultural experience. What 

was the contribution of face-to-face contact with the Ottoman world in the representation of 

the Istanbul crisis of 1622 and the sultan’s demise? The second question has to do with the 

political and military context. Is there indeed a relationship between anti-Turkish rhetoric and 

the level of geographical exposure to Ottoman invasion? 

 

Approach and method 

Contemporaneity  

The authors of the Osmans were unaware of each other’s works. Although the five texts were 

published at different times, there is no evidence of a mutual influence. What they do have in 

common is the type of source: all five of them were based upon news reports. In 1620s there 

was a wide variety of such reports, many of which are still available today: journalistic 

entries, the missives of the Western emissaries present in Istanbul in May 1622, or the 

Ottoman eyewitness accounts of the rebellion. The dissemination of news in early modern 

Europe contributed to an articulation of a shared notion of contemporaneity throughout the 

continent.
20

 News reports offered an insight into what was happening at approximately the 

same time in a wide geographical area, an area that included Istanbul. People across Europe 

recognized that any change on the Ottoman throne, and especially a violent death of the 

                                                           

19
 Joep Leerrssen ‘Images - Information - National identity and national stereotype’ at 

http://www.imagologica.eu/leerssen. 
20

 Brendan Dooley in the introduction to B. Dooley (ed.), The Dissemination of News and the Emergence of 

Contemporaneity in Early Modern Europe, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 1-19. 

http://www.imagologica.eu/leerssen
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sultan, would have concrete implications for the global power balance. The international 

impact of the 1622 crisis in Istanbul was a concern that absorbed not only the authors of 

handwritten and printed news, but also the poets. In this way, the literary Osmans also 

articulated a shared experience of ‘now’ in different European regions, representing what can 

be called the ‘literature of contemporaneity’- the literature that mythologises the more or less 

recent past by turning it into poetry. 

In the seventeenth century, recent history regularly inspired poetry, from tragic plays 

to occasional poems. The tales of the regicides and political upheaval had a particularly 

strong impact, since they both caused sensation and fit the literary conventions of the tragic 

genre.
21

 It was no different with the story of Osman, which drew its appeal in the first place 

from the sensational and unexpected contemporary developments and, in the second place, 

from its Ottoman setting. This combination distinguishes the Osmans (at least the four 

‘Western’ ones) from the well-studied corpus of ‘Turkish’ or ‘oriental’ literature. Unlike the 

greatest amount of ‘Turkish’ literature, the Osmans do more than interpret the universal 

message of a moral dilemma set in an Ottoman historical context.
22

 Instead, they combine 

such an exemplary interpretation with a dissemination of the story about a contemporary 

historical event. Moreover, they all give comments on its implications for the future, just like 

the contemporary news reports about the same event do.  

The five Osmans therefore testify against the unconditional omission of oriental 

topics from the corpus of Western ‘literature of contemporaneity’, as for instance argued by 

Bouteille-Meister in her dissertation about the early modern French-language theatre of 

contemporaneity.
23

 Discussing the works of Denis Coppée, Bouteille-Meister chose to 

include in her corpus The Bloody Battle (Sanglante Bataille, 1624), Coppée’s play about the 

outbreak of Bohemian Revolt of 1618, but to leave out Coppée’s Osman from the same 

corpus, on account of the play’s oriental theme. In making such a choice Bouteille-Meister 

referred to the classicist concept of ‘détour’, drawing on Jean Racine’s famous proposition in 

the second preface to his oriental play Bajazet (1672). According to Racine, the geographical 

                                                           

21
 For instance the violent deaths of William of Orange in 1584, Mary of Scotland in 1587, Henry IV of France 

in 1610 and Dutch statesman Johan van Oldenbarnevelt in 1619, and the unsuccessful plots such as 1601 Essex’ 

attempt against Elisabeth I of England or the 1605 gunpowder plot against James I. See Jean Weisgerber, La 

Mort du Prince – Le régicide dans la tragédie européenne du XVIIe siècle, (Bruxelles: P.I.E. Peter Lang, 2006). 
22

 The stock tragic stories featuring Turkish sultans most often exemplify conflicts of loyalties, for instance in 

the famous episodes about sultans Beyazid (1360-1403), Mehmet (1432-1481), or Suleiman (1494-1566), 
23

 Charlotte Bouteille-Meister, Représenter le présent: formes et fonctions ‘l’actualité’ dans le d’expression 

française à l’époque des conflits religieux (1554-1629), (PhD dissertation, Paris 10, 2011). 
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and cultural distance between the French audience and Ottomans can make up for, according 

to contemporary poetics, ‘an inconvenient proximity in time’ of the chosen topic (in this case 

a distance of some forty years).
24

 Along the same lines, Bouteille-Meister argues that the 

Ottoman world in seventeenth-century French theatre merely figured as a type of a ‘detour’, 

similar to, for example, a detour by antiquity or a detour by mythology:  

It is not the political ‘contemporaneity’ that playwrights put on the scene when they 

represent the tragic events from the recent rules of Suleiman or Osman, but they 

present a reflection on the nature of power, cruelty and tyranny – a reflection that they 

present to the audience by means of a Turkish detour, offered as a mirror that is 

distanced and therefore universally applicable to the French monarchy.
25

 

In this study, I argue that the concept of distance, fundamental to the rhetoric of detour, has 

little relevance for the earliest poetry about Osman II. First of all, the universal, exemplary 

mechanism described in the quote above was pertinent to all Osmans analysed, to those that 

were ‘distant’, to those from the border with the Ottoman world, and to the Ottoman text 

alike. Secondly, in none of the texts does the political message end with a ‘mirror’ for the 

domestic audience. Indeed, the story of Osman’s murder tied into the acute political debate 

about the divine nature of royal power and the legitimacy of rebellion, and it found parallels 

with the more or less contemporary European regicides and political murders. Nevertheless, 

each Osman, Christian and Ottoman, also offers an image of international politics in 1622. 

All five authors mythologized the change on the Ottoman throne as the latest link in the chain 

of events that led to the current political identity of the Ottoman Empire and, by extension, 

other forces in Europe and Asia. The five Osmans therefore present a combination of 

reflections on the general nature of sovereignty, and observations of contemporary 
                                                           

24
 ‘(…)Les personnages tragiques doivent être regardés d'un autre oeil que nous ne regardons d'ordinaire les 

personnages que nous avons vus de si près. On peut dire que le respect que l'on a pour les héros augmente à 

mesure qu'ils s'éloignent de nous: major e longinquo reverentia. L'éloignement des pays répare en quelque sorte 

la trop grande proximité des temps, car le peuple ne met guère de différence entre ce qui est, si j'ose ainsi parler, 

à mille ans de lui, et ce qui en est à mille lieues. C'est ce qui fait, par exemple, que les personnages turcs, 

quelque modernes qu'ils soient, ont de la dignité sur notre théâtre. On les regarde de bonne heure comme 

anciens. Ce sont des moeurs et des coutumes toutes différentes. Nous avons si peu de commerce avec les princes 

et les autres personnes qui vivent dans le sérail, que nous les considérons, pour ainsi dire, comme des gens qui 

vivent dans un autre siècle que le nôtre.’ J. Racine, Bajazet, 1672, 3. 
25

 ‘Ce n’est donc pas ‘l’actualité’ politique que les dramaturges mettent en scène quand ils représentent les 

évènements tragiques des règnes très proches de Soliman ou d’Osman, mais une réflexion sur la nature du 

pouvoir, la cruauté et la tyrannie – réflexion qu’il propose au public à travers ce ‘détour’ turc, présente comme 

un miroir éloigné et donc universellement pertinent à la monarchie française.’ Bouteille-Meister, Représenter le 

present, 731. 
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international politics. In my analysis I have traced both of these discourses for each text in 

order to answer my research questions.  

 

Commonplaces  

The Osmans endorse a close link between early modern journalism and poetry. This link 

manifests itself in many forms, including the patterns of ethnic representation shared in both 

types of texts. In the contemporary news reports about the death of Osman II, and in the four 

literary texts by Christian authors, this representation was formed under the influence of 

humanism. The news supply, just like literature, formed part of a broader context of humanist 

written culture, shared by intellectuals, rulers, merchants and political elite, in Protestant and 

Catholic regions alike.
26

 The stereotypical images about the Turk that figure in the ‘Western’ 

Osmans can therefore for a good part be explained in relation to the humanists’ commonplace 

ideas about the Turks and the Ottoman military advance. In contrast, the Ottoman text about 

Osman II is embedded in a different written tradition, and exemplified a different cultural 

code. Although the patterns of expression vary from those used by the Western poets, in this 

text we can also trace the Ottoman equivalents of ethnic commonplaces. 

Commonplaces, also known as topoi and loci communes, have been defined as 

‘cultural objects which gained persuasive potential from the exploitations of material bearing 

authority in the past’,
27

 or, similarly, as generally accepted arguments relying on socio-

cultural consensus or sacred authority.
28

 They operate as fragments of stock information, 

oftentimes condensed in a visual image, easily evocable by means of association. Interpreting 

ethnic stereotypes about the Turk not only as fictional constructs of ‘Otherness’, but also as 

parts of the systems of commonplaces, can be useful in two ways. First, it can help 

understand the heterogeneity of the Turkish topoi in each of the five Osmans. Secondly, it 

allows us to put them in a perspective regarding other kinds of stereotypes present in these 

texts.  

                                                           

26
 Zsuzsa Barbarics –Hermanik, ‘Handwritten Newsletters as Interregional Information Sources in Central and 

South-eastern Europe’, in Dooley (ed.), The Dissemination of News and the Emergence of Contemporaneity in 

Early Modern Europe, 155-178. 
27

 K. Banks, P. Bossier (ed), introduction to Commonplace Culture in Western Europe in the Early Modern 

Period II: Consolidation of God-given Power, (Leuven: Peeters, 2011), ix-xix. The concept has been broadened 

from the content of the early modern commonplace books, to include the means of persuasion in all kinds of 

texts, media and visual arts. 
28

 Marko Juvan, Intertekstualnost, (Novi Sad: Akademska Knjiga, 2013), 22. 
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Present-day scholars generally agree that there was no unanimous image of the Turk 

in early seventeenth-century Europe.
29

 Despite a steady influx of nuanced and positive 

images, the negative ones did not fully disappear or change. Instead, different sorts of 

Turkish topoi continued existing side by side. A similar dissonant use of stereotypes has also 

been observed on the level of a text. One author will, for instance, represent the Grand Turk 

as the archenemy of Christianity, expressing a negative prejudice, only to evoke a positive 

image a couple of pages later, praising him as the carrier of monarchic principle. Such a 

contradiction was possible since the use of commonplaces was not based on logical 

coherence or empirical reliability, but on repetition and recognition from the intertext. An 

author would deploy a certain stereotype each and every time anew, in relation to intertextual 

knowledge rather than to what has previously been said in the text. In the early seventeenth 

century, the time of pre-empirical expression, a logical discrepancy of literary arguments was 

compensated by an underlying belief in religious authorities or established sources from 

antiquity.
30

 Commonplace ideas, including those about the Turks, were composed into a text 

in their generally accepted form rather than questioned, as parts of a more general world 

picture dominated by religion. I will therefore observe ethnic images in the five Osmans as 

signifiers of beliefs supported by religious constructs of ethical values, without necessarily 

trying to find a ratio behind them or looking for a unified image of the Turk in one text.  

While commonplaces pertain to any field of knowledge, in the case of the story of 

Osman two types played the most significant roles: the stereotypes about the Turks on the 

one hand, and stereotypes about the political roles of sovereigns, tyrants, ministers, masses 

and rebels, on the other. In the earliest literature about Osman II, Turkish commonplaces are 

strongly interrelated with the commonplace representations of political roles. The characters 

in the five Osmans do not only figure as stereotypical Turks, but also as stereotypical 

representatives of social groups and political positions, for instance as princes, ministers or 

the mob. Many of these political commonplaces were not necessarily associated with the 

Ottoman world, but existed across cultures and religions. At times, the two registers 

overlapped. For instance, not only did religion play a role in the formation of an image about 

the Turk, but also rank and status.
31

 Ottoman political and social hierarchies provided 
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 Çirakman, From the ‘Terror of the World’ to the ‘Sick Man of Europe’, passim. 

30
 Frans Willem Korsten, ‘God as Keystone of the System of Commonplaces. The Case of Joost van den 
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material for a great deal of (anti)Turkish topoi: the vast riches and endless resources of the 

Grand Turk, his ownership of the lives of all of his subjects, the absence of hereditary 

nobility, and the practice of fratricide, are several of the combined ethnic/hierarchical clichés 

associated with the Ottoman Empire. The images and self-images of the Turk in the five 

Osmans are therefore best observed in relation to the discourse about a rebellion against a 

tyrannical ruler, which forms the essence of the plot in this story. In this analysis, the Turkish 

ethnotypes will be interpreted from the point of their exchange with the non-ethnic 

commonplaces concerning political roles in a situation of a rebellion against a (potential) 

tyrant. 

Commonplace images relevant for this study existed in most cases across the 

continent, but not all of them formed part of the mainstream discourse about the Turk in a 

particular environment. In order to explain the selection of topoi that a particular author 

deployed, we need to look at the context in which the text is produced. Contextualization is 

the method that stands at the core of any imagological study.
32

 In the five Osmans, two main 

elements influenced the image of the Ottomans and the way the authors chose to tell and 

interpret this story: the local literary traditions, and the poets’ contextual background. In the 

first place, it is important to reconstruct the discursive tradition about the Turk, starting with 

the sources employed. I will try to identify the particular news reports that a poet used as the 

source text(s), in order to see in what way he employed the information obtained. This study 

will also examine the place of Turkish literary trope in local literary traditions. Literary 

production about the Turks was not of the same scope in, for example, Dubrovnik and the 

Dutch Republic. I will therefore try to reconstruct the role of these tropes in the local ‘public 

sphere’, emphasizing their relation to the locally dominant political discourses. Finally, I will 

take into consideration the genre conventions and the rules and limitations they posed on the 

representation of the story of Osman. The environment in which the poets wrote also had an 

impact on the literary representations of the story of Osman. This study will investigate the 

social position, religious background, and personal history of each of the authors. I will focus 

on the kind of poetry they wrote, how their oeuvre fit into the relevant literary and cultural 

traditions, their target audiences and, in particular, the poets’ personal relationship with the 

Ottoman Empire. We will see if they had an interest in Ottoman history and politics, if they 

travelled to the East, and if they encountered Ottoman subjects in daily life. Answering these 
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questions in Chapters One and Two paves the way for the interpretation of the five Osmans in 

the remaining three chapters of this dissertation.  

 

Structure 

The first chapter of this study is dedicated to the dissemination of news about the Istanbul 

rebellion of 1622. I will identify, where possible, the reports that served as sources for the 

literary Osmans. Furthermore, I will give a survey of the political and cultural debates of the 

time, both in the West and in the Ottoman Empire, which received a boost following the news 

of Osman’s demise. I will also single out the most significant commonplaces that formed the 

imagological anchors in these debates.  

Chapter Two focuses on the five poets and their contexts. The aim of this chapter is 

not so much to reconstruct the five biographies, but to show the type of political discourse in 

which they engaged when writing about Osman’s end. Whereas Chapter One focuses on 

Western images and discourses about the Ottomans on a more general, international level, 

Chapter Two shows how these images operated on a micro-level, from the perspective of the 

five authors. Their relation to the Ottoman world will be paid special attention.  

Chapter Three explores how the authors who had no direct contact with the Ottoman 

world represented the story of Osman II. Here I analyse the two texts from the Low 

Countries, Abraham Kemp’s Sultan Osman and Denis Coppée’s Osman. Since these two 

Osmans had very similar sources, they make ready material for a one-on-one comparison. In 

this chapter I will examine both the ethnocentric characteristics, and the features these two 

Osmans have in common.  

Chapter Four focuses on Gundulić’s Osman and Mrnavić’s Osmanschica, the two 

texts by authors who lived close to the border between the Christian and the Muslim worlds. 

In this chapter I will look at the manifestations of their ‘bordering’ position. I will examine if 

there is a significant difference in approach between the poets with, and those without, first-

hand experience with the Ottoman world, and if they portray the stereotypical Turk in the 

same light. This chapter will test the proposition that the geographical proximity affected the 

images of the Turk in either a positive or a negative way.     

 Chapter Five looks at the representation of the story by the Bosnian dervish Dede 

Ağa. The idea behind this chapter is not to contrast a more ‘authentic’ interpretation of the 

events of 1622 to the Western ones. Provincial Dede was geographically just as far away 
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from the epicentre of the 1622 crisis as his Croatian neighbours. However, for the Bosnian 

poet it was his sultan whose life had tragically ended. Was an account of the downfall of the 

enemy’s ruler different from that of one’s own? What ethnic and social stereotypes did an 

Ottoman invoke when telling this story? What can we learn from the Ottoman self-image in 

the Ottoman version of this story? Answering these questions, I will try to show that Dede’s 

view of the crisis reveals similar preoccupations to those of the Christian poets, with the 

difference that they are expressed against the background of political tensions within the 

Ottoman Empire.  

Finally, this study investigates the ways in which ethnic stereotypes operated in early 

modern texts on the intersection between religious/ethnic and political paradigms. The 

images of the Ottoman world, Osman the Turk and Osman the Sultan may have been 

different in a Western and an Ottoman context, but the mechanisms of image-formation and 

the literary representation were similar. This study can therefore hopefully contribute to a 

better understanding of stereotypical ethnic representation in general. 

 

Note on terminology, transcription and translation 

This thesis deals with the Europe-wide literary representations of the 1622 Istanbul rebellion 

and the murder of sultan Osman II. Some of these representations are referred to as 

‘Western’. I use the term ‘the West’ for the Christian part of the continent in the seventeenth 

century and ‘Ottoman’ to denote the Ottoman Empire, which, next to its Asian and African 

territories, at the time covered large tracts of South-eastern and Central Europe. However, 

seventeenth-century Christians seldom used the term ‘Ottoman’, calling all Muslim subjects 

of the Ottoman Empire ‘Turks’, without making any distinction between ethnicities within 

the Empire. In the Ottoman Empire itself, the term ‘Ottoman’ was used to denote the ruling 

elite, while ‘Turk’ was a derogatory term for the ethnically Turcoman tribes. I have attempted 

to keep this terminological difference clear. Also, although this research is chiefly 

imagological in nature and thus deals with the stereotypical representations of nations and 

ethnicities (ethnotypes), I have tried to avoid the term ‘ethnotype’ for the image of the 

Ottomans, since they were technically neither an ethnicity nor a nation.  

Another term that may require explanation is ‘Netherlandish’. This adjective refers to 

the geographical region of the Low Countries, which in the seventeenth century comprised 

the Protestant Dutch Republic of the United Netherlands in the north and the Catholic 
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Spanish Netherlands as well as the prince-bishopric Liège in the south. The term referring to 

the whole region is ’Netherlandish’, while ‘Dutch’ pertains only to the Dutch Republic. 

Holland is the name of the largest and wealthiest among the Dutch provinces. Dutch is also 

the language spoken in the Dutch Republic; in the Spanish Netherlands, Dutch and French 

was spoken, and in Liège only French.  

One text I have analysed is in Dutch, one in French, two in Croatian, and one in 

Ottoman Turkish. Dutch, French and Croatian transcriptions in this dissertation follow the 

original texts, because they are still legible for the speakers of these languages. Turkish 

words, however, are given in their modern Turkish transcription according to New Redhouse 

Turkish-English dictionary (Redhouse yeni Türkçe-İngilicze sözlük, Istanbul, 1996). 

Commonly accepted notions, such as ‘Janissaries’ and ‘pasha’ are given in their modern 

English form. It is worth underlining that many Ottoman titles appear in literary texts as the 

given names of the protagonists in a modified spelling that yields to the phonetic rules of the 

language in question. In this case, I have kept the versions as they appear in the original texts: 

hence ‘Iannisaire’ in Coppée’s play, ‘Janitzer’ in Kemp’s play, but ‘Janissary’ in the rest of 

my text.  

I have refrained from elaborating on the history of the text editions used. This 

dissertation deals with five cases: three plays (by Denis Coppée, by Abraham Kemp, and by 

Ivan Tomko Mrnavić), one epic (by Ivan Gundulić), and one rhymed chronicle (by Dede 

Ağa). Coppée’s play exists only in one edition, the original one from 1623, accessible online 

at the website of the Royal Library in Brussels where it is kept. Translations of the French 

original are mine. When quoting a theatre play, it is customary to indicate the act, scene and 

verse. For Coppée’s text, however, which has no verse markings, I have indicated the act and 

the page, for instance (II, p. 50). For Kemp’s play, I have used the modern edition by C.G. 

Brouwer (Amsterdam, 1994). References to this text contain act, scene, and verse numbers (I, 

3, vss. 35 - 45). The English translations are mine. For Mrnavić’s play the situation is similar 

to the case of Coppée. Only the original edition is available, kept in the National and 

University Library in Zagreb. Quotes are indicated with the act and page number (III, p. 100). 

English translations are mine. When it comes to Gundulić’s epic, a modern English 

translation by Edward Goy (Zagreb, 1991) is available. I have based my references on this 

translation, combining it with M. Pantić’s 1967 text edition. This text belongs to a different 

literary genre than the previously named tragedies. The annotation therefore comprises the 

number of the canto and the verse (XX, vss. 550-555). Finally, Dede Ağa’s manuscript, kept 



19 

 

in Gazi Husrev-beg Library in Sarajevo, is written in Ottoman Turkish and Arabic script. 

Since I unfortunately do not master that language, I have used the widely accepted Bosnian 

(Serbo-Croatian) translation by O.A. Sokolović, (Sarajevo, 1972). The verse numbers, for 

example [vs. 45] and the English translations are mine. A modern Turkish and English 

edition of Dede’s text is a part of an ongoing project led by Jan Schmidt of the University of 

Leiden and Bahadır Sürelli of the Sabanci University Istanbul. I am grateful to Jan and 

Bahadır for checking my translations and sharing their thoughts on Dede’s text.  
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Chapter One – The news of Osman’s fall 
 

 

 

By the beginning of the seventeenth century, Europe had been closely following the news 

from the Ottoman Empire for decades. The fear of Ottoman expansion, commercial and 

strategic interests, and curiosity, made the Turkish column a regular part of oral, handwritten 

and printed news reports. An important channel for filtering stereotypical ideas, these reports 

contributed to the formation of commonplace images of the sultan and his Empire. These 

commonplaces appeared in all types of European writing, including literature. By 1622 a 

considerable stock of ideas concerning Ottoman military power, type of government, religion 

and customs circulated in the old continent. The news reports about the 1622 Istanbul 

rebellion, both Ottoman and Western, hooked onto the current stereotypes about the Turk. 

They contributed to the longevity of these stereotypes, but also brought about some 

modifications. A major novelty in this particular news was the evidence of a serious Ottoman 

internal crisis, which undermined the myth of the sultan’s unconditional authority over his 

subjects. This development urged for a reassessment of the Mediterranean power-balance in 

the light of the young sultan’s demise. Such a reflection on political contemporaneity that 

accompanies the universal, exemplary readings of the story is a quality that will recur in the 

contemporary literary versions of the story of Osman as well. This chapter looks at the news 

reports that formed the sources for contemporary literature about Osman, and at the 

commonplace ideas that most prominently figure in them. 

 

The sources 

The authors of the five Osmans drew their information and inspiration from contemporary 

news about the 1622 Istanbul uprising. Many different reports circulated on the continent in 

the months following the rebellion. Some of them arrived to Europe by land, via Belgrade, 

Buda and Vienna, and others by sea.
33

 The sea routes were faster and had a farther reach in 

the West. The powers with old ties with Istanbul, such as Venice or Ragusa, monopolized the 
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 Ingrid Maier and Daniel C. Waugh, ‘Reports about Sabatai Sevi and the Jewish unrest in 1665-67’, in Dooley 

(ed.), The Dissemination of News and the Emergence of Contemporaneity, 142. 
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flow of the ‘Turkish’ news. The reason was that their vessels were the swiftest means of 

transportation linking the hubs of the news production, Istanbul or Smyrna, and Venice. 

News would take an average of about forty days to travel from Istanbul to Venice, and it 

would take at least as long to reach Paris, Antwerp or Madrid.
34

 These roughly taken 

averages indicate that by August 1622 all of Europe would have known about the uprising 

that had taken place in Istanbul between 18
 
and 20 May. In fact, the news of Osman’s death 

travelled faster, appearing in print as early as in the first half of July 1622, for instance in 

London (4 July), Amsterdam (9 July), and Antwerp (13 July).
35

  

The news of Osman’s death circulated both in manuscript and in print. Geography 

played a role in the form in which the story was available. South-eastern Europe participated 

in a continent-wide cultural exchange primarily through a network of handwritten 

newsletters.
36

 In the Western countries we commonly encounter printed reports. In the second 

half of 1622 at least three different printed issues dealing with Osman’s death are available in 

England, three in the Netherlands, three in France, and four in Italy.
37

 These issues were 

oftentimes translations, compilations, or adaptations of one another, or drew information 

from a common source, usually the manuscript newsletters originating in the diplomatic and 

commercial circles. The Antwerp publisher Abraham Verhoeven for instance referred in his 

Tidings of 17 June to the letters of the Venetian bailo dated 20 May.
38

 The pamphlet entitled 

The Event of the Janissary uprising against the Great Turk Sultan Osman, with his death, 

                                                           

34
 According to Fernand Braudel’s assessment of Pierre Sardella’s data. Braudel, Mediterranean, 359-362. 

35
 See Nathaniel Butter’s A True Relation of the Murder of Osman the Great Turke and fiue of his principal 

Bashawes and of the election and coronation, (London 1622), Broer Janszoon’s Tijdinghen uyt verscheyde 

Quartieren, (Amsterdam, July 1622), also in Folke Dahl, Dutch corantos 1618-1650: a bibliography, 

(Goteborg: Stadsbibliothek, 1946), and Abraham Verhoeven Nieuwe tijdinghe, (Antwerp, 1622). 
36

 Barbarics –Hermanik, ‘Handwritten Newsletters’, 156.  
37

 In England: The Strangling and death of the Great Turke, (London: Nicholas Bourne and Thomas Archer, 

1622), Sir Thomas Roe, True and faithfvll relation, (London: Bartholomew Downes and William Sheffard, 

1622), A True Relation of the Murther of Osman the Great Turke, (London: Nathaniel Butter, 1622). The first 

two editions can be found online http://eebo.chadwyck.com/home. In the Low Countries: Tijdinghen uyt 

verscheyde Quartieren (Amsterdam: Broer Jansz., 1622), Nieuwe tijdinghe, (Antwerp: Abraham Verhoeven, 

1622), and Waerachtich Verhael, (S’Graven-haghe: Aert Meuris, 1622). In France: Le Massacre du Grand Turc, 

(Paris: Nicolas Rousset, 1622), Pacifique de Provin, Lettre du Pere Pacifique de Provin (…) Sur léstrange mort 

de grand Turc, Empereur de Constantinople, (Paris: François Huby, 1622), also at 

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k8552275. In Italy: Relatione di tutto quello che è successo l’anno 1622 

nella gran città di Constantinopoli, (Milano: Pandolfo Malatesta, 1622), Vera relatione [relazione] del misero, 

& infelice successo della morte di Sultan Osman Imperator de Turchi, (Vicenza: Righettini, 1622), Relazione 

della morte del Gran Turco cagionata da Gianizzeri fattali dare da Sultan Mustafa al presente Grand Signore, 

(Braciano/Siena: F. Tossi, 1622),  Successo della solleuatione de Gianizzeri contra il Gran Turco, (Braciano: 

Giovani Briccio/Gio. Simbeni, 1622).  
38

 Nieuwe tijdinghe, 13 July 1622, 4. 
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final blow delivered by the present Grand Signor Sultan Mustafa,
39

 dated 2 June 1622, was 

published in Rimini, ‘extracted from various letters sent to prominent persons in Ragusa and 

Venice’. This pamphlet had further reach in the form of the Truthful Relation,
40

 a direct 

German translation. There is barely any difference in content between the two, other than the 

front page and the omission of the closing line of the Italian version, which attributes the 

events to God’s infinite wisdom favouring the ‘Santa Fede Catolica’.  

Studying the content of the early modern news production, some scholars have 

observed a distinction between the periodical and non-periodical publications. Periodicals 

represented politics as a tedious, repetitive worldly process, making political quarrels all 

around the world, in Christian and in Muslim countries, appear in a similar light.
41

 The non-

periodicals, such as pamphlets, presented politics as sensational, extraordinary events, 

featuring glamorous protagonists in more elaborate narratives. The reports about the Istanbul 

rebellion of 1622 speak in favour of such a distinction. The news of Osman’s fall appeared in 

both types of publications, but it the latter category made more impact also by inspiring the 

poets to turn the story into verse. The sources of the five Osmans should be sought in the 

longer prose narratives that themselves ‘fictionalize’ the facts around the 1622 Istanbul crisis.  

The eyewitness and diplomats’ reports particularly distinguish themselves in this 

category.
42

 Amongst the Western envoys present in Istanbul during the 1622 uprising, the 

English ambassador Sir Thomas Roe, the Dutch ambassador Cornelis Haga, and the French 

missionary Pacifique de Provin were genuinely under the impression of the street riots and 

the commotion in the Istanbul streets they had witnessed, and swiftly dispatched their 

missives back home. They all labelled the events they had seen a tragedy, and produced 

emotional narratives that interpret the universal, political, and social impact of Osman’s 

destiny, in a fashion similar to the literary Osmans.
 
These reports were also published, 

becoming the most influential sources on the story of Osman’s death in the West. A 

publication was not always the author’s intention. While Cornelis Haga, who regularly sent 
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 Successo della sollevatione de Gianizzeri, Contra il Gran Turco Sultan Osman, Con la morte di quello, fatali 

dare da Sultan Mustafa al presente Gran Signore, (Braciano and Rimini: Giovani Briccio, 1622). 
40

 Warhaffte Relation. Was gestalt zu Constantinopel die Janitscharn gemeutert/ den Sultan Osman gefangen 

genommen/ den Mustapha zu einem Sultan auffgeworfen/ welcher den 2. Junij den Osman Strangulieren lassen: 

AusTürckische Relation/ Oder Gründlicher Bericht/ welcher massen zu Constantinopel vnter den Spachi, 

Janitscharen vnd anderm Türckischen Kriegsvolck/ wider jhren Käyser Sultan Oßman/ sich den 8. (18.) May 

dieses lauffenden 1622, (Nurnberg: Simon Halbmayern, 1622). 
41

 Johannes Weber, ‘The Early German Newspaper - A Medium of Contemporaneity’, in Dooley (ed.), The 

Dissemination of News and the Emergence of Contemporaneity, 79. 
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dispatches to the States General,
43

 was probably unaware that his letters from May to July 

1622 had leaked into the press,
44

 to the seemingly anonymous Dutch pamphlet entitled the 

True Story, of the noteworthy events that recently took place in Constantinople, with the 

origin of Turkish Kings or Sultans of Ottoman line till the day of today,
45

 Pacifique de Provin 

urged to have his Letter concerning the Strange Death of the Grand Turk, the Emperor of 

Constantinople (Paris, 1622) as widely disseminated as possible.
46

 This report became the 

ultimate source for both Osman plays from the Low Countries.  

Since Provin’s Letter appeared in several publications, Coppée and Kemp probably 

used different editions for their plays. Coppée based his play either on the printed issue of 

Provin’s letter, or on version that appeared in the early gazette Le Mercure François. As of 

1605, Le Mercure contained a regular column with the news from the Ottoman territories, 

and thus became one of the chief sources of information about the Turks in France. Coppée 

could have found the story in the 1623 volume, which combined the report of the de Provin 

with the reports of the French ambassador Comte de Césy, also an eyewitness of the events. 

Coppée fully based his play on one of these publications.
47

  

As far as Kemp’s sources are concerned, the situation is more complicated. Kemp 

mentioned in his address to the readers that he had found the story about Osman in a printed 

account.
48

 This statement led the Dutch literary scholar C.G. Brouwer to assume that this 

account was the Dutch pamphlet, the True Story, based on Haga’s reports.
49 

My research, 

however, has shown that this was not Kemp’s main source. Only a small portion of this 

pamphlet deals with the events that took place between 17 and 20 May 1622, while more 

attention goes to the aftermath of the rebellion. The spelling of the names of places and 
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A. Kemp, Osman, (ed. Bouwer), 15. 
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Turkse tragedies van Kemp en Kroes, (Amsterdam: D'Fluyte Rarob, 1994), 287-289. 
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protagonists does not match that in Kemp’s play (for instance Chislar/Queissilar). Besides, 

many of the episodes of Kemp’s play do not feature in this pamphlet: Osman’s ominous 

dream that he lets Mustafa interpret, Silactar sneaking out of the Palace carrying Osman’s 

letter to the Pasha of Cairo, Dahout cutting off Osman’s ear and wrapping it into a 

handkerchief to present it to Mustafa as a proof of his nephew’s death. If we assume that it is 

unlikely that all this was a product of Kemp’s fantasy, it is likely that Kemp used another 

proto-text for his source. This text was, again, Provin’s Letter.
    

 
The storyline of Provin’s account is the same as in Kemp’s play, in almost exactly the 

same order of episodes. The cast also coincides: Kemp, just like Provin, presented Queissilar 

Aga, Capi Aga and Silictar Aga as the leaders of the rebellion, and Janissary Aga and Ussin 

Basha as Osman’s supporters. The connection between Kemp’s play and Provin’s Letter is 

obvious from Osman’s dream, in which the camel on which he travels to Mecca disappears 

under him, leaving him with only the reins in his hands, the same as in Kemp’s play (I, 12). 

Provin mentions Osman’s letter to the Pasha of Cairo, his conversation with the rebels from a 

palace balcony, Mustafa’s refusal to drink sherbet for fear of poison. All these motives are 

present in Kemp’s Osman. A great number of details, such as numbers, also match with those 

stated by Provin. Kemp’s Osman for instance complains that instead of 40,000 conscripted 

soldiers only 8,000 came to fight in Poland (I, 1, 59-60), just as many as in Provin’s report (p. 

8). In Provin’s text Iannisaire Aga offers 60 ‘zequins’ to each of the rebels, ‘qui sont plus de 

soixante escus’ (p. 17). In Kemp’s play the same sum figures in the domestic currency: sixty 

zecchini amount to 200 gulden.
50

 This is different from the ‘100 gouwe ducaten’ mentioned 

in the True Story (A3v).
          

 
The question remains which edition of Provin’s text Kemp used. The answer lies in a 

chronicle covering the period between 1603 and 1624, entitled Memorandum, or a Short 

Story about the Most Memorable Ecclesiastic and Secular Events,
51

 by the Dutch Contra-

Remonstrant theologian Willem Baudartius (1565-1640). Baudartius was acquainted with 
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 Elck ‘tsestich gouw’ Zecquijns ghy tot vereering crijcht, 

Indien ghy weltevreen van dees oproering swijcht. 
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Cornelis Haga’s secretary Ernst Brinck (1582-1649),
52

 and regularly incorporated Ottoman 

news in his chronicles. When it came to the story about Osman II, however, Baudartius 

included a Dutch translation of Provin’s Letter. In the Memorandum a ‘cultural translation’ of 

the French source had been applied to this Dutch version of the text. For instance, sixty 

zeccinos had already become 200 guilders, and Provin’s pro-monarchist commentary had 

been omitted.
53

 
 

Kemp followed the translation of Provin as it appears in Baudartius’s Memorandum. 

The episode in which Osman violates the graves of his father and son to plunder the sacred 

treasures illustrates the close link between the three texts. Provin mentioned the royal turban 

with five of six heron feathers, with diamonds of great value from the grave of his son, 

together with a heavy necklace (carquant) of gold and diamonds. In Baudartius’ version, 

Osman plundered ‘five or six costly feathers from the royal Turban, together with lovely 

diamonds of greatest value, and, from [the grave of] his young son who had recently died, a 

large golden carquant with stones’.
54

 In Kemp’s play Osman exclaims:  

There are the feathers from the turban, all embroidered 

With lovely diamonds of greatest value. 

And there is a carquant full of precious stones, 

Of my son who died recently (…)
55

 

 

Nevertheless, there is also a link between Kemp’s play and the missives of Cornelis Haga. A 

large part of The True Story, the pamphlet based on Haga’s missives, were also compiled in 

Baudartius’s Memorandum, especially in the description of the aftermath of the rebellion (p. 

68-70). The most conspicuous legacy of Haga in Kemp’s play is the character of Osman’s 

mother Thiossem/Theiossem, who plays no role in Provin’s text. Kemp presented her as a 

mistress of black magic, the same role as mentioned by Haga and reported in Baudartius.
56
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The Dutch pamphlet was indirectly Kemp’s second source, probably without his knowing, 

and his play is based on the compilation of information from the Dutch and the French 

envoys in Istanbul, as it appears in Baudartius’s chronicle.  

While it is possible to trace the sources for the Netherlandish plays, the texts from the 

Balkan authors leave us with many unresolved questions. The only author who indicated 

where the news came from was Ivan Tomko Mrnavić. His Osmanschica is based upon oral 

relays from the Ottoman Balkan territories. The Rome-based Catholic cleric Mrnavić was on 

a mission in Croatian and Bosnian lands in 1622. In the introduction of his Osmanschica he 

stated that, during his travels, he had ‘listened to, and for a great part also witnessed the 

strange, supernatural events that had taken place in Turkish countries, of the Turkish-Polish 

wars and on the uprising of 1622, and subsequently decided to put them into verse’.
57

 His 

play contains many features of the folklore of Bosnian Muslim population. Nevertheless, 

Mrnavić had access to pontifical and other communications as well. Interestingly, the stories 

of Balkan miracles and catastrophes of 1620 that feature in Osmanschica appeared in print 

first in Rome, and later in France, in a pamphlet entitled Monstres prodigieux advenus en la 

Turquie, depuis l’année de la comète jusqu’en l’an present 1624.
58

 In this publication, the 

judge (kadi) of Belgrade, also one of the main characters of Osmanschica, witnessed the 

Balkan omens and warned Osman about them, just like in Mrnavić’s play. The French 

version of the pamphlet also contains time references related to the Bosnian catastrophes. 

Mrnavić mentions only those events that allegedly took place before 1622, and not those 

from the period 1623-1624, which can help us date Osmanschica around the second half of 

1622.  

The direct source for the story of Osman’s death in Gundulić’s Osman remains 

unknown. As a member of the Dubrovnik government the poet had access to secret 

correspondence as well as to the merchants’ reports on Ragusan ships. As of the sixteenth 

century, the Republic was one of the world’s main suppliers of news from Istanbul, with a 

network of consulates throughout the Mediterranean world. According to a Spanish 
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58

 A Paris, chez Jean de Bordeaux, jouxte la copie imprimée a Rome par Loys Grignani, 1624. (BNF J 19954 

and 24669), also in Maurice Lever Canards sanglants, La naissance du fait divers, (Paris: Fayard, 1993), 489-

497. 



