
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Five Osmans: The Ottoman crisis of 1622 in early seventeenth-century literature

Ajdinović, I.

Publication date
2014
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Ajdinović, I. (2014). Five Osmans: The Ottoman crisis of 1622 in early seventeenth-century
literature. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/five-osmans-the-ottoman-crisis-of-1622-in-early-seventeenthcentury-literature(d8b6b95b-1ab5-4d8f-8a76-b4faa196a8d4).html


47 

 

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 

                                                           

116
 For Coppée’s biography see Dupont, ‘Denis Coppée’, 791- 810.  
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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 

                                                           

117
 Dupont, ‘Denis Coppée’, 797. 

118
 She could also have been a half-sister. Dupont, ‘Denis Coppée’, 834. 

119
 According to Dupont, Sainte Justine et Saint Cyprien (1621) and Miracle de Nostre-Dame de Cambron, 

arrivé a l’an 1326, le 6 d’avril, représenté en la présente action, faicte par Denis Coppée , a l’honneur de la 

glorieuse mère de Dieu, (Namur, 1647) have been lost, as well as a play about the biblical story of Joseph. 

Dupont, ‘Denis Coppée’, 806. 
120

 La très-saincte et admirable vie de madame saincte Aldegonde Patrone de Maubeuge. Tragecomédie. Par 

Denis Coppée, Natif de Huy païs de Liège, (Liège: Christian Ouwerx, 1622). Available online: 

http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61800_AViewer/imageViewer.html.  

http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61800_AViewer/imageViewer.html.
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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 

                                                           

121
 La Beau Printemps d’Hyver du Grand Ami de Dieu S. François d’Assise. Tragecomédie Par Denis Coppée 

de Huy Pays de Liège, (Rouen: Raphaël du Petit-Val, 1623). 
122

 L’Exécrable Assasinat perpétré par les Ianissaires en la personne du Sultan Osman Empereur de 

Constantinople. Avec la Mort de ses plus favorits. Tragédie. Par Denis Copepe Huitois, (Rouen: Raphaël du 

Petit-Val, 1623). Available online at  http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61802_AViewer/imageViewer.html. 
123

 Portrait de Fidélité en Marcus Curtius Chevalier Romain, Tragédie, Par Denis Coppée  Huitois, (Rouen: 

Raphaël du Petit-Val, 1624). 
124

 Tragédie de S. Lambert Patron de Liège. Dédiée à Son Altèze Sérénissime, par Denis Copee Huitois, 

(Liège:Leonard Streel, 1624). http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61804_AViewer/imageViewer.html. 
125

 La Sanglante Bataille déntre les Impériaux et Bohèmes, donnée au Parc de l’Estoille, la Reddition de 

Prague. Et Ensemble l’origine du trouble de Bohème. Tragédie dédiée a la Sérénissime Altesse de Monseigneur 

Maximilian Dus de Bavière, Très-digne Electeur du Sainct Empire, etc. Par Denis Coppée  Huytois, (Liège: 

Leonard Streel, 1624) http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61806_AViewer/imageViewer.html. 
126

 La sanglante et pitoyable Tragédie de Nostre Sauveur et Rédempteur Iésus-Christ. Poëme mélangé de 

dévotes méditations, figures, complaintes de la glorieuse Vierge, de la Magdalène, et de Sainct Pierre. Aves 

quinze sonnets en mémoire des quinze effusions de notre Saveur. Par Denis Coppée bourgeois de Huy, (Liège: 

Leonard Streel, 1624) http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61803_AViewer/imageViewer.html. 
127

 Chansons Spirituelles composées par Denis Coppée, (Rouen:Raphaël du Petit-Val, 1622). 

http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61801_A_1_2Viewer/imageViewer.html . 
128

 Les Muses Françoises Avec les occupations de chacune d’ícelles. Par Denis Coppée, (Rouen: Raphaël du 

Petit-Val, 1622) http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61801_A_1_2Viewer/imageViewer.html. 
129

 Chant triomphal de la victoire a iamais memorable de Stalto, obtenuë le 6. d'Aoust l'an M.DC.XXIII. par le 

Comte Tserclaes de Tilly, baron de Marbais, Seigneur de Balastre, (Liège: Leonard Streel, 1624). 

http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61805_AViewer/imageViewer.html. 
130

 Dupont, ‘Denis Coppée’, 792. 
131

 Jody Enders, ‘