28 

 

informant, in 1573 Dubrovnik was considered to be the best place in the world to get the 

news about the sultan.
59

 Some sources even state that the Ragusan government issued orders 

to their emissaries in Istanbul to prevent foreign ships from leaving the Ottoman capital 

before the Ragusan vessels, so that the latter could be the first ones to carry the news from the 

Ottoman Empire and distribute it further westwards to the Holy See, Spain or Venice.
60

 

Ragusa played a role in the dissemination of the story of Osman as well, as Briccio’s 

pamphlet The Event of the Janissary Uprising (Successo della sollevatione de Gianizzeri, 

1622) states on the cover page that the first reports that spread around Italy were brought by 

Ragusan ships. Nevertheless, in the City Archive of Dubrovnik there is no written document 

preserved containing the news about the crisis of 1622.
61

  

The Ottoman government also closely followed what was going on in the world. 

Some contemporaries even claimed that the seventeenth-century Ottoman officials were 

better informed about Europe that vice versa.
62

 We know little about the dissemination of 

news within the Empire in circles other than the ruling echelon, but the dervish lodges 

(tekke), such as the one Dede belonged to, are known to have played an important role in the 

making and dissemination of Ottoman culture. The lodges were the major hubs of cultural 

exchange and exchange of information, and the place where people read and discussed news 

reports.
63

 These reports were the official, sultanic decrees, manuscript communications, or 

oral stories. The dervish Dede was therefore probably promptly and well informed about the 

events that had taken place in the Ottoman capital, by a letter or an oral account. 

Interestingly, his version of the story greatly resembles the one by Hussein Tuği, a retired 

Janissary who was an eyewitness of the rebellion (and participated in it). Although his 

source(s) of information remain(s) unknown, he was probably close to the Janissary milieu, 

and, having in mind the elaborateness and precision of the account, present in Istanbul at the 

time of rebellion.  

In sum, the reports that inspired the five Osmans are all based on different kinds of 

eyewitness accounts from Istanbul. The authors of these accounts relied on their own 
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observation, but also on their Turkish friends, informants and translators (dragomans).
64

 The 

authenticity of the sources, however, did not contribute to an objective reporting. The authors 

of the narratives about Osman’s death also adopted a clear attitude towards the events they 

reported. These attitudes sometimes ‘extend the observed facts to criticism suggested by 

them’
65

 and sometimes they can be qualified as a deliberate propaganda. The ethnocentric 

perspective in the contemporary texts about the 1622 Ottoman uprising did not pertain only to 

confrontation of the Christian and the Ottoman world. Despite the legacy of what one could 

today call ‘Self-Othering’ between the West and the East, it would be wrong to imagine that 

an Ottoman conflict was experienced solely in terms of a cultural difference and 

confrontation. On the contrary, even the most anti-Ottoman Western reports express a feeling 

of discomfort with the idea that an internal political conflict was universally possible, rather 

than gloat over the internal squabble that had left the Ottoman Empire weakened. A crisis in 

the enemy ranks posed a challenge to determine the force that deserves the most outspoken 

criticism. The role of the culprit shifted together with the focus of the argumentation in each 

text, from the Devil to all Turks, from the Turks to the sultan, from the sultan to the corrupted 

elite, from the elite to the mob, and from the mob back to Devil again. Osman’s destiny 

provoked many feelings at the same time, from resentment to the Turks to the awe of God, 

from fear of a popular uprising, to sympathy with the youth who was not up to his role. The 

mixed feelings were expressed in the four fields of associations with which this news 

particularly strongly correlated: the rhetoric of civilizational confrontation, moral 

undermining of the Turks, relations between the providential and the human agency in 

history, and observations of political order and disorder.  
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Commonplaces 

The Enemy 

One of the oldest and the most over-encompassing Western stereotypes about the Turk 

presented him as the Enemy of the Christian world. Such an image initially formed part of the 

medieval rhetoric of bipolar military and religious confrontation between the Christians and 

the Infidel peoples (Turks, Arabs, Jews, and Saracens). The commonplaces about the Infidels 

stood in sharp contrast to representations of Christian virtues, expressed in the context of 

opposition, hostility, division, clash and irreconcilable difference. The Ottomans, especially 

the sultans, regularly appeared in this context in the Western press. The reports on the 

progress and the outcome of Ottoman campaigns and accompanying correspondence 

oftentimes adopted such ‘rhetoric of clash’, for instance the True copies of the insolent, 

cruell, barbarous, and blasphemous letter lately written by the Great Turke, for denouncing 

of warre against the King of Poland: and of the magnanimous, and most christian answere 

made by the said king thereunto. With a short preface, declaring the vniust cause on which 

this Turkish tyrant, and faithlesse enemy of Christendome, now layeth hold to inuade it, 

London, 1621.
66

  

The topos of the Enemy entailed presenting Ottoman identity as a package of moral 

flaws, usually expressed in religious terms. The wide-spread image of the ‘Terrible Turk’ 

underscored the moral perversion of the sultan and, by extension, his subjects, by creating a 

link between immorality and Muslim religion. The sultan became an Antichrist-like figure, 

while his military power, generally accepted to be one of the greatest powers in the world, 

assumed diabolical features. As an outcome, a clash between the Christian and the Ottoman 

forces was depicted in terms of the battle between the good and the evil. The moral 

dichotomy can be seen from the animal allegories and metaphors, in which the Christians 

appeared as lions or eagles while the Turks featured as the ‘hellish’ creatures, centaurs, 

dragons or serpents.
67
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Illustration 3 - Hans von Aachen, The Battle of Kronstadt [Brașov] (1603/04), parchment mounted on 

canvas, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, Austria. From the series of allegories of the Turkish Wars 

that served as Habsburg propaganda. The complicated allegorical imagery includes the beast with 

seven heads from the apocalypse representing the Ottoman, and the lion representing the Christian 

forces. 

 

 

The clear dichotomy between the Christians and the Infidels became more complicated 

following the Reformation in sixteenth-century Europe. Both the Protestant and the Catholic 

camps started using the Turk as a point of reference to express their antipathy towards one 

another. The commonplace of Ottoman Infidelity gained different meanings in Protestant and 

Catholic Europe. In the Dutch Republic, for instance, the Protestant rebels (geuzen) adopted 

the half-moon as their symbol as well as the motto ‘rather Turkish than Popish’ (liever Turks 

dan Paaps),
68

 indicating not so much their admiration for the Turks as their resentment 

towards the Spaniards.
69

 After the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War in Germany and 

Bohemia in 1618, the anti-Catholic forces in France, the Netherlands, Bohemia and 

Transylvania, presented the Ottomans as their potential ally against the Papists (epitomized 

primarily in the Habsburg dynasty). The Pontificate on their part sharpened both the anti-

Turkish and anti-Protestant propaganda, bringing them together under the image of the 

Mother Church trying to heal the world from all kinds of dissent.
70

     

 The calls for a new crusade played a part in the expression of such an idea.
 
The 
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Counter-Reformation propaganda often resorted to the old image of the battle of the 

opposites, especially when it was necessary to justify plans to reconquer the whole continent 

and re-establish papal authority as far as Jerusalem and Constantinople.
71

 For a whole stream 

of authors and pamphleteers Osman’s death seemed to signal that the time had come to start a 

new crusade. The author of The Massacre of the Great Turk (Paris, 1622),
72

 a pamphlet 

containing the tidings about the revolt in the Ottoman capital, elaborated that King Louis XIII 

needed to fulfil an ancient prophecy by ‘planting the lily’ in Constantinople.
73

 Reclaiming the 

ancient Christian territories from the barbarian Infidels, Louis should thus finally erase the 

Ottoman race.
74

 The militant spirit of the Catholic renewal had received a new impulse in 

January 1622 with the establishment of a new, Jesuit–run office called the Sacred 

Congregation for the Propagation of Faith (Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide). The 

main role of the Congregation was to facilitate the evangelization of peoples, also those in the 

Balkans and further east. Conspicuously, two of the authors who wrote about Osman’s 

demise were directly related to this institution: Pacifique de Provin and Ivan Tomko Mrnavić. 

Provin addressed his letter about Osman’s death to his patron, Father Joseph (Joseph du 

Tremblay, 1577-1638), one of the Congregation’s chief advisors, the author of a Latin anti-

Turkish poem, the Turciade, and one of the propagators of the expulsion of the Turk from 

Europe.
75

 While Joseph and other French supporters of this idea saw King Louis XIII as the 

‘liberator’ from the Turkish presence, Mrnavić, who likely personally knew Joseph, rather 

saw the Habsburg rulers in this role. Many of the Slavic Catholic authors, including 

Gundulić, opted for the Polish prince Wladislaus Waza (1595-1648).   

 The Ottomans also expressed themselves about other peoples in terms of religious 

distinction. They referred to the Christians as the Infidels (gâvur), while their Muslim 

enemies (the non-Sunni Muslims) stereotypically figured as heretical, exotic, effeminate, and 

inferior peoples.
76

 The state propaganda presented the sultan as a universal divine ruler, 
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favouring expansionist politics. The commonplace reason for the sultan’s supremacy over 

other rulers was the supremacy of Islam over other religions.
77

 Yet the Ottomans on their part 

left little record of an interest in the world outside of their empire, depicting it in vague and 

antiquated terms. Nevertheless, there is evidence that such an interest existed, together with 

an awareness of their image in the eyes of the Europeans. In the Ottoman-centric vision of the 

world, the European powers were either downplayed to emphasize the Ottoman superiority, 

or praised in order to be able to justify an Ottoman loss or to be proud of an Ottoman 

victory.
78

 The historian Peçevi, however, in 1621 painted a different picture, quoting an 

Ottoman dignitary who chided his colleague who underestimated the Christian enemy during 

Osman’s Polish campaign of 1620-1621: 

For infidels are one people: Austrians, Russians, Cossacks, Hungarians, and also the 

Franks. Even the Pope of Rome will help them, if not with soldiers then with money, 

if not with money then with soldiers, all Infidels stand together on behalf of their 

faith, with no exception they all give their hearts for unity.
79

  

 

Ironically, this was exactly the opposite of how the Christians saw the situation. The 

Christians were constantly complaining about the rupture in their forces. At the time of 

Osman’s death, Europe was coping with religious wars between Catholics and Protestants. 

Mutual hostilities presented a debilitating factor in the relation to the Turkish threat, both as a 

moral and as a strategic problem. The Ottoman crisis of 1622 therefore triggered reflection on 

an internal discord. Most Western news reports about these events underline that this crisis 

presents a welcome break for the Christian world torn apart by internal conflicts. The London 

publishers Archer and Bourne commented in the summer of 1622 that ‘the Great Turke is 

dead so opportunely, whereby there is hope that Europe shall be preserved from their 

inuasion’, revealing a belief that Europe was deemed lost to the Ottomans. They praised the 

Lord for ‘putting a hook in the nostrils of Leviathan,’ and keeping the Turk from ‘deuoring 
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poore Christians, who are yet in Arms to deuour one another’.
80

 Claiming that only a 

combination of unity and God’s support can save Christianity against the powerful enemy, 

the English ambassador in Istanbul Sir Thomas Roe warned around the same time: 

For I dare not hope, that God will open the eyes of Christian Princes to see the 

littlenesse of their owne vnciuill quarrels, while this mighty Monarchy inuiteth them to 

Concord, and to diuide it as a prostituted spoile.
81

  

The underlying image of armed clash, impending confrontation, and allying in strongest 

formation against the powerful enemy is implicitly present in all 1622 reports from Istanbul. 

Such a formula also solidified the commonplace image of the power of the opponent. The 

Grand Turk was deemed invincible, governing vast territories, with endless resources at his 

disposal. Osman’s stupendous treasures were larger than ‘a Frenchman could even 

imagine’.
82

 His army consisted of a wide array of unconditionally loyal and supremely 

disciplined warriors. Such an image based on three components: violence, arrogance and 

splendour, exactly coincided with how the Ottoman court strove to profile the Ottoman ruling 

dynasty.
83

  

 

The Barbarian 

Westerners were always curious about the mighty Ottoman enemy, and were trying to find 

out more about the sultan and his people. Both realistic and fantastic descriptions of the 

Ottoman territories, customs and costumes formed a popular read in the West. The sixteenth- 

and the seventeenth-century press abounded with genealogies of the Ottoman dynasty and 

treatises on the origin of the Turks. Similar information also appears in Gundulić’s, 

Mrnavić’s, and Kemp’s texts about Osman II. Such treatises often depict the Ottomans as 
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barbarians, a people wilder and less ‘civilized’ than the Western peoples.
84

 In the humanists’ 

writings for instance the Turks are typically presented either as descendants of the Trojans, a 

people whose heritage rivals the Greek heritage of the Europeans, or as illegitimate, 

uncivilized barbarians from Scythia who broke through the Caspian gates.
85

 This type of 

associations pertained to the ‘political and moral realm – the question of political pedigree 

and nobility of character’, rather than Muslim identity. The image of the Barbarian 

nevertheless did tie into the religion-based image of the Infidel. Such a combination resulted 

in a hybrid image of Turk as the Violator of Christian sanctuaries, accompanied by a 

particularly vicious imagery of Ottomans destroying, looting and pillaging Christians’ shrines 

in most brutal ways, turning churches into horse stables, raping nuns and engaging in similar 

cruel acts.
86

  

Turkish barbarism stereotypically manifests itself in the excessive behaviour that 

results from the absence of a cultural restraint. The alleged illegitimate origin of the Turks 

was thus interrelated with a series of bad habits and traits. The supposedly boundless sexual 

appetites of the sultans were one of the favourite Western topoi. According to the London 

pamphlet by Archer and Bourne for instance (1622), Osman’s father Ahmed had three 

hundred wives and concubines. The Turks also figured as an inherently cruel people. Western 

travellers left vivid testimonies of punishments and executions they saw on the Ottoman 

territory, keeping alive the general fear of the Turk.
87

      

 The stereotype of the inherent and unnatural cruelty of the Turks also found 

expression in the Western representations of the Ottoman state system. The sultan’s palace 

stereotypically figured as the home of the worst type of government, tyranny. The sultan 

himself was imagined to arbitrarily rule an empire of slaves, without any legitimate nobility 

who could restrain him with laws.
88

 The practice of royal fratricide served as a supreme proof 

of the tyrannical nature of the Ottoman government, which over time became synonymous 
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with a particularly irrational, oriental version of tyranny – despotism.
89

 A typical image of 

this type of terror comes from the Venetian bailo in Istanbul Morosini (1585), who says that 

the sultan can not only decide on the death of anyone among his subjects, but he is so 

powerful that he can make them go willingly to their death.
90

 Another pamphlet, entitled 

Tragic History (Histoire Tragique, contenant au vray les cruautez (…)) printed in 1608 in 

Lyon, reports an imaginary incident in which sultan Ahmed I, Osman’s father, orders one of 

his Pashas to kill himself in front of the gathered ambassadors, just to prove that he was the 

most obeyed monarch in the world. When the other Turkish officials see this, they start 

killing themselves one by one, governed by the sheer fear for their sultan.
91

  

While Westerners commonly associated the sultan’s rule with tyranny, their ideas 

about the Ottoman subjects diverged. Some considered them to be most devoted and 

unconditionally loyal to their lord, while others stressed the absence of a ‘natural respect’ for 

their sovereign. The rebellion against Osman II spoke in favour of the latter image, and 

provoked the claim that regicide runs in the blood of the Ottoman people. Such a 

qualification was often presented in a morally charged contrast to European states, serving as 

an example to underline one’s position in the domestic political debates. The French 

publisher Rousset commented that Osman’s fate illustrates that ‘the life of a king is precious 

even with Barbarian nations’.
92

 According to his compatriot Provin, Osman’s destiny serves 

as an exemplary warning in favour of a constitutional monarchy: 

This is how in a kingdom without legitimate princes to support the party of their King 

against the raging of the mob, one person can tear it all down: we should see in these 

misfortunes of our neighbours how beneficial this Supreme Court of Parliament is, 

which was always so fervently protecting our Kings, and so rigorously opposed 

everyone who in written and spoken word wanted to bereave us of his authority.
 93

 

                                                           

89
 For an example of the change in paradigm see Lucette Valensi, ‘The Making of a Political Paradigm: the 

Ottoman State and Oriental Despotism’, in Anthony Grafton and Ann Blair (ed.), The Transmission of Culture 

in Early Modern Europe, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998), 173-203. 
90

 Valensi ‘The Making of a Political Paradigm’, 191. 
91

 Rouillard, The Turk in French History, 81. 
92

 Le Massacre dv Grand Tvrc, 10. 
93

 ‘Voyla que c’est que d’un Royaume où il n’y a point de princes legitimes pour soustenir le party de son Roy 

contre vne canaille de populace, vn seul eust mis tout cela en piece: Par ces mal-heurs de nos voisins, voyons-

nous encore à quoy sert cette supreme Cour de Parlement qui s’est toujours rendue si vifuement protectrice de 

nos Roys, & s’est si rigoureusement oppose à tous ceux qui par escrit ou des parolles en ont voulu heurter 

l’authorité.’ Lettre du Père Pacifique de Provin, 26. 



37 

 

Although the image of the Ottoman sultan usually contained few positive elements, 

Westerners equally strongly condemned the renegades as the cruellest and most violent sort 

of Turks. This image pertained both to willing converts and to devşirme recruits, Christian 

boys who underwent a (usually) forceful conversion and then made it big in the Ottoman 

palace hierarchy.
94

 Venetian Lazzaro Soranzo for instance observed that natural Turks are not 

so evil, while the renegades are of a most wicked sort. Nevertheless, this was good for the 

Christian world, reflected Soranzo. Such evil renegades ‘will easily overturn the state upside-

down, with the total and utter overthrow of that Empire’.
95

 Along the same lines, René de 

Lucinge in The Beginning, Continuance, and Decay of Estates (1606) suggested that the one 

of the best ways to beat the sultan is to turn his own subjects against him. According to him, 

there was a chance that the Janissaries would turn against their sultans and eventually start 

executing them.
96

 The crisis of 1622 showed that such an assessment was more realistic than 

generally expected.  

 

Divine intervention 

In early modern times historical events, including those in which the Turks played a role, 

related to perceptions of history as part of a divine scheme. Many Westerners saw the 

Ottoman presence in Europe in terms of a divine plan, as punishment for the sins of 

Christians. Christian victories over the Ottoman forces were celebrated as manifestations of 

God’s grace and His hand in the course of human history. 
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Illustration 4 - Veronese, The Battle of Lepanto (c. 1572), oil on canvas, 169 x 137 cm, Gallerie 

dell'Accademia, Venice 
 

 

Osman’s death was also seen as an outcome of Divine intervention. The British pamphlet The 

Strangling and death (1622) announces on the front page the story of Osman as ‘a wonderful 

story’ that manifests ‘the Glory and Providence of God in the Preservation of Christendome 

in these troublesome times’. Western pamphleteers mostly related Osman’s death to 

predictions of the end of the Ottoman line. Rousset, Archer and Bourne claimed that the force 

of the crescent was starting to dim and would soon be turned into the ‘dust from which it was 

born in the first place’. Butter’s coranto True Relation (1622) attributed the imminent end of 

the Ottomans to the fulfilment of an old prophecy saying that the thirteenth sultan (Mustafa) 

would be the last of the Ottoman dynasty, before it would be passed into the hands of the 

Tatar kings. Most of the Western pamphleteers agreed that God was doing Christianity a 

favour by allowing for Osman’s death. Briccio’s Italian pamphlet The Event of the Janissary 

Uprising against the Great Turk Sultan Osman (1622) was explicit in belief in the 

providential nature of these events, because the Ottomans were from then onwards less likely 

to be resume war against the Christians: 

All of this has perhaps been allowed by God for the benefit of Christianity, because it 

is to be hoped that this one (sultan) will not be agitated by such a bellicose fury, as 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gallerie_dell%27Accademia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gallerie_dell%27Accademia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Venice


39 

 

was the previous one, whose blood, boiling with excessive rage against us, threatened 

us with great harm.
97

 

In a world perception in which history forms part of a divine plan, different signs were seen 

as predictors of the future. Numerous Western publications about the 1622 Istanbul crisis 

include the ‘prognostications’ based on the cataclysmic events, comets, natural disasters, or 

Osman’s ominous dream announcing his demise. These signs were understood as a 

confirmation of divine power as the force behind the chain of earthly events. According to 

Archer and Bourne for instance, no less than a blazing comet, a great fire amongst the Jews, 

an earthquake with the sea swelling extraordinarily, and a devastating famine had stricken 

Istanbul in the winter and spring 1622.
98

 Mrnavić drew a great portion of material for his 

Osmanschica from a publication that brought oddities and abnormalities of nature in relation 

to political actuality, The Turkish Monsters, (Monstres prodigieux advenus en la Turquie, 

depuis l’année de la comète jusqu’en l’an present, Rome, 1624). The same publication 

reports a child born in a Muslim village near Šibenik (Mrnavić’s hometown) with such 

deformities that the local priests considered the infant to be a collection of signs sent from 

heaven, representing the general state of the Ottoman Empire. The child’s three horns thus 

represented three sides of the world over which the sultan has power (Asia, Europe, Africa), 

his three eyes triple vigilance to keep this Empire, one nostril pointed to the exclusiveness of 

the Mahomet’s law, reversed feet to the Empire’s future decadence.
99

  

Osman’s dream is also present both in Ottoman and in Western sources as a signifier 

of the young sultan’s future fate. The Ottoman chronicler Tuği reports that one night in May 

1622 Osman had a dream. In this dream he was sitting on his throne reading the Quran, when 

‘the Prophet appeared, snatched the Noble Pages away from the sultan’s hands, took his 

kaftan, and gave him a hard slap’. Osman fell from his throne and woke up.
100

 Just like 

Provin, Sir Thomas Roe mentions Osman’s dream involving a camel, different in content but 

with a similar message.
101
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Since according to such understandings history was leading towards the Day of 

Judgment, Turkish presence in Europe became a topos in eschatological literature. 

Associations with Biblical predictions, for instance that the Infidels would convert before the 

end of times, were frequent in early modern journals reporting the ‘Turkish’ news. 

Prognostications, short passages predicting the future on the basis of millenarian and similar 

beliefs, frequently accompanied news from the front or, in the case of the 1622 crisis, the 

streets of Istanbul. Milleniarism, belief in astrology, geomancy, omens and the ability to see 

the future were strongly present in Ottoman perceptions of history as well.
102

 Peçevi mentions 

the freezing of the Bosphorus in the winter of 1620/21 as a sign of trouble.
103

 Different 

widely spread prophecies such as that of the coming of a false prophet on a donkey or Mahdi, 

a just ruler who would take over the whole world and prepare for the second coming of Jesus 

and the Last Judgement in Islamic eschatology, could also be associated with the series of 

changes on the Ottoman throne in the 1620s. 

In the world governed by divine intervention, Osman’s destiny carried another general 

message that transcended the associations with the Ottoman world only. The young sultan’s 

death evoked commonplaces that pertained to the transience of the earthly, and to human 

humility in relation to God. Typically, the story of Osman triggered evocations of the image 

of the Goddess Fortuna.
104

 Poets, diplomats, and pamphleteers alike saw Osman’s destiny as 

a historical incarnation of the workings of the Wheel of Fortune, with Osman and Mustafa on 

its opposite poles. What was developing before them was a superb, real-life example of how 

fate can play tricks on humans: even the greatest of kings can become slaves in one day, and 

vice versa. Roe for instance observed the events as an example of the uncertainty of humane 

greatness; ‘How unstable are the estates of the greatest princes!’ commented Roe: 

He that was now in the Iawes of death, naked, starued, and dying for thirst, is become 

the Emperour, and may drinke gold, or the blood of men.
105
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Osman has fallen from the highest positions. One of the main questions in the contemporary 

debates was whether it was the Divine Providence, his own arrogance, or the anarchy that 

ruled the streets of Istanbul in May 1622 that brought him to his ruin.  

 

Disorder 

The Istanbul rebellion hooked into commonplaces that formed part of Europe-wide discourse 

on the nature of sovereignty and legitimacy of revolt, a discourse that was not necessarily 

related to the Turk. The story of Osman is a story about a rebellion against a monarch. 

Whether the deposition of a sovereign can be a legitimate act was one of the burning 

questions in political theories in East and West. These theories display a number of 

similarities and incorporate a number of commonplaces that are similar in the Ottoman and 

Christian political thought. Such similarities are primarily striking in the books of advice for 

the rulers, or nasihat-name, a popular genre in both traditions.
106

 In both contexts the essence 

of the problem was the opposition to a God-given prince. The deposition of a ruler who 

claimed a ‘divine’ nature of his sovereignty also meant a breach in the ‘natural’ or ‘divine’ 

order of the state. In debates that ensued around this issue, monarchist propaganda considered 

a rebellion against a divine monarch to be unjustified as a perversion of God’s order. Both 

traditions, however, also allow for the possibility of justified deposition of a monarch who 

transgresses his prerogatives, loses the divine support, violates his ‘contract’ with his 

subjects, and turns a tyrant. The opposition forces in both systems used this type of 

arguments.  

The main body of all political interpretations in the literature about the murder of 

Osman II, regardless of the genre (historiography, poetry, or news reports), consists of 

arguments whether Osman’s political decisions can be qualified as tyranny. Some reports 
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present him as a divine ruler who did nothing to deserve his wretched fate, appealing to his 

youth as an alleviating factor in his possible mistakes. Others strive to present Osman as a 

monarch who transgressed the province of his sovereignty, law and custom, turned a deaf ear 

to his councillors, and lost a good reputation, opening the possibility for the justification of 

the deposition and (seldom) regicide. One of the main reasons that qualified him as a tyrant in 

the eyes of the West had to do with his lack of temperance and control of his passions. Roe 

and many others thus severely criticized Osman’s arrogance, avarice and ambition as vices 

that caused his downfall.
107

 Another understanding of tyranny relied on the idea that a 

monarch is bound to his subjects by a contract.
108

 If a sovereign transgressed this contract, his 

rule could be considered a tyranny and the opposition legitimate. In the Ottoman Empire, the 

contract between the ruler and his people was framed in terms of a well-balanced human 

body, a well-steered ship, or a circle, all parts having to work together to keep things 

going.
109

 The Ottoman Kınalızade famously framed the Circle of Equity: 

There can be no royal authority without the military, 

There can be no military without wealth,  

The subjects produce the wealth,  

Justice preserves the subjects’ loyalty to the sovereign, 

Justice requires harmony in the world 

The world is a garden; its walls are the state, 

The Holy Law orders the state 

There is no support for the Holy Law except through royal authority.
110

  

 

In this type of formulations, justice (adalet) is a crucial concept that distinguishes a good rule 

from tyranny. Definitions of justice were chiefly used by elements who challenged the 

authority of the ruler.
111

 These elements stressed arguments such as that a just ruler had an 

obligation to protect the tax-paying population (reaya) from arbitrary rule that transgressed 

what is prescribed in the Islamic canon.
112

 That is why the opposition to Osman stressed his 

injustice. The pro-ruler forces on the other hand presented the sultan as a charismatic, quasi-

                                                           

107
 A True and Faithful Relation, fol. C4v. 

108
 Douglas Howard, ‘Genre and Myth in the Ottoman Advice for Kings Literature’ in Virginia Aksan and 

Daniel Goffman (ed.), The Early Modern Ottomans: Remapping the Empire, (Cambridge: CUP, 2007), 140. 
109

 Schmidt, Pure Water for Thirsty Muslims, 134. See also G. Hagen, ‘Legitimacy and World Order’, in 

Legitimizing the Order: The Ottoman Rhetoric of State Power, ed. Reinkowski M. and Karateke, H., (Leiden, 

Boston: Brill, 2004), 63-64. 
110

 Quoted from Karen Barkey, The Empire of Difference, The Ottomans in Comparative Perspective, 

(Cambridge: CUP, 2008), 100. 
111

 Baki Tezcan, ‘Lost in Historiography: An essay on the reasons for the absence of a history of limited 

government in the early modern Ottoman Empire’, in Middle Eastern Studies 45 (2009), 477-505. 
112

 Bogac A. Ergene, ‘On Ottoman Justice: Interpretations in Conflict (1600-1800)’, in Islamic Law and Society, 

Vol. 8- 1. (2001), 53.  



43 

 

divine figure, a guardian of continuity of ancient order. In the same reports Mustafa assumed 

saintly features and a fatherly role of the protector of his subjects (army). If a violent 

replacement of one sultan by another was a conceivable idea in an Ottoman context, a 

possibility of a change of the type of government was, unlike in the West, not on the agenda. 

Nevertheless, both in the West and in the Ottoman Empire, the representations of Osman, 

Mustafa, rebel leaders and their motives and characters, fitted the pre-existing patterns of 

thought that were firmly anchored in the existing political discourse.  

 

 

 

Illustration 5 - Ambrogio Lorenzetti, A tyrant depicted as a Devil, detail from Allegory of bad 

government (1339), fresco painting in the Sala dei Nove in the Town Hall of Siena. 

 

Regardless of the attitude towards Osman (and Mustafa), almost all early modern texts 

dealing with the death of Osman II express a resentment to anarchy. The polarity of order and 

disorder is the central theme both in Ottoman and Western political philosophy. Both in East 

an in West a good monarch was considered to be a guardian of order in a state. The role of 

the ruler, metaphorically represented as the shepherd or the father of his subjects, was to 

safeguard the country against destruction and anarchy. The ‘barbarous mutinies’ were 

everywhere presented as fickle, prone to perturbation and without integrity. The most 

outspoken supporters of monarchy were particularly critical. Peçevi wrote that on the second 

day of the rebellion ‘the mob rose on the devilish foot again, everything went wrong again. 

The streets were too narrow to accommodate all the crowds. People were again mean and 
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deceitful’.
113

 Sir Thomas Roe’s compared the people to a monster, objecting their lack of 

reason:  

(…) they who begun this madnesse, not meaning to hurt him, by the increase of their 

own furie, which hath no bounds, depose him agains their owne purpose, and at last 

expose his life against their will, to the counsels of other men, whom they equally hate. 

And now they mourne for their dead King, as freshly as they raged vnreasonably, 

knowing they haue stayned their honour, being the first of their Emperours they euer 

betrayed, and that they haue set vp another that in all likelihood they must change for 

disability: Nonunquam tulit documenta fors maiora, quam fragili loco starent 

superbi.
114

 

Most Western authors criticized both Osman’s government and anarchy that ruined him. Roe 

qualified the Empire as ‘sick’, long before the stereotype of the sick man of Europe was born, 

pointing out that Osman’s death was supposed to show the world ‘vpon how weake 

foundations this Monarchy was first built, but it is now shaken and corrupted; how their 

Kings are subject of the rage of a few Slaues, how Anarchy hath prepared it an easie prey to 

any able hand, that would attempt it.’
115

 His suspicion was that the rebellion could give cause 

to different factions to seek power, that private ambitions would thrive, and that a civil war 

would ruin the Ottoman Empire.  

Nearly all reports, in the East and the West, agree that things had gone badly out of 

control in Istanbul. Condemning the irrational behaviour of the masses, they almost 

unanimously state that the regicide was not the original intention of the rebels. All they had 

wished for was reconciliation, and for their ‘natural Lords and Princes’ to govern them. In a 

mass frenzy they jeopardized their own safety, which they realized only when it was too late. 

The Janissaries ‘stood amazed at their own villainy’. Whether due to Osman’s young age or 

the fact that he was considered a ‘divine’ ruler, after his funeral the city of Istanbul was left in 

great sadness, reports the Dutch ambassador Haga. People were in tears, and Osman’s 

executioners ran a serious risk of being lynched. The tension that could be felt in the streets 

of Istanbul only abated after the first Divan had been held on June 11. In three weeks’ time 
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the life in the Ottoman capital went on. The governmental crisis, however, continued for 

many months to come, leaving the Ottomans coping with the justification of the first regicide 

in their history. 

 

Conclusion 

The five earliest literary texts about the death of Sultan Osman II in 1622 had contemporary 

news reports for their source. In these reports various ideas about the Istanbul crisis and its 

participants can be discerned. These ideas relied on the commonplace images about the Turk 

and about the rebellion. In the West, the Turk was seen in the context of a political and 

religious clash between the Ottoman and the Christian world, and was attributed barbarian 

traits. Both in the Ottoman and in the Western context the crisis of 1622 also fit the 

perception of history governed by divine intervention, and tied into the political stereotypes 

related to the right to rebel against a tyrannical ruler. In sum, the interpretations of the crisis 

that brought about this Ottoman regicide were primarily political. The story of Osman 

provoked not only criticism of the Ottoman identity, but resentment to senseless violence and 

discomfort with the loss of control in a state all over Europe. In these political interpretations, 

the fate of young Osman inspired mixed feelings. For the Ottomans, the deposition of a 

young sultan was a disturbing event, although many believed such a development to be an 

outcome of a divine intervention. The Westerners also saw Osman’s deposition as God’s 

favour to the Christian world, but very few among them gloated over the outcome, since the 

story also served as a universal example of the uncertainty about the human condition. Even 

the most anti-Turkish Western authors and anti-Osman Ottomans still stood in awe before the 

shaken foundations of worldly power and the personal tragedy of a teenage boy. 
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Chapter Two – The Poets 

 

 

 

The aim of this chapter is to introduce the authors of the five literary reactions to the news of 

Osman’s fall. These authors lived in different parts of Europe, in diverse religious, political, 

and literary environments. Two of them hailed from the Low Countries, a region with little 

direct contact with the Ottoman world: Denis Coppée from the Catholic prince-bishopric of 

Liège, and Abraham Kemp from the Protestant Dutch Republic. The other three authors came 

from the bordering regions between the Ottoman and Christian territories. Catholics Ivan 

Tomko Mrnavić and Ivan Gundulić were born on the Dalmatian coast, while the Muslim 

Dede Ağa lived in the neighbouring Ottoman Bosnia. Despite their very different 

backgrounds, these five poets had one thing in common. They all had a keen interest in what 

was going on in the world around them, followed the news about the contemporary 

developments, and actively participated in local political debates. Furthermore, contemporary 

political events formed an important theme in the work of each one of them. In this regard, 

the story of such an extraordinary political incident as the 1622 Istanbul uprising does not 

stand out from the rest of their literary work. This chapter investigates the themes and 

discourses that dominated each poet’s work, and relates the place of the story of Osman II to 

his oeuvre. 

 

Denis Coppée  

The author of the first play about the death of sultan Osman II, Denis Coppée (ca.1580-1630), 

had no connection with the Ottoman world and politics, but actively participated in the 

political life in his hometown, Huy, close to the city of Liège, in the prince-bishopric of 

Liège, a French-speaking independent enclave in the Spanish Netherlands. Coppée’s career 

started as a great success. The playwright came from a bourgeois milieu.
116

 Son of a cloth 

merchant, he did not lack entrepreneurial spirit and engaged actively both in the family 

business in textile and in the local politics. Coppée occupied several official posts in his 
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hometown. For instance, he represented the textile merchants’ guild in the city government, 

and became one of city’s five delegates in the Court of Aldermen (Court des Echevins) of 

Liège in 1622. Nevertheless, Coppée’s public career also suffered major downturns and, 

ultimately, a tragic end. He was twice accused of fraud, in 1614, when the textile guild of 

Huy initiated a lawsuit against him, and again in 1626.
117

 As an outcome of the latter lawsuit, 

Coppée was banished from his hometown in 1626 and imprisoned in Liège. The occasion 

was an outburst of rage, during which Coppée had publically insulted the city mayors, and 

wounded someone with a knife. Three years later, in 1629, the ecclesiastical authorities of 

Liège and Cologne resolved this case in favour of the playwright, allowing him to return to 

Huy. Nevertheless, Coppée’s repatriation did not last long. The next year, in 1630, he died a 

violent death. The perpetrator, the motive and the circumstances of this murder remain 

unknown.  

Another episode from Coppée’s family history may have also affected the poet’s 

public image, his career, and eventually perhaps even his tragic end. This regarded Denis’s 

sister’s
118

 involvement in an incident in 1595, when the whole family fell into public 

disgrace. In February 1595 the Dutch Protestant rebels briefly occupied and destroyed Huy. 

To facilitate the attack, the Dutch had planted a spy in the city, a certain Hendrik Voersen, 

who was married to Agnès Coppée, the poet’s relative. When the Catholic army recaptured 

the city a month and a half later, Hendrik managed to escape, but Agnès was arrested and 

eventually hanged in Liège on charges of treason. In subsequent years Agnès’s whole family 

was stigmatized for collaborating with the Protestant rebels.  

Denis Coppée dedicated his works to religious and political subjects. He wrote about 

martyrs and miracles, but also about episodes from classical antiquity and about 

contemporary political events. We know of ten plays by Coppée, seven of which are still 

preserved today.
119

 These seven plays are: Sainte Aldegonde (1622),
120

 Saint Francois 
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d’Assise (1623),
121

 Sultan Osman (1623),
122

 Marcius Curtius (1624),
123

 Saint Lambert 

(1624),
124

 The Bloody Battle (La Sanglante Bataille entre Imperieaux et Bohèmes, 1624),
125

 

and Jesus-Christ (1624).
126

 In addition, Coppée published three volumes of poetry: Spiritual 

Songs (Chansons Spirituelles, 1622),
127

 French Muses (Les Muses Françoises, 1623),
128

 and 

the occasional poem On the Victory of Statlo (Chant Triomphal de la Victoire a iamais 

memorable de Statlo, 1624).
129

 Perhaps the most striking quality of Coppée’s work is not its 

content, but a break with the Latin and medieval forms in his religious plays. Coppée was a 

pioneer of theatrical production in French in these regions.
130

 Despite the hagiographic 

content (Jesus, St. Lambert, St. Francis, St Aldegonde), Coppée’s religious plays are no 

mystery plays. Instead, they follow a classical structure according to the rules that originate in 

the Renaissance-humanist literary traditions.
 131

  

The ideas expressed in Coppée’s works stood under the influence of the Catholic 

renewal. The prince-bishopric Liège formed an enclave in the Spanish Netherlands that 

belonged to the Holy Roman Empire.
132

 This region was one of the strongholds of the 
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Counter-Reformation in the beginning of the seventeenth century, with growing Jesuit 

presence.
133

 The prince-bishops of Liège stimulated Catholic reform as the chief remedy 

against the Reformation in the neighbouring countries.
 
The escalation of the Protestant-

Catholic clashes in the Netherlands, Germany and Bohemia in the 1620s further strengthened 

the spirit of the Catholic renewal in this region, which had a major impact on the culture in 

Liège. This impact is also visible in Coppée’s work.  

Like many of his compatriots, Coppée embraced both Catholicism and the set of 

political and religious ideas propagated by the Counter-Reformation.
134

 In his works, 

religious virtue is also a political virtue. The lives of martyrs and saints, battles and regicides, 

episodes from antiquity and from contemporary history, all function as different examples of 

the advantages of a pious life. Catholic devotion presents a safeguard of order against the 

perils of corruption, heresy, mutiny and dissent. The Catholic monarchs play a key role in 

keeping God’s order in the world, fighting against political disruption and moral corruption. 

These attitudes can be clearly observed in Coppée’s works about the contemporary religious 

clashes in Germany and Bohemia. The poet dedicated a number of poems to the historical 

events from this early phase of what we now know as the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648). In 

the Triumphal Song (Chant Triomphal, 1624), for instance, he commemorated the victory of 

the commander of the Catholic forces, Johann Tserclaes the Count of Tilly, at Statlo in 1623. 

Another example is his tragic play, The Bloody Battle (Sanglante Bataille, 1624), in which 

Coppée focused on the political turmoil a few years earlier. This play deals with the 

Bohemian revolt (1618-1620), during which the Bohemian Protestants rejected the 

sovereignty of Emperor Ferdinand II (1579-1637) and proclaimed Elector Palatine Frederick 

V (1596-1632) as their new king. This stage of the conflict ended with the annihilation of the 

rebels at the White Mountain near Prague in 1620. The Catholic forces, in which Bavarian 

dukes played a leading role, subdued the revolt. The prince-bishops of Liège were also 

members of the House of Bavaria, which gave another reason for Coppée to attribute the 

main role in this play to the new Elector of the Holy Roman Empire, Prince Maximilian I of 

Bavaria, who in the play heroically saved Prague from Protestant pillage.   

 Coppée found the material for The Bloody Battle in the news reports published in the 
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issues of the Paris journal Le Mercure François of 1619 and 1620.
135

 As we have seen in 

Chapter One, three years later, in 1622, he found the story of Osman in the same journal. This 

story became the subject of Coppée’s second play inspired by a contemporary political event, 

Sultan Osman (1623). When it comes to the Istanbul uprising of 1622, Coppée drew the 

inspiration from the topic of the revolt, rather than from the Ottoman setting of the story, as 

we shall see in Chapter Three. He had no personal ties with the Ottoman Empire. Neither 

Liège nor Huy had any direct relations with the Ottoman world.
136

 From the perspective of 

the inhabitants of Liège, the Turks were primarily the problem of the Austrian Habsburgs. In 

terms of literature, ‘Turkish’ theatre had not yet come into fashion in the French-speaking 

Europe. Out of some twenty seventeenth-century historical plays with Ottoman protagonists, 

only two date from Coppée’s time: the anonymous Tragédie Mahommétiste (1612), published 

by Abraham Cousturier in Rouen, and Pierre Mainfray’s La Rhodenienne ou la cruauté de 

Solyman (1621). Coppée was therefore also one of the pioneers in staging Turkish history in 

French. This innovation was probably not intentional. His choice for the story of Osman II 

was not an outcome of a fascination with the exotic. Osman is, like his other plays, primarily 

an instrument for voicing the author’s support for the ideals of the Counter-Reformation. 

 

Abraham Kemp 

Abraham Kemp (1590-1649) lived in the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands, a young 

Protestant country born from an armed revolt against the Habsburg Spanish ruler Philip II. In 

the early 1620s, the time of first publication of Kemp’s Osman, the Republic was in a 

turbulent period of its history. The war with Spain was not over. On the contrary, it had just 

resumed in 1621 after a truce of twelve years. Furthermore, the country was recovering from 

internal religious and political conflicts. On the positive side, the young Republic had also 

become an internationally recognized force, and entered its famous Golden Age due to a 

booming economy.
137

 In this period, the memories of the Dutch Revolt, the country’s recent 

history and its future course were themes that absorbed many of its inhabitants, including 

Abraham Kemp. 
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Kemp came from Gorcum (Gorinchem), a town on the southern border of the 

province of Holland. He made his living as a notary, but he was also an active poet and 

playwright.
138

 His career as a poet was inextricably linked to his activity in the local 

rhetoricians’ chamber (rederijkerskamer).
139

 A rederijkerskamer was a citizen’s club of 

amateurs who practiced poetry, music, theatre and debating.
140

 Its members, the rederijkers, 

engaged in local public life organizing dinners, verse recitations and performances. 

Rederijkers practiced fixed literary genres and pursued didactic expression. In their work, 

allegorical figures often provided moral instruction, symbolically representing virtuous or 

sinful behaviour. The Netherlandish rhetoricians’ chambers dated back to the late Middle 

Ages. Although the chamber of Gorcum, which bore the name Het Seghelbloemken (a kind of 

a lily), was new in this town (opened in 1609), in Kemp’s time it was rather a traditional 

institution than a novelty. Around 1620, this type of literature was becoming a bit out-dated, 

especially in the Dutch cultural capital Amsterdam. There it was giving way to more modern 

theatrical forms, leaving the rederijkers in the domain of the provincial.
141

  

The majority of Kemp’s work known today is related to Gorcum’s chamber Het 

Seghelbloemken. He wrote allegorical plays on religious and political topics in typical 

rederijker-style. Kemp also represented his hometown Gorcum in provincial contests, the so-

called ‘refrain festivals’ (refreinfeesten) and regional championships (landjuwelen).
142

 His 

literary motto ‘Every man has to fight’ (Elk mensch moet kempen), a customary word play 

with his own name, appears in the printed editions of the contests in Leiden (1613),
143

 Kethel 
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(1615)
144

 and Vlaardingen (1616).
145

 In preparation for a landjuweel, chambers of different 

cities submitted their contributions, usually answers to a given question, in a fixed literary 

form (a play or a poem). On the day of competition, the selected participants gathered to 

perform their work, while a committee of judges decided on the winner(s). Kemp was 

successful in these competitions and won Gorcum several prizes. For instance, he won the 

second prize in Kethel in 1615 for a poem (refrein) elaborating on a pre-set verse (stokregel, 

repetitive line) ‘Confused Babel understood by the other’ (’t Verwerde Babylon hier door 

d’ander verstaen). In Vlaardingen in 1616 he did even better, winning two prizes. His 

allegorical play (Spel van Sinne), answering the question ‘Which remedy is best employed, 

most needed for the common people, and most prosperous for the country?’ (Wat middel dat 

best dient genomen by der handt,/Die tGemeen, noodichst is, en vorderlickst voor ’t Landt?), 

won the first prize. The arbiters in Vlaardingen also crowned Kemp’s verse-forging virtuosity 

with the first prize for a poem written on the spot (kniedicht), which was to include the verse 

‘So war brings peace, and peace brings war’ (Dus baert onvrede vree, en vrede weer onvree). 

Another preserved work of Kemp, The Comedy (Bly eynd spel, 1643), belongs to a similar 

context. As the stokregels indicate, the literary debates during these competitions concerned 

the most pressing social and political issues in the Republic.
146 

 

As a rederijker, Abraham Kemp actively engaged in contemporary public debates, 

both those concerning Dutch war against Spain, and those concerning the internal religious 

and political clashes in the Republic, particularly prominent during the Twelve Years’ Truce 

(1609-1621). This period coincided with Kemp’s most active years as a poet. During the 

Truce, the two leading men in the Republic, Stadtholder Prince Maurits (1567-1625) and 

Grand Pensionary Johan van Oldenbarnevelt (1547-1619), developed opposing perspectives 
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on the matters of church, power distribution in the state, and international policy, including 

the question of whether to resume the war with Spain.
147

 This political rivalry became 

intermingled with a tension between the Counter-Remonstrants and the Remonstrants, two 

groups within the Reformed church. The crisis culminated with Maurits’s coup d'état and the 

trial and execution of Oldenbarnevelt in 1619. In the same year, the Synod of Dordrecht put 

an end to the religious aspect of the dispute, deciding in favour of the orthodox Counter-

Remonstrantism.  

Judging from Kemp’s poetry and plays, the Gorcum’s rederijker closely followed 

domestic politics in this period. In his earlier works he had supported Prince Maurits, who 

was popular with those who hoped for the liberation of the Southern Netherlands from 

Habsburg rule. During the 1616 landjuweel in Vlaardingen, Kemp was one of the few 

competitors pleading for a war against an external enemy, presenting Maurits, epitomized in 

the character Good Ruler (Goe Regeerder), as the true shepherd of a nation was plagued by 

Sedition (Tweedracht).
148 

When the Stadholder’s power diminished in the 1620s,
149

 it seems 

that Kemp also abandoned this type of rhetoric. In his later work, he focused on the 

reassessment of the Revolt, contributing to a consolidation of the new Dutch self-image of a 

prosperous country that had arisen from the righteous opposition to oppression and tyranny. 

Interestingly, both in Sultan Osman (1623) and in The Comedy (1643), he supported his 

praise of the Republic primarily with economic arguments, avoiding the religious ones. 

Kemp’s effort to present himself as impartial and open to religious difference may have been 

related to the fact that he was a Catholic in a Protestant-governed city.   

There was a considerable tension between the Catholics and the Protestants in 

Gorcum during the poet’s life. The city was an important military base in the Republic, 

situated near the frontline between the Republic and the Spanish Netherlands.
150

 In the period 

between 1585 and 1610 it changed hands several times between the Spanish army and the 

Dutch rebels. By the 1620s, the balance between the Catholic and the Protestant population of 

Gorcum had gradually shifted in favour of the Protestants. Although the number of Catholics 
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gradually diminished, in 1600 they still formed about one third of the city’s population.
151

 

One of Gorcum’s Catholic families were the Kemps. Next to his family history, there is 

further evidence that Abraham Kemp was a Catholic. In 1624 he married Maria 

Jacobsdochter in the town hall, and not in the Reformed Church.
152

 He also commemorated in 

his verse the Martyrs of Gorcum, nineteen Catholic priests murdered by the Protestant rebels 

in 1572.
153

 Finally, he made explicit statements about his ‘inclination toward Roman-Catholic 

feelings’ in one of his works.
154

  

The Protestant Dutch Republic famously tolerated the Catholic presence.
155

 

Nevertheless, not every Roman Catholic’s experience of the Republic was easy, especially 

not in its southern part, where the atmosphere could be that of ‘intolerance, harassment and 

exclusion’.
156

 Although Gorcum’s rederijkers worked well together despite their different 

confessional backgrounds, Kemp was cautious when it came to the matters of religion. In the 

dedication of his last allegorical play, The Comedy (1643), he repeatedly underscored his 

religious (and political) neutrality, stating that dealing with this topic was like sailing 

‘between the two dangerous whirlpools that the poets call Scylla and Charybdis’: 

My praise for the deeds of people who have other sympathies in religious matters than 

I have is for me such a careful steering to keep the middle course, as it is for captains 

and for the poets. For, it is only without a shipwreck that I can sail on (...)
157

 

Kemp strove to be as unbiased as possible, underlining that he above all wanted ‘not to do 

injustice to any party in the Republic, Catholic or non-Catholic, or to his own belief’.
158
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According to him, judging one or supporting another faction would be too heavy a burden for 

his shoulders to bear, ‘God being the only one with power of final judgment’.
159 

He therefore 

chose to avoid altogether ‘the tricky issues related to the origins of the Revolt’, and to focus 

on positive and generally acceptable developments instead, for example the economic 

prosperity of the Republic in the period he wrote in.
160

 A similar pragmatic attitude towards 

religious differences, coupled with a praise of the Republic’s growth, is shown in his earlier 

play Sultan Osman (1623).
161

  

A play about the Islamic world may come as a surprise from faraway Gorcum. As far 

as we know, Kemp never had any contacts with the Turks. He showed no interest in Turkish 

topics elsewhere in his work. He also belonged to a literary culture without a well-defined 

tradition of Turkish themes.
162

 Nevertheless, Osman fits the pattern in Kemp’s work as an 

observation of contemporary history, and as a praise of the Dutch Republic. The news from 

Istanbul served as a platform to reflect both on the Republic’s international position, and to 
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refer to the Dutch Revolt by means of analogy. That Kemp reflected on the news of Osman’s 

death in such a way adds to the picture of a man who followed political affairs and pondered 

their implications for the future.  

 

Ivan Tomko Mrnavić  

The third author who turned the news about Osman’s death into a play, Ivan Tomko Mrnavić 

(1580-1637), was well-acquainted with the Ottoman world. He came from Dalmatia, a region 

on the Ottoman-Christian border in which the Ottoman global position also presented one of 

the dominant issues in domestic politics.        

 Mrnavić was born in 1580 in Šibenik (Sebenico), a town on the Dalmatian coast that 

was at the time under Venetian rule.
163

 His forefathers were of Bosnian Slavic origin. Ivan 

Tomko was born to a family of humble means, devoted to Catholicism. Out of his eight 

siblings, five dedicated their lives to the Church, becoming nuns or priests. Mrnavić himself 

had a very successful career as a cleric, climbing up the Catholic hierarchy to occupy a 

number of high-ranking posts with the Church.
164

       

 Mrnavić spent his life travelling between Rome and the Croatian lands. In Rome he 

took part in pontifical institutions that formed the driving force behind the Catholic reform. 

He received his education in the Illyrian College, an institute run by the Jesuits that aimed to 

education of priests for Dalmatia, Croatia, Bosnia, and Slavonia. He was elected several 

times as president of the Congregation of St. Jerome (Congregatio Sancti Hieronymi 

Illyricorum), a Rome-based society that provided schooling for Croatian clerics. In the 1620s, 

he participated in the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith (Congregatio de 

Propaganda Fide), a newly established institution dedicated to missionary work and 

evangelization of peoples. He was also responsible for a number of pontifical publications. In 

1627, his Comprehensive Declaration of the Christian Doctrine (Istumačenje obilnije nauka 

krstjanskoga) appeared, which was an adaptation of his friend’s, Cardinal Roberto 

Bellarmino’s Dichiaratione piu copiosa della dottrina christiana (Rome, 1597), one of the 

first editions of Propaganda. Mrnavić was on good terms with pope Urban VIII (1623-1649), 

who entrusted him with the task of producing an edition of devotional literature in the 
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Croatian language.
165

 In 1631, he became an honorary citizen of Rome, for which he thanked 

pope Urban VIII and Emperor Ferdinand II in person. In 1632, he was admitted to the Order 

of the Knights of Malta.   

Mrnavić had a very successful career closely related to the Holy See, but he never 

came to the highest ecclesiastic posts in his hometown Šibenik, probably due to the Venetian 

dislike of the Jesuits. Cardinal Francesco Barberini, Mrnavić’s friend and patron, supported 

his candidacy for the bishop’s see of Šibenik in 1626, but without success. The Venetian 

authorities supported another candidate, trying to discredit Mrnavić with accusations that his 

father Marko had served as a Turkish pikeman. Some thirty eminent residents of Šibenik 

testified against these accusations, vouching for the excellent origin of Mrnavić’s 

forefathers.
166

 Two years after this disappointment he obtained another post, and became a 

canon and archdeacon of the Zagreb Cathedral. All the time on the move, Mrnavić also went 

on several missions for the church. In 1621, he travelled to Bosnia and Croatia for two years, 

where he heard the story of the rebellion against Osman II.
167

 In 1632, he went on another 

mission to Hungary. Ivan Tomko Mrnavić died in 1637, either in Zagreb, Vienna, or Rome.  

Mrnavić’s biography reveals a devoted man working hard for the Catholic cause. 

Although he enjoyed high esteem among his peers as an outstanding intellectual, he later 

became remembered as an adventurer, plagiarist, falsifier, and a ‘genealogy freak’, in other 

words, one of the most ‘colourful’ figures in Croatian literature ever. It was mostly his 

passion for genealogy that earned him this unflattering reputation. As many of his 

contemporaries across the continent did,
168

 he invented an elaborate genealogy to support his 

claim of a noble lineage. To begin with, he probably appropriated the last name Mrnavić 

from a line of Balkan nobility, adding it to his original last name Tomko.
169

 He also created a 

personal coat of arms, merging the Serbian coat of arms with that of the Bosnian branch of 

Mrnavić family. He claimed to be related to the Serbian noble family of the Nemanjićs, the 

Hungarian Hunyadis, the Roman Marcii and the Albanian Castriots, supporting this claim 

with pseudo-historical evidence in the introduction to his Osmanschica (Rome, 1631) and in 

The Life of Magdalena Budrušić (Život Magdalene od knezov Žirova plemena Budrušića, 
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Rome 1626). In addition, Mrnavić created lineages for others as well. In the unpublished 

manuscript Dialogue on Illyricum and the Illyrian Emperors (De Illyrico Caesaribusque 

Illyricis, 1603-1607) he devoted four books to Roman emperors of an alleged Illyrian origin. 

His Abundance of Illyrian Royal Sanctity (Regiae sanctiatis illyricanae foecunditas, Rome 

1630) is dedicated to Ferdinand III of Habsburg and contains evidence that this ruler as well 

as the entire Habsburg dynasty originated from Constantine the Great. It was only recently 

that scholars started questioning the link between Mrnavić’s uncritical use of data and 

falsification, observing his work in a wider framework of humanist fashions.
170

                                 

When it comes to Mrnavić’s works, he wrote in three languages, Croatian, Latin, and 

Italian, both poetry and prose. His works can be classified as historiographical, poetical and 

theological.
171

 He was a prolific writer on a variety of themes. The Ottoman presence in the 

Balkans was one of these themes. Mrnavić knew the Ottoman world well, both from personal 

experience and from the information available in Rome. He was the author of a number of 

historiographical fragments about the Ottoman Balkans, all dating from 1627: a description 

of Bosnia and its history, a fragment about the capture of Constantinople and the expulsion of 

the Turks from Europe, a short description of the strategically important fortress of Klis, and 

the note on a Turkish court trial in Sarajevo in 1613. Considering his high-ranking position 

with the Holy See, Mrnavić’s outlook on the Ottoman Empire was coloured by political 

ideals of the Counter-Reformation. His primary concerns were related to the future of his 
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home area, the Balkans. His general position was for the elimination of the Ottoman presence 

in Europe, which in his oeuvre stood in relation with the propagation of the Illyrian cause.  

Illyrism has been defined as a product of the South Slavic humanism, which from the 

end of the fifteenth century intensively engaged in the symbolic constructing of an Illyrian 

identity.
172

 Illyrian ideology was a Catholic platform which propagated a pan-Slavic utopia. 

This ideology relied on the commonplace of the ‘golden age’ of an ancient Illyrian state, 

Illyricum, inhabited by Slavic peoples, unified by a common origin and a common language. 

Illyrian propagators used a Catholic rhetoric, but were sympathetic to the Orthodox peoples, 

and their canons of saints and rulers, as a part of the Orthodox Balkans belonged to the 

mythical Illyricum.
173

 Their goal was to entice the rulers of the moment (the Pope, the 

Habsburgs, Italian princes) to re-establish Illyricum. The Ottomans assumed an important 

negative role in the Illyrian idea, since the reestablishment of the Illyricum also meant their 

expulsion from the Balkans. The Illyrian idea was popular in the whole of Dalmatia, mostly 

with clerics-intellectuals such as Mrnavić. Mrnavić was particularly interested in Illyricum’s 

ties with noble and ruling families, supporting the Habsburg claim to Illyrian ancestry. In The 

Abundance of Illyrian Royal Sanctity (Regiae sanctitatis Illyricannae foecunditas, 1630), for 

instance, he ensured a place for the Habsburgs in the Illyrian canon. According to Mrnavić, 

the Habsburg rulers were also those who would drive the Turk out of Europe. In this context, 

the Ottoman neighbours in Mrnavić’s work formed part of a larger picture that involved 

complicated power relations between the Balkans, Rome and Vienna. Osmanschica implicitly 

relates to this context, reflecting Mrnavić’s views of both the neighbouring empires, and the 

state politics in general.  

 

Ivan Gundulić 

Ivan Gundulić (1589 – 1638) hailed from Dubrovnik (also known as Ragusa), a city-state 

located on the Dalmatian coast of the Adriatic Sea, on the Ottoman-Christian border.
174
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Ragusan territory included the city of Dubrovnik itself, a couple of small islands, and a patch 

of surrounding land. The Republic, being small, had no military power, but it did have a 

favourable strategic position and extensive trade networks. In the Middle Ages, Ragusan 

merchants had established colonies in all major Mediterranean trading cities. Since in the 

fifteenth century the Ottoman Porte was looking for a venue in Mediterranean markets, the 

sultan Mehmed II offered Ragusans a deal. In exchange for a series of privileges (including 

the name of a free city, the right not to have to engage in wars on the Ottoman side, and tax 

benefits),
175

 Dubrovnik became an Ottoman tributary in 1458. This happened before the 

Ottoman invasion of the neighbouring Balkan states: Serbia in 1459, Bosnia in 1463, 

Herzegovina in 1482, Montenegro in 1499, and Hungary in 1526. The Ragusan government 

turned this deal to their advantage, profiting greatly from the Ottoman trade. They used their 

neutral status to engage in diplomatic activities with other powers in the region, and they 

effectively monopolized the information exchange between Istanbul and the West. Due to the 

Ottoman connection, Dubrovnik became an important link between the Ottoman and the 

Western world.
176

  

The secret of Dubrovnik’s international success was its ability to act as a neutral state 

in its foreign relations. While maintaining good relations with the Porte on the one hand, 

Dubrovnik also sought protection from Ottoman enemies on the other, for instance Rome and 

the Habsburgs. This was especially the case when tension would arise between the Republic 

and Venice, the old rival that threatened to decimate Ragusan naval power in the Adriatic. 

Dubrovnik’s government needed an elaborate diplomatic network and a lot of skill to keep up 

with the shifting political and military relations in the Mediterranean. The Republic’s 

independence was a result of the fact that they ‘always formally accepted the sovereignty of 

the strongest power in their environment, but due to skilful diplomacy, always knew how to 

avoid turning this formal sovereignty into a real one.’
177

 This policy earned Dubrovnik two 

attributes. The first one was the unflattering reputation of a republic ‘sotto sette bandiere’- 

‘under seven flags’.
178

 The second one was freedom, libertas, as the crucial commonplace in 

Ragusan self-representation. For instance, the inscription on one of the towers of the city 
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walls, Lovrijenac, states that freedom is not for sale for all gold in the world (Non bene pro 

toto libertas venditur auro). Freedom, neutrality and diplomacy were also the keystones of 

Ragusan self-image expressed in the literature.
179

 In the works of Ragusan poet Mavro 

Vetranović for example, we encounter an argumentative rationalization of the freedom won 

by the Turkish ‘deal’, as a logical outcome of Ottoman military superiority over the divided 

Christian world.
180

  

Dubrovnik was an aristocratic republic. Based on the Venetian model, the government 

was formed by means of co-optation. All Ragusan male adults of noble origin jointly 

participated in the governing institutions. All senior aristocrats entered the largest governing 

body of the Republic, the Grand Council (Veliko Vijeće) at the age of eighteen or twenty.
181

 

The same was the case with Ivan Gundulić. The Gundulićs were one of the oldest and most 

esteemed noble families of Ragusa that had produced many eminent politicians. His father 

Frano was five times elected the rector (knez) of the Republic. With such a lineage, Ivan had 

no choice but to become involved in Ragusan political life. He became a member of the 

Grand Council when he came of age in 1608, after which he occupied a number of 

governmental posts.  

The life of Dubrovnik’s nobility was one of rigid rules and social pressure. Any 

diversion from ‘good old virtues and customs’, be it a change in dress or a choice of a spouse, 

was in public eyes a threat to the stability of the Republic and its society. As of 1462, 

members of the aristocracy were allowed only to marry amongst themselves and other 

Dalmatian noble families.
182

 No bonds were forged with other ruling houses. All patricians 

constantly monitored one another. The government was afraid of treason and political 

conspiracies, and spied on everyone who had anything to do with the ‘outside world’. The 

noblemen were sworn to silence.
183

 As they were always involved in the political life of the 

city, members of this class made no distinction between public and private norms. The ruling 

ideology insisted on sacrifice of individual will and freedom for the benefit of the state.  
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Partly due to this rigidity of custom, this class was undergoing a crisis in the 

seventeenth century. The economic power of the aristocracy was diminishing at this time. 

The noblemen owned land, ships, and money (stored in Italian banks), but they would not 

engage in any occupation other than politics. The growing costs, for instance the dowry, 

made some sell all their possessions, while they were unable to create new capital. Some 

families entered the risky trading business and went bankrupt, while others became extinct 

due to strict endogamy. From eighty noble families in the fourteenth century, only twenty-

seven were left by the beginning of the seventeenth.
184

 

Furthermore, there was a political disunity within Ragusan nobility. Some of the 

noble families propagated the pragmatic, ’Ottoman’ political course that safeguarded 

Republic’s formal independence, while others were more inclined to an open allegiance with 

the Catholic forces.
185

 During Ivan Gundulić’s life, these differences culminated in the crisis 

of 1609-1612, remembered as ‘the Great Conspiracy’ (Velika zavjera).
186

 In 1607, Charles 

Emmanuel I, Duke of Savoy, (1580-1630) initiated plans for a Catholic invasion of the 

Dalmatian coast with the goal of driving out the Ottomans from the Balkans. Members of 

certain Ragusan families, inspired by the Counter-Reformation, embraced the idea that 

Dubrovnik should become the starting point of a new anti-Turkish crusade. The Ragusan 

government quickly dispelled this conspiracy, staying on the course of pragmatic and 

‘neutral’ policy. 

Despite the economic and political crisis of the nobility, cultural life in Dubrovnik 

was blooming in the sixteenth and the early seventeenth century. Under the influence of the 

Italian Renaissance and humanism, literature, music, architecture and science flourished. 

Already in the early sixteenth century, local poets had started writing religious poetry in the 

humanist tradition, both in Latin and the vernacular. Love poetry in the Petrarcan style also 

blossomed in the city. During festivals, the citizens could enjoy plays in one of the city 

squares. Dubrovnik’s literary culture was in the beginning of the seventeenth century in the 

hands of the elite – mostly aristocrats wrote and read poetry. Around the same time, this 

literature came under the influence of the Catholic renewal. Dubrovnik started importing 
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baroque culture associated with the Counter-Reformation, once again from Italy. The 

Republic became the centre of baroque literature in the Balkans, with Gundulić as its pioneer.  

 

 

 

Illustration 6 – Left: anonymous, an undated seventeenth-century portrait of Ivan Gundulić, oil on 

canvas, Croatian History Museum. Right: Portrait of Gundulić from the obverse of the currently used 

50 kuna banknote. 

 

Ivan Gundulić started his literary career with adaptations and translations of the works of the 

then popular Italian poets. He wrote love poetry
187

 and a number of melodramas, most of 

which have been lost and cannot be dated, such as Galatea, Dijana, Armida, The Beloved 

Shrine (Posvetilište Ljuveno), The Rape of Proserpine (Prozerpina ugrabljena), Cerera, 

Cleopatra, and Chiron’s Coral (Koraljka od Šira). Aridana is his only play with an early 

modern edition, published in Ancona in 1633. At a later point in his life, Gundulić turned to 

religious and political subjects. He started writing religious poems such as The Tears of the 

Prodigal Son (Suze sina razmetnoga, Venice, 1622), On the death of Marija Kalandrica (U 

smrti Marije Kalandrice) and On the Splendours of God (Od veličanstva Božjijeh). He 

announced his turn to religious topics in his first publication of this kind, the translation of 

psalms entitled The Penitent Songs of King David (Pjesni pokorni kralja Davida), published 

in Rome in 1621. In the dedication addressed to a local patrician, Maro Bunić, Gundulić 

commented on his own oeuvre. Underlining his fervent Catholicism, he dubbed his early 

work ‘the fruit of darkness’, and contrasted it to the religious poetry that he was to produce as 
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of that moment, which he referred to as ‘the fruit of light’.
188

 In this later phase, Gundulić 

wrote not only religious, but also politically charged poetry: a pastoral play Dubravka 

(unpublished, performed in 1628), a panegyric to Ferdinand II, Grand Duke of Tuscany in 

1637, and Osman (unpublished). In his introduction to the Penitent Songs of King David 

(1621), Gundulić expressed his intention to dedicate one of his works, the translation of 

Torquato Tasso’s famous epic Jerusalem Delivered (Gerusaleme Liberata, 1581), to the 

Polish King Sigismund III. There is no further record of this translation. A year later, in 1622, 

the poet seems to have abandoned his plan for this translation in favour of writing an original 

epic, Osman, in which Sigismund’s son, Prince Wladislaus, features as the epic hero. The 

occasion was the news about extraordinary historical events: the battle between the Polish-

Lithuanian and Ottoman armies at Khotyn in 1621, and the Istanbul rebellion of 1622. 

Gundulić’s Osman therefore presents a reaction to contemporary politics. The poet worked 

on the epic until the end of his life in 1638.
189

  

 

Circulating in Dubrovnik and Dalmatia in manuscript form, Osman was not published 

until the nineteenth century. There are several explanations why this was the case. Gundulić’s 

Ragusa had no printing press, and local authors usually had their works published in 

neighbouring Italy, circumstances permitting.
190

 Another possible explanation could be that 

the epic remained unfinished, as two of the cantos are missing. Finally, the absence of a 

contemporary publication of Osman could also have been an outcome of censorship, because 

of the epic’s anti-Turkish message.
191

 Nevertheless, Gundulić was by far not the only author 

from Dubrovnik to write about the Ottomans. Nor was he alone in his critical sentiment 

towards the sultan and his Empire. In the early modern Croatian literature, the Turks form 

one of the most prominent themes, for instance in historiographical epic poetry such as the 

Battles against the Turks (Razboji od Turaka, 1595), by A. Sasin, or Brno Karnarutić’s The 

Siege of Siget (Vazetje Sigeta Grada, 1584). The general attitude was overwhelmingly 

negative, the Ottomans assuming the role of political and religious enemies. Compared to 
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these and other Dalmatian and Ragusan epic poems about the Turks, both vernacular and 

Latin, Gundulić’s Osman stands out as a work of a different scale.
192

 The composition and 

style of this epic suggest that Gundulić was influenced not so much by the works of his 

compatriots, but by his role model, Torquato Tasso and his bestseller Jerusalem Delivered 

(1581). 

The relation between Gundulić’s Osman and Tasso’s masterpiece has been well 

investigated.
193

 The two epics display a number of formal and topical similarities: from love 

plots, duels of female warriors, catalogues of knights and ruling dynasties, canto XIII situated 

in hell, to smaller details such as the reproach to Greeks for their passivity in the struggle 

against the Turk.
194

 Gundulić followed Tasso’s poetics, as set in two major theoretical works: 

Discorsi dell’arte poetica (1587) and Discorsi del poema eroico (1594). In these treatises 

Tasso defended multiple plots and love episodes as legitimate parts of the epic structure. The 

poetics dictated not only the form, but also the epic subject matter, which, according to 

Tasso, should be chosen from history and not from legend. Stating a preference for Christian 

history over fiction, Tasso placed a demand for this history to be neither too distant nor too 

contemporary in time. Gundulić, however, did not follow this convention and chose a 

contemporary historical event as his main subject.
195

 Combining elements of local literary 

heritage with the fashionable genre coming from Italy, Gundulić’s Osman as literature of 

contemporaneity thus presents both a continuation, and a major contribution, to the local 

tradition of Turkish themes in the literature.  

 

Dede Ağa 

The dervish Dede Ağa also dedicated verse to the death of Osman. Dede was one of the 

hundreds of Ottoman Bosnians who wrote in Turkish, and one of the few Ottomans who left 

an autobiographical narrative. This text forms a considerable part of Dede’s manuscript and is 

the only available source on Dede. This autobiography gives some insight into his life, but 

also says a lot about the social dynamics of his immediate environment. 
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Dede Ağa lived in Bosnia, a country that in 1622 had been under Ottoman rule for 

over one hundred and fifty years. In the Middle Ages, feudal lords of Christian (Bogomil) 

faith had ruled these regions, that were originally inhabited by Slavic peoples. Following the 

conquest by Mehmed II in 1463, Bosnia became the westernmost Ottoman province and their 

bulwark against the Christian world. One of the most striking consequences of this conquest 

was the large scale Islamization of the local population that until the present day resulted in a 

considerable Muslim community.
196

 Even though the Ottoman government never pursued an 

official policy of forced conversion, great numbers of formerly Christian lords converted to 

Islam in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, to make up the majority of the population in the 

seventeenth.
197

 

There was another way of incorporating the Bosnian population in the Ottoman state 

apparatus: the devşirme. Devşirme was the organized recruitment of peasant youths, usually 

the Balkan Christians, for Ottoman military (the Janissaries) and administrative positions. 

These young men would be taken from their native villages and transported to Istanbul, 

where they would undergo conversion to Islam and extensive training and education. The aim 

was to create a corps unattached to any authority other than the sultan. The devşirme recruits 

could climb the palace hierarchy to occupy the highest-ranking posts, for instance that of the 

Grand Vizier. This practice strongly contributed to the negative image of the Ottomans 

among the local Christians throughout the Balkans, construing them as atrocious violators 

who tear innocent children away from their families to turn them into the Enemy himself. 

Such an image persisted regardless of the fact that some of these men, for instance the 

members of the famous Sokollu family, never forgot their roots, and used their position to 

keep ties and procure benefits for the region of their origin.
198

 In contrast to the Christian 

population, the local Muslim families considered the prospect of the admission to the corps of 

acemi oğlan, or the Janissaries, to be highly prestigious. The idea that local men ruled one of 

the greatest empires remained a source of pride for many Bosnians, who saw themselves 

closely related to the Ottoman dynasty and even as a pillar of the Ottoman state, stressing that 
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their language (Bosnian/Serbo-Croatian) was one of main languages spoken in the Ottoman 

court.
199

 

The Muslims were the economic and the cultural elite in early seventeenth-century 

Bosnia. They lived in prosperous towns, mining and trade centres, while the Christian tax-

paying population (reaya) was primarily involved with agriculture and lived in remote rural 

mountainous areas, or worked on a Muslim landlord’s property. Most often, the lords were 

well educated in Islamic schools, and occupied leading positions in the Ottoman state system 

at a local level (judges, teachers, imams). The Islamized Bosnians of the seventeenth century 

strengthened their Ottoman identity, emphasizing their belonging to the Islamic community, 

ties with Istanbul, and their possibility of moving up the ranks of Ottoman society. They 

enjoyed an aristocratic lifestyle, engaged in cultural activities, collected books, invested in 

public endowments and protected dervishes. They sponsored poets, and some of them also 

wrote poetry in oriental languages.
200

 Most of them spoke the Bosnian (Serbo-Croatian) 

language of their ancestors at home, but wrote in Turkish (administration), Arabic (religion), 

or Persian (literature). More affluent citizens collected manuscripts and copied them for other 

readers and new generations, some of which survived into the twentieth century.
201

 Dede’s 

manuscript is also a legacy of this manuscript-collecting tradition. The Bosnian oriental 

scholar Osman Asaf Sokolović (1882 -1972) came across an incomplete eighteenth-century 

copy of Dede’s manuscripts in 1938, in the personal collection of one of his compatriots, 

Ibrahim Ljubunčić, also known as Hodža-Beg from Livno.
202

 

A special aspect of Ottoman culture in Bosnia was the activity of the dervish lodges, 

the tekke. Dede’s work belongs to the Ottoman written culture related to this tradition. The 

tekkes served as centres for dissemination of learning in the Ottoman Empire. In this culture, 

the written word was closely related to a strong oral tradition, as literary texts were recited or 

read.
203

 People gathered in the tekke, (or in the mosque, later also in coffeehouses), to read 
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and discuss texts from the Qur’an, history, and exchange manuscripts and letters. The bulk of 

the literature consisted of copies of Oriental literature in Turkish, Persian, and Arabic. The 

content varied from philosophical treatises, hagiography, works on jurisprudence and 

theology, and chronicles (tarih), to religious or love poetry. Autobiographies, otherwise 

uncommon in the Ottoman literature, were usually linked to the dervish circles.
204

 Dede’s 

manuscript presents a combination of a rhymed autobiography and a chronicle, both of which 

belong to the genre of the tarih.
205

 

Dede Ağa lived in Dobor Grad,
206

 a medieval fortification situated close to the 

Ottoman-Hungarian border, in the vast valley along the Sava River. This region was not 

densely populated, but the proximity of the roads that connected Ottoman and Hungarian 

territories made it strategically important. Dede’s family members had been for three 

generations the fortress keepers (dizdar) in Dobor. All that Dede recorded about his 

predecessors he had learned from his father, Yusuf Aga. Dede’s grandfather, Muhyiddin, had 

moved to Dobor when Ghazi Husrev Bey conquered that fortress in 1536. Yusuf succeeded 

his father and kept the post of the commander of Dobor for twenty three years.   

 Dede’s real name remains unknown.
207

 According to Sokolović it was Slavic, as his 

family was of Janissary origin. The mere fact that Dede did not boast a foreign lineage can 

indicate his Slavic descent, since in seventeenth century Bosnia a Muslim ancestry was 

considered a matter of prestige.
208

 Dede himself did not elaborate on his forefathers’ ethnic 

origin, but proudly noted that they had been loyally serving the sultan since the times of 

Mehmed II Fatih. For him, mentioning his ethnic background was not a part of the 

convention, as the Ottomans articulated their identity in the first place in terms of belonging 

to the Muslim community. The topoi Dede used in his self-representation were a good origin, 

education, and social esteem, being the laudable qualities that he admired both in his own 

family and in others.  

Dede praised the dervish culture of his forefathers. His ancestors belonged to a 

dervish lodge, like Dede did himself.
 
 They were ‘people of the border’, who kept the position 
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of fortress keepers since they were hardworking and reliable [vss. 31-40].
209

 He stressed that 

there were no mischiefs in his family, that they had never taken a sip of alcohol, and were all 

mystics seven generations back [vss. 51-53]. Next to belonging to a dervish order, Dede also 

highly valued education. Dede’s father, himself a dervish, had taught him to read and write. 

Subsequently, he had received the usual education, attending the primary religious school 

(mekteb) where he later became a teacher (muallim). As was customary, his education was in 

great part the result of Dede’s own initiative. His goal was to join the dervish ranks, and he 

looked for a master (şeyh) who would accept him as his pupil and protégé. The master he 

found was a certain Hasan Efendi, originally from Skopje, a man known to have supported 

the Ottoman army in the battle of Sziget (1566).
210

 In his writings about his şeyh, Dede used 

the expected clichés of humility and servility, without really elaborating on Hasan Efendi’s 

character or the knowledge he had gained from him. Due to Hasan’s protection, Dede became 

‘a partner in the conversation of the learned’ [vs. 135]. He was still eager for recognition and 

‘pining to obtain the blessing of the learned’ [vs. 136], when his ambitions were interrupted 

by the death of his father in 1609.  

The rest of Dede’s autobiographical verse describes his career, which depended on his 

networking skills. Dede’s autobiography provides a glimpse into the dynamics of the 

relations between the members of the ruling class and patronage-seeking dervishes. Dede 

could not subsist without sponsorship and protection from local lords. After his father’s 

death, Dede’s succession to the position of his father was not a sinecure. His friends had to 

recommend him to the Bosnian Pasha Ibrahim Khan, a man ‘not easy to approach‘ [vss. 143-

144], in order to secure for Dede the same post as his father had occupied: 

Defter emini Kasım Efendi, 

And his friends, as well as he, strove 

To recommend my cause to their friends.  

And since nobody objected, 

And Kasim Efendi visited Pasha several times. 

It was God’s will that he finished my business.
211

  

 

                                                           

209
 The verse numbers for Dede’s text are mine.  

210
 Sokolović, ‘Pjesnik Aga-Dede’, 10. 

211
 ‘Ali defter-emin Kasim efendija 

i prijatelji mu nastojahu, kao i on – 

preporuči moju stvar svojim prijateljima. 

A kako se nitko ne nametnu na njih, 

a i sam (Kasim efendija) ode paši nekoliko puta, 

i Bog dade te mi paša svrši posao’, Dede Ağa, Historija, vss. 145-150.  
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After one and a half year of dizdarship of Dobor, Dede decided to sell this military post since 

he ‘intended to do something else’ [vs. 244]. He became a preacher (hatib) in the mosque in 

the village of Jakeš, where he served for the following seven years. Dede briefly noted that 

from the money he received from the sale of his post in Dobor, he founded a pious foundation 

(vakf)
212 

in memory of his father, and invested in his children’s education. This is how we 

learn that Dede was married and had children. Nevertheless, he left no further record of his 

family. He only mentioned that he secured posts for his sons due to his connections with the 

influential army official Ibrahim Bey, which set his mind at ease, and allowed him a ‘carefree 

life’ [vs. 379]. 

In his description of the lords with whom he came into contact, Dede particularly 

praised their learning and hospitality. Kasım Efendi, for instance, due to whose protection 

Dede got the position of dizdar ağası of Dobor, was a man who not only ‘loved the learned’ 

(including Dede), but was himself a writer and a capable scholar [vs.168]. Besides the 

likelihood that Dede found a suitable conversation partner in Kasım, his praise for his 

household reveals admiration for a patron rather than a friend. He depicted Kasım’s son 

Ahmed as the same kind of man, an intellectual and a gentleman. Books were in front of him 

all the time, he received the learned for conversation, and he ‘spoke of nothing but science’ 

[vs. 197]. When the hajduks, non-Muslim bandits, plundered and burned down his household, 

he lost eighty books, which Dede deeply deplored.  

Kasım possessed another laudable quality, hospitality. Charity being one of the five 

pillars of Islam, in Ottoman culture a good character manifested itself through exercise of 

hospitality and generosity. Dede had no critical distance when practicing charity sometimes 

also included Bosnian lords’ flaunting their wealth, but took their magnanimity as an 

indicator of their lofty character. In his praise of Ibrahim Bey for instance, he wrote: 

 

His household was full of guests 

They were in every corner. 

He fed them abundantly. 

Dervishes and dignitaries came to him 

Money and wealth was flowing into his house. 

(…) 

Everyone praised him for his famous household 

Unsurpassed in the whole of Bosnia.
213

 

                                                           

212
 Estate donated from personal possessions for the benefit of the community in the name of Allah. For Dede, 

otherwise a man of no great means, founding a vakf was a matter of honour.   
213

 ‘Nije mu u odžaku nedostajalo gosta, 
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Ibrahim Bey was according to Dede a perfect host. Fruit was served in abundance in his 

house, his guests consumed coffee and entertained themselves with books. He had six 

superintendents (subașı) under his command, and an army of servants and attendants. Such a 

lifestyle was possible due to his enormous wealth, acquired from vast estates in his 

possession. Dede found it particularly gentlemanly that Ibrahim did not ‘tie down’ his money, 

but was spending it abundantly on horses, clothes and attire. 

Dede Ağa was primarily interested in his intisap, the social network of patrons and 

clients. From his writing it becomes obvious that Dede himself was actively seeking 

patronage. The patrons on the other hand would be interested in men like Dede, since the 

protection of poets, writers and guests added to a man’s repute.
214

 In return for courteous 

treatment Dede noted his admiration for his sponsors in his writing. He was not alone, but 

had competitors fighting for their own interests in a similar way. These interests at one point 

collided with Dede’s, causing a major downturn in his career. In the years he spent in Jakeš, 

Dede took it upon himself to have the village mosque restored. The building had originally 

been so small that the whole congregation did not fit inside. Dede managed to obtain funding 

from a rich and influential local, Osman Efendi, and had a larger mosque built. However, 

several years later, Dede had to leave his office. He blamed unnamed intriguers for putting 

pressure on him, stressing that ‘nobody found it righteous’ [vs. 287] that this position had 

been taken away from him. Eager to prevent his good name being stained, Dede rejected any 

blame in this matter and called upon the public opinion as a voucher for his good character. 

Dede also cast a number of curses on the intriguers: ‘may he not live an hour without trouble’ 

[vs. 285], ‘let misery always be upon him’ [vs. 283], ‘may he have no bread to eat’ [vs. 291], 

but since this somewhat interrupted his narration, he abruptly resumed his praise for Osman 

Efendi, the man who turned Modriča into a pleasant place, building a school (medrese), an 

inn (han) and some shops. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

u svakom kutu bilo je puno gosta, 

obilno ih gostio hranom. 

Dolazili bi kako derviši tako i uglednici. 

imetak i bogatsvo mu je pritjecalo u odžaku  

(…) 

Svatko ga priznaje zbog njegova (čuvena) odžaka 

jer mu u Bosni nema ravna.’ Dede Ağa, Historija, vss. 390-407.  
214

 Madeleine Zilfi, The Politics of Piety: The Ottoman Ulema in the Postclassical Age (1600-1800), 

(Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1988), 95. 
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The world Dede presented in the first part of his manuscript is the local world. 

Focusing only on the local politics, he made no mention of the capital Istanbul or the on-

going Polish campaign of 1620-1621. It was only when the news of Osman’s sudden and 

sensational death reached Dobor that Dede decided to interrupt his narration and ‘expand his 

book with an addition’ [vs. 453]. In this addition he retrospectively recounted the political 

events that had taken place between 1618 and 1622. Dede’s decision to break off his 

autobiography in order to describe these events indicates the impact of the news of Osman’s 

death. While for the Christian poets this news primarily triggered reflections on the future of 

different countries and religions, for Dede it also had implications for his personal position. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Five very different men turned the news about Osman II and his death into poetry: the 

entrepreneur Denis Coppée from Huy, the Dutch rederijker Abraham Kemp, the Rome-based 

cleric and intellectual Ivan Tomko Mrnavić, the Ragusan aristocrat Ivan Gundulić, and the 

Bosnian dervish Dede Ağa. They lived in different contexts and wrote in different literary 

traditions. Kemp and Coppée had no immediate experience of the Ottoman world. Gundulić 

never travelled to Istanbul or Ottoman territories, but was well-informed about the Ottoman 

neighbours. Mrnavić travelled on his missions to Ottoman territories and was also acquainted 

with Turkish mores. Dede saw himself as a good Muslim and a loyal subject of the sultan.  

Nevertheless, they all actively followed the politics of the time. Rather than its eastern 

setting, the political plot of the story of the 1622 Istanbul uprising was the main motive for 

the five poets to tell their version of the history of Osman.  His life and death were important 

on two levels: firstly, as an example about revolts and the nature of rule in general, and, 

secondly, as a possible turning point for the future of the Ottoman Empire. These two themes 

present the core of the five literary Osmans.  
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Chapter Three: Osman in the Low Countries- 

History plays by Coppée and Kemp 
  

Who wants to see what superstition can do 

To a prince, who believes in a reverie;  

In a dream, an omen, or a similar folly, 

Taking, with no other council, his resolution; 

Above all, when this prince intends to change the state, 

Aside from faith, due to a fantasy, 

Suspicious of his own? Who wants to see the fury 

Of the people, conceiving, wrongly, some doubts? 

Who wants to see a monarch who is more miserable 

Than a shepherd, a cattleman, or a road-keeper? 

Who [wants to see] the harsh cruelty of the 

Mahometans? 

Read the tragedy presented here 

In fine verse and words, made by Denis Coppée, 

An evident testimony of his ability.
215

  

 

This sonnet by Adrian Quarré, Seigneur de la Haye, one of the mayors of Huy to whom 

Coppée dedicated his Osman, evokes a selection of the Western commonplaces described in 

Chapter One: several of those pertaining to the figure of the prince (his relation to his subjects 

and to God), and one of those pertaining to the Ottoman world.
216

 This sonnet also says 

something about the reception of the play. The first signal that the audience received from 

these lines had to do with the consequence of irrational behaviour of a prince (vss. 1- 4). 

                                                           

215
 ‘Qui veut veoir,  ce que peut la superstition 

D’un Prince, adioutant foy à une reverie, 

A un songe, un Augure, ou semblable folie; 

Prenant, sans autre advis, sa resolution; 

Sur tout quand il projette une mutation, 

A part foy, de l’estat par une fantasie, 

Se defiant des siens; Qui veut veoir la furie 

D’un people, concevant, à tort, quelque soupçon? 

Qui veut veoir, qu’un Monarque est bien plus miserable 

Qu’un berger, qu’un bouvier, ou routurier semblable? 

Qui, des Mahometains la fiere cruauté: 

Lise la Tragedie icy representée, 

En beaux vers & discours, qu’a fait Denis Coppee, 

Témoignage evident, de son habilité.’ Adrien Quarré, Sur la Tragédie de Sultan Osman, Sonnet, in Coppée, 

Osman, 9. 
216

 Parts of this chapter have been published in Irena Ajdinović, ‘Stage representations of the Ottoman world in 

the Low Countries: The case of Osman’, in De Zeventiende Eeuw 29-1 (2013), 32-48. https://www.de-

zeventiende-eeuw.nl/index.php/dze/article/view/8463/8799 
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According to Quarré, Coppée’s play primarily deals with the disastrous chain of events 

triggered by Osman’s folly, his paranoid imagination, and his ominous dreams. The weakness 

of Osman, as a monarch, leads to the second problem in the play, the people’s uprising in 

Istanbul (vss. 5- 8). On a more general level, the sultan’s destiny also reminds the reader of 

the unpredictable workings of the goddess Fortuna, underscoring the fleeting condition of 

human beings, even those in the highest positions (vss. 9- 10). Finally, the murder of Osman 

illustrates ‘the cruelty of the Mahometans’ (vs. 11). Quarré’s ordering of conflicts in 

Coppée’s play is significant. The first three points he names in his sonnet have to do with the 

nature of a monarch’s rule and his relation with his subjects on the one hand, and with God 

on the other. Only the last, fourth point pertains to the Islamic, Ottoman setting. The nature of 

sovereignty and the danger of anarchy are problems that occupy a central place in the 

Netherlandish interpretations of the story of Osman both in Coppée’s and in Kemp’s tragic 

plays.  

As we have seen in Chapter Two, the Dutch Revolt against Spain and the Bohemian 

Revolt of 1618 formed the two most significant events in political debates in the Low 

Countries in the early 1620s. The literature of this period often reflects these political and 

religious conflicts, either directly or by means of an allegory. The story about Osman II, a 

tale about a revolt, touched upon issues readily recognizable from the local context: rebellion, 

dissent, and tyranny.
217

 The interpretations of these themes in the Low Countries relied on 

humanist political thought, which elaborated on matters such as ‘the nature of kingship and 

political power, the relationship between the ruler and the law, the ruler’s duty to his subjects, 

the relationship between the ruler and his councillors and/or the country’s representative 

institutions’.
218

 Both plays deal with the Istanbul political crisis of 1622 from the perspective 

of these same recurring themes, but Coppée and Kemp nevertheless give different answers to 

the question whether Osman’s political mistakes provided enough justification for the 

rebellion against him. While for Coppée the rebellion against a divine monarch is 

                                                           

217
 For more examples see Henk Duits, Van Bartholomeusnacht tot Bataafse opstand: studies over de relatie 

tussen politiek en toneel in het midden van de zeventiende eeuw, (Hilversum: Verloren, 1990), and the website 

of the project Tales of the Revolt. Oblivion, memory and identity in the Low Countries, 1566-1700: 

http://www.hum.leiden.edu/history/talesoftherevolt/.  
218

 Nicolette Mout, ‘Justus Lipsius Between War and Peace. His Public Letter on Spanish Foreign Policy and the 

Respective Merits of War, Peace or Truce (1595)’, in Judith Pollmann and Andrew Spicer (ed), Public opinion 

and Changing Identities in the early Modern Netherlands, Essays in honour of Alastair Duke, (Leiden: Brill, 

2007), 141. 

http://www.hum.leiden.edu/history/talesoftherevolt/
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inadmissible under any circumstances, for Abraham Kemp the deposition (if not a regicide) 

of a tyrant is legitimate.  

Kemp’s and Coppée’s Osman primarily strove to illustrate the principles of good and 

bad rule to their local audiences, but this is not the only message the two playwrights wanted 

to bring across. They viewed the contemporary Istanbul crisis as a pressing political event. 

Just like the news reporters, they reflected on the impact of Osman’s death on the 

international power balance, including the future of relations between the Ottoman Empire 

and the West. By placing the news of the Istanbul uprising in an international framework, the 

Christian world gained a prominent role in the story of Osman, and Ottoman-Christian 

relations became one of the central issues in the plays. Again, Denis Coppée and Abraham 

Kemp attributed different meanings to the Ottoman setting of their tragedies. While Coppée 

denounces the sultan’s empire, insisting on the opposition between the Ottoman world and 

his own, Kemp allows for a contact between the two. Such attitudes have less to do with real 

contacts between the Low Countries and the Ottomans, and more with the authors’ 

positioning in their local environments. This chapter investigates the stereotypical ideas about 

the nature of rule and about the Ottoman Empire that supported the two Netherlandish literary 

interpretations of the Istanbul crisis of 1622. 

 

The plays 

 

 

Illustration 7 - Cover pages from the 1623 edtions of Kemp’s (Special Collections, University Library 

in Leiden) and Coppée’s  (Royal Library of Belgium) plays about sultan Osman.  
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Coppée’s Deplorable Assassination Committed by the Janissaries on the Person of Sultan 

Osman (L’Exécrable Assasinat perpétré par les Ianissaires en la personne du Sultan Osman 

Empereur de Constantinople, Rouen 1623)  

 

Denis Coppée’s Deplorable Assassination is a classical Senecan tragedy in five acts, with a 

single plot. It is a play with few stage directions and without a division into scenes. It starts 

with a prologue announcing the horrific story to come. The first act opens with a monologue 

in which sultan Osman complains about the ominous visions and nightmares that torment 

him. According to him, leaving Istanbul would help him escape from his perturbed state of 

mind. When he tells his plan to his advisors, Selictar Aga, Kissilar Aga, and Capi Aga, they 

all unanimously warn him away from this undertaking. Nevertheless, the sultan is not willing 

to heed their admonishments. One of the Furies, Megere, appears on stage to predict a 

horrible end for Osman. Concluding the act, a chorus of ladies of the Serail express their 

worries for their sultan.         

 In act II the revolt has already begun. Coppée dedicates the entire act to the exchange 

of mutual accusations between Osman and his supporters, and the rebels. Just as the soldiers 

have calmed down, they happen to intercept Osman’s letter to the Governor of Cairo stating 

the young sultan’s intention to transfer the capital there. This news enrages the rebels again, 

and triggers violence. Osman eventually addresses the rebelling soldiers from a palace 

balcony, accusing them of betrayal during his Polish campaign. For the rebels, Osman is a 

traitor who keeps his plans a secret from his people and feels no loyalty to them. The lengthy 

debate ends in an ultimatum: Osman has to deliver his viziers, or the rebels will storm the 

royal palace. Closing the second act, the chorus of renegades comments on the advantages of 

Christian countries, where the people respect their princes.  

In act III Osman is hiding inside his palace. Knowing that the rebels are getting 

closer, he discusses defence strategies with his associates. When the last of his guards 

abandons him, Osman realizes he cannot save his councillors, and delivers them to the 

bloodthirsty masses. The rebels turn to free Mustafa from his long imprisonment and make 

him their new sultan. Mustafa, however, unimpressed with sultanship, only longs for eternal 

bliss. The act ends with the chorus of the paupers celebrating the freedom of the poor.  

Act IV starts with a herald announcing Mustafa’s reign. People cheer the new sultan 

and curse Osman, who in the meantime is hiding in the house of Ianissaire Aga, together with 

his last friend alive, Ussin Bacha. Confronted with the rebels, Ianissaire and Ussin make a 
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final effort to appease the situation, but their attempt to bribe the rebels fails. Having 

managed to arrest Osman, the rebels take him to Mustafa. Coppée’s play culminates in the 

execution scene. After Mustafa has signed a death sentence of his nephew, Osman gets 

strangled.  Concluding act IV, the chorus of Turkish ladies prays to the heavens to punish the 

Turks for their barbarous acts.  

The fifth and last act consists mostly of commentary on the action that has already 

been resolved. Coppée introduces a number of new characters to reflect on the events. The 

act begins with Osman’s wife talking to a eunuch, lamenting her fate and resenting having to 

live in a place as cruel as the Ottoman court. Mustafa also deplores the course of events and 

realizes that, from now on, monarchs will forever be at the mercy of the common people. 

People are crying over the body of Osman, realizing that nobody can protect them from their 

enemies anymore. Osman’s two brothers exalt Osman’s courage and warrior skills, repeating 

accusations against the people, in their eyes the culprits for Osman’s tragedy.  

 

Kemp’s Tragedy about the Murder of Sultan Osman (Droeff-eyndich Spel
219

 van de moordt 

van Sultan Osman, Gorinchem 1623)  

 

Abraham Kemp’s Osman is a play full of stage effects such as the scenes of violence 

(including murder), the appearance of ghosts and supernatural creatures, magic, masses in the 

streets and the palace, a pantomime with sex and music. Kemp, just like Coppée, follows the 

Senecan-Scaligerian poetics, choosing for the alexandrine verse, gory imagery, ominous 

dreams,
220

 and monologues and dialogues construed according to the rules of rhetoric. 

Nevertheless, his Osman deviates from the strict classical form insomuch it is divided into 

four instead of the usual five acts. Furthermore, there is no chorus,
221

 but there is a love 

subplot. In this subplot the leader of the rebellion, Silactar, has to choose between a Turkish 

girl, Flora, and a Dutch lady, Celia. Kemp justifies this intervention in the historical events as 

                                                           

219
 ‘Droeff-eyndich spel’ is a variant of the Dutch word for tragedy, ‘treurspel’, indicating a play with a sad 

ending. 
220

 Despite the fact that such dreams regularly appear in Senecan tragedies, in the case of Osman this motive was 

not the poets’ addition, but was actually mentioned in their source, Pacifique de Provin, as well as  in the 

contemporary Ottoman chronicles.  
221

 The chorus was not an obligate element in Dutch Renaissance drama. See Lia van Gemert, Tussen de 

bedrijven door? De functie van de rei in Nederlandstalig toneel 1556-1625, (Deventer: Sub Rosa, 1990, 47).  
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an attempt to appeal to the young people in his audience.
222

 The story of Silactar’s amorous 

escapades in Osman indicates that Kemp followed the theatrical production in the Dutch 

Republic beyond the activities of Gorcum’s rederijkers and those in the neighbouring towns 

and villages. As was the case in England and Spain, a comic underplot was popular on 

Amsterdam stages, for instance in the at the time well-known plays by Kemp’s 

contemporaries Abraham de Koning (Simsons treurspel, 1618) and Bredero (Rodderick ende 

Alphonsus, 1616, Stommen Ridder, 1618). These subplots involve characters of lower social 

rank (mindere mensen), who echo the more lofty main plot in a comic way.
223

 In the Dutch 

Osman, this subplot also contains elements of religious and ethnic stereotyping of its 

protagonists.  

Kemp’s Osman opens with Osman’s monologue. The sultan gives an overview of 

Ottoman history and his Empire’s strategic position in Europe. He is furious about the defeat 

he has suffered in the Polish campaign the year before, and announces his intention to go on a 

pilgrimage to Mecca. His advisors Quiessilar, Capi and Silactar oppose this undertaking, but 

Osman shows no intention to change his plans. Again in a monologue, he reveals to the 

audience his real plan to transfer his court to Cairo, and not to go to Mecca at all. Ominous 

signs warn Osman of his impending demise. His mother Thiossem, for instance, predicts that 

he will lose both his life and his crown. Osman nevertheless proceeds with his preparations 

for departure, collecting the state treasures to take with him to Cairo. In the meantime he is 

also spying on his lords, as the audience learns from the subplot. In this subplot, Silactar, one 

of Osman’s high-ranking officials, is wooing Flora. After a little resistance, Flora agrees to 

accompany Silactar and his friends to a tavern, to enjoy some drink and gamble. In the tavern 

a mysterious guest joins them, who soon proves to be sultan Osman himself. Following a 

confrontation with the merry-making Silactar, Osman goes away, leaving behind the insulted 

Silactar and other dignitaries who swear revenge. The sultan gets another warning in an 

ominous dream, for which he seeks advice from his clairvoyant uncle Mustafa, who lives in 

prison. Mustafa’s interpretation of Osman’s dream coincides with the prediction of Osman’s 

mother: the sultan will lose his throne.  

                                                           

222
 ‘Om de toesienders ofte lesende Ieucht een weynich te verheughen, hebbe ick, volgens d’Oude Vryheyt inde 

Poësye ghebruyckelick (...) noch daer by ghevoegt, seecker Vryagie tusschen Silactar ende Flora: Midtsgaders 

de practijcken by Celia gebruyct, om Silactars Liefde van Flora af te trecken, (met d’uytkomste) ende de 

verschijninghe van  OSMANS GHEEST ende den aencleven van dien.’ Kemp, Osman, (ed. Brouwer), 15. 
223

 Lia van Gemert ‘De snoepige grillen van hillebillen. Straatgewoel op het zeventiende-eeuwse toneel’, in Els 

Ruijsendaal, Gijsbert Rutten and Frank Vonk (ed.), Bon jours Neef, ghoeden dagh Cozyn! Opstellen 

aangeboden aan Geert Dibbets bij zijn afscheid (...), (Münster: Nodus, 2003), 121-134.  
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Act II begins with Osman divulging to his associates his real plans to go to Cairo, 

only to turn a deaf ear to their admonishments. He entrusts Silactar with a letter to the Pasha 

of Cairo that reveals his intentions. Silactar, instead of executing the sultan’s order, rushes off 

to Flora. Upset with the news of Silactar’s oncoming departure to Cairo, Flora devises a plan 

to prevent parting from her lover: Silactar must stir up a rebellion in order to prevent the 

voyage. Silactar promptly obeys, using Osman’s letter to persuade the lords, Boustangi and 

Dahout, that Osman’s undertaking must be stopped. Soon a mass gathers, besieging the 

palace. Two scenes of violence follow, in which the rebels assault Janitzer Aga and mutilate 

the dead body of one of Osman’s messengers. Realizing that the unrest is serious, Osman 

decides to address the crowds from a palace balcony. He and the leaders of the rebellion 

exchange demands. Osman is ready to give up his trip, provided he can keep the state 

treasures. The rebels demand the heads of Osman’s closest associates. When Osman refuses 

to deliver them, they storm the palace. On their way they find Mustafa in prison, and set him 

free.  

In act III the tables have turned. The confused Mustafa has become the new sultan, 

and Osman is forced to hide from the rebellious mob in the palace. The subplot also gets 

more complicated as a new character appears on the scene. A Dutch maiden, Celia, has 

travelled all the way from Holland to Istanbul to win back Silactar’s affection. Realizing that 

Silactar now loves Flora, she decides to separate them by making Silactar believe that Flora is 

unfaithful. Using black magic, she summons the hellish creature Phafarel and instructs him to 

take the form of Flora and have intercourse with a servant. Of course, she also makes sure 

that Silactar witnesses this scene. In the meantime, Osman is hiding in the house of Janitzer 

Aga, his last supporter. However, the rebels seize this house too, kill Janitzer, and force 

Osman to surrender. Mustafa has to decide about his nephew’s destiny. The new sultan, 

overwhelmed with hallucinations, eventually gives orders to have Osman strangled. Osman’s 

life ends in the concluding scenes of act III. After the young sultan’s last, desperate attempts 

to put the blame on his (already executed) advisors, last prayers and the last attempts to 

physically resist the executioners, Osman’s fate is sealed.  

The fourth, last, act begins with Mustafa’s delirium. Osman’s ghost appears to trouble 

his conscience. His guilty feelings will become even stronger, since Osman’s mother, looking 

for revenge for the death of her son, summons the spirits from hell to appear in front of 

Mustafa during the forthcoming coronation ceremony. Silactar’s love life gets a happy 

ending, as he decides to test Celia’s honesty. Dressed as a priest (Pater Diocezen), he tricks 
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her to confess her sins to him, and thus discovers the truth about her hoax. Flora gladly 

accepts Silactar’s restored affection, and his hand. Kemp’s Osman ends with Mustafa’s 

coronation ceremony. Mustafa begins a long speech about the political course he intends to 

take. He is not capable of finishing his monologue since visions overwhelm him yet again, so 

he hurriedly summons musicians to the scene. While everyone is listening to the music, 

Mustafa encounters Osman’s ghost, visible only to him. The ghost sings a song lamenting his 

(Osman’s) death and calling for revenge. At the same time the ‘fire from below and lightings 

from above’ announce the entrance of the allegorical figure Revenge and the evil spirit 

Phafarel. The chaos is complete now. When the supernatural creatures disappear, Mustafa 

regrets his decision to have Osman killed. In the final scene, Mustafa reveals his hopes to be 

a good king and overcome his inner disturbances by prayer and good conduct. Finally, he 

promises to obey the maxim ‘it is better to be loved than feared’ (beter bemint dan 

ghevreest), the motto of Kemp’s play.  

 

Far from the Turks 

The two Netherlandish tragedies about the death of Osman II have a lot in common, such as 

the similar genre and, indirectly, the same source. Another shared feature is an imagined, 

pseudo-Ottoman setting. When adapting the story of the Istanbul rebellion for their local 

audiences, both authors from the Low Countries largely domesticated it. Although Coppée 

and Kemp had some (albeit meagre) knowledge about Ottoman history, custom and religion, 

this knowledge is manifested in their plays only at a verbal level. The characters in these 

plays voice their Ottoman identity by talking about the might of their Empire, its strategic 

position, and endless riches, or about their hatred for the ‘Christian dogs’. Nonetheless, the 

world that was visible on the stage in Gorcum and Huy was far from the Ottoman world, 

probably with the exception of rich exotic costumes.
224

 For instance, Kemp and Coppée take 

the functions in the Ottoman palace hierarchy to be the personal names of their protagonists. 

The silahdar, the arms bearer, thus becomes Silactar in Kemp’s and Selictar in Coppée’s 

play; the kapıcı başı, the keeper of the royal gates, becomes Capi, and the bostancı başı, the 

royal gardener, becomes Boustangi in the plays. The Ottoman palace protocol is entirely 

absent from both texts. Instead, Ottoman dignitaries are presented as lords and members of 
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 While there is no record of a staging of Coppée’s Osman, Kemp’s play has been performed at least twice: in 

Gorcum in 1623 and in the Amsterdam City Theatre in 1639. We have no record about costumes, scenery etc. of 

these performances. 
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aristocracy who engage in heated political debates with the sultan. Coppée and Kemp do not 

seem to have been familiar with many Ottoman concepts relevant for the story, for instance 

that of the class of the theologians and scholars, the ulema. Instead, they present the sultan’s 

advisors as a secular council of nobles, ministers and heads of the military.  

Another ethnocentric feature of the Netherlandish Osmans is Kemp’s and Coppée’s 

failure to recognize the importance of Osman’s intention to recruit a new army for the 

outbreak of the historical rebellion in May 1622. The Janissaries suspected that the sultan was 

going to conscript a new army in the eastern provinces of the Empire (Anatolia), and dissolve 

their troops. This was the reason why, when Osman returned to Istanbul from the 

unsuccessful Polish campaign and announced a pilgrimage to Mecca, they interpreted his 

intentions as a cover-up for the beginning of this reform. Furthermore, when the army leaders 

understood that Osman was collecting the state treasures, and issuing orders for the 

movement of royal pavilions to the Asian side of Istanbul (Üsküdar), their suspicions seemed 

to be confirmed. The army leaders publicly opposed Osman’s plans and demanded the heads 

of its designers. Refusing to extradite his associates, the sultan was dead three days later. In 

other words, from the perspective of the Janissaries, Osman was planning a revolution. 

Although the West knew the importance of Osman’s Anatolian recruitment, for instance 

through the ambassadors’ reports, Kemp and Coppée neglected it. Partly due to the absence 

of this argument in the source text by Provin, the link between the Polish campaign and the 

recruitment of the Anatolian army is weak in Kemp’s play, where Osman briefly threatens 

the soldiers with dissolution of the army. In Coppée’s play, this link is absent altogether. 

Instead, Kemp and Coppée depict Osman’s motives along the lines of disturbed passions. The 

Netherlandish poets did not recognize the military reform as the main cause of the revolt, but 

the sultan’s physical absence from the capital. According to Kemp’s character Silactar, 

Osman exposes his people to three evils: anarchy (everyone will be the lord), civil war 

(people will fight in their own country), and the invasion of the Catholic rulers.
225

 In 

Coppée’s play, one of the main objection against Osman’s plans is the move of the imperial 

seat, which would ‘turn the city [Istanbul] into a village’ (II, p. 26), without any mention of 
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 ‘(…) Want als dees ghemeente siet 

Dar g’haer verlaet, mijn Heer, soo sal s’u achten niet: 

Elck sal dan meester zijn! Hier sal men In’lants vechten 

G’lijck ’t Sill’ en Mario weleer te Room’ aenrechten.  

Den onvertsaechden Pool, den Oostenrijckschen Helt, 

Den Spaenschen Coninck me[e], comt dadelick te velt, 

Neemt ’t een voor, ’t ander na.’ Kemp, Osman, II, 1, vss. 400-407. 
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the army reform. In consequence, the Ottoman crisis of 1622 is in the Netherlandish plays 

construed according to a different model, with the rebels assuming the role of the 

revolutionary force, and Osman remaining the conservative one. The central problem for both 

Netherlandish authors is the legitimacy of a deposition of a divine sovereign, modelled after 

their own domestic examples in the Low Countries.  

 

 

 

Illustration 8 - Anonymous, Osmancha, the Emperor of the Turks
226

 (1624?), etching in Baudartius’s 

Memorandum, 63, Special Collections, University Library in Leiden. This portrait probably represents 

Osman II, but since it has not been dated we cannot know if it was available for Abraham Kemp when 

he was writing his play. 

 

Coppée and the Ottomans  

A poor little prince 

Denis Coppée builds his play on the idea of an irreconcilable contrast between the Christian 

and the Ottoman world, borrowing from the Counter-Reformation rhetoric about the Ottoman 

Empire. One of the commonplaces within such rhetoric was the topos of Ottoman tyranny, 

contrasted to the image of good Christian rule. The ‘perverted’ morals of a tyrannical ruler 

were stereotypically epitomized in the figure of the ‘Grand Turk’, oftentimes depicted with 

devilish features. However, Denis Coppée’s most negative ideas about the Ottoman Empire 
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 Osmanca is a Turkish diminutive form of the name Osman. 
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do not pertain to the Ottoman sultan, but to the Ottoman subjects. The playwright from Huy 

first and foremost criticizes the disastrous consequences of insurrection. Defending the 

monarchical system in general, Coppée presents the characters of the sultans, Osman and 

Mustafa, in a more favourable light than the other Ottomans.  

Coppée interprets the conflict in the Ottoman state as a division between the ruling 

institutions (the sultan and his ‘ministers’, Selictar, Capi and Kissilar Aga) on the one hand, 

and the common folk under the military command on the other. As Coppée generally 

supported the constitutional monarchical system, the ministers play a positive role, wisely 

warning the young sultan away from making the fatal mistake of a pilgrimage to Mecca, and 

staying loyal to their sultan till the end. Coppée mainly criticizes the rebels, who in the play 

forget their obligation of obedience to their god-giver ruler. Conspicuously, the rebels bear no 

proper names in Coppée’s play. They are called the Chief of the Militia, Captain, or a Group 

of Soldiers (Chef de la milice; Capitaine; Trouppe des soldats). This lack of personal names 

implies that these characters represent the masses, an irrational and dangerous social group 

referred to as ‘the poison in the body of the state’ (un poison coulé dans le corps de l’état, II, 

p. 35). Different characters construe a negative image of the rebels. Selictar Aga for instance 

refers to them as the ‘Hydra with more than seven heads’ (Hydre à plus de sept chefs) and an 

‘audacious beast’ (bête pleine d’audace, I, p. 21). Similar references to chthonic monsters 

and mythical beasts of the underworld figured not only in the anti-Turkish propaganda of the 

sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries, but also in anti-Lutheran and anti-Catholic 

broadsheets.
227

 Such an attribution also fits the commonplace image of the rabble in the early 

modern political literature. Lipsius, for instance, describes the populace as credulous, 

inconstant, unruly, hot-headed, jealous, suspicious and devoid of judgement.
228

 The conduct 

of the rebels after the murder of Osman in Coppée’s play also supports this image. Towards 

the end of the play, with their bloodlust abated, Osman’s murderers realize their mistake. The 

murder of the sultan was not planned, but a result of the uncontrolled passions of the 

multitude. Ruining their monarch, they have ruined themselves as well (p. 71). Coppée 

presents this repentance as an argument against rebellion in general. The poet condemns any 

attempt on the life of a prince, including the infidel Osman, as a sinful and godless act.  
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 See, for instance, the woodcut in a sixteenth-century pamphlet by Johann Cochleus (1479-1552), 

Commentaria de actis et scriptis M. Lutheri, Dresden, 1529, representing one of Luther’s seven heads as a head 

of the Turk. http://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_image.cfm?image_id=3325. 
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 Justus Lipsius Politica- Six Books of Politics or Political Instruction, ed. and transl. Jan Waszink, (Assen: 

Van Gorcum, 2004), IV, 5, 401-409. 
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Nevertheless, Coppée’s Osman also exhibits signs of weakness. The young sultan 

lacks some of the virtues that, according to the contemporary concepts of political morality, 

exemplified a good ruler. Political thinkers elaborated upon the idea of the four cardinal 

virtues, wisdom (prudentia), righteousness (iustitia), temperance (temperantia) and fortitude 

(fortitudo), in addition to other characteristics that these authors personally felt characterized 

an ideal prince. Justus Lipsius, for instance, distinguishes justice, clemency, faithfulness, 

modesty and majesty as indispensable traits that, next to prudence, make a good monarch.
229

 

According to this standard, Osman lackes justice, since he does not respect the authority of 

the law, insisting that his will was his only law (mon vouloir est ma loy, I, p. 24). He also 

lacks prudence, since he does not listen to his advisors. Furthermore, Coppée’s Osman makes 

the mistake of losing his reputation. According to Lipsius, the people should feel love and 

respect for their prince (amor, veneratio), for they know that God also loves him. In return, 

the prince should love his folk.
230

 Osman, in Coppée's play, however, openly tells his people 

that he would ‘feel more secure living amongst the wolves than carrying a crown amongst 

them’,
231

 and that he would have been ‘better off with naked Indians than with his ungrateful 

people’.
232

 At the same time he accuses his subjects of wanting to ruin the state by resorting 

to oligarchy.
233

  

In Coppée’s play, Osman’s chief mistake, however, is the lack of steadfastness 

(constantia), the ability to keep one’s integrity in the face of difficult circumstances.
234

 The 

play opens with his monologue in which he expresses signs of irrationality (melancholy): he 

is being tormented by a dream and bad premonitions. The dream has warned him to suspect 

some evil coming from his subjects, which is, according to Coppée, also his motive to leave 

Istanbul. Osman turns against his people for irrational reasons, melancholy and guilty 

conscience being signifiers of potential tyranny. Coppée depicts his Osman as the type of 
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 Lipsius, Politica II,  X, 317-345. 
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 For numerous examples see Erik De Bom, Geleerden en politiek, De politieke ideeën van Justus Lipsius in de 

vroegmoderne Nederlanden, (Hilversum: Verloren, 2011), 209 -302. 
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 ‘Il seroit plus seur de vivre entre les loups, 

Que non pas (en portant la couronne) entre vous.’ Coppée, Osman, II, p. 34. 
232

 ‘Il me seroit plus seur d’aller faire seiour 

Entre les Indois nuds, & y dresser ma cour 

Qu’entre vous, peuple ingrat (…).’ Coppée, Osman, II, p. 36. 
233

 ‘mais ie vois bien le but de votre âme endurcie 

Tendant à ruiner l’état de Monarchie. 

L’oligarchie plait aux brouillons comme vous, 

Du bon-heur de leur Roy sans cause étant ialoux.’ Coppée, Osman, I, p. 13. 
234

 Justus Lipsius, De Constantia libri duo, Qui alloquium praecipue continent in Publicis malis, (Leiden, 1584). 
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tyrant that featured in Jesuit historical plays: the character who, overruled by passions, 

smothers all potential good in himself, and thus waists his God-given elevated royal 

character.
235

 Coppée’s Osman is far from the ideal, fatherly monarch.  

By contrast, Mustafa not only figures as the ideal pater patriae, but, interestingly, also 

displays traits reminiscent of the Jesuit martyr hero.
236

 Martyr heroes are fearless and joyfully 

steadfast in the face of the worst pains and misery, looking forward to the reward they will 

obtain in heaven. Mustafa resembles this type of character. He is meek and pious, and prefers 

meditation in his cell to kingship. When, upon his release from the kafes, Mustafa only 

wishes for cold water when offered a glass of sherbet, Coppée presents this behaviour as a 

sign of ascetic modesty rather than a sign of paranoia, as Kemp does. Coppée’s Mustafa loves 

the people and is ready to give his life for them (il veut vivre et mourir avec vous & pour 

vous, III, p. 55). He also repeatedly underscores the commonplace of princely responsibility, 

which is both a privilege and a burden to be a ruler. According to him, the scepter is better 

left to those who appreciate it more than he does, calling it a ‘short-lived pleasure, paved with 

misfortune’ (Laissez le sceptre à qui en fait beaucoup d’estime; (…) C’êt un plaisir bien 

court de Malheur talonné).
237

  

In general, Coppée’s rhetoric embraces the ideas of the Counter-Reformation.
238

 

Human action of the Muslims is set against Christian ideals in his Osman. As he states in his 

dedication of the Tragedie de S. Lambert patron de Liėge (Liège, 1624) to Ferdinand of 

Bavaria, Coppée considered the monarchs to be the most perfect images of the Saviour. Since 

monarchs were understood to be at the top of moral order given by God, a revolt or regicide 

went against God’s plan. A major problem the playwright had to overcome in pursuing this 

idea was Osman’s and Mustafa’s Muslim identity. Coppée generally undermines the moral 

legitimacy of the Ottoman society on account of its Muslim religion. At the same time, he 

wants to exalt the role of the monarch in an internal conflict with the common people. These 

two attitudes create a tension in his play. Coppée makes an attempt to bridge this 
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 Coppée, Osman, III, p. 48. 
238

 See Harro Höpfl, Jesuit Political Thought. The Society of Jesus and the State, c. 1540-1630, (Cambridge: 

CUP, 2004) and John W. O’Malley, The First Jesuits, (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 

1993). For Jesuits in the Netherlands see Hubert Meeus (ed.), Ad Maiorem Dei Gloriam – Jezuiten in de 

Nederlanden tijdens de zeventiende eeuw, Catalogus bij de tentoonstelling in de Centrale Bibliotheek van de 

UFSIA, 1997, and Leonardus Van den Boogerd, Het Jezuitendrama in de Nederlanden, (Groningen: J.B. 

Wolters, 1961). 



88 

 

discrepancy. Osman is, in the beginning of his play, an infidel prince, lacking the Christian 

virtues. However, he undergoes a change, and, in the last moments of his life, admits the 

higher moral ground of the Christian faith: 

 

Oh how fortunate are those who rule the kingdoms 

In which princes are never betrayed, 

Where everyone honours them like semi-Gods, 

Not to upset the God whom they adore, 

Whose true images they [the princes] are held to be.
 239

 

 

This epiphany coincides with a change in Osman’s character, as he collects royal courage to 

fight the executioners, desiring to die a noble death rather than an ending like a criminal (IV, 

p. 64). Despite being a Muslim, Coppée allows the young sultan to die as a morally elevated 

character compared to the rest of the Ottomans, due to his royal birth. Implicitly, Coppée 

suggests that, had Osman been a Christian ruler, he would have had the chance to be a good 

monarch. The sultan’s Ottoman origin is thus, indirectly, the source of his tragic hubris. The 

hero of Coppée’s play, Mustafa, has known moral right from wrong all along. Throughout the 

play, he is aware of the advantages of Christianity and regrets that he was not born in a 

Christian country. He is reluctant to accept the sultanate, and chides the rebels with the 

following words: 

No, no it is never certain amongst the Muslims, 

That they will obey his [the king’s] commandments: 

If you had love in you, like baptized people do, 

That would be much easier for your King: 

The prince is here considered to be divine,  

The necessary laws are not made in vain: 

But you care for nothing. Your empty heads  

Only want whatever they invent. 

Your opinion is your only law 

That creates disunity between you and us.
240
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 ‘O qu’heureux sont ceux-là regentant des pais 

Où les Princes iamais ne se voyent trahis, 

Où comme demi-dieux vu chacun les honnore, 

Pour ne point irriter le Dieu qu’on y adore, 

Duquel ils sont tenus entre vrais pourtraits.’ Coppée, Osman, IV, p. 58.  
240

 ‘Non, non il n’est pas seur entre les Musulmans, 

De les vouloir fléchir a ses commandemans: 

Si vous auiez l’amour de la gent baptisée, 

Ce seroit à un Roy chose bien plus aisée: 

Le Prince est estimé y tenir du diuin, 

Les necessaires loix n’y sont faites en vain: 

Mais vous n’en faites cas, vôtre tête éuentée 

Ne veut que celle-là qui d’ elle est inuentée. 
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According to Coppée, Muslims have no rule of law, a characteristic of civilized Christian 

countries, and Mustafa distances himself from his ‘barbarous’ origin. The best attitude, for an 

individual as well as for the prince, is the submission to the precepts of Christianity. 

Furthermore, only the Christian religion can prevent the prince from falling into sin or 

tyranny.
241

 Osman’s and Mustafa’s elevated royal character makes them admit to these truths. 

Coppée seeks to legitimize both royal Muslim characters in his play, without abandoning his 

general anti-Ottoman attitude.  

 

A contrast 

In Coppée’s play, the image of the Turk forms a part of a wider world picture in which the 

Catholic authorities wage a just war against different forms of heresy. In this world picture, 

the representation of the Infidel Turk stands in relation with the representation of the 

dissenting Protestant. These two images oftentimes stood side by side in Catholic Europe of 

the 1620s, after the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War in Germany. Coppée himself explicitly 

evoked the Turks and the Protestants together in The Bloody Battle (La Sanglante Bataille 

entre Impériaux et Bohèmes, 1624), in which he strove to persuade the audience of the 

righteousness of an armed opposition to their enemy, the Dutch Republic, whom he criticized 

for their ‘alliance’ with the Turks and Tartars.
242

 In his Osman (1623) this link is more 

implicit.  

The general perspective in Coppée’s play is that of a moral dichotomy between the 

Christian (Catholic) and the Muslim world, between ‘the true faith’ and the ‘barbarous 

cruelty’. Turkish infidelity, insolence, cruelty and blasphemy stand in opposition to Christian 

virtues. Already in his dedication of the play to the mayors of Huy, Coppée expresses this 

standpoint:  

                                                                                                                                                                                     

Vous n’auez autre loy que vostre oppinion,  

Qui d’entre vous & nous fait la desunion.’ Coppée, Osman, III, p. 48. 
241

 Dupont, ‘Denis Coppée’, 810-11.  
242

 Bouteille-Meister, Représenter le présent, 717. 
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It’s a tragic tragedy: those who see it will have to thank God that the Christian piety 

greatly distances us from Turkish cruelties, and that our faith is different from the 

false beliefs of the Muslims.
243

 

In the play, Coppée links the religious stereotypes with another image that pertains to the 

Ottoman subjects in general: barbarity. Barbarity manifests itself in predisposition to cruelty 

and in disrespect for the monarchs. In this Coppée’s attitude resembles the Jesuit political 

thought on heresy. According to Jesuit doctrine, heresy can have a number of consequences, 

for instance the inherent divisiveness of an infidel society, and religious indifference.
244

 

Proneness to rebellion, like the one in Istanbul in May 1622, is therefore intrinsically related 

to the character of the Muslim people. Besides, heretics were considered to be naturally cruel, 

immoral, and prone to ambition and pride.
245

 This is exactly how Coppée depicts Ottoman 

society in his Osman.  

Coppée equates Muslim religion with moral corruption. This corruption manifests 

itself in the unnaturally cruel character of common Turkish people. Osman abounds in images 

of cruelty. Osman’s associates are being killed and dismembered, their heads cut off and their 

bodies cut into pieces. These murders, including the strangulation of the young sultan, 

together with the exhibition of the heads, arms and legs of his assassinated comrades impaled 

on spears, are displayed to the audience. Coppée neglects the Jesuit-Senecan theatrical 

decorum not to show violence on stage, and confronts the spectators directly with the cruel 

heathen environment.
246

 In his address, he justifies this decision with the non-Christian 

setting of the play: 

We will see in this piece (apart from the cruel murder of Osman, the Emperor of 

Constantinople) nothing but assassinations and corpses piled one upon the other. If 
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 Höpfl, Jesuit Political Thought, 3. 
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this cruelty had been inflicted on some Christians, I would not have had the courage 

to write about it.247 

Coppée repeatedly qualifies the Turks as barbarous and uncivilized people. Several characters 

in the play reiterate this standpoint. The chorus of the Ladies of Serail, for instance, prays to 

the heavens to punish the Turks for their barbarous acts (IV, p. 64), while Sultana, Osman’s 

wife, herself not of Turkish origin, complains to a eunuch at the beginning of act V:  

I know very well that the Turks, becoming inhuman, 

Always soak their hands in orphans’ blood, 

After they have taken their father’s life, 

Unbridled in their enraged envy.
248

   

 

Another manifestation of the barbarity is royal fratricide (a practice commonly criticized in 

the West). Coppée evokes this topos several times in the play, presenting it as something the 

Turks carry in their souls (I, p. 25). When the sultana deplores the premature death of her 

young son, the eunuch comments that it was for the better, since the boy would have spent his 

life waiting to be murdered anyway (V, p. 67). Such a practice commonly links the Ottoman 

dynasty with evil, and Coppée also stereotypically associates it with hell. At the end of act I, 

a mythological creature, Megara,
249

 predicts Osman’s imminent doom, announcing that his 

father, grandfather, and other forefathers, together with their Prophet, look forward to Osman 

soon joining them in the underworld (I, p. 24-25). 

 In Coppée’s perspective, one of the major manifestations of Turkish moral corruption 

is the lack of respect for their rulers. Throughout the text both Osman and Mustafa lament the 

absence of love from their subjects. The chorus of Christian renegades at the end of act II 

long to go back to their native regions, since only Christian people have respect for their 

princes (II, p. 40). A messenger also scolds the rebels, evoking the old Christian claim of 

Constantinople: 

Seeing such a disorder in your republic 

I sadly regret the ancient times, 
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 ‘L’on ne verra en cette piece (outre la cruelle mort d’Osman, Empereur de Constantinople,) qu’assassinats & 

corps emmoncelez les vns sur les autres. Si cette cruauté se fut pratiquee à l’endroit de quelques Chrétiens, ie 

n’aurois eu le courage d’y embesoigner ma plume.’ Coppée, Osman, 6. 
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 ‘Ie sçai bien que les Turcs, se rendant inhumains, 

Trempent toujours au sang des orphelins leurs mains 

Apres auoir éteint de leur pere la vie, 

Passant à tout excès leur enragée enuie.’ Coppée, Osman, V, p. 68. 
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Alas! This is no more the Byzantium where people respected 

The laws, the Emperors, trembling before them.
250

 

 

The discourse of opposition between the Catholic and the Muslim world in Coppée’s play 

relates to the discourse about the breach within the Christian world. After the Reformation, 

the Turkish advance typically served as a reminder to Christian audiences of how internal 

conflicts weakened the West. The warnings against Christian dissent were frequent both in 

Protestant and Catholic regions, stressing that European rulers were undermining their own 

forces while, as Lipsius put it, ‘a barbarous foe threatens all of Europe, from Asia the tyrant 

rattles the chains of perpetual servitude’.
251

 The image of the dangers of disunity among 

Christian forces was often evoked in the early 1620s, in the context of religious wars. For 

many people the revolution in Istanbul therefore presented a sign of Ottoman internal 

weakness, a long-expected turning point in Ottoman military supremacy. In this context, like 

many pamphleteers did, Coppée called for the expulsion of the Grand Turk from what he saw 

as Christian territory in his dedication of Osman:
 
 

I pray to God that the Christian princes can reconcile themselves with one another, 

and overcome their difficulties under one favourable and forgiving Amnesty, in order 

to turn the mouths of their cannons against these powerful and irreconcilable enemies, 

who by their divisions facilitate the conquest of their countries.
252

 

Coppée used the news of Osman’s death to call for reconciliation of the Christian areas with 

each other. From his phrase about the possibility of amnesty, it becomes clear that the 

elimination of the Ottoman threat was only possible after the return of the dissenting 

Protestants under the shelter of the Roman Catholic Church, who in her turn had to forgive 

these sinners completely. Only then division could be solved into reunion, and only united the 

Christian countries could fight the Turks successfully. Coppée also holds to a difference 
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 ‘Voyant un tel desordre en vostre republique 

Qui fait que tristement ie regrette l’antique; 

Ha! Ce n’est plus Byzance où l’on portoit respect 

Aux loix, aux Empereurs, tremblans à leur aspect.’ Coppée, Osman, II, p. 29. 
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sous vne fauorable & oublieuse Amnestie, pour tourner la bouche de leurs canons contre ces puissans & 
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between the Protestant and the Ottoman heresy, seeing the former as ‘curable’. Yet again, this 

idea corresponds to the Jesuit views of how to treat heresy:  

If heresy is a deliberate, sinful, and criminal choice of ‘depravity’, then the 

appropriate response is deterrence and punishment. But if it is a disease, cancer, or 

plague, punishment is entirely out of place; its victims deserve rather to be pitied, and 

the appropriate response is care, medicine, surgery, and containment or quarantine. 

Poison on the other hand requires an antidote, and filth requires cleansing. But if 

heretics are enemies of the Church, de respublica Christiana, then punishment, 

medicine, surgery or quarantine, antidotes, and cleansing are all equally inappropriate: 

the way to deal with the enemies is diplomacy and, if necessary, war.
253

  

Coppée was not the only one who used the Istanbul crisis of 1622 to call for a retrieval of 

Christian lands from the hands of the Turk. As we have seen in Chapter One (p. 32), a French 

pamphlet reacted in the summer of 1622 to the news of Osman’s death with the same idea, 

recommending a new crusade which would ‘restore’ the Bourbon dynasty in the old 

‘Byzantium’.
254

 Memorandums on how to ruin the sultan’s Empire and (re)conquer Istanbul 

circulated in early seventeenth-century Europe. The situation in Liège was no different. One 

of Coppée’s compatriots, Remacle Mohy, addressed in 1606 thirty-eight fictive letters to a 

number of rulers and governments in order to engage them in a crusade against the Turks.
255

  

This issue came from the press of Christian Ouwerx, the publisher who would later print 

several editions of Coppée’s work. Drawing a parallel between the Ottoman danger and 

Protestant dissent, Mohy argued that there was a good chance of success in his anti-Turkish 

scheme, just as he considered it likely that the Dutch would return voluntarily under the 

mantle of the Catholic Church, and make an end to the war. In a similar fashion, Denis 

Coppée adopts in his foreword of Osman the perspective of the Catholic world combating the 

forces of dissent and evil, including both the Protestant neighbours and the Ottoman foe. In 

his representation, the future relations with the Ottomans entail the elimination of the Empire 

from the territories that the Church of Rome claimed to be her own. These territories 

stretched not only to Jerusalem and Constantinople, but also over all territories governed by 
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dissenting Protestant rulers. In this way Coppée’s perception of the relations with the 

Ottoman Empire interweaves with his perception of the internal Christian conflict. 

 

Kemp and the Ottomans 

Better loved than feared 

Abraham Kemp presents a different picture of the rebellion than his contemporary from 

Liège. In Kemp’s play, there is no condemnation of the revolt. On the contrary, the Dutch 

playwright represents Osman’s rule as an unquestionable case of tyranny. Kemps shows 

Osman as an arrogant ruler who surrenders to unbridled passions and misjudges the right 

order of values. In the play, the rebellion ultimately manages to restore this order.  

The cast in Kemp’s play is also different from that in Coppée’s Osman. While Osman 

and Mustafa are referred to as the princes, for the Ottoman dignitaries, agas and pashas, 

Kemp used the Dutch equivalents denoting aristocracy: Adeldom (vs. 538), het best van ’t 

Lant (vs. 575) and Edel-lien (vs. 597). In Kemp’s Osman the common people play no role. 

The trio of agas - Capi, Silactar and Quissilar - are not presented as Osman’s supporters, but 

as the leaders of the rebellion who, when they realize that Osman’s rule has turned into 

tyranny, shift allegiance away from the young sultan. When casting political roles, Kemp 

looked up to the famous playwright Pieter Corneliszoon Hooft’s historical tragedy Geeraerdt 

van Velsen (1613), in which a group of nobles plots against their sovereign, Count Floris V. 

Just like in Geeraerdt van Velsen the central question in Kemp’s Osman is the legitimacy of 

rebellion against a ‘natural’ ruler.
256

       

Kemp’s Osman exploits the commonplaces of the traditional humanist perceptions of 

political morality, combining them with the ‘constitutionalist’ tradition of sixteenth-century 

political thought. According to this tradition, the ruler was bound to fulfil his obligations 

towards his subjects by a contract, also referred to as the ‘ancient constitution’ or ‘ancient 

law’.
257

 If a prince would break this contract, the subjects could consider themselves entitled 
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to resist his authority, and to defend the power division represented by the constitution. In 

Kemp’s play, Osman violates his royal prerogative by denying the laws embodied in his 

ministers. He disrespects his lords, discarding their advice. For instance, when he divulges to 

his closest associates his plans to transfer the court to Cairo instead of it going to Mecca, he 

meets the disapproval of the country’s dignitaries (II, 1, vss. 394-440). However, the sultan is 

still unmoved, asking:   

 

 (…) Queissilar, my friend, 

Whom shall I fear? Say, whose power is above mine? 

I mind neither God nor men! (…)
258

 

 

Osman thinks that he is mightier than God. No power is higher than his, and he does not have 

to account for his actions to anybody. Overruled by passions, he forgets the customs and the 

natural order. Fallen prey to excessive self-confidence, Osman personally collects all the 

treasures from the palace to take them to his new capital in Cairo (I, 11, vss. 290-292). The 

last pieces are in the basement, in the royal tombs. Osman insists that the graves of his father 

and his own infant son be opened and plundered, but his associates hesitate. Osman therefore 

opens the graves himself and takes all he can find, commenting: ‘(…) Why bother to adorn 

these dead bones with such precious treasures?
’259

       

 Furthermore, Kemp presents a whole series of arguments against the young sultan that 

feature as commonplaces in the contemporary mirrors-for-princes literature. The instruction 

on the good qualities in a ruler is repeated throughout his play. Osman’s mother, Thiossem, 

for instance, reminds her son not to neglect the royal virtue and temperance, and above all not 

to lose his reputation: 

 

My dearest child, I often implored you  

From motherly love, with these woeful words: 

My son, every day you should keenly read the proverb 

That it is better to be loved than to be feared. 

I told you that the Virtue brighter shines than Phoebus’ rays, 

Whose [the virtue’s] light even enters the vision of the blind. 
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The Sun is not so bright! Virtue is the greatest good, 

A prince must cherish most the virtue of all his companions,  

And his burghers’ sympathy, and his prudent life.  

The hatred of the subjects is most princes’ doom.
260

  

 

Osman nevertheless fails to adhere to his mother’s advice, forgetting that ‘it is better to be 

loved than feared’ (beter bemint dan gevreest), the motto of Kemp’s play. In consequence, 

several characters qualify his rule as tyranny. Dahout for instance says:  

 

Our lives, our possessions, our honour is in his hands. 

He mocks our fears. He boasts his own glory. 

He keeps us under the yoke. For him it is a victory: 

His foot on our neck, his fingers around our throats (…).
261

 

 

Boustangi continues: 

 

If he [the prince] does not care about his Commonwealth, 

If he closes his ears from his subjects’ complaints, 

If he likes sycophants and has secret councils; 

If he trusts the best of his country least of all too; 

If he believes the sycophants and rewards them sweetly:  

This is how his rule will become tyranny. 

Then he really does not mind the saying that we read: 

That it is better to be loved than to be feared.
262
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The arguments Kemp uses to support the cause for rebellion fit the framework drawn in the 

influential text on resistance to tyranny, Vindicae Contra Tyrannos (1579),
263

 echoed in the 

declaration of Dutch independence, the Plakkaat van Verlatinghe (1581).
264

 The point of 

departure in this type of discourse was that the tyrannical lord, who breaches the contract 

between him and his subjects, can be replaced with another prince. The theories of resistance 

had a particular ring in the Dutch Republic of the early 1620s. After the end of the Twelve 

Year’s Truce with Spain in 1621, intellectuals and poets regularly used the Dutch Revolt for a 

stock of examples in the on-going debate about the desirability of peace, particularly 

regarding Spanish tyranny and lack of faith.
265

 Kemp dipped into this ‘social memory’ of the 

Revolt, arguing in general terms for the legitimacy of a resistance against a tyrant. Although 

not directly addressed to a particular ruler, Kemp’s play abounds with general instruction for 

princes about how to avoid Osman’s destiny. There is, however, no reason to see Osman as a 

‘mirror’ for the stadtholder in the Dutch Republic at that time, Prince Maurits. Kemp gave no 

explicit reference to the conflicts during the Truce in the printed version of his play, other 

than the usual commonplace of the detrimental effects of sedition. There are no parallels 

between the execution of Osman and the execution of Oldenbarnevelt in 1619, or Mustafa’s 

escape from prison and the escape of the famous jurist and statesman Hugo de Groot 

(Grotius) from his imprisonment in castle Loevestein, just on the outskirts of Gorcum, in 

1621, one year before young sultan’s death.
266

 Instead, Osman treats the theme of rebellion 

against a tyrant on a universal level.  

 

A future 

Kemp abandons the rhetoric of contrast between the Ottoman world and his own, painting an 

image of a contact between the two worlds instead. This contact Kemp represents at two 

levels: as a strategic exchange between the United Provinces of the Netherlands and the 
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Ottoman Empire in the main plot, and as a mix of characters of different ethnicities and 

confessions in the subplot.  

In Kemp’s play, the Ottomans and the Dutch have common strategic interests. The 

triangular division into Protestant, Catholic, and Muslim spheres of influence, implicit in 

Coppée’s Osman, Kemp makes explicit in the main plot of his play. In Kemp’s 

representation, the Pope, King Philip IV of Spain, King Louis XIII of France, the Habsburg 

Emperor Ferdinand II and King Sigismund of Poland are the great Ottoman enemies. The 

sultan’s allies are the Protestant Hungarian ruler Bethlem Gabor and the Bohemian ‘Prins 

Chur-paltz’, the Elector-Palatine Frederic V, nicknamed ‘the Winter King’ (I, 1, vs. 63). The 

sultan’s greatest enemies are the Spanish, who, luckily for the Ottomans, have ‘a lot of work’ 

with Holland and the Princes of Orange (I, 1, vs. 309). That the Dutch in this play rival the 

Spanish Empire and stand on equal footing with the Ottomans can be understood both as a 

projection of the international power of the Dutch Republic, and as an expression of an anti-

Spanish feeling. Kemp enhances the impression of the global importance of his own country 

by stressing the commonplace ideas about Ottoman magnificence. The Ottoman Empire had 

existed for 300 years, had a large fleet, a large multi-ethnic army and endless resources. 

Additionally, its territory stretched ‘from where the Sun rises to where it sets’ (van daer de 

Sonne daelt tot daer s’haer opganck heeft) (I, 1, vs. 28). This splendid Empire wanted above 

all to keep friendly relations with the rising Dutch Republic. The political agenda of the new 

sultan, Mustafa, culminates at the end of the play: 

Keeping up friendship with Holland, widely known, 

Holland whose fame rises up to the skies, 

Holland who fought the Spaniards for so long 

With the help of Maurits, the Prince of Orange, 

The second Hannibal, that lightning in war, 

Whose deeds now I have no time to list. 

That Holland, I say, I would like to show my friendship 

And all their folks who live in Turkey.
267
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With ‘the Dutch who live in Turkey’ Kemp means the merchants who had settled in the 

Ottoman territory and ran lucrative businesses. The playwright thus expresses Dutch 

economic self-confidence, referring to the intensifying mercantile relations between the 

Empire and the Republic. In 1612, only ten years prior to Osman’s death, the Republic had 

first established diplomatic ties with the High Porte. Although the Dutch merchants were 

present in the Levant since the sixteenth century,
268

 the common enemy of the Dutch and the 

Ottomans, Habsburg Spain, provided an extra incentive for official diplomatic exchange in 

the beginning of the seventeenth century.
269

 Nevertheless, when the Republic’s government, 

the States General, received an invitation from the High Porte for a diplomatic mission to 

Istanbul in 1610, Dutch reactions were divided, partly because of the recent truce with Spain 

(1609).
270

 Eventually, the States decided in favour of keeping the door open to the eastern 

market, and sent a modest mission headed by the lawyer Cornelis Haga (1578-1654). Haga’s 

goal was to obtain a capitulation
271

 for the Republic, modelled after those issued to Venice, 

England, and France. He accomplished this task in May 1612, after a considerable diplomatic 

effort. Other initiatives followed: the first Ottoman diplomat visited the Republic in 1614, 

and in 1625, Het College van Directeuren van de Levantse Handel, an institution dedicated to 

monitoring the Levant trade, was founded.
272

 When the truce with Spain ended in 1621, the 

States General changed their instructions to Haga. Just like in Kemp’s play, the embassy was 

now seen ‘as a useful outpost for an attack from the rear on the Emperor’s positions in 

Central Europe and on Spain in the Mediterranean sphere’.
273

  

Particularly emphasizing the mercantile side of the arrangement between the Dutch 

and the Ottomans, Kemp refrains from religious criticism in Osman, and focuses on 
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economic prosperity instead. Just as in Vlaardingen, in his Spel van Sinne (1616), and in The 

Comedy (1643), Kemp remains vague about religious disputes, also in the case of Islam. 

When it comes to the main plot of Osman, the anti-Muslim stereotypes seem to have lost 

their importance in the light of the playwright’s pragmatic message. Kemp presents Ottoman 

religion without voicing explicit moral judgments against the Islam; he simply shares his 

knowledge about the Turkish (Ottoman) beliefs and customs with the audience. From 

Osman’s monologue in Act I, an audience member could learn that Ottomans recognize the 

Prophets of the Old Testament, and that they believe Mohammed brought them their Holy 

Scripture, the Qur’an (I, 1, vss. 83-92). Unlike Coppée, Kemp does not equate moral 

corruption with the Muslim background of his characters. He presents Islam in an informative 

way, refraining from the commonplace characterization of Muslim religion as false, 

loathsome and deceitful. Even Osman’s prayer for a place in the Muslim heaven (III, 22, vss. 

1366-1387) is not a target of criticism, as it was in many other Western works.
274

  

The fact that Kemp does not explicitly criticize Islam does not mean he admired it. 

None of the Turkish protagonists of his Osman can be described as heroic. Osman is a tyrant 

and Mustafa is too feeble-minded to rule the country in a stable, rational way. In the subplot, 

the leader of the rebellion, Silactar, is engaged in a morally suspicious love triangle with two 

ladies. Turkish damsel Flora goes to taverns, drinks
275

 and gambles, and the Dutch Celia is, 

worse yet, adept in black magic. Moreover, Celia proves to be a Catholic, which we learn 

from her confession to Pater Diocesen [in fact, Silactar in disguise]. Interestingly, Celia in the 

play has travelled all the way to Istanbul to regain Silactar’s love, indicating that the two have 

had an affair before (where and how is unspecified in the text). This affair suggests the image 

of a liaison between the Pope and the Turk, a commonplace of the Protestant religious 

rhetoric. Kemp’s play aims at good reception in the Protestant Dutch Republic, where, as we 

have seen in Chapter One, the topos of Ottoman/Protestant friendship existed simultaneously 

with that of the Catholic-Turkish comparability. During the Revolt, the Catholics, chiefly the 

Spanish, were repeatedly depicted as less tolerant and more evil than the Turks.
276

 Kemp’s 

Osman mirrors this preoccupation with Catholicism rather than with the Ottomans. After all, 
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the anti-Catholic undertones in his play leave a testimony of the playwright’s ability to 

humorously hint at his own Catholic background. We cannot but speculate what the motives 

were for such a hint, but we can also not exclude the possibility that it came from the feeling 

of discomfort with the discrepancy of the public confession and his own. This may have been 

his reason for focusing on the bright vision of the Dutch international future in trade, rather 

than religion.  

 

Conclusion   

The two Netherlandish Osmans may not be reliable sources of information about the Turks, 

but they are representative of the deep ideological division between the Catholic and 

Protestant parts of the Low Countries in 1623. When they set out to write their plays, inspired 

by the news about the death of Ottoman sultan Osman II, Denis Coppée and Abraham Kemp 

had similar starting positions. In both cases, the associations with the domestic political and 

religious situation and on-going Protestant-Catholic wars shaped the poets’ representations of 

the Ottoman Empire. The two Netherlandish Osmans give diametrically opposed messages, 

both when it comes to the central political problem, the conditions that make a tyrant 

deposable, and when it comes to the (then) future of the Ottoman Empire in Europe. 

Propagating monarchy as the best form of government, Coppée criticizes both the rebellion 

against Osman, and the regicide. He sets his play in the context of bipolar opposition between 

the two religions, stressing the moral corruption of Ottoman society. Such a perspective 

legitimized a military intervention against the Grand Turk, with the aim of his expulsion from 

Europe. Kemp, on the other hand, justifies a rebellion against a tyrannical ruler, presenting 

Osman’s mistakes as sufficient to qualify him as a tyrant. The Dutch poet avoids explicitly 

commenting on religious matters, underlining good political and commercial relations of the 

Dutch with the Ottoman government instead. In doing so, he presents in his Osman the 

rhetoric that is often present in early modern texts supporting a Protestant cause.
277

  

With such a general perspective, Kemp’s representation of the international relations 

with the Ottoman Empire stays in line with the outcome of the internal Ottoman revolt, both 

of which Kemp sees as positive. Coppée’s play, however, reveals a tension caused by the 
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redistribution of roles between the international level, where all Muslims have a negative 

attribution, and internal all-Muslim level, where some Ottoman groups and individuals 

represent positive political principles. Because of the analogy with the domestic political 

preoccupations, certain Ottoman elements, in Coppée’s case the sultans, distinguish 

themselves as closer to the acceptable ethical standards than others. In this situation, the 

commonplace images derived from a religious paradigm serve as supra-arguments that 

maintain the general negative image of the Ottomans, preventing a full identification or 

sympathy with any elements that belong to the Islamic world. A similar principle can be 

traced in the two Croatian texts about Osman II, which will be discussed in the following ch 
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Chapter Four: Better the devil you know? Gundulić 

and Mrnavić on the fall of Osman II 
 

 

 

Abraham Kemp and Denis Coppée wrote about the Turks from a distance. Two other 

Christian poets who wrote about the fall of Osman II, Ivan Tomko Mrnavić and Ivan 

Gundulić, hailed from the Dalmatian coast, at the other end of Europe, where the situation 

regarding the Turks was entirely different. In most of the Balkans in 1622, the Ottoman 

invasion was already a fact. By the end of the sixteenth century, the Ottomans had occupied 

almost the entire peninsula, leaving most Croatian territories split between the Ottoman and 

Habsburg Empires. A thin strip of Dalmatian coastline was part of the Venetian Republic, 

with the exception of the formally independent Republic of Dubrovnik. Turkish expansion 

from the hinterland presented a constant threat to these regions. Only several hours on 

horseback away from Dubrovnik and the Dalmatian cities were the Ottoman territories.  

Due to the dissimilar geopolitical position of the Low Countries and Dalmatia 

regarding the Ottoman Empire, Turkish themes had a different place in their respective 

literary productions. While the Turks figured only sporadically in the Netherlandish 

literatures until the second half of the seventeenth century, the Ottoman Empire became a 

major literary theme in Croatian literature as early as the fifteenth century. The content of the 

image of the Turk, however, was less region-specific. Already in the earliest ‘Turkish’ texts 

by Croatian authors, in Latin and the vernacular, the Ottomans were cast in stereotypical, 

negative roles, common to all Christian (Catholic) world. In his study on the image of the 

Turk in Croatian literature, Davor Dukić classified these roles as the Infidel (Vjerski 

Neprijatelj), Conqueror (Osvajač), Mighty Warrior (Snažni Ratnik) and Violator 

(Nasilnik).
278

 All these stereotypes, rooted in papal anti-Turkish propaganda, were still in use 

in the 1630s when two Croatian Osmans appeared: Ivan Tomko Mrnavić’s play Osmanschica 

(1631), and Ivan Gundulić’s epic Osman (1638). Although the two poets were 

contemporaries, there is no indication that they were aware of each other’s work.  
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The aim of this chapter is to investigate how much cross-border anti-Turkish Counter-

Reformation propaganda influenced the Croatian authors’ representation of the Ottoman 

world, and to what extent Osmanschica and Osman mirror their authors’ position on the 

border of the Ottoman Empire. The proximity to the Ottoman world left its mark on the 

Croatian literary versions of the story of Osman II. Contact resulted in first-hand knowledge, 

which allowed for a different picture of the Ottoman conflict than was the case with the 

Netherlandish ‘armchair’ observations of the Empire. This mark, however, pertains primarily 

to the way the Croatian authors represented the Ottoman characters, customs and protocol. 

When it comes to the authors’ overall attitude toward the Ottoman Empire or their choice of 

anti-Turkish stereotypes, this mark is not so distinct. In this chapter I argue that knowing the 

enemy did not significantly modify the rhetoric on the Muslim neighbour in Osmanschica 

and Osman in a positive way, nor did the proximity of the Ottoman threat render it more 

negative. I will show that Mrnavić and Gundulić resorted to the same cross-border stock of 

Turkish commonplaces as authors in other Catholic regions, for instance Denis Coppée in 

Liège. Besides, I will also show that their political lessons on the matters of revolt and 

tyranny also did not differ much from those proffered by Kemp and Coppée in the faraway 

Low Countries, as these four poets framed the meaning of the Ottoman rebellion along the 

lines of the contemporary theories of statecraft.  

 

The texts 

Ivan Tomko Mrnavić: Osmanschica (1631) 

Mrnavić’s Osmanschica is a five act history play. It comprises more than five thousand lines 

written in double rhymed twelve syllable verses, the alexandrines. This extensive play 

consists mostly of long monologues. The absence of either dramatic action or stage directions 

indicates that Osmanschica was probably meant for reading only.
279
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Illustration 9 - Front page of the 1631 edition of Osmanschica, with Mrnavić’s coat of arms. Collection 

of manuscripts and old books, National and University Library, Zagreb. 

 

 

Osmanschica opens with an allegory. Act I starts with the dialogue between an allegorical 

figure and a historical character; Wrath (Croatian: Bes) one of the Seven Deadly Sins, is here 

talking with Osman I (1258-1326), the founder of the Ottoman dynasty. Setting the tone for 

the ensuing plot, this scene takes place in hell, where Osman I is serving time for all the evils 

he has caused in the world.  Wrath is enticing him to return to earth and ruin his descendant, 

Osman II, through a rebellion. Osman I refuses at first, but after Wrath has threatened him 

with a beating, he succumbs.  

Osman I does not appear again in Osmanschica. The rest of the play is set in ‘real’ 

political space, in Istanbul. Its protagonists are Turkish historical and fictive characters: state 

dignitaries, viziers, muftis, soldiers and citizens. In Act I, Yusuf, the hoja (priest) of Istanbul, 

is organizing a public celebration to welcome sultan Osman II on his return from the Polish 
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campaign, when he accidentally meets his old friend Redžep,
 280

 the kadi (judge) of Belgrade, 

dressed as a soldier. Upon Yusuf’s request, Redžep recounts his story. Cataclysmic fires and 

earthquakes had been shaking the Ottoman Balkans the year before the onset of Osman’s war 

on Poland. Redžep had therefore gone to see the sultan and warn him of these ominous signs. 

Osman, however, paying no heed to Redžep’s warnings, instead ordered the kadi to follow 

him to Poland as a soldier. At the end of Act I there is a detailed account of almost a thousand 

lines about this campaign.  

The plot really starts in Act II. Muftis, a high religious dignitary and Osman’s father-

in-law, receives (to his dismay) the news of the sultan’s intention to perform the Hajj.
281

 

Muftis’ evil son Rizvan spreads the rumour around the city that Osman’s Hajj is only a 

pretext, and that the sultan actually intends to move the capital away from Istanbul. Rizvan’s 

motive is simple: frustrated with the fact that Osman did not give him the expected 

promotion, he wishes to take over the Ottoman throne. Osmanschica gives no clear answer to 

the question if Osman really intended to move the capital, or if this was Rizvan’s lie. Mrnavić 

states the former in his summary of the play, while the latter can be extrapolated from the text 

itself. At this point of action it is also unsure whether Osman’s imprisoned uncle Mustafa, 

who also has a claim to the throne, is still alive or not. Osman arrives in Istanbul and after he 

has addressed his dignitaries, repeating his plan to go to Mecca, the soldiers perform a sword-

dance in his celebration.  

In contrast to the Netherlandish poets, who told the story of the rebellion from the 

‘inside’ of the palace, Mrnavić recounted the events from the ‘street’ perspective, introducing 

the citizens of Istanbul as characters in the play. In Act III, for instance, two Istanbulites, Alia 

and Sefer, are talking about Osman’s plans, and reveal that Rizvan’s scheme has worked. The 

citizens and soldiers are upset with the idea of the (alleged) move of the capital. An uprising 

starts as the soldiers realize that Osman ordered the state treasury (Hazna)
282

 to be loaded 

onto galleys, all of which the audience learns from a messenger’s report. The rebels also 

appear on stage, engaging in long dialogues with Osman’s supporters. Rizvan’s collaborators 

urge the crowds to demand the heads of Osman’s viziers, whom Osman refuses to surrender. 

                                                           

280
 Mrnavić adapted the forms of Turkish words to the phonetic princliple of the Slavic (Croatian) language, but 

also used letters uncommon to the Slavic standard. The Turkish name Receb thus became Rexep in 

Osmanschica, which equals the phonetic value of the more common form Redžep. 
281

 This character possibly represents the highest Ottoman religious dignitary, the mufti of Istanbul, or the 

Şeyhülislâm.  
282

 Hazine-i hümayun, the Ottoman Imperial Treasury. 



107 

 

The rebellion escalates in Act IV. Rizvan is satisfied with the progress of his scheme. 

The commotion and violence in Istanbul are growing. Only Mustafa remains in the way of 

Rizvan gaining control over the Empire, but nobody knows if he is alive. The rebels, 

however, proclaim Mustafa to be their new sultan and go search for him. The palace attempts 

to restore order again but fails. A messenger brings the news that the rebels have found 

Mustafa and offered him the Ottoman throne. This news causes dissent in the plotting camp: 

while Rizvan wants to spur the rebellion until Osman is dead, others are happy to accept 

Mustafa’s rule.  

In Act V another messenger recounts the rest of the story. Osman has eventually been 

caught and brought to justice. His uncle Mustafa dispatched him to the Tower, where Osman 

met his death. The play ends with Redžep who, having concluded that the prophecy of the 

previous year has been fulfilled, can peacefully return to Belgrade. 

 

Ivan Gundulić: Osman (1638)
283

 

Gundulić’s Osman is a baroque epic that combines a contemporary historical theme with 

fictional episodes. It comprises twenty cantos, written in four- line stanzas in eight and nine 

syllable verse, the osmerac. The epic is rendered incompletely, as two of the cantos (XIV and 

XV) are missing. There have been different explanations for this incompleteness: some 

scholars believe that the cantos have been removed as a form of censorship of Dubrovnik’s 

government due to sensitive anti-Turkish statements,
284

 while others support the thesis that 

Gundulić simply never had the chance to finish his epic before his death in 1638.
285

 Whatever 

the reason may have been, the popularity of Gundulić’s epic inspired several nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century Croatian authors to complete it and supply the missing cantos.
286

  

Even without the missing part, the magnitude of Gundulić’s Osman is astounding. Its 

intricate structure consists of three main narrative lines. In addition to the discussion of the 

rebellion in Istanbul, there are two voyages: Ali Pasha’s voyage to Poland for peace 

negotiations, and Kizlar Aga’s (kızlar ağası) voyage to the Balkans. These three main plot 
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lines serve as frameworks for endless digressions, romantic episodes, descriptions of battles, 

inventories of both Ottoman and Polish armies and nobility, and historical and geographical 

reminiscences. Gundulić’s narrative technique works like a film, shifting from place to place 

to recount simultaneous action, zooming in and out of characters and scenes, and jumping 

back and forward in time. Characters from one subplot meet those from the other, only to be 

incorporated with the main plot and then to depart from it again. The epic is full of 

movement, encounter and re-encounter, and presents an image of a dynamic interchange 

between peoples and nations, across a vast geographical area from Warsaw to Istanbul.  

The epic starts after Osman has returned to Istanbul from the Polish campaign, 

defeated. He shares his secret plan with his Grand Vizier Dilaver Pasha, Hoja (priest), and 

Hadum (the chief black eunuch) to raise an army in the East, in an attempt to restore the old 

warrior ethos after the Polish demise. The three dignitaries all give different advice. Dilaver 

recommends elimintating political opponents, primarily Mustafa’s mother. Hoja advises a 

strategic marriage with a girl of a noble origin. Hadum supports the marriage plan for the 

sake of securing the royal line. The council ends with Osman’s decision to dispatch two 

missions: Ali Pasha to Warsaw to sign a peace treaty with the Poles, and Kizlar Aga’s to the 

Balkans to find a suitable bride for the sultan Osman.  

Ali Pasha’s voyage allows Gundulić to reflect upon the regions where Pasha passes: 

Serbia, Bulgaria and Romania. At the Duke of Bogdania’s request, Ali recounts the battle of 

Khotyn (1621), giving a detailed description of the Ottoman army. Ali’s voyage is also the 

opportunity for the poet to introduce one of the love subplots. In this subplot Ali meets 

Krunoslava, a lady warrior and the fiancée of the Polish knight Korevski who is imprisoned 

in Istanbul. She famously crosses swords with Sokolica, a Turkish lady warrior (V, vss. 227-

296), and wins, after which she sets off to Istanbul, disguised as a young Hungarian 

gentleman in order to save Korevski from Ottoman captivity.  

In the meantime, Sokolica, disappointed with her defeat in the duel with Krunoslava, 

raids the Polish countryside with a group of female warriors, penetrating the enemy’s 

territory as far as Warsaw. Celebrating the anniversary of Polish victory at Khotyn, Prince 

Wladislaw, accompanied by the cream of the Polish gentry, goes hunting, while the ladies of 

Warsaw picnic in the idyllic fields near the river Wysla. Sokolica and her companions break 

this pastoral moment when they attack the Polish ladies. Another famous scene ensues (canto 

IX): having tied the captured ladies to trees, the Turkish girls take a swim in the Wysla. The 

arrival of Prince Wladyslaw and his train interrupts their bathing, which ends in a duel 
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between the Turkish women and the Polish aristocrats. In this duel Sokolica exhibits such 

bravery that she and Wladislaw part as worthy adversaries, after having exchanged tokens of 

respect. Sokolica promises not to wreak havoc in Poland any more, and returns to Istanbul. At 

the same time Wladislav is summoned to Warsaw, where Ali Pasha has arrived. 

 

 

 

Illustration 10 - V. Bukovac, Gundulić’s dream (Gundulicev san), (1897), oil on canvas. This painting 

is inspired by the scene from Osman in whih the ladies are bathing in the Wysla (Canto IX). National 

and University Library in Zagreb. 

 

Ali Pasha’s stay in Warsaw gives Gundulić the opportunity to describe the glory of the Polish 

capital and royal palace, as Pasha admires the statues of Polish kings in the palace courtyard 

(canto X). Pasha further observes the scenes from the battle of Khotyn depicted on the 

tapestries that embellish the Warsaw council hall, after which he is summoned before King 

Sigismund. The two parties sign a peace treaty. Having accomplished his mission, Ali returns 

to Istanbul, where the news of peace is met by a positive public reaction (canto XII).  

All these plots have been woven around Ali Pasha’s voyage, while Kizlar Aga’s 

mission is also in progress. He has travelled to Greece and Serbia, where in the city of 

Smederevo he captures a most beautiful poor girl of noble origin, Sunčanica (canto VIII). 

However, the fates of the heroines of the love subplots - Sunčanica, Sokolica, Krunoslava (as 

well as that of Korevski) - remain unknown, for they were probably meant to be resolved in 

the missing cantos XIV and XV. Also canto XIII presents a break in the narrative. According 
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to the convention of the epic genre, Gundulić sets this canto in hell, where Lucifer presides 

over a council devising ways to support his protégées, the Turks.  

It is only in canto XVI that Gundulić starts describing the rebellion and regicide in 

Istanbul of May 1622. After the rumours have spread that Osman’s intentions to perform the 

Hajj were false, Janissaries and the army become agitated. Ali Pasha’s attempt to appease the 

masses fails and the rebellion breaks out. The rebels gather in front of the Aya Sofya and 

demand for the heads of Osman’s advisors, but the sultan refuses to extradite them.  

Faced with public unrest, Osman calls another council in his palace (canto XVII). 

Two viziers, Dilaver and Hussain, give different interpretations of the situation and suggest 

different remedies: Dilaver is in favour of armed defence, while Hussain pleads for mercy 

towards the rebels. Osman’s authority faces another crisis, as the mother of his imprisoned 

uncle Mustafa, a conniving sorceress, looks for the opportunity to restore her own power 

through the restoration of her son. She therefore entices her son-in-law Daut to further stir the 

rebellion. This scheme works successfully, as the next day the raging masses first ransack 

Dilavers’s house, before moving onto the Royal Palace. Dilaver’s attempt to sneak off and 

call Anatolian troops to aid ends in his death, which also puts a sad end to his love story with 

beautiful Begum, described in yet another digression (XIX, vss. 117-140). With his friends 

killed and his palace looted, Osman is forced to run and hide in the houses of his remaining 

supporters, before being caught. Having publically humiliated the young sultan, the rebels 

present him to Mustafa, whom in the meanwhile they have freed from prison. In the last canto 

Osman dies a pitiful death, and Gundulić concludes his epic with apostrophes to pride and to 

Mohamed, criticizing Ottoman tyranny and insinuating that the outcome of the 1622 crisis 

was a sign of divine justice.
287

  

 

Close to the Turk 

In the 1620s, after decades of living next door, regions bordering with the Ottoman Empire 

became well-acquainted with the Ottoman customs. Information from and about the Empire 

spread fast in these regions, aided by the fact that people spoke the same language as their 

neighbours in the Ottoman hinterland. As we have seen in Chapter Two, Mrnavić spent a 

great part of his life on missions to the Ottoman Balkan territories. Gundulić’s hometown 
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Dubrovnik was one of the major hubs for trafficking information and goods in and out of the 

Ottoman Empire. It is therefore no wonder that the two poets were well informed about 

Ottoman culture and politics. Osmanschica and Osman display a cross-cultural familiarity 

and awareness.   

First of all, contrary to the settings of Kemp’s and Coppée’s plays, ‘domestication’ 

does not take place either in Mrnavić’s Osmanschica or in Gundulić’s Osman. The Croatian 

poets place the story of the revolt against the sultan in a setting that does reveal traits of the 

Ottoman society and culture. Moreover, Osman and Osmanschica were the first two Croatian 

texts with a Turkish theme that offered a remarkable view of the Ottoman culture ‘from 

within’.
288

 The main characters of the revolt-plots in Osmanschica and Osman are not 

construed as Ragusans or Dalmatians in Turkish costume, but as Turks, perhaps modelled 

after the people the two poets could have encountered. Literary characters in Mrnavić’s 

Osmanschica bear authentic personal names like Yusuf, Receb or Murat. Besides, both 

Mrnavić and Gundulić used many Turkish (loan) words in their texts, the examples of which 

are particularly ample in Osmanschica. Mrnavić, for instance, wrote that Osman intended to 

load the ‘Hazna’ (treasury) on the ‘gemije’ (ships),
289

 and his rebels cry ‘Bis milahi trahimi 

rrahmani’ (IV, p.139) before insurrection.
290

 Both Mrnavić and Gundulić introduce the 

character of a dervish, who had no role in the history of Osman’s end, but belonged to the 

commonplace imagery about the Ottomans in the Balkans. In both texts the characters follow 

Ottoman palace protocol: dignitaries avoid looking the sultan in the eye, and they kiss his 

sleeve, coat, or slipper before speaking.        

 More importantly, the poets understood the Ottoman circumstances well enough to 

extrapolate nuanced interpretations of the crisis of 1622. Mrnavić’s and Gundulić’s 

representations of the phases and motives of the conflict coincide with those given by the 

Ottoman chroniclers. Contemporary Ottoman accounts of the 1622 regicide discuss Osman’s 

Polish campaign at great length as the time in which the differences between the sultan and 

the Janissaries came out in the open. Since the army had not received their due wages, they 

refused to fight the enemy. The sultan allegedly later used this defection as an excuse for the 

recruitment of the new, eastern forces. In contrast to Kemp and Coppée, who overlook the 
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link between the Polish campaign and the Anatolian recruitment and downplayed the 

importance of the recruitment for the 1622 Ottoman crisis, Mrnavić and Gundulić give it a lot 

of attention in their political argumentation. Gundulić may have interpreted the sultan’s 

intention to ‘reinforce the ancient laws of Turkish war-making’ (VI, vss. 288-300) on the 

Janissaries to be corrective rather than destructive, but he agrees with Mrnavić and the 

Ottoman sources that the military reform was the political core of the crisis.  

In addition, Mrnavić and Gundulić both emphasize the role of another Ottoman group 

in the crisis of 1622, the theological and legal authorities, the ulema.
291

 The omnipresence of 

Islamic law in all aspects of Ottoman life meant that the members of the ulema exercised 

great influence both on state legislation and public ethics. The verdicts (fatwas) of high-

ranking priests and judges on many occasions determined the course of Ottoman history. 

Osmanschica and Osman, suggest that the Janissaries and the ulema joined their authority as 

a conservative force opposing the sultan’s revolutionary ideas. In Osmanschica for instance 

the ‘hojas’ and the ‘talismans’
292

 are active participants in the rebellion. Gundulić even 

brushes on another point: the pressure that the Janissaries possibly exercised on the ulema 

members to extort a favourable ruling. Stating that the army ‘made the elders of the people 

and the great judges sit down’ (XVIII, vss. 9-12), the poet insinuates that the verdict that 

favoured the rebellion had been coerced. The judges’ ruling Gundulić reports in the form that 

is close to the traditional formula of the Ottoman fatwa of a long question and a short answer 

(XVIII, vss. 13-24).
293

  

The Dalmatian and Ragusan texts about Osman II reveal a familiarity with Ottoman 

mores, as well as an understanding of the gist of the 1622 political crisis from the Ottoman 

perspective. The familiarity with the nature of Osman’s eastern plans is essential for the 

reading of the political messages in Osmanschica and Osman. Mrnavić’s and Gundulić’s 

‘insiders’ view’ meant that they understood that in the crisis of 1622 Osman could be seen as 

the revolutionary, and the rebels as the conservative force. In this context, the balance of the 

stereotypical political roles in the Croatian texts is a nuanced one. Again, Mrnavić and 

Gundulić’s representations of the Ottoman world in the two Croatian Osmans are closely 

related to this political stereotyping.  
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A tyrant, and an incapable prince 

Like the other contemporary literary texts about the death of Osman II, Osmanschica and 

Osman give political interpretations of the Ottoman conflict of 1622. Just like in the already 

discussed texts from the Low Countries, these political interpretations cannot be separated 

from the ethnic and religious stereotyping about the Ottomans. On the contrary, political and 

ethnic stereotypes stand in relation to each other. This relation deserves more attention than it 

has so far received in literary scholarship, especially in the case of Mrnavić’s Osmanschica, 

which is still awaiting a thorough interpretation. When it comes to Gundulić, the question of 

the political views in Osman has been raised in 1993, in the ground-breaking essay by the 

Croatian literary scholar Zoran Kravar.
294

 According to Kravar, the main theme of Osman are 

not the Turks, but the rebellion and fear of anarchy. Since then, literary scholars have been 

dealing with the political interpretation of Osman. Most of them follow Kravar in his 

conclusion that Gundulić criticized the rebellion and defended Osman’s legitimist claim from 

the standpoint of Dubrovnik’s conservatism. Such interpretations, however, fail to consider 

the perspective of reversed revolutionary/conservative roles in the Istanbul crisis. If the 

Ragusan poet was indeed aware of the possibility that Osman was planning a revolution of 

the Ottoman state, it would be his criticism of Osman’s reform that expresses a conservative 

standpoint, and not vice versa.        

 Political interpretations of the famous epic have as a starting point the problem in 

causality of narrative action in Gundulić’s Osman. The shift of focus from the Ottoman role 

on the world scene to the uprising of 1622 is disjointed in this text. The same can be said of 

Mrnavić’s Osmanschica. As was the case throughout the Catholic world, both Croatian poets 

adopted a negative, aggressive anti-Turkish stance when it came to the Ottoman world in 

general. Such a perspective did not always combine very smoothly with the arguments 

concerning the nature of rebellion. The problems begin in hell. In Mrnavić’s play, Osman I, 

the general culprit for all Ottoman evils, is also responsible for the rebellion in Istanbul which 

will ruin his own decsendants. After the first scene of act I, however, there is no further 

mention of this character, leaving the impression that he has no role in the course of action of 

the play. Similarly, in the canto XIII of Gundulić’s Osman Lucifer prepares to unleash hellish 

forces to help the sultan make an end to Christianity. When it comes to the clash of religions 
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and countries, evil is on the Ottoman side. Dispatched by the underground council, evil 

forces, however, do not head for the Christian camp (for instance to plant the seed of 

discord), but instead straight to Istanbul to stir the rebellion. Gundulić shifts the focus from 

the international conflict to the internal one, abruptly redistributing the roles of good and evil 

to different groups within the Ottoman Empire. Since until the very end of the epic there is no 

explicit elaboration of the idea that the evil breeds evil, or that the evil destroys itself 

testifying to divine justice, in Gundulić’s text the hellish forces actually seem to be doing 

Christianity a favour.  

In other words, it is unclear whether in Mrnavić’s and Gundulić’s representation 

Osman’s demise is an outcome of divine intervention or the rebellion caused by his political 

flaws. Most scholars (Fališevac, Letić, Rapacka, Kravar) believe that this ambiguity can be 

attributed to a ‘clash of perspectives’, which took place as Gundulić tried to combine political 

instruction with theological premises. The same problem has been identified in one of the 

rare studies on Mrnavić’s text. According to Dunja Fališevac, 

Mrnavić’s interpretation and understanding of history remained half-way: between the 

exemplary, by higher reasons conditioned perception of historical events, and the 

views that interpreted history and politics, according to numerous early modern 

historiographical readings, as an autonomous human activity.
 295

 

Another problem that arose from discrepancies in argumentation in Osmanschica and Osman 

is the poets’ attitudes toward the rebellion. Both texts offer as many arguments against 

Osman as against the rebels. According to some interpretations, Mrnavić was more inclined 

towards the rebels, while Gundulić expressed more sympathy with Osman. This difference 

has, for instance, been explained as dependent on the class of the authors: with Mrnavić’s 

democratic political position (because of the poet’s humble roots), or Gundulić’s legitimist 

convictions, (because of his aristocratic origin).
296

 Such interpretations, however, need to be 

taken with reserve.
297

 Mrnavić’s and Gundulić’s perceptions of Osman II and his rule were 

much more coherent and in line with the anti-Turkish commonplaces presented in their texts, 
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which accordingly brings Gundulić’s sympathy for Osman into question. This becomes 

especially clear if we look at the ways in which the two poets employed the premises of the 

(then) contemporary political philosophy in their texts.  

Both in Osmanschica and in Osman, the central political question concerning the 

internal Ottoman conflict is whether Osman deserved to be dethroned and executed. Right to 

revolt, as we have already seen in Chapter Three, was one of the fundamental problems in 

early modern theories of statecraft. Just like in the Netherlands and elsewhere in the early 

seventeenth-century Europe, such theories formed a topic in Dalmatian and Ragusan 

intellectual circles.
298

 Most influential were the authors related to the Catholic renewal, such 

as Botero, Lipsius, Bellarmine and others, whose works were available in Italian and Latin. 

These authors criticized in their works the political philosophy of Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-

1527). While in the Machiavellian concept the politics stood independent from Christian 

eschatology, the anti-Machiavellian political thought did not distinguish political activity 

from Christian ethics, but sought to combine them.
299

 When interpreting the political ideas in 

the Croatian Osmans, we should set these texts against the political thought of the poet’s 

contemporaries rather than against the much older Machiavellian concept of politics.
300

 In 

order to tackle the question of Osman’s downfall, Mrnavić and Gundulić did not have to 

choose between religious and political interpretations. On the contrary, in the anti- 

Machiavellian theories a prince’s deeds stood in a direct relation with theology, since divine 

providence was considered to operate in history, rewarding and punishing the princes 

according to their actions.
301

 The author’s representations of Osman’s political actions are 

therefore crucial for their understanding of the rebellion. Just like in the Netherlandish plays, 

both in Mrnavić’s and in Gundulić’s texts young Osman makes a number of political 

mistakes. While in Mrnavić’s text these mistakes paint the image of Osman as a tyrant, in 

Gundulić’s text the young sultan’s downfall is a consequence of his incompetence. 
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Mrnavić and Osman 

Mrnavić’s Osman displays a type of tyrannical behaviour that resembles the developing 

commonplace of ‘eastern’, or ‘despotic’ tyranny.
302

 Not only is he proud, deceitful and 

arrogant, but he also resorts to arbitrary violence and rules by means of terror. His own 

viziers dare not defend the truth, if it would mean contradicting the sultan (I, p. 36). For 

Osman, it is not enough to dismiss the advice he disagrees with, but he also feels the need to 

humiliate his well-wishers. He, for instance, humbles Redžep for bringing him the news of 

Bosnian omens, laughing at him and demoting him from a respectable position of the 

Belgrade kadi to a mere soldier (I, p. 35). The sultan not only acts exceptionally cruelly to his 

own associates, but also celebrates his military defeat as a victory, deceiving his subjects.  

In Mrnavić’s play Osman loses his reputation due to his tyrannical government. The 

lack of virtues such as justice, liberality, valour, prudence and temperance in a prince was 

considered detrimental to the whole community. Since the common consent was perceived as 

the basis of a sound government, a disorder
 
in the community could be seen as an indicator of 

a tyrannical rule.
303

 Tyranny ultimately causes the downfall of the state, since ‘people fall 

into indulgence, luxury, and ostentation, which blinded the mind, weakened resolve, and 

brought public and private ruin’.
304

 Along these lines, Mrnavić presents the Ottoman state top 

as a stage of deceit, ambition and complot. At least three characters in Osmanschica attempt 

to eliminate Osman and take control over the Ottoman throne, including the insane dervish 

Memia:  

 

What do I care of the King’s change? 

Or if Turkish lords break their necks? 

May God give us a new king every day, 

And may all Turkish lords break their necks, 

If I get to rule the empire for once.
305

 

 

Just like the other poets, Mrnavić embedded his interpretation of the Ottoman political 

conflict in internationally popular theories of statecraft that circulated in Europe, and used the 
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political commonplace images accordingly. This becomes particularly clear from his 

treatment of the issue of Osman’s murder. Theories of resistance usually stumbled upon the 

question of tyrannicide, a problem that triggered many discussions in the sixteenth and the 

seventeenth centuries. According to early modern political theories, deposing a tyrant did not 

automatically mean that he should be killed, especially not by a private individual. 

Discussions on tyrannicide started with the Council of Constance in 1415, where a distinction 

was made between the killing of a lawful prince whose rule had turned into tyranny, and of 

the usurper of political authority.
306

 It was generally accepted that the Council condemned the 

murder of a legitimate ruler, and allowed for the murder of an usurper. In the early 

seventeenth century, the Jesuits Juan de Mariana and Francisco Suarez argued that a heretical 

ruler, (a category to which Osman definitely belonged according to Catholic standards), could 

be slain by the force of a Papal verdict,
307

 which gained the Jesuit order the reputation of 

supporters of tyrranicide. Since Mrnavić was close to the Order of Jesus and spent a great 

portion of his life in Rome, he must have been familiar with such debates. His Osmanschica 

not only reveals the poet’s support for the deposition of Osman, but also reveals a serious 

consideration of the legitimacy of his murder. 

This is why Mrnavić insisted that the Ottoman dynasty had usurped their power, not 

only over the Christians they had conquered, but also over the Turks. Here, the commonplace 

of Ottoman barbaric origin comes into play. According to Mrnavić, Ottoman history is one of 

usurpation and pillage of both Turkish and Christian regions (I, p. 16-19). Osman I is a slave 

to Wrath. The Ottoman dynasty has no noble origin; they cheated Turkish peoples into 

subordination, using them for subsequent conquests. Mrnavić supports the case of Osman’s 

illegitimacy on the basis of two arguments: the sultan’s heresy, and his belonging to the line 

of usurpers. Interestingly, Gundulić also brushed upon the topos of Muslim ‘usurpation’ of 

Islamic peoples, but expressed it in religious and not in dynastic terms. In his apostrophe to 

Mohamed at the end of his Osman, he claims that that these peoples ‘lost the freedom of will’ 

the moment they allowed the Muslim prophet to put them under his yoke (XX, vss. 473-476).  
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Gundulić and Osman 

If Mrnavić’s Osman is a tyrant, Gundulić’s Osman fails to exercise a ‘firm rule in a moral 

way’,
308

 one of the prerequisites of good rule in the political theory of Giovanni Botero 

(1544-1617), as set forth in his bestseller Reason of State (1589). Botero wrote about both 

major themes that figure on Gundulić’s Osman: the Ottoman threat and the legitimacy of 

revolution.
309

 In Croatia, Ivana Brković has already pointed to a possible link between 

Botero’s work and Gundulić’s view of politics.
310

 There are many cues in Gundulić’s text 

suggesting that, when seen from the perspective of Botero’s philosophy, the poet did not 

sympathize with the young sultan but, quite the opposite, presented him as an incapable ruler.  

Botero begins his treatise with discussing the reasons for the downfall of a state, 

dividing them into the internal and the external causes. According to him, ‘the incapacity of a 

ruler is an internal cause, either by his extreme youth or by his inaptitude or his stupidity, or 

loss of his reputation, which may come about in many ways.’
311

 The link between youth, 

incapacity and ruin of the Ottoman Empire is pivotal for general understanding of Gundulić’s 

Osman. Osman’s chief mistakes in Gundulić’s text fall under the category of experience, 

excellence and prudence, all of which necessary to preserve a state. Many rulers are mighty, 

but few are wise, according to Botero.
312

 Osman’s political mistakes, which result from his 

inexperience, fit Botero’s remark that ‘vehement passions make young men unfit to 

govern’.
313

 Osman’s Polish campaign can be seen from this perspective, as a confirmation of 

the young sultan’s foolish ambition and his pride, which Gundulić attributed to the sultan’s 

youth (II, vss. 1-4). This is evident from the beginning of the epic to its end, for instance from 

his utterance: 

But henceforth it is my will 

That my hand shall revolve the earth 

And alone have command 

Over life and death.
314 
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Although Gundulić’s characterization of Osman is far too subtle to present him as a one-sided 

exponent of all that is evil, from the text it appears that the young sultan lacks ingredients that 

make a great ruler. Osman possesses many positive traits, but lacks excellence. According to 

Botero, ‘the foundation upon which every State is built is the obedience of the subject to their 

prince, and this in turn is founded upon his outstanding excellence’.
315

 Aside from the 

question whether a non-Christian ruler could ever gain excellence, the one who incurs public 

hatred by ‘changing things that have gained prestige through their antiquity’ is certainly 

not.
316

 Osman’s plans for the reform were therefore detrimental for his authority. Both 

because of his ambitions plans and because of his questionable prudence, Osman lost the 

affection and admiration of his subjects, leading the Ottoman state to ruin. 

When it comes to prudence, a good ruler was expected, amongst other qualities, to be 

able to recognise the critical moment in war and affairs of state, and to seize opportunities as 

they appeared.
317

 A prince needed experience to recognize the chances that would benefit his 

rule. Osman relies on the concept of history in which the uncontrollable Divine instrument, 

Fortuna, randomly changes human destinies. Humans were, however, not considered entirely 

powerless facing their destinies, but were allowed the possibility to grab the right chances. 

Translated in terms of princely prudence, a wise ruler knows to recognize the opportunity to 

reinforce his power before it is too late. Osman on the other hand is too young, hot-headed 

and ambitious to be able to do so. Instead, he regularly misses his opportunities throughout 

the epic. He repeatedly rejects good, and accepts bad advice. When in canto II he dismisses 

Dilaver’s advice to eliminate his political opponents (Mustafa, Mustafa’s mother, his brothers 

and Daut), Osman allows for disunity in his own forces, forgetting that ‘a river is not great if 

it splits in many currents’ (II, vss. 219-220). Osman’s decision to focus on his marriage 

instead, is a sign not of his romantic or peace-loving character, but of lack of political insight: 

Mustafa, Daut and Mustafa’s mother will prove to be his demise later on in the epic.
318

 His 

decision to spare the lives of his brothers was indeed presented in a positive light, fratricide 

being inadmissible from a Christian perspective. Osman’s flaw is his incapability to 

distinguish political danger from non-danger. The same situation repeats itself in canto XVII, 
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when Osman again neglects Dilaver’s warnings that ‘it is royal that the king must be hard’ 

(XVII, vs. 88) and his advice to quench the revolt in time. According to Botero, if a rebellion 

could be suppressed quickly by force, this should be done; and the more quietly, the better. 

Prudence means knowing when to take a hard line and when to yield.
319

 Osman yet again 

proves a lack of wisdom, putting into motion the forces that would lead to his own ruin.  

If on the individual level Osman’s destiny may have aroused pity on account of his 

youth, Osman’s character should be seen but in terms of his political ‘body’, especially when 

coming from a Ragusan patrician bound by strict social code. Since the course of history of a 

society is partly an outcome of the character of its ruler, the prince’s responsibilities towards 

his community are great, and he never has a peaceful moment, according to another 

commonplace Gundulić underlined at the beginning of canto XVI (vss.1-8). A mature ruler 

was therefore considered to be more desirable than a youthful one. The consequence of 

Osman’s inexperience is the moral disintegration of Ottoman society in Osman, together with 

the representation of the Ottoman palace as a stage of intrigue, lies and deceit. All of these 

arguments show that the Empire is governed poorly. In contrast to this picture of moral 

corruption and chaos, Poland figures in Osman as an ideal, ordered aristocratic society.  

According to many contemporary political theories, a bad government that had turned 

to tyranny gave enough cause for a justified rebellion. Rebellion is nevertheless only justified 

when it does not lead to greater problems, such as anarchy or civil war.
320

 Although Gundulić 

had the benefit of hindsight when it came to the consequences of the 1622 revolt, and knew 

that Mustafa had failed to restore order after Osman was killed, his epic ends with Osman’s 

death. That Gundulić excluded the aftermath of the uprising from his Osman also suggests 

that the poet did not condemn the deposition of the young sultan. Therefore, the famous 

commonplace evocations of the shiftiness, credulousness and blindness of the mass (XVI, 

vss. 29-40), and its unselective violence that destroys everybody on its way (XIX, vss. 1037-

1056) cannot be seen as a strong argument in favour of ‘a legitimist standpoint’ when it 

comes to Osman II. This was a commonplace image of anarchy, standardly associated with 

evil, which the poet shared with Mrnavić, but also with Seneca, Lipsius, Botero, Machiavelli 

and many others. This motive is evoked in the text aside from the rest of Gundulić’s political 

arguments. 
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A battle of the opposites 

That Mrnavić and Gundulić supported, or at least did not condemn an uprising against a 

Muslim sovereign, fits their overall anti-Ottoman attitude. From their perspective, Osman’s 

flaws brought his state close to ruin, which was welcome news for the Christianity. The 

internal Ottoman crisis gave hope that the Empire’s power had started diminishing. A crisis 

in the enemy’s ranks was something that the whole Catholic world saluted. When it comes to 

their general views of the Ottoman Empire and its role in Europe, Croatian poets adopted the 

same religion-based rhetoric rooted in Counter-Reformation axiology. They resorted to the 

same perspective of the ‘clash of the worlds’, deploying the stereotypes which already 

figured in Croatian ‘Turkish’ literature: Infidel, Violator, Usurper, Conqueror.
321

 These 

stereotypes were not region-specific. Mrnavić and Gundulić shared all of these 

commonplaces with Coppée, just like they shared the utopian vision of the Ottoman-free 

Balkans as the desired course of events in the future.  

The Counter-Reformation found a stronghold in Dubrovnik and Dalmatia. The themes 

from the papal propaganda used in the neighbouring Habsburg lands, reappear in these 

regions as well.
322

 As we have already seen in the case of Coppée, this propaganda presented 

the role of the Ottoman Empire on the global political scene from a perspective of the 

Catholic Church fighting dissent and heresy. In contrast to the world of true believers, the 

Ottoman infidel space was stereotypically attributed with negative, hellish connotations. The 

correspondence between the vertical, religious and moral hierarchy and the horizontal, 

geopolitical distribution has been recognized as one of the key views of the Turk in the early 

modern Dubrovnik literature: 

The religious space in the works of Ragusan authors, together with its cosmological 

attributes which originated in the formation of the vertical order, translates, in the 

horizontal order, into the space of faith. Interfering with the political space, it includes 
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divisions such as Christian/Catholic vs. heretical (Pavlimir), Christian/Catholic vs. 

Muslim, and Catholic vs. Orthodox/Protestant (Osman).
323

  

This principle held in other parts of the Catholic world as well, for instance in Liège. There 

are many similarities between Denis Coppée’s representation of the Turks and that of the 

Dalmatian poets. All three poets associate the Ottomans with hell, and all three accentuate the 

trope of cruelty, attributing the Turk a role of the Violator. Just like Coppée’s Osman, where 

one of the Furies, Megara, appears on stage to summon Osman II to the abode of his 

forefathers (hell), Mrnavić also situates the Ottoman dynasty in the underworld. In act I the 

audience learns that Osman I, the founder of the dynasty, dwells in hell, slaving to the 

commands of one of the Deadly Sins: Wrath. Wrath reminds Osman that he is serving the 

well-deserved punishment for his deeds: 

By which your sons and grandsons 

And all the male members of your line, 

Became accursed successors of your actions.  

They strive to enhance your and their own evil, 

With which they conquered the whole world, 

Making your and their evil eternal. 
324

 

 

The association of the Ottomans with hell also occurs in Gundulić’s Osman. Following the 

examples of Virgil, Tasso and Girolamo Vida, Gundulić uses a well-known epic genre 

convention to reiterate the same commonplace in canto XIII. The relation between the 

religious and the geopolitical attribution is clear from Lucifer’s statement that all Muslim 

countries on the Earth are his dominions. Afraid that the Catholic forces might unite, he asks: 

 

Can we tolerate 

That the Christians should wipe out, 

Destroy and subjugate 

All that is ours on earth? 
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The hell falls silent among the nations, 

That the sacred places be overthrown, 

That the muezzin on the mosques 

Shall no longer howl and shriek? 

 

And that all the mosques be overturned, 

All the altars be destroyed in an instant, 

And all our fallen visages 

Be trampled on and defied? 

 

That we shall lose the holy places,  

That the whole world bows down to the cross, 

And Lucifer, beaten to nothing, 

Shall groan in an empty kingdom?
325

 

 

The description of the Turks in animalistic terms, with Islamic priests ‘howling and 

shrieking’, reflects one of the most persistent tropes of the anti-Turkish religious 

propaganda.
326

 Furthermore, addressing the fallen angels, Lucifer recounts how the hellish 

forces fought on the Turkish side in the battle of Khotyn, while the angels were on the side of 

the Poles: 

We flew with our banner 

To aid the young emperor, 

Armed with rain and snow, 

With frost, ice, plague and famine; 

 

But the army of heaven above 

Mustered with shouts and gathered; 

With thunder-claps it shattered 
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And scattered our flock.
327

 

 

The presentation of historical battles in religious terms is rooted both in the epic genre and in 

the way Catholic propaganda depicted the Turks as diabolical forces. In Gundulić’s Osman 

the battle of Khotyn therefore represents the battle of Good and Evil, of the true believers and 

the infidels. Antithesis forms the core of Gundulić’s representation both of universal, 

religious meanings, and of history and international politics.
328

 Adopting the ‘clash’ 

perspective, Gundulić disregards that the Polish war was also the time during which Osman 

displays his political incompetence. Mrnavić on the other hand accentuates exactly this aspect 

of the campaign. Nevertheless, the clash does take place in Osmancschica as well. For 

Mrnavić, however, it was not in Poland where the two worlds collided, but during the 

Ottoman invasion of the Balkans, the invasion implicitly and explicitly criticized throughout 

Osmanschica. Regardless of the coordinates of the battle of the opposites in the two texts, 

both Mrnavić and Gundulić insist on the trope of Ottoman cruelty and usurpation. Just like in 

Coppée s Osman, the negative connotations attributed to the Muslim faith translate into the 

stereotypes of Ottoman aggression and cruelty (Conqueror, Violator), also a commonplace of 

Catholic anti-Turkish propaganda. Coppée underlines the ‘unnatural’ side of Turkish cruelty, 

whereas Gundulić criticizes that Islamic laws were ‘compressed in the sabre’. In the 

apostrophe to Mohamed at the end of the epic, Gundulić’s warns against heresy:   

Look, oh accursed Mahomet, 

You who made the sabre the law, 

The almighty courts of God, 

Are superior to human counsels. 

(…) 

And you, oh Ottoman tyranny,  

Who without justice or reason 

In order to spread further your sabre, 
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Never had fear of God.
329

 

 

The commonplace of Turkish cruelty pertains in the first place to the expansionistic policy of 

the Ottoman dynasty. In Act I of Osmanschica for instance, Mrnavić claims that Osman I had 

seized the power with evil motives, corrupting a shepherds tribe into an aggressive force. 

This image legitimizes calls for an intervention. In line with the idea that papal power 

stretched all the way to Istanbul, (which the Grand Turk had illegitimately usurped), the 

Jesuit Mrnavić, just like Coppée, sees Osman’s destiny as an incentive to call for expulsion of 

the Turks from Europe. Mrnavić states in the dedication of Osmanschica to his relative that 

Osman’s death: 

(…) infused the Turkish lands and peoples with such fear, that all of our people, who 

wretchedly suffer under the Turkish yoke, started eagerly hoping for heaven’s mercy, 

and with its [heaven’s] ever heroic deeds to regain their old Christian freedom that 

they used to enjoy due to the chivalry of the lords of our tribe of the Marnavichs.
330

 

Mrnavić further recommended:  

Seeing what the heavens are doing with the Ottomans, may your noble heart become 

aroused, and may you gather strength into your heroic right hand, to, with one blow, 

cut off the heads of the Turks together with the heads of their horses, in order to 

revenge our people, and particularly our noble elders, from whom we originate in a 

straight and pure line.
331
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As we have seen in Chapter Three, Coppée also thinks that the Ottoman crisis provided the 

opportunity for Catholic rulers to strike back. The Walloon poet makes his recommendation 

for international politics, but Mrnavić’s rhetoric on the Turkish enemy is much more 

personal. He uses this opportunity to exalt his own (supposed) ancestry and family members, 

which in this case he combines with a call for revenge, one of the commonplaces of Croatian 

utterances about the Turkish foe. Already the writings of Croatian sixteenth-century 

humanists revealed the feeling of powerlessness when confronted with the Ottoman invasion. 

By the time Mrnavić and Gundulić wrote, however, this rhetoric changed into hope of 

liberation, expressed in terms of revenge for the sufferings that the Ottomans inflicted on the 

Croatian lands.
332

 The addressees of Croatian pleas for help varied from the rulers of Holy 

Roman Empire to Slavic rulers, in particular the Polish king.
333

 While Mrnavić lobbies for a 

Habsburg intervention, Western powers do not figure at all in Gundulić’s Osman as potential 

saviours and restorers of justice, a role given instead to the Polish Prince Wladislaus.
334

  

Both visions of Ottoman-free Balkans related to Pan-Slavic and Illyrian discourses 

from which the poets drew their imagery. The idea that all Slavs belong to a single race, 

which in the times of its glorious mythical past spoke one single language, was already 

present in the works of the sixteenth-century Dalmatian humanists. In the seventeenth 

century, this discourse became strongly correlated with pontifical institutions such as the 

Sacra Congregatio de propaganda fide, which adopted the idea of a pan-Slavic reunion to 

spread Catholic influence in the Balkans.
335

 Croatian clerics such as Mavro Orbini (The 

Realm of the Slavs, 1601) and Jesuits Aleksandar Komulović and Bartol Kašić were at the 

head of such programs, propagating Catholic missions further in the Orthodox and Muslim 

territories.
336

 Under the influence of Counter-Reformation, Illyrian ideas found several forms 

of expression, which the Croatian historian Zrinka Blažević has divided into the inter-

confessional, the Franciscan, the Pontifical-Habsburg and the Dalmatian category.
337

 Ivan 

Tomko Mrnavić is a representative of the Papal/Habsburg version of this platform. As we 

                                                           

332
 Croatian epics rely on the tradition of humanist historiographical genres (letters, pleas, speeches, treatises) 

which explains its appellative quality. Dunja Fališevac, Stari pisci Hrvatski i njihove poetike, (Zagreb: SNL, 

2007), 192. 
333

 Dunja Fališevac, Dubrovnik: otvoreni i zatvoreni grad: studije o dubrovačkoj književnoj kulturi, (Zagreb: 

Nakl. Lijevak, 2007), 206-208. 
334

 Fališevac, Dubrovnik: otvoreni i zatvoreni grad, 206. 
335

 Blažević, Ilirizam prije Ilirizma, Jovan Radonjić, Rimska kurija i juznoslovenske zemlje, (Beograd: Naučna 

knjiga, 1950).  
336

 Dubravko Jelčić, Povijest hrvatske književnosti, 83.  
337

 Blažević, Ilirizam prije Ilirizma, 152. 



127 

 

have seen in Chapter Two, in his works Dialogue on Illyricum and the Illyrian Emperors (De 

Illyrico Caesaribusque Illyricis, 1607), and Abundance of Illyrian Royal Sanctity (Regiae 

sanctitatis Illyricanae, 1630), Mrnavić provided an Illyrian, apostolic claim to Habsburg 

rulers Ferdinand II and his heir Ferdinand III, legitimizing their expansion to the Balkans. 

According to Mrnavić, the Habsburgs had a claim to the Illyricum stretching from the Julian 

Alps to Constantinople, through their descent from Constantine the Great. The expulsion of 

the Turk was in Mrnavić’s rhetoric not only a first step towards the Habsburg restoration of 

the Illyricum, but also in re-uniting the Church of Rome. In his memorandum addressed to 

Roman Curia (1627), containing advice how to take Constantinople, Mrnavić stated that 

freeing the Balkans would not only release these areas from the yoke of the Infidel Turks, but 

would also ‘destroy the heresy of eastern schism, returning that church under the shelter of 

the Holy Roman Catholic faith, granting the name of Urban eternal glory’.
338

 In another of 

his works The Life of Magdalena Budrušić (Život Magdalene od knez Žirova plemena 

Budrušića, Rome, 1626) Mrnavić mentions ‘Lutheran stench’ in the same passage in which 

his heroine laments the Turkish advance in the Balkans. Mrnavić kept in mind the situation in 

the rest of Europe, which we can also see from his reference to the clashes related to the 

Thirty Years’ War in Osmanschica (I, p. 43). Here, Mrnavić suggests that Osman tried to use 

the dissent in the Christian world and problems in Germany to try his luck in Poland. Again, 

just like for the playwright from Liège, the image of the Turks stands in relation to images of 

other forms of heresy and dissent.  

While Mrnavić looks for a Habsburg solution of the Ottoman problem, Gundulić’s 

Osman supports the idea that the Polish kings would stop the Ottoman advance, and even 

reclaim the lost Christian territories from the Turks. Ivan Gundulić expresses the Pan-Slavic 

ideas in terms of Polonofilia, also already present in Dalmatian literature. The poet sings 

panegyrics to the hero of Osman, Prince Wladislaus Waza, calling him ‘the knight of 

Jesus’.
339

 He idealizes both the Polish pastoral landscape and its government, depicting the 

country as a stronghold of high culture and aristocratic values. He celebrates the freedom of 

aristocracy, presenting the Polish army as a collection of knights, led by Catholic ideals. The 

image of hermit Blaž leading this army during the Battle of Khotyn (XI, vss. 140-185) 

epitomizes this view. Seeing Poland as a force strong enough to drive Ottomans back to Asia, 

Gundulić also insinuates that there could be no legitimate mingling between the Catholic and 
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Muslim worlds, claiming that Wladislaus felt no desire for Sokolica, since ‘a knight of Jesus 

could not desire a Turkish woman’ (IX, vss. 595-596). Finally, embracing the idea of Slavic 

reunion as the road to a new, better political balance in the Mediterranean, both he and 

Mrnavić turn the undecided outcome of the battle of Khotyn into a magnificent Polish 

victory, foreshadowing the imminent Ottoman doom. 

 

Conclusion 

Although Ivan Tomko Mrnavić and Ivan Gundulić knew the Ottoman circumstances well, 

and both were in direct contact with the Ottoman world, this knowledge did not significantly 

mark their interpretations of the story of Osman. The specific situation on the border of the 

Ottoman Empire had little influence on the political message of the two Croatian texts about 

Osman. Although they did not all share the same stand regarding the legitimacy of revolt, all 

poets approached this matter from the perspective of the contemporary Western theories of 

statecraft. Also, despite Dalmatia’s and Ragusa’s neighbouring position with the Ottoman 

world, in Osmanschica and Osman the general attitude towards the Ottomans was shaped by 

the Catholic commonplaces about the Turk, shared throughout the continent. In Gundulić’s, 

Mrnavić’s and Coppée’s Osmans the image of the Turkish presence in Europe, and the 

arguments they use to support it, greatly coincide. The anti-Turkish commonplaces in these 

three texts are an outcome of the rhetoric of the Catholic Revival. Depicting the Ottoman 

presence in Europe in religious terms of opposition of good and evil, all three texts take 

Osman’s death as a signal that Ottoman power is weakening, calling for anti-Turkish action. 

The main difference between the three texts has to do with which authority was to undertake 

this action. While the Dalmatian Mrnavić and the Walloon Coppée both employed 

Papal/Habsburg propaganda in their Osmans, Gundulić propagated a Polish intervention. 

When it comes to the image of the Ottomans, the two Croatian texts dealing with the murder 

of Osman are therefore not so much mirroring the bordering position between the East and 

the West,
340

 but stand in an international, Catholic, literary and ideological tradition. They 

both reveal the same need to define the political impact of one’s own country with regard to 
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the Ottoman Empire as the two Netherlandish texts, and they coincide with Coppée’s 

Catholic stand.  
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Chapter Five – Dede Ağa and the two sultans 
 

 

 

The news that sultan Osman II was killed during a Janissary rebellion came as a shock both 

in the Christian world and in the Ottoman Empire. Several Ottomans left first-hand accounts 

of what had transpired in Istanbul in the turbulent days of May 1622. The news of the 

upheaval in the capital also shook the Ottoman province. Bosnian dervish Dede Ağa was not 

present in Istanbul at the time of the rebellion, but still felt the need to eternalize this story 

and pass it down to posterity. He therefore dedicated a long digression in his autobiography 

to the news he had received from Istanbul.
341

 This part of his rhymed History bears the 

subtitle The Cause of Polish War and the Occasion of Osman’s Death (Uzrok vojevanja na 

Poljsku i povod Osmanove pogibije). It is around five hundred lines long, and dates from the 

summer of 1622.
342

  

 

 

 

Illustration 12 –Pages from Dede Ağa’s manuscript, Gazi Husrev-beg Library, Sarajevo 
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Just like the Christian authors, Dede reflects on the nature of the rebellion in his 

chronicle about Osman’s fall. In doing so, he evokes the commonplaces about the good and 

bad rule that were present in Ottoman political thinking. Although the Ottomans seldom 

criticized a ruling monarch, recent studies have indicated that in the seventeenth-century 

Ottoman society there was also a fairly developed discourse of resistance to the sultanic 

absolutism.
343

 Such a discourse would usually surface in times of revolts and constitutional 

crises, such as the crisis of 1622.
344

 Two studies have investigated the articulation of 

arguments in favour of a deposition of Osman II. Gabriel Piterberg (2003), examining the 

works of five seventeenth-century Ottoman bureaucrat-chroniclers (Tuği Çelebi, 

Hasanbeyzade, Ibrahim Peçevi, Kâtip Çelebi and Mustafa Naima), has illustrated that in the 

seventeenth century two main argumentative lines have emerged in official history writing 

about Osman’s death.
345

 The first line consisted of the apologetic texts written from the 

perspective of the soldiers in defence of their standpoint. The second line comprised the texts 

written from the court perspective, defending Osman. When it comes to the ‘official’ 

Ottoman historiography, the soldiers’ version won this struggle. Baki Tezcan in his 

dissertation (2001) has examined the origins of the 1622 crisis. Comparing the various 

versions of the influential manuscript by the Janissary Tuği, Tezcan has also pointed to 

crystallization of pro-rebels rhetoric out of the initially ambiguous argumentation.
346

 Dede 

Ağa’s text is one more contemporary source critical of Osman’s rule and sympathetic to the 

Janissary cause. While in the case of Tuği the articulation of the pro-rebels rhetoric happened 

gradually over time, it is interesting to note that Dede expressed similar views already in the 

months following the rebellion.  

There are two ways in which we can read Dede’s text about Osman II: as a statement 

of allegiance to the new sultan, Mustafa, or as his participation in the local public debate in 

the Bosnian Muslim elite concerning the crisis of 1622. By the time Dede was writing his 

text, in the summer of 1622, Osman was already dead and Mustafa the new sultan. Such a 

shift on the throne would in the Ottoman context be interpreted as an outcome of a divine 

intervention. Worldly causality and predestination/divine causation form a complex concept 
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in Ottoman theological-philosophical thought.
347

 Ottomans considered every ruling sultan 

legitimate, since his rule in itself was a sign of divine support. A sultan who was no longer in 

power was deemed abandoned by God, and the forces that brought him down were believed 

to have done so because that was the God’s will. Dede’s criticism of Osman and praise of 

Mustafa can be interpreted in this light. Nevertheless, in this chapter I would like to suggest 

an alternative reading of Dede’s text. Just as was the case in the West, political argumentation 

in this text stands in relation to the image formation about different power groups in society. 

These groups were associated with certain ethnicities. In Dede’s case, however, this 

stereotyping did not pertain to Christian/Muslim opposition (as Dede conventionally left little 

comment on the Christian-Ottoman power balance), but to mutual prejudice between 

different groups in the Ottoman Empire. In this context, Dede’s text can be read from the 

perspective of the self-positioning of a particular group, the Bosnian Muslims, within the 

Ottoman society. 

 

The padishah is dead…   

What is his purpose, to enlist a new army? 

Is that the padishah’s justice and conscience?
348

 

 

In his account about the uprising of 1622, Dede produces a rather sharp criticism of Osman 

and his rule. According to Dede, Osman is a young, incompetent ruler, misled by poor 

advisors. His political decisions are wrong, and he has no respect for the law and tradition. 

Ultimately, all these arguments add up to the representation of Osman’s injustice. To argue 

these standpoints, Dede used the topoi that figure in traditional Ottoman politico-

philosophical literature, for instance in the advice literature for the rulers (nasihat-name).  

The authors of the nasihat-names generally warn against the arrogance of a king. 

Hasan Kâfi Prušćak (Akhisari), for instance, states in his book of counsel for sultan Mehmed 

III that one out of four general causes for a downfall of a state is the neglect of counselling, 

exchange of thought and planning, because the rulers are arrogant and avoid the learned and 
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the wise.
349

 Dede representes Osman II as guilty on this charge, his flaws becoming evident 

during the Polish war of the year before (1620-1621). This campaign was, according to Dede, 

a whim of the young sultan. The whole enterprise proved to be a great military and strategic 

disaster, due to Osman’s poor governance and his unsuitable personality. For the sake of the 

campaign, Osman made a mistake of imposing hard taxation on his people. According to 

Kâfi, a just ruler would not put such burden on unwilling subjects. To the contrary, he would 

protect his people against unjust taxation (zulüm).
350

 Dede also states that Osman did not 

know how to fight, and took no advice from those who did [vss. 507-508]. He was 

uninformed about the infidel [Polish] king and did not know which other infidel kings aided 

him [vss. 514-515]. He also had no good advisors who could steer him into better policies, 

and no experienced vizier. Those advisors he had, he did not listen to, and he underestimated 

their warnings that the campaign was a hard one, that it was difficult to manoeuvre the army 

in Polish country, that there was a lack of pastures, meat or bread, and that it was hard to 

transport military supplies to a country more than forty nights away [vs. 488]. In Dede’s 

account Osman proves his arrogance by ignoring his counsellors and by ordering the army to 

mobilize. Once on the battlefield, the circumstances were exactly as the viziers had predicted: 

the army was struggling with bad terrain, bad weather and lack of food and pastures. 

According to Dede, the Ottoman forces were so impotent that the Tartar king coming to assist 

them saved them from perishing. When the progress of the campaign was put on hold as the 

army was standing still in front of the enemy for thirty-eight days at Khotyn, Dede states that 

under such conditions soldiers did not want to fight: 

Janissaries did not want to fight 

Since they got no bread or gift from the Emperor.  

The army was stirred because of the food shortage.  

It stood still in front of the enemy for thirty-eight days.  

Many fed their horses with leaves.
351
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Ottoman chroniclers also report that Osman started harassing his army in Poland. According 

to the testimony of Janissary Tuği, some soldiers received the promised financial reward 

(bahşiş) during the campaign, and some did not.
352

 The idea that the sultan distributed 

payments at random created discord within his army. Historian Peçevi (who took part in this 

campaign) mentions that Osman ordered exceptional control of the soldiers present on the 

battlefield with the purpose of ‘breaking the hearts of the Janissaries’.
353

 Dede also presents a 

picture of grave internal discord on the frontline, which stands in sharp contrast to the 

stereotypical Westerners’ image of the discipline, cleanliness and sobriety of the Ottoman 

army. In Dede’s description, physical and mental stress and exhaustion overruled the soldiers, 

in combination with dire straits and the lack of respect and pay from the Emperor. Dede 

states that the Ottoman army morale was so low that the ‘bey and the Sipahi would 

sometimes fight each other like rams in a square’ (‘bezi i spahije se pokatkad među sobom 

kao ovnovi na trgu tukli’, vss. 524-525). According to Dede, the sultan’s incompetence was 

to be blamed for mutual skirmishes. Dede reiterates similar accusations against Osman to 

explain why many soldiers refused to risk their lives any further.  

Although the Emperor’s camp was great, 

Neither Janissary nor Sipahi wanted to fight, 

There were no rewards or promotions 

And the subjects did not receive what they were entitled to.
354

  

 

The Janissaries’ refusal to fight for their sultan is the key argument for Osman’s intended 

dissolution of their corps. Presenting this behaviour as expected and justifiable under the 

circumstances is therefore an important strategy in Dede’s verse. He does not strive to present 

the army’s behaviour as a model of heroism; instead he offeres an explanation why their 

slack performance should not be condemned. His argument to justify the Janissaries’ 

defection is that they were acting in self-defence against the young sultan’s arrogance. In this 

Dede does not follow Kâfi’s thinking, who, in the part of his essay called ‘the fourth 

foundation of the state’, mentiones the soldiers’ determination to fight for the lord, and not 

for material gain, their discipline and avoidance of dissent and hatred as the essential pre-
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conditions for victory and the well-being of the state.
355

 Dede’s perspective on the 1622 

uprising primarily serves to undercut the validity of the chief counter-argument: that the 

soldiers disobeyed royal orders, and did not fulfill their duty in Poland. From the perspective 

of the army, it was essential to legitimize the rebellion by building up the case of Osman’s 

incompetence.  

In the Osmans by the Christian authors, the Polish war often serves as a topos of the 

clash of religions. For Dede Ağa it is the topos of the clash between Osman and the 

Janissaries. Poland was only a beginning of the conflict. According to Dede, Osman proved 

his unworthiness of the Ottoman throne in the period that followed. As the battle of Khotyn 

remained undecided, the enemies had no better solution than to sign a peace treaty. Osman 

returned to Istanbul angry, frustrated, humiliated and revengeful. The tension between him 

and his army deepened: 

He and his Janissaries went to Istanbul. 

Now listen what the sultan did with his army: 

He did not greet his soldiers, 
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He got angry at his Janissaries 

And became eager for revenge, 

because they did not give their best in war, 

And the enemy was left on the field unbeaten. 

That is why he wanted to destroy his army. 

‘I will enlist new soldiers’, he would say. 

His passions overpowered his reason.
356

 

 

The alleged recruitment of a new, Anatolian army to replace the Janissary corps is the key 

motive in Dede’s narrative. Interestingly, Dede also qualifies it as an irrational act, just like 

the Western poets do. Anatolian recruitment stands in the background of all the other 

accusations against Osman, and Dede comes back to it on several occasions in the text [vss. 

581-586, vss. 592-596, vs. 673, vss. 903-905]. He even states that Osman issued a firman 
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ordering this conscription, and that at the time of rebellion the eastern troops were already on 

their way to Istanbul.  Historically, there is no evidence the troops were indeed on their way. 

Furthermore, there is no document testifying that Osman wanted to recruit a new army in the 

East. The assumption is greatly based upon rumour and speculation.
357

 As there was no hard 

evidence of the sultan’s intentions, Dede was probably reproducing the rumours circulating in 

his environment.  

The crucial confirmation of the Janissaries’ suspicions and an indication that Osman 

seriously considered his ‘eastern plan’ came with his sudden and untraditional announcement 

that he would perform a pilgrimage to Mecca, the Hajj. Ottoman sultans at this point in 

history never personally undertook the pilgrimage, and it was atypical that they would leave 

Istanbul for reasons other than hunting in Edirne. Besides, a journey to Mecca was considered 

distant and perilous, and a sultan’s life was too precious to risk in this way. The 

announcement therefore met lots of scepticism. Many took the alleged pilgrimage to be a 

cover-up for the sultan’s real intentions. Rumours went that he actually wanted to move the 

capital to one of the eastern cities. Dede writes: 

His intention was to go to the Kaaba, 

Taking all the royal treasure. 

The capital he would move to Egypt or Damascus, 

He spread the word around people. 

‘I will drive out my old army 

And all their insignia I will burn.’ 

Intrigue was his firm intention.
358

  

 

The sincerity of Osman’s pilgrimage to the Kaaba was brought in question since the sultan 

intended to take all royal treasures with him. It was more likely that treasures were being 

transferred to the new capital, whichever city that was. The Hajj was therefore likely a lie. 

The Janissaries were convinced of Osman’s intentions to recruit a new army in the east and to 

move the capital. Still, there was no palpable indication that these intentions were being acted 

upon, at least not until 18 May 1622. On this day the sultan ordered a transfer of state 

treasures and royal pavilions to the Anatolian side of the city, Üsküdar. Army officers and the 
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people of Istanbul were watching Ottoman imperial insignia and material heritage being 

loaded on the galleys that would take it to Asia. According to Dede, they understood that 

Osman had started implementing his revolution: 

Not caring about his throne, 

Both gold and silver, wherever he would find it, 

And all treasures he took, 

And further he laid his hand 

On the headstone of his father’s grave. 

He filled chests and baskets, 

All the valuables he took. 

Finally he laid his hand 

on the golden chandeliers in his father’s mosque. 

Finishing preparations for his trip 

He ordered his train to cross to Üsküdar. 

‘Tomorrow as I bow for Friday prayer 

And address a thanking and a prayer to God, 

I will not linger, but cross and start my journey’.  

He ordered no rest in Üsküdar. 
359

 

  

Osman’s departure for the Asian side, and in particular the way it was executed, was more 

than a confirmation of his disruptive plans. Most available sources underline that he took the 

Empire’s valuables with him: jewels, bullion, state treasury, and royal insignia. While the 

Western sources stress the financial value of what he had gathered, Dede presents these 

actions rather as a confirmation of his irreverence both for to the present Ottoman state, and 

to its heritage. Osman’s confiscation of valuables is not merely a financial blow to the capital. 

It is also indicative of him not heeding public opinion or general codes of behaviour, which in 

Dede’s eyes indicates ‘not caring about his throne’. In his verse, the sultan takes the treasures 

from two sacred places that were symbols of the Ottoman dynasty: the Sultan Ahmed 
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Mosque (the Blue Mosque),
360

 and the headstone of his father’s grave (close to the 

mosque).
361

 In this way, Dede accuses Osman not only of arrogance towards tradition and the 

common ancestry epitomized in material goods, but also towards his own roots, his father, a 

beloved Ottoman ruler and benefactor, and the state in general.
362

  

Osman had, according to Dede, other personal flaws. He was deaf to the needs of his 

people and lacks the quality of generosity (hüsn-ü mükafât), which next to benevolence 

(şefkat), fidelity (vefa), and piety (sadakat), traditionally featured as inherent personal qualities 

of a good Muslim and an ideal king:
363

  

His old soldiers he did not protect, 

And those with complaints he did not receive,  

Nor did he monitor the powerful ones. 

There was not a bit of justness in him, 

And he made many enemies. 

He was very prone to avarice, 

And when a beggar would come, 

He would give him nothing.
364

  

 

Dede’s strategy was to present the young sultan as a negative character, in support of his 

contention that Osman’s Eastern plans are bad for the Ottoman state. In his text Osman is 

conniving and deceitful, but above all dangerous for the old establishment epitomized in the 

imperial army. Dede supports the standpoints of the army. However, in his version of the 

story the military coup of 1622 and the events that followed are not triggered by any (or the 

sum of) Osman’s wrongdoings towards the Janissaries, but by his irreverence for the law, the 

kanun, represented by another influential group in Ottoman society: the ulema. 

The ulema stood at the core of the Ottoman state. They were a class of highly 

educated Sharia
365

 interpreters - scholars, judges, and mosque personnel, who enjoyed high 
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social esteem and political power as enforcers of the law and as propagators of the rites of 

tradition. Their fatwas gave the legislative power to the laws (kanun) passed by the sultan. 

For Dede, the ulema become the crucial arbiter that Osman was transgressing his royal 

prerogative. In his text, when it became apparent that the sultan insists on his intention and 

that he started the preparations, a council is summoned where ‘the learned’ (ulema) advise 

Osman against this undertaking. Their verdict is that this undertaking is not in accordance 

with the old laws, implying that the Asian crossover would also violate the divine principle of 

justice. The sultan’s venture was seen as an act of self-will. 

All the learned came to the sultan and said: 

‘It is not allowed that you take this voyage. 

Your ancestors have passed no law 

With which your intentions would comply’. 

They passed their decision to the Emperor: ‘Do not go!’
366

 

 

However, Osman is unmoved by this decree and scornfully tears the fatwa into pieces [vs. 

631]. According to Dede, when the army leaders learn about this, the people of Istanbul rise 

in arms.           

 Dede thus suggestes that there was a link between the army and the men-of-law in the 

1622 conflict, and that these two groups joined forces in opposing the sultan’s obstinacy. 

Since appealing to the law was perceived as a legitimate way to criticize the ruler, it was 

common that in various Ottoman rebellions the rebels would strive to obtain a judicial 

endorsement from the ulema for their actions.
367

 In practice, the senior ulema members, 

usually the Şeyhülislâm, were if needed also the arbiters of a particular ruler’s compliance 

with the law. A fatwa issued by a high-ranking ulema member could not be ignored, not even 

by the sultan.
368

 Tearing apart a fatwa therefore reinforced Dede’s main claim of Osman’s 

lack of piety and respect of law. This symbolic act also sealed Dede’s claim against Osman, 

and completed the image of his unworthiness to be a sultan. In sum, with all the other 

arguments that Dede present concerning the sultan’s unpopular policies and traits, it signifies 

that Osman lacked the crucial merit of a good ruler - justice. Dede incorporates this 
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commonplace in his presentation of Osman’s end. According to him, Osman wronged justice 

during the Polish war, and the subsequent events are God’s punishment for his mistakes: 

There is no happiness if the sovereign does injustice, 

And on this voyage [to Poland] many injustices were done, 

God is not satisfied if there is injustice done. 

The punishment for injustice is a short life: 

He neither had luck, nor life, 

All that he left to the world was his empty name.
369

 

 

Justice (adalet) is a concept in the history of political ideas that featured prominently on the 

numerous occasions of opposition to central authority throughout Ottoman history. In 

general, according to the Islamic politico-theological literature, the ruler needed to be obeyed, 

whether he was deemed just or oppressive.
370

 However, rebellions became more and more 

frequent in the course of the seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries, and they often included 

(requests for) dethronement of a sultan and his replacement by another member of the 

Ottoman dynasty. Since the legality of such action was questionable on account of the 

possible accusations of spreading dissent (fesad, fitne),
371

 the rebels, as we have seen, strove 

to legitimize their claims against the ruler and to procure a validation from the ulema. The 

rhetoric the rebels used was typically woven around allegations of the ruler’s transgression of 

justice, as prescribed by the Divine Law. The request for the sultan’s justice implicitly meant 

a contract between the ruler and the subjects with the purpose of protecting of mutual rights, 

like in the already mentioned Kınalızade’s Circle of Equity.
372

 If the ruler chose to violate 

this contract, this violation would be presented as injustice. A sultan’s justice or injustice 

could thus become manifest in several domains, ranging from his personal character and his 

treatment of his subjects, to his adherence to the concept of the righteously ordered society 

(nizam-i âlem, ‘the order of the world’), or his attitude towards the law. This type of 

discourse is easily spotted in Dede’s writing. The sum of Osman’s flaws, his bad character, 

his political incompetence and his irreverence for the state and the law prove for Dede the 
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case of the sultan’s injustice. Osman’s injustice indirectly diverts the attention from the 

Janissaries’ responsibility in the whole crisis and their morally dubious actions. Dede fails to 

mention some discrediting moves on the part of the rebels, for instance the humiliation of the 

captive Osman, whom they dragged through the city on a horse. Nor does he tell of the 

storming of the Palace, other than briefly stating that the rebels ‘came to the Saray and 

opened the doors’ [vs. 691].  

Dede’s version of the story does not reflect the probable difference of Ottomans’ 

opinion when it came to the validity of the rebels’ actions. There were also those who 

presented a favourable view of Osman, disapproved of the rebellion and criticized Mustafa.
373

 

Another indication that the Ottoman contemporaries experienced this whole episode of 

history as tricky comes from Dede’s compatriot Varvari Ali Pasha, a capable man who 

notoriously managed to keep high offices ‘under the rule of seven sultans’.
374

 Varvari, who 

strove to stay on good terms with all the ruling establishments rapidly succeeding one 

another, left a conspicuous silence in his autobiography about the period around the 

deposition of Osman II in 1622. Instead, he only briefly mentioned Osman’s Polish campaign 

and the regicide that ensued in his autobiography, despite the fact that he played a 

considerable role in these events. In contrast, Dede, who was far from the epicentre of the 

crisis, defended the rebels’ cause already in the summer of 1622, when he was writing his 

account. Rather than the climate in the capital, Dede’s text more likely reflects the 

standpoints of his own Bosnian milieu, a milieu with close ties to the Janissary corps. 

 

… long live the padishah! 

Dede Ağa’s chronicle is negative about the deceased Osman. The nature of the poet’s attitude 

is nevertheless difficult to explain, as the conventional praise of the ruling sultan stood in the 

way of an expression of personal political views.
375

 Dede was able to censure Osman so 

straightforwardly only if he glorified Mustafa accordingly. In his text, he represents Mustafa 

as the incarnation of the stereotype of an ideal ruler, as a pious and a modest Muslim who 
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firmly guards his subjects against oppression and injustice.
376

 His praise of Mustafa is at odds 

with the public opinion of Mustafa as a mentally unstable ruler. His violent second 

succession was an outcome of circumstances, and was not very trust-inspiring since he had 

already shown his lack of sanity during his first reign. Dede was probably aware of this. 

However, in the time he was writing, Mustafa was his padishah, and the image he paints of 

this ruler served the purpose of enforcing the stand that the rebellion was just and 

praiseworthy. This image stands in full contrast with that of Osman. Dede presents Osman as 

epitome of injustice, and Mustafa as the epitome of sultanic justice.  

In Dede’s text the description of Mustafa is supposed to arouse admiration. Having 

spent many years in isolation and imprisonment, the sultan developed a saintly appearance. 

When the rebels break into the Saray and, failing to find Osman, release Mustafa, they are 

shocked to see in what inhuman conditions the king has been spending his days: 

A piece of dark bread was what sultan was eating, harder than a rock,  

And on a bone a piece of mouldy meat. 

He tied at his back also the rough mat 

That served to him as bed. 

There was also a white belt 

Dirty, mouldy, very old, of many years. 

On the head the king’s black hair was drooping, his beard was long, 

But black, as if it were dyed.
377

 

 

A life bereft of worldly comfort elevated Sultan Mustafa’s spirit and made him a martyr. 

Despite the physical strains, he gained spiritual strength in his imprisonment. Upon his 

release people are moved and bewildered by the loftiness of his person, and according to 

Dede’s description, they welcome the new sultan in an emotional outburst:   

He was so pale! Everyone who saw him, said: 

“This is a second Joseph, taken out of the ground, 

Eyes and eyebrows jet-black, face pale, 

The shine of the face in all its clarity”.  

Coming out of the dark place this king 

Seemed like a moon in the canopy. 
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Those who saw him were very surprised. 

Nobody was strong enough not to cry. 

Some cry, and some raise their hands in prayer, 

And some throw their turbans in the air. 

The sky was full of cries and noise. 

The voice of gratitude came from all four sides: 

Some free their prisoners out of joy, 

Some out of joy distribute silver and gold.
378

 

 

Dede is eager to show that people generally love Mustafa, while they did not love Osman. 

Just like in the West, reputation was very important in politics. It was a voucher of the 

sultan’s qualities, and served as the confirmation that the replacement of Osman was 

welcome and generally admired. In this way Dede uses a construed image of Istanbul public 

opinion in support of his stand that the deposition of Osman was legitimate and favourable 

for Ottoman society.  

Dede also describes Mustafa’s piety. When the rebels bring the new sultan and his 

train to the safety of a mosque (Orta Cami), he spends the whole night there in prayer:  

And inside the mosque prayed the great shah. 

They say that he never fell asleep 

For a while he would bow the night prayers,  

And for a while prayed on his feet 

In this mosque.
379

 

 

In Dede’s representation Sultan Mustafa fulfills his fatherly role, talking to his soldiers in a 

calm tone. As the rebels at some point realize that Osman is still at large, they feare that he 
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could escape to the Asian side of the city. There he would find protection and support 

amongst the local lords, and come back to Istanbul for revenge. This implied the possibility 

of an outbreak of a civil war: 

There will be great insecurity and blood will flow. 

Either we, or they will win.
380

  

 

Mustafa dissuades the soldiers from panic and advises them to go to sleep calmly and come 

back at dawn. Despite his physical frailty, Mustafa is described as a calm and wise shepherd 

of his flock who comforted his soldiers and took them under his protection. His conduct and 

attitude fits the traditional image of a good ruler: he is mild, patient, trustworthy, and not 

quickly judgmental.
381

 Moreover, Mustafa saves Osman from his own soldiers in Orta Cami. 

Above all, the good king communicates with his soldiers, which for Dede seems to be one of 

major points of difference between him and Osman.  

Finally, the full contrast between the two sultans comes into light when Osman is 

caught and brought to Orta Cami. Ironically ending up in the same room, the uncle and the 

nephew can now talk and confront each other. In Dede’s account this is the moment when 

Mustafa exposes the ideas about good rule to the young Osman. Underlying injustice yet 

again as the key argument for Osman’s downfall, Dede projects his own standpoints onto 

Mustafa, and lets the new king voice these standpoints addressing the old one:  

 

Mustafa Khan said to Sultan Osman: 

‘Strange things are happening nowadays: 

You turned the laws of the Ottoman house upside down 

You brought new laws and changes. 

(…) 

Why didn’t you continue down the road
382

 of your forefathers? 

You insulted the army with your words. 

A kingdom is kept up by the force of its army. 

That is the way that proved to be right since the beginning of the world. 

Justice makes the rule strong,  

It was by justice that this kingdom became strong.’
383
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Hasan Kâfi in his introduction to Nizam ul-alem warns that for as long as the ruler complies 

with the old laws ‘the state advances in order, men’s deserts advance in law, and the 

government advances in power’. However, when a monarch stops respecting those good 

institutions and ‘protecting the chosen path’, from all sides there will be disorder in the state 

and weakness in rule, up to the point of the government being overthrown.
384

 Kâfi’s words 

echo in Dede’s verse. Osman stopped ‘protecting the chosen path’, and wanted to take a new 

one. Scholars and priests in Dede’s poem insist that all humans have to obey the divine law 

and that a sultan’s actions had to comply with the tradition and the law (kanun). The beaten 

path prescribed by the law was a certain way to prosperity, as the history of Ottoman success 

had shown. The evocation of the historical dimension and the authority of law serve to 

enforce the point of Osman’s error, manifesting itself in his denunciation of the existing 

system. Disturbance of this existing order needed to be sanctioned in order to shield the 

Empire from insecurity. In 1622, when Dede was writing his account, it was evident that the 

Empire was facing challenges with shifting and divided loyalties. Osman was planning a 

revolution. For the Janissaries and other members of the elite the future of the Ottoman state 

‘as they knew it’ was at stake.
385

  

 

The old elite  

And the opposite shore is inclined to him. 

God knows what will befall us then.
386

 

 

That Dede was able to criticize Osman only after the young sultan’s death leaves the question 

open to what extent he disapproved of Osman during his reign. Dede’s presentation of the 

1622 crisis could be his attempt to ascertain his compliance with the providential choice of 

the winning side in the conflict. Nevertheless, it could also be an outcome of the genuine 
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disapproval of Osman’s policies in the social milieu for which he was writing his poem. 

Dede’s autobiographical writing in the first part of his manuscript provides some arguments 

in favour of the latter.
387

 Dede was a third generation Bosnian-born dervish, closely involved 

with the Janissary milieu. He belonged to an environment which sympathized with the 

elements responsible for the 1622 rebellion in Istanbul. In this environment, ethnic 

stereotyping played a role in the perception of the 1622 crisis as well as of the Ottoman 

politics in general. 

 

The Ottoman Empire comprised a vast territory with many peoples, religions and social 

groups. Just like elsewhere, there was a plethora of prejudices and stereotypical images 

amongst its subjects. Although the Ottomans usually did not write about their opinions on 

different ethnicities, but rather expressed themselves in terms of religious belonging, there is 

also evidence of ethnic stereotyping within the Empire, especially when it came to the non-

Sunni peoples. The Ottoman traveller Evliya Çelebi for instance considered the Kurds ‘crude, 

rebellious, and contentious and overly-concerned with points of honour’. Evliya also labeled 

Gypsies tyrannical, good-for-nothing, thieving and irreligious, and the Jews narrow-minded 

and fanatical.
 388

 The sewer-cleaning of Istanbul was reserved for the Armenians and they 

were considered dirty and smelly.
389

 Mustafa Ali considered all Anatolian peoples, the 

‘Turks’, uncouth and deprived of culture.
390

  

By the beginning of the seventeenth century, the Ottoman government and imperial 

institutions had also become associated with certain regions and ethnicities. The Ottoman 

dynasty relied on officials recruited to the high posts by means of the devşirme. These men 

were recruits of Christian origin who entered the Ottoman elite as members of the sultan's 

administrative bodies, Janissary soldiers, palace servants and state administrators (kul or kapı 

kulları, ‘slaves of the sultan’). A large number of these state officials were drawn from the 

Balkans in the course of the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries. Later on, those from the 

western Anatolia and the Caucasus area were also admitted to the corps. Devşirme conscripts 

formed the educated elite and occupied the highest ranks in the Ottoman hierarchy. In this 
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way, the Ottoman dynasty and imperial institutions became closely tied to kul, which despite 

the spread of the practice to Anatolian and Caucasian Christian peoples, was for a great part 

associated with the province of Rumelia, the European parts of the Ottoman Empire. This 

was not necessarily to everybody’s satisfaction. Poet Veysi, for instance, in 1620’s lamented 

the predominance of Arnauts (Albanians) and Bosnians in power circles.
391

 Rumelian 

Ottomans, Bosnians and Albanians in particular, in turn saw themselves as crucial elements 

of Ottoman imperial identity. In the period between the mid-fifteenth and mid-seventeenth 

century, only five Grand Viziers were of a Turcoman origin, while forty-two were born 

Christians.
392

 These regions yielded famous Grand Viziers such as Bosnian Mehmed Pasha 

Sokollu or the Albanian Köprülü family. The fact that many Bosnians did indeed occupy 

prominent positions in society enhanced the idea of the privileged status of Bosnians within 

the Ottoman system. This idea can also be traced in the epic folk poetry of the Bosnian 

Muslims. Dede Ağa therefore belonged to a milieu the members of which saw themselves as 

pillars of the Ottoman state.
393

  

If the centralized Ottoman government and dynasty became associated with the 

European provinces of the Empire, different forms of dissent from central authority became 

associated with the eastern, border regions of the Empire populated by the Turcoman and 

Kurdish peoples of Anatolia, and the Arab lands. Unlike the kul, whose position in the 

Empire was directly dependent on the Porte, local governors in these regions felt rather 

independent of the government in Istanbul. The educated elite referred to all ‘easterners’ with 

an encompassing term Turk. This was a pejorative denomination that amongst the educated 

Ottomans meant being alien to the ruling class.
394

 Historian Peçevi and many others used 

another derogatory term for all Shiites, kızılbaşı (red hats) for all Iranian, Turcoman and 

Kurdish peoples of eastern Anatolia. That the elite considered their compatriots from Eastern 

regions different from themselves did not escape Western observers. The English traveller 

Smithe noted that the Turks did not appreciate being called that way, preferring the term 

Ottoman, as a sign of their esteem for the government and the dynasty. Smithe concluded that 

they are ashamed of their poor vagabond Scythian origin, commenting on the effort of 

Ottoman dynasty to distinguish themselves from other tribes: 
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(…) as if an alteration of condition had made them quite another Nation and they 

seem desirous to forget it [their Asiatic origin], and therefore never mention it 

themselves, and take it amiss and are very angry and look upon it as an affront, if any 

Christian call them by it.
395

 

Western contemporaries also expressed themselves about a distinction between two sorts of 

Turks, natural and renegade, disagreeing with each other which category is ‘more wicked’.
396

 

Nevertheless, in creating this distinction they also implied dichotomy between the Anatolian 

Turks and the Ottomans, observing the prejudice of the latter group over the former. The 

prejudice was apparently mutual. According to Rothman, in 1621 regulations of the Venetian 

Fondaco dei Turchi it was not sufficient to determine the identity of Ottoman merchants with 

the term Turchi. The merchants’ origin had to be further dichotomized into Bosnian and 

Albanian on the one side, and Asiatic (Anatolian) on the other. Anatolian merchants 

themselves insisted on this differentiation, as they found it impossible to share their living 

space with the (Ottoman) Greeks or Bosnians, and thereby run the risk of daily outbreaks of 

violence. Even in the Ottoman military these groups were sometimes kept separate to avoid 

disturbances.
397

 The mutual bias of European, Rumelian Ottoman and the Anatolians is also 

evident from the seventeenth-century sources from Ottoman Egypt, which differentiate 

between the Ottoman cultured elite, the Rumis, and the ‘Turks’ (etrak), unruly and 

uneducated low-class soldiers from Anatolia, whom the former regarded as foreigners 

(ecneb) in relation to themselves.
398

 That the Arab population considered both groups tyrants 

and barbarians, just like the central government regarded the Arab parts of the Empire 

(especially Egypt) with a generalized sentiment of superiority mixed with an apprehension of 

possible dissent as potentially dangerous rival centres of power, is another line of 

stereotyping within the Empire. 

The feeling on the part of the elite that they represented the legitimate structures that 

constitute the Ottoman state and identity played a role in the conflict between Osman II and 

his army. After the Polish campaign, Janissary and Sipahi leaders, who were the backbone of 

the kul, came to believe that the sultan and his confidantes intended to replace the 
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professional imperial army with forces recruited in the eastern provinces, the sekban.
399

 That 

implied that the sultan was about to marginalize the fundamental state institutions for the sake 

of armed forces without any pedigree. The transfer of the capital was also laden with 

emotion. For the Ottoman elite Istanbul was the centre of the world, and a symbol of Islamic 

urban culture. They considered the eastern, provincial capitals competitors of Istanbul as the 

physical centre of ‘Ottoman-ness’. Osman’s moving of the capital to Damascus, Cairo or 

Aleppo would therefore symbolically signify a turn in politics as well. Replacing Istanbul, 

which was the epicentre of the imperial activity, with a provincial capital would mean opting 

against Rumelia, just like the raising of an Anatolian army did. In a wider context, this 

dichotomy between the European, and the Anatolian face of the Empire remained an issue 

throughout the history of the Ottoman Empire and the Republic of Turkey. Baki Tezcan has 

pointed out that, contrary to the seventeenth-century Ottoman historiographers, who chiefly 

presented the events as a justified move of soldiers who stood up to the inexperienced and 

arrogant sultan, in the nineteenth and the twentieth century historiography the deposition is 

presented differently. In this period the crisis was presented as a major setback to the Turkish 

reform movement, and Osman as a brave anti-Ottoman and pro-Turkish reform-leader, a 

seventeenth-century Ataturk. The Ottoman dynasty was pictured as consisting of traitors of 

national (Turkish) concepts and ideals, and Osman with his plans to recruit new soldiers from 

Anatolia was seen as the pioneer of reform.
400

 Istanbul figures as the centre of the 

Europeanized and the corrupted, and the Turkish Anatolia as the bearer of national values. 

The interrelation of ethnic and political stereotyping is important for understanding 

Dede’s perspective on the crisis of 1622. Both the rumour of Anatolian conscription and the 

rumour of a new capital confirmed the sultan’s disruptive policies directed against the kul. He 

considered the move of the capital and the recruitment of the Anatolians to be parts of one 

and the same plan, a plan that boiled down to Osman’s betrayal of intrinsic Ottoman values. 

Osman was going to create new state institutions, and cancel the existing order that Dede’s 

patrons, ancestors and Dede himself were a part of. Dede Ağa understood that, at the point of 

the breaking out of the rebellion, the Ottoman state and life as he knew it were about to end. 

                                                           

399
 The sekban were the armed forces raised by provincial Anatolian governors from local troops. These troops 

were irregularly employed and received pay only during wartime, while in peacetime they resorted to banditry. 

They did not share the central army’s loyalty to the sultan and the Porte, but operated as mercenaries of the local 

lords.  
400

 Tezcan observed that he had not come across the nickname Osman the Young (Genç Osman) anywhere in 

the seventeenth-century sources, and suspects this to be a deliberate association made by Young Turk historians, 

who proclaimed Osman the ‘Greatest sheik of Ottoman revolution’. Tezcan, Searching for Osman, 16. 
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He was therefore critical of those who supported Osman’s ‘eastern’ policy, for instance of 

Yusuf Ağa: 

For army listings the old Yusuf Ağa  

Was appointed, a notorious traitor. 

He belonged to Kızlar ağası’s men, 

One of those who belong to axmen. It is a double-dealer, 

He was allegedly the Black Aga’s
401

 guiding light  

But a light from a lamp that lacks oil. 

He became a Turcoman leader. 

He enlisted numerous units 

And furthermore two or three thousand cavalrymen. 

More palace keepers than cavalry 

And the Turcomans walked alongside with him. 

Supposedly it was all ordered by Sultan Osman.
402

 

 

Another piece of evidence in support of such ‘imagological’ reading of Dede’s text comes 

from other two poets from the Balkans, Mrnavić and Gundulić, who made more explicit 

remarks about the self-image of Bosnian Ottomans in their Osmans. Both Croatian poets 

referred to the tension between the kul and the Eastern border, and the Janissaries’ feeling of 

betrayal with the sultan’s plans. In canto XVIII of Gundulić’s Osman for instance, Davud 

Pasha in his speech gives the army the final incentive to reach for their arms, appealing to 

their bitterness with the potential institutionalization of the sekban as the imperial army:  

And when it has thus perished, [the old army by the hand of Osman] 

Its illustrious place will be taken 

By black Arabs, the thieves 

And bandits
403

 of the East –  

 

Them will he make Janissaries 

And the position of Spahoglans awaits 

Persian frontier guards 

                                                           

401
 Kızlar ağası - the Chief Black Eunuch (in Palace Harem). 

402
 ‘Za popis vojske bio je određen  

stari Jusuf aga, jedan od notornih izdajica. 

On je pripadao kizlar-aginoj sviti, 

od onih koji pripadaju baltadžijama: to je jedan petljanac. 

Bio je navodno zastupnik (čirak) kizlar-age, 

Ali čirak kome je nedostajalo ulje. 

Postao je vojvoda Turkmena. 

On je popisao brojne jedinice 

i još k tome dvije-tri hiljade konjanika, 

sjemena još više negoli konjanika, 

a i Turkmeni su s njim hodali. 

Sve mu je to navodno bio naredio sultan Osman.’ Dede Ağa, Historija, vss. 662-673.  
403

 Gundulić here uses the word ‘pirate’ (gusar). 
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And lechers from Derbek.
404

 

 

The ‘illustrious’ place of the Janissaries points to the contemporary perception that the kul 

enjoyed great social prestige. Croatian texts also indicate that, in this perception, Balkan 

ethnicities formed the backbone of the kul. Both Croatian poets were careful to mention the 

ethnicity of different Ottoman protagonists, indicating that, in the Balkans of the 1620s, 

ethnicity did matter. They were especially interested in Ottomans of Balkan origin. Karakaş 

Pasha, born in Herzegovina, is an example of heroism during Osman’s Polish campaign in 

Osmanschica. Also, Mrnavić warned in his memorandum of 1627 to the Pope that Bosnia 

and Albania are the cradle of the sultan’s best armies.
405

 In Gundulić’s Osman, Ali Aga is 

Herzegovian, Mustafa’s mother is a Vlah, and Daut Pasha Croatian. Since none of these 

characters are depicted in a positive light, this can indicate a negative attitude towards the 

Balkan converts in the Ottoman establishment.
406

 Mrnavić possibly shared this point, as the 

evil Rizvan in Osmanschica is of Bosnian origin, and one of the motives of his scheme 

against Osman is his hope that ‘the Bosnian dynasty’ would replace the Ottomans in the 

Empire’s throne. (II, p.79). Devşirme was the source of one of the most common Turkish 

stereotypes in the Balkans, that of the Violator. Croatian authors found it particularly evil that 

the Ottomans forced Christian youths to become the enemies of their own native regions, 

stereotypically presenting native Christian communities victims of Ottoman aggression. In 

the light of the criticism of devşirme, Osman’s death in Gundulić’s epic obtains a connotation 

of the satisfied justice: it were the forced Chritians recruits who put an end to the sultan’s life 

(XX, vss. 453-460).  

Interestingly, Mrnavić and Gundulić also feature in their texts characters who criticize 

the corruption in the Janissary ethos. In Osmanschica, Ali and Sefer, two Istanbulites, (II, 

p.75) complain of Osman, who, according to them, hates the people of Istanbul: 

Because they are neither Turks nor Christians,  

Those who forgot their dissent and the laws. 

 

Mrnavić also indicated that, from Osman’s perspective, Istanbulites abandoned the true 

Muslim identity: 

                                                           

404
 Gundulić, Osman, XVIII, vss. 121–136. Derbek- city of Dyarbekir in Mesopotamia.  

405
 ‘Kad bi Turčin izgubio Bosnu i Albaniju, kolijevku svojih najboljih vojski, izgubio bi ne samo sredstvo 

kojim je mučio cara u Ugarskoj, nego bi mu se na taj način prepriječio i izlaz na Jadransko more.’ Quoted after 

Blažević, Ilirizam prije ilirizma, 227. 
406

 Dukić, Sultanova djeca, 107. 
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There Muslims drink wine, 

And like brothers feast and trade with the Christians, 

While Demisia holds the true faith, 

That neither Celalis not Giaours
407

 can corrupt.
408

  

 

Gundulić in his Osman also indicated a shift in the Janissary ethos. The original concept of 

the Janissary corps in the classical age was that their sole loyalty would be dedicated to the 

sultan, since they were devşirme–recruited slaves with no right to inherit lands and 

possessions from their predecessors. This had changed over time. Dede’s own ancestors were 

Janissaries who seemed to have passed their posts from generation to generation, as Dede 

occupied the same post of the dizdar of Dobor as his father and grandfather.  By the end of 

the sixteenth century, the army gained a number of privileges such as pension stipends and 

the possibility to run their own businesses. It became ‘a hub for financial entrepreneurs 

whose main interest lay in monetary activities rather than military ones’.
409

 European 

observers took note of this development. English ambassador Roe for instance noticed that 

the soldiers were married contrary to their institution, that they became fathers of families 

and entered into trades, ‘recieveing in warre nothing more than in peace’, and that they are 

not easily ‘drawne from their owne chimneies’.
410

 In this new system of relations waging war 

was becoming a costly and unpopular hindrance to trade. Gundulić fictionalized this shift as 

the general moral corruption of the military lords in terms of fallen Christian knighthood, but 

also allowed for Osman’s reform to be a corrective political move. Dede, however, never 

mentioned this type of arguments, presenting the old establishment as safeguards of 

traditional Ottoman values. The dichotomy of the self-image of the Bosnian Muslim 

population as the pillar of Ottoman culture, and their image in the eyes of their Balkan 

neighbours, present another example of the contextualized moral colouring of a same 

commonplace. The principle of evoking a same commonplace but giving it a different 

reading is particularly striking on a short geographical distance, between the neighbouring 

peoples.  

 

                                                           

407
 Celali (dissenting Muslims) and gâvur (the infidels, mostly Christians) are here seen as forms of dissent from 

the central authority. 
408

 ‘Gdi se Buslomani vinom opoyuyu, 

Bratinski s’Karstyani targuyu, piruyu. 

A’da Demisia pravu viru hrani, 

Ku ni Xelalia ni yeur ne sqvarni.’ Mrnavić, Osmanschica, II, p.75. 
409

 Tezcan, Searching for Osman, 256.  
410

 A True and Faithful Relation, fol c. 
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Despite his sharp criticism of Osman and his moves, Dede Ağa was probably not entirely at 

peace with the murder or the young sultan. If the deposition of a ruling sultan was justifiable, 

a regicide was more difficult to defend. Nobody was willing to take the blame for the first 

regicide in Ottoman history. Those who defended the causes for the rebellion avoided taking 

responsibility for Osman’s death. The blame for the latter was laid on Davud Pasha, the one 

who issued the order for Osman’s strangulation, whom the rebels themselves later on 

executed. The confusion in the rebels’ camp did not go unobserved by contemporaries. 

Pacifique de Provin and Sir Thomas Roe both noted that the regicide was a consequence of 

mass violence getting out of hand; after the initial riots had calmed down, the Janissaries 

‘mourned for their dead King’.
411

 According to the Dutch ambassador Cornelis Haga, the 

whole city was weeping for Osman.
412

 The feeling that things had gotten out of hand in 

Istanbul was also present among the Ottomans, and could be the reason why Dede, despite 

having criticized Osman throughout his text, at one point takes a seemingly contradictory 

attitude towards Osman, praying for his soul after his death, and calling what had befallen 

him a ‘tragedy’ (vs. 485), and exclaiming:  

Health to the living, and the grace of God to the dead! 

That is what the people ask from God. 

May the Lord cheer up his soul. 

I was receiving my salary from that sultan. 

What I want from God 

Is to give a part of my prayer to his soul. 

And whoever says amen to this prayer of mine 

Let the Lord give him a place in heaven. 

May Fatiha
413

 be read for sultan Osman’s soul.
414

 

 

Whatever political arguments may have justified the army’s moves, the first murder of a 

ruling sultan in Ottoman history nevertheless undermined the traditional Ottoman values, 

                                                           

411
 A True and Faithful Relation, fol. B4r, Provin, Lettre, p. 25. 

412
 In Waerachtich Verhael (1622), fol. B1r . 

413
 Sura Al-Fatiha is the first chapter of the Qur'an. 

414
 ‘Preživjelim zdravljem, a umrlim Božja milost! 

To od Boga traži cio narod. 

Neka mu Svevišnji dušu razveseli. 

Primao sam plaću tog sultana. 

Od Boga uvijek želim 

da mu duši pripadne dio moje molitve. 

I tkogod ovoj mojoj molitvi rekne: Amin, 

neka mu Svevišnji dadne mjesto u raju. 

Sultan-Osmanovoj duši 

Prouči draga srca Fatihu.’ Dede Ağa, Historija, vss. 929-938.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sura
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chapter_(books)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Qur%27an
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exactly those that the army thought they were defending. After Osman had been buried, life 

moved on, but his destiny kept inspiring reflections on youth, politics and justice. Osman’s 

portrait stands out in the visual representations of Ottoman sultans as the only bare face 

amongst his bearded cousins. A beard metaphorically representing wisdom, young Osman’s 

bare cheeks still raise the question whether it was wisdom that he lacked, of perhaps just luck.  

 

Conclusion 

Dede’s chronicle and his presentation of the political conflict in the Ottoman state top in 1622 

can be interpreted in two ways. On the one hand it could have been a vocalization of the shift 

of the poet’s allegiance from the old sultan to the new one.
 
On the other hand, Dede’s account 

can be read as a defence of the principles that guided the 1622 rebellion.  

Dede Ağa’s poetry reveals his belief in the set of traditional Ottoman values. He was 

eager to present himself as a good Muslim and a good Ottoman, and expressing his loyalty to 

the sultan was an inextricable part of that. However, Osman’s ‘injustice’ threatened to turn 

about the world of the local Ottoman elite that Dede was close to. The trigger of the rebellion 

in Dede’s interpretation was the resentment on the part of the ruling Ottoman classes for the 

sultan’s dismissal of the sum of Ottoman institutions: its army, capital, treasuries, symbols, 

heritage and laws. Dede evoked the commonplaces about the good rule and divine agency in 

human history from the Ottoman traditions, which resemble those used in the West. His 

presentation of the totality of Osman’s wrongdoings served as a strategy to present Osman as 

being in binary opposition to his rivals, the imperial army and ulema, and their royal delegate, 

Mustafa, whose character Dede accordingly glorified and sanctified. 

By presenting the dead sultan as a culprit on all these fronts, Dede advocated the old 

system. By presenting Osman as a rebel, and the army as defenders of the old order, Dede did 

not only dismiss the soldiers’ potential guilt for the rebellion and the subsequent regicide, but 

also he defended what he saw as fundamental part of the Ottoman identity. This identity was 

inextricably tied to the existing regime in which the Bosnians saw themselves as its pillars. 

Just like the Catholic authors, Dede placed his account of Osman’s end in the context of a 

clash of political and ethnic identities, but the line separating these entities did not coincide 

with the line of religious division. The link between the crisis of 1622 and this ideological 

dichotomy is present in Croatian texts as well, but not in those from the Low Countries. The 



156 

 

idea that some of the most ‘Ottoman’ of Ottomans were Christian converts of their own 

‘blood’, found more resonance in the texts from the Balkans than in the West.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



157 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

 

This thesis has explored early modern representations of the Ottoman world on the basis of 

literary texts dealing with the Janissary rebellion and the murder of sultan Osman II in 

Istanbul in 1622. It has focused on five works of poetry from the 1620s and in 1630s: 

Tragedy about the Murder of Sultan Osman, by Abraham Kemp (1623), Denis Coppée’s 

tragedy Deplorable Assassination committed by the Janissaries on the Person of Sultan 

Osman (1623), Ivan Tomko Mrnavić’s tragic play Osmanschica (1631), Ivan Gundulić’s epic 

Osman (1638), and Dede Ağa’s rhymed chronicle, The History (1622). These poets came 

from very different political, cultural, and religious contexts. Also, they lived and worked in 

regions with different types of cross-cultural contact with the Ottoman world. The focus of 

this research was to examine the effect of these differences on the five literary representations 

of the Ottoman rebellion of 1622.  

The five Osmans are based upon the news reports about the Istanbul crisis. As such, 

they represent a link between early seventeenth-century journalism, diplomatic reporting and 

literature. These texts incorporate a selection of commonplace images associated with the 

Ottoman world that we can also find in other written genres. These images primarily point to 

the perceptions of religious confrontation and to moral undermining of the Turks. 

Nevertheless, the contemporary interpretations of the story of Osman also exploit the political 

commonplaces regarding the divine agency in worldly affairs, and political order and 

disorder. The two key themes inherent to the story of Osman’s regicide: the nature of rule and 

rebellion, and the role of the Ottoman Empire on the international political scene, can be 

interpreted from the cross-section of these two sets of stereotypes. These themes indicate that 

these texts can be seen not only as literary reflections on the universal phenomena, but as 

‘literature of actuality’, literature with one foot in political reality of the moment.  

 

Encounter  

In answering the question whether the Netherlandish authors construed a different picture of 

the 1622 Istanbul rebellion than the authors who resided near the border of the Ottoman 

Empire, it can be concluded that cultural encounter and geographical position had a limited 
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impact on the literary Osmans. The Ottoman imagery in these two situations was different. 

The Ottoman world remained poorly visible in the Netherlandish plays. Kemp and Coppée 

employed verbal statements to qualify cultural belonging, yet the characterization in their 

plays is based upon a domestic model. In contrast, the two Croatian poets inhabited a region 

in which inter-cultural contact with the Ottomans was common. Gundulić and Mrnavić 

presented an image of the Ottoman Empire informed from within. Nevertheless, the Counter-

Reformation world view which insisted on a cultural exclusion of the Muslims outweighed 

this mixed cultural imagery in their interpretations. In consequence, different images of the 

Ottoman setting in Croatia and the Netherlands supported the same ideological interpretations 

in all texts by authors from Catholic countries. Mrnavić, Gundulić and Coppée all represent 

the Turks as the opposites of Christian virtues, associating them with hell. Using Osman’s 

example to evoke the moral supremacy of the Roman Catholic Church over all other beliefs, 

they all interpreted the Istanbul crisis through the prism of Divine justice. In other words, the 

bordering position of the Croatian authors had implications mostly for the visual side of 

Ottoman representation, while it had little impact, positive or negative, on their 

interpretations of the universal meaning of the rebellion of 1622.  

 

The Ottoman revolt 

The five Osmans tackle the issue of a rebellion against a monarch in a Muslim world. Both 

the question of the rebellion, and the Muslim world, were themes associated with a number of 

stereotypical images in the early seventeenth century. The literary representations of the 1622 

Istanbul revolt relied on the commonplaces from contemporary political theories. Still, the 

five authors expressed different standpoints regarding the acceptability of the deposition of 

Osman II. Interestingly, only Denis Coppée, in portraying the young sultan as a legitimate 

sovereign, unconditionally condemned the rebellion against Osman II. The other four poets 

presented the rebellion against the sultan as legitimate, but supported their views with 

different arguments. Kemp presented the rebellion as a reaction of the oppressed nobles 

against a ruler who had turned a tyrant. Gundulić presented Osman’s fate as a consequence of 

his inexperience and youth. Mrnavić regarded the Ottoman dynasty as tyrants who had 

usurped power, who for that reason should be rightfully deposed. Dede Ağa, finally, provided 

numerous examples of Osman’s incompetence and injustice. Dede vindicated the shift of his 

allegiance to the new sultan Mustafa, whom he unconditionally praised, presenting the 

rebellion as a move that had preserved the just order in the Ottoman state. Such 
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representations related to the authors’ self-positioning in the local political debates. Abraham 

Kemp in the Dutch Republic and Denis Coppée in Liège, for instance, produced plays with 

diametrically opposed messages. This contrast between the two uses of the commonplace of 

the Ottoman power mirrored each poet’s stake in the then current domestic conflicts, the 

Eighty Years’ and the Thirty Years’ Wars.  

The other discoursive focus in the five Osmans lies on the Muslim world, epitomized 

in the Ottoman Empire and its subjects. The representation of this world also relied on a large 

stock of commonplaces. Some of them appeared throughout the Christian world, for instance 

the image of the Turk as the Infidel or the Turk as the Aggressor. Others were common only 

to areas in direct contact with the Ottoman Empire, for example those pertaining to dervishes 

and the ulema. Each of the authors deployed a particular combination of those images that 

supported the ideological interpretation of given events, depending on the context. Only the 

Dutch poet Abraham Kemp refrained from explicit criticism of the Muslim world when 

reflecting on Ottoman international politics, embracing the pragmatic rhetoric of Ottoman-

Dutch friendship instead. Denis Coppée’s, Ivan Gundulić’s and Ivan Tomko Mrnavić’s 

Osmans reveal a much more hostile image of irreconcilable differences between the Catholic 

world and the Empire of the Infidel. Dede Ağa observed the world from a within the Ottoman 

Empire, Christian- Ottoman opposition occupying a less prominent place in his work.  

Generally speaking, arguments derived from a religious paradigm dominate the five 

literary representations of the Ottoman uprising of 1622. Every text evokes God in order to 

justify the course of events and to advocate the moral background according to which the 

events presented are to be interpreted. It is nevertheless important to note that, behind the 

religious arguments, the world view in these texts is primarily political. When it comes to the 

internal conflict in the Muslim world, those authors who adopted a hostile rhetoric towards 

all Islamic countries in general, still expressed more inclination toward certain Ottoman 

groups that participated in the revolt. Turkish stereotypes are interrelated with the 

commonplace images of rulers, tyrants, martyrs, plotters, and traitors. In consequence, some 

of the participants in the Ottoman conflict were rendered better than the others, sometimes 

based on the analogy with the division of the political roles in the domestic context. Coppée, 

for instance, propagated the image of Ottoman society as barbarous and violent. At the same 

time, he contrasted the sultan’s noble origin to that of the rest of the Turkish characters by 

presenting the young sultan as endorsing the superiority of Christianity over Islam. In this 

way, Coppée defended monarchy by translating the perspective of the sultan into the Catholic 
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moral order. Also, four texts present Mustafa, the new sultan, in a positive light, three of 

which (by Mrnavić, Coppée, Dede) even as a martyr. Such a characterization stood in an 

awkward relation with the Catholic authors’ general anti-Ottoman rhetoric. It also disagrees 

with the suggestion that the rebellion that led to the enthronement of Mustafa originated in 

hell. Instead, the rebellion, although severely criticized, appears to have established a more 

competent ruler, and to have favoured the Christian world by planting the seed of internal 

conflict and thus weakening the Ottoman Empire. Religious argumentation in the Catholic 

texts serves to overcome such discrepancies, and to secure the reading within the framework 

of moral opposition between the Christian and the Muslim world.  

Although the five Osmans generally evoke the image of moral bipolarity between the 

Catholic and Muslim peoples, this research has shown that this construct often masks a 

different view of the (then) contemporary world. All Christian poets in fact compared the 

Ottoman Empire with other political entities: Kemp with the dominions of Catholic rulers 

(chiefly Spain), Coppée and Mrnavić with the Protestant kingdoms, and Gundulić and 

Mrnavić with the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, Venice, or Habsburg Austria. We can 

therefore conclude that, although the modes of expression about the Turk do fit into a 

contrastive pattern of Self-Othering, contemporaries saw the Ottomans in relation to other 

entities, a part of a larger picture. Rather than to the idea of a binary opposition between the 

Self and the Other, these cases point to a fluctuating and cross-referenced system of 

international thought. The poets observed the world map from above, as a patchwork of 

domains belonging to different potentates, and were trying to assess how the Istanbul events 

would affect the rest of the world. Recounting the 1622 Ottoman crisis, the poets analysed the 

implications of Osman’s death for the international power balance. The news of Osman’s 

death presented a challenge to the commonplace idea of Ottoman invincibility, indicating the 

possibility of internal weakening of the Empire. The four Western poets used this opportunity 

to redefine the relations between their own countries and the sultan’s realm, which resulted in 

the topos of Ottoman-Dutch friendship in the case of Kemp’s text, and in calls for the 

expulsion of the Turk from Europe in the other three.  

Finally, a shared problem in each of the five Osmans, was an internal political conflict 

resulting in anarchy. Revolution resulting in chaos was something people feared and 

condemned regardless of geographical location or religion. This issue, which in its essence 

comes down to a moral questioning of humankind’s relation to authority, was a central 

question not only in the Christian world, but also for the Ottoman subjects. The poets who 
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supported the deposition of Osman were also careful to provide arguments that the uprising 

was a restoration rather than a disruption of order. Christian poets represented the fear of 

anarchy more acutely than the fear of Ottoman Otherness. In each of the five Osmans, the 

threat of tyranny and anarchy has a different degree of correspondence to the Ottoman threat. 

The characters of tyrants and usurpers in each text do explicitly or implicitly reveal attributes 

of foreignness. For Kemp it were the Spanish Habsburgs, and for Coppée the Protestants who 

played the role of major enemy, not the Ottomans. For the Croatian poets, the Turkish 

invasion implied a loss of position in the domestic hierarchy. Negative stereotypes of the 

Ottoman sovereign, as Mighty Warrior, Oppressor, or Violator, therefore found their 

expression in the cross-section of the geographical and the hierarchal paradigms. Dede Ağa’s 

text indicates that within the Ottoman Empire similar imagological processes took place as in 

the West. The Bosnian poet represented certain groups in the Empire as the top of the social 

and power hierarchy. Presenting Osman as a rebel, and the army as defenders of the old 

order, Dede did not only dismiss the soldiers’ responsibility for the rebellion and regicide, but 

also defended what he saw as Ottoman identity. This identity was inextricably tied to the 

existing regime in which the Bosnians portrayed themselves as pillars of the Ottoman state, 

opposed to foci of Anatolian power. Based on all these findings, we can thus conclude that 

the discourse of internal threat easily locked into ethnic stereotypes, but that in the case of 

five Osmans, the ethnicity of the main impostor is not necessarily Turkish.  
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Summary 
 

 

 

The Janissary uprising in Istanbul in May 1622 during which the Ottoman sultan Osman II 

(r.1618-1622) lost his life was sensational news both for the Ottomans and the West. 

Numerous accounts of these events circulated Europe in the months following the rebellion. 

The news also inspired works of poetry, five of which have been preserved until today: The 

Tragedy about the Murder of Sultan Osman (Droeff-eyndich Spel van de moordt van Sultan 

Osman, 1623) by Abraham Kemp, Denis Coppée’s tragedy Deplorable Assassination 

committed by the Janissaries on the Person of Sultan Osman (L’Exécrable Assasinat perpétré 

par les Ianissaires en la personne du Sultan Osman Empereur de Constantinople, 1623), Ivan 

Tomko Mrnavić’s tragic play Osmanschica (1631), Ivan Gundulić’s epic Osman (1638), and 

Dede Ağa’s rhymed chronicle The History (Historija, 1622). This thesis explores the 

representations in these five Osmans of a contemporary rebellion in the Muslim world. 

Focusing on the distinction between the texts originating from the regions with little or no 

direct contact with the Ottoman world, those on the Ottoman border, and an Ottoman text, I 

have traced in these works two sets of mutually interrelated stereotypes: one political, and the 

other ethnic and religious.  

The five Osmans are based upon the reports carrying the news of Osman’s murder. In 

the case of the two Netherlandish plays by Abraham Kemp and Denis Coppée, it has been 

possible to pinpoint the specific report that inspired these texts. In both cases it was the Letter 

of Pacifique de Provin (Paris, 1622), a communication from a French missionary present in 

Istanbul at the time of the rebellion. While Coppée used this letter as a direct source, Kemp 

relied on a Dutch translation by Willem Baudartius. The sources Gundulić, Mrnavić and 

Dede used were probably oral and have not been identified. The news reports that have been 

preserved, originating from all over Europe, reveal a number of themes and commonplaces 

associated with the story of Osman. In the West, some of these commonplaces evoke the 

Turks as the enemies of Christianity and as barbarians. Nevertheless, in both the West and the 

Ottoman Empire, the story also provoked reflection on political roles and hierarchies in 

general. Authors and pamphleteers discussed divine causality in history, as well as the nature 
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of tyranny, anarchy, and the right to rebel against a divinely ordained monarch. The 

combination of these themes and related commonplaces also appears in the literary Osmans. 

I further provided information about the five poets and the contexts in which they 

wrote. Denis Coppée was a poet and an entrepreneur from Huy in the prince-bishopric of 

Liège, an independent enclave in the Spanish Netherlands. He wrote about religious and 

political topics in the spirit of the Catholic Renewal and had no relation with the Ottoman 

world. The same can be said of Abraham Kemp, a rederijker (rhetorician) from Gorcum in 

the Dutch Republic. Kemp usually wrote about pressing domestic political issues, praising 

the Republic’s prosperity and expressing a neutral standpoint towards religious matters, 

including those pertaining to the Islam. Tomko Mrnavić was a Dalmatian cleric based in 

Rome and a prolific writer on a wide variety of subjects. His work was inspired by the ideals 

of the Catholic Reformation, especially those related to the Illyrian movement, which 

included plans to free the Balkans from the Ottomans. Similar ideas were shared by Ivan 

Gundulić, Mrnavić’s contemporary hailing from the Republic of Dubrovnik, and the author 

of an epic about Osman. Gundulić was an aristocrat serving in a political function in a 

Republic that entertained ancient ties with the Porte. Both Gundulić and Mrnavić knew the 

Ottoman world from personal experience and were involved in intercultural interaction with 

the Ottomans. Our final author Dede Ağa was a dervish in Ottoman Bosnia. All we know 

about him originates from his manuscript, which is chiefly dedicated to local social networks 

and patronage. Although he was not present in Istanbul at the time of the rebellion, Dede was 

well informed about the crisis, and dedicated part of his chronicle to the events. In sum, all 

five poets who in the 1620s and the 1630s wrote about Osman’s demise were interested in 

politics and engaged in contemporary political debates through their poetry.  

The remainder of my dissertation includes the analysis of the five texts. I first focused 

on the two Osmans written in the Low Countries. The tragedies by Coppée and by Kemp 

provide different representations of the Istanbul rebellion of 1622, both when it comes to the 

image of the Ottoman world and to the legitimacy of the revolt. Coppée presents the Turks as 

cruel barbarians who do not respect their sovereigns. He supports the monarchy, and 

consequently presents the sultans, Osman and his successor Mustafa, as more elevated in 

character than the rest of the Ottomans. This positive representation of the sultans is at odds 

with his general anti-Ottoman attitude in this play. By contrast, Kemp presents Osman as a 

tyrant and the rebellion as justified. He paints a rosy picture of friendship between his own 

country and the Ottoman Empire, supporting this with economic and strategic rather than 
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religious arguments. The two Netherlandish plays about Osman II illustrate the impact of 

ethnocentricity on the different representations of one and the same story. 

The next, fourth chapter explores the two texts by authors originating from the 

Dalmatian coast, Mrnavić’s play Osmanschica and Gundulić’s epic Osman. Both authors 

were well acquainted with the Ottoman world, but this only partially influenced their texts. 

Although their representation of the historical events was more nuanced, their interpretation 

was roughly similar to Coppée’s. The Counter- Reformation clearly marked the texts by all 

three Catholic authors. In the two Croatian Osmans, a moral and religious paradigm serves as 

a framework of expression about the Turk. When it comes to the interpretations of political 

conflict in the Muslim world, they impose a negative attitude towards the Ottomans upon 

their representation of the rebellion. Some protagonists are characterized positively, and 

others negatively. This made it difficult to identify with any of the Muslims involved. This 

chapter underscores the similarities in Catholic representations of the Ottoman conflict of 

1622 and the limited impact of proximity to the Ottoman world.  

The last chapter investigates the rhymed chronicle by Dede Ağa. Dede criticized 

sultan Osman while praising sultan Mustafa. This attitude can be interpreted in two ways. 

First, the Ottomans considered dominion as a sign of divine support and therefore never 

criticized a ruling sultan. Mirroring this maxim, Dede’s text can be read as a statement of the 

shift of his allegiance from the old to the new sultan. Second, however, another interpretation 

is possible. Dede belonged to a milieu associated with the dynastic structures of the old 

regime, which Osman threatened to undermine with his reforms. Dede’s criticism of the 

young sultan can therefore also be read as an expression of traditional values, in which ethnic 

stereotyping between Rumelia and other parts of the empire played a role. Nevertheless, 

despite his keen criticism of Osman, Dede definitely felt ill at ease with his murder. 

In conclusion, each of the five Osmans reveals a complex and multi-layered attitude 

towards the Istanbul crisis of 1622. The authors excluded and criticized certain ethnic and/or 

religious identities, while at the same time identifying with political roles within the same 

identities. As a result, the characters of Osman II and the other protagonists of the rebellion 

were construed along the lines of double attribution, as players in a political hierarchy on the 

one hand, and as the leaders of the Ottoman Empire on the other. Also, supporting a 

deposition of a ruler did not necessarily mean supporting a regicide. The contemporary 

literature about the Istanbul crisis of 1622 therefore reveals mixed feelings towards these 

events, regardless of the background of the authors.  
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Samenvatting 

 
 

 

De Janitsarenopstand in mei 1622, als gevolg waarvan sultan Osman II (r. 1618-1622) 

omkwam, was sensationeel nieuws voor zowel de Ottomanen als het Westen. In de maanden 

na deze rebellie circuleerden er in Europa talrijke berichten over deze gebeurtenis. Het 

nieuws inspireerde ook dichtwerken, in de gebieden die variërden in de intensiteit van de 

contacten met de Ottomaanse wereld. Tot op de dag van vandaag zijn vijf van zulke teksten 

bewaard gebleven: De Tragedie over de Moord op Sultan Osman (Droeff-eyndich Spel van 

de moordt van Sultan Osman, 1623), een treurspel door Abraham Kemp; de L’Exécrable 

Assasinat perpétré par les Ianissaires en la personne du Sultan Osman Empereur de 

Constantinople, (Schandalige Aanslag door de Janitsaren op de Persoon van Sultan Osman 

Keizer van Constantinopel (1623), een treurspel door Denis Coppée; Osmanschica (1631), 

een treurspel door Ivan Tomko Mrnavić; het epos Osman (1638), door Ivan Gundulić en een 

kroniek op rijm De Historie (Historija, 1622), door Dede Ağa. In dit proefschrift onderzoek 

ik de representaties die in deze vijf Osmans gegeven worden van deze opstand. Ik heb in deze 

werken twee sets van onderling gerelateerde stereotypen geïdentificeerd: de ene politiek, de 

andere etnisch en religieus.  

De vijf Osmans zijn gebaseerd op nieuwsberichten over de moord op Osman II. In het 

geval van de twee Laaglandse toneelstukken, resp. door Abraham Kemp en Denis Coppée, is 

het mogelijk gebleken om het specifieke bericht dat aan deze stukken ten grondslag lag te 

identificeren. In beide gevallen gaat het om de Brief van Pacifique de Provin (Parijs, 1622), 

een bericht van een Franse missionaris die tijdens de opstand  in Istanbul was. Waar Coppée 

dit bericht als een directe bron gebruikte, baseerde Kemp zich op een Nederlandse vertaling, 

door Willem Baudartius. De bronnen die gebruikt werden door Gundulić, Mrnavić en Dede 

Aga waren naar alle waarschijnlijkheid mondeling en konden niet worden geïdentificeerd. De 

nieuwsberichten die bewaard zijn gebleven, en die hun oorsprong vinden in heel Europa, 

bevatten een aantal thema’s en loci communes die geassocieerd worden met het verhaal over 

Osman. In het Westen roepen een aantal van deze loci communes een beeld op van de Turk 

als barbaar en vijand van het christendom. Desalniettemin lokte het verhaal zowel in het 
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Westen als in het Ottomaanse Rijk een reflectie uit op politieke rollen en hiërarchieën in het 

algemeen. Auteurs en pamfletschrijvers bediscussieerden naast de relatie tussen het 

goddelijke en de geschiedenis, ook de aard van tirannie, anarchie en het recht op verzet tegen 

een door God aangewezen monarch. De combinatie van deze thema’s en gerelateerde loci 

communes is ook te zien in de literaire Osmans.  

Voor ieder van de vijf auteurs heb ik kort de biografische en verdere contextuele 

achtergrond beschreven (hoofdstuk 2). Denis Coppée was een dichter en ondernemer uit Huy 

(Hoei) in het prinsbisdom Luik, een onafhankelijke enclave in de Spaanse Nederlanden. Hij 

schreef in de geest van de Contrareformatie over religieuze en politieke onderwerpen en had 

geen band met de Ottomaanse wereld. Ook de rooms-katholieke Abraham Kemp, een 

rederijker uit Gorcum, in de Nederlandse Republiek, had geen band met de Ottomaanse 

wereld. Kemp schreef voornamelijk over binnenlandse politieke aangelegenheden; hij 

verheerlijkte in zijn teksten de welvaart van de Republiek en nam een neutraal standpunt in 

ten opzichte van religieuze zaken, waaronder die die te maken hadden met de Islam. Ivan 

Tomko Mrnavić, een geestelijke afkomstig uit Dalmatië, woonde in Rome, en was een 

productief schrijver over een groot scala aan onderwerpen. Zijn werk werd geïnspireerd door 

de idealen van de Contrareformatie, in het bijzonder die van de Illyriaanse beweging, waarin 

er onder meer plannen waren gesmeed om de Balkan te bevrijden van de Ottomanen. 

Dergelijke ideeën werden gedeeld door Ivan Gundulić, een tijdgenoot van Mrnavić, die 

woonachtig was in de Republiek Dubrovnik en een epos schreef over Osman. Gundulić was 

een aristocraat met een politieke functie in een Republiek die sinds jaar en dag banden 

onderhield met de Porte. Zowel Gundulić als Mrnavić hadden persoonlijke ervaring met de 

Ottomaanse wereld, en waren betrokken bij interculturele interacties met de Ottomanen. De 

laatste auteur, Dede Ağa was een derwisj in Ottomaans Bosnië. Alles wat we van hem weten 

komt uit zijn manuscript, dat is opgedragen aan lokale sociale netwerken. Alhoewel hij niet in 

Istanbul aanwezig was ten tijde van de opstand, was Dede goed geïnformeerd over de crisis, 

en heeft hij een deel van zijn kroniek gewijd aan de beschrijving ervan. Kortom, alle vijf 

dichters, die in de jaren twintig en dertig van de zeventiende eeuw schreven over de val van 

Osman, waren geïnteresseerd in de politiek, en namen met hun gedichten deel aan het 

eigentijdse politieke debat. 

Bij de analyse van de vijf teksten richtte ik me eerst op de Osmans uit de Lage Landen 

(hoofdstuk 3). De tragedies door Coppée en Kemp geven verschillende weergaven van de 

crisis in Istanbul in 1622, zowel waar het aankomt op de beeldvorming over de Ottomaanse 
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wereld, als op de legitimiteit van de opstand. Coppée presenteert de Turken als wrede 

barbaren die geen respect hebben voor hun soevereinen. Hij steunt de monarchie en 

presenteert de sultans, Osman en zijn opvolger Mustafa, als meer verheven in karakter dan de 

rest van de Ottomanen. Deze positieve representatie van de sultans staat in contrast met het 

meer algemene anti-Ottomaanse sentiment in zijn toneelstuk. Kemp daarentegen, presenteert 

Osman als een tiran en de opstand als gerechtvaardigd. Hij schildert een vrij rooskleurig 

beeld van de vriendschap tussen zijn eigen land en het Ottomaanse Rijk, en ondersteunt dit 

met economische en strategische in plaats van religieuze argumenten. De twee Laaglandse 

toneelstukken over Osman II illustreren de invloed van etnocentrisme op de verschillende 

weergaven van één en hetzelfde verhaal.  

Het volgende, vierde hoofdstuk verkent de twee Kroatische teksten, het toneelstuk 

Osmanschica door Mrnavić en de epos Osman door Gundulić. Beide auteurs waren goed 

bekend met de Ottomaanse wereld, maar dit had maar een beperkte invloed op hun teksten. 

Alhoewel zij een meer genuanceerde weergave geven van de historische gebeurtenissen, 

vertoont hun interpretatie gelijkenissen met die van Coppée. In de twee Kroatische Osmans, 

vormt een religieus paradigma de basis voor uitlatingen over de Turk. Ondanks het feit dat 

sommige protagonisten positief gekarakteriseerd worden en anderen negatief, waar het 

aankomt op de interpretaties van het politieke conflict in de Islamitische wereld, tonen zij in 

hun representatie van de opstand van 1622 een negatieve houding tegenover de Ottomanen. 

Dit compliceerde  identificatie met de betrokken Moslims. Dit hoofdstuk onderstreept de 

overeenkomsten in katholieke representaties van het Ottomaanse conflict van 1622 en de 

beperkte invloed van de geografisch nabije de Ottomaanse wereld.  

Het laatste hoofdstuk heeft betrekking op de berijmde kroniek van Dede Ağa. Dede 

bekritiseerde sultan Osman terwijl hij sultan Mustafa prees. Deze houding kan op twee 

manieren geïnterpreteerd worden. Enerzijds beschouwden de Ottomanen hun heersers als 

aangewezen door God; ze zouden dus nooit een regerende sultan bekritiseren. Als 

weerspiegeling van deze overtuiging, kan Dedes tekst gelezen worden als een weergave van 

de verschuiving van zijn loyaliteit van de oude naar de nieuwe sultan. Anderzijds, is een 

andere interpretatie ook mogelijk. Dede behoorde tot een milieu dat geassocieerd was met de 

dynastieke structuren van het oude regime, die Osman met zijn reformplannen dreigde te 

ondermijnen. Dedes kritiek op de jonge sultan kan daarom ook gelezen worden als een uiting 

van traditionele normen en waarden, waarin etnische stereotypering tussen Rumelia en andere 
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delen van het Rijk een rol speelden. Ongeacht zijn kritiek op Osman, voelde Dede zich 

ongetwijfeld ongemakkelijk over de moord.  

Tot slot toont elk van de vijf Osmans een complexe houding ten opzichte van de cisis 

in Istanbul van 1622. De auteurs sloten bepaalde etnische en/of religieuze identiteiten uit en 

bekritiseerden deze, terwijl ze zich tegelijkertijd identificeerden met politieke rollen binnen 

dezelfde identiteiten. Dientengevolge werden de karakters van Osman II en de andere 

protagonisten van de opstand op een tweeledige wijze geconstrueerd; als spelers in een 

politieke hiërarchie enerzijds en anderzijds als leiders van het Ottomaanse Rijk. Daarnaast 

kan het ondersteunen van het afzetten van een leider niet per definitie opgevat worden als 

ondersteuning voor vorstenmoord. De eigentijdse literatuur over de crisis in Istanbul van 

1622 toont daarom een scala aan gevoelens over deze gebeurtenissen, onafhankelijk van de 

achtergrond van de auteurs.  
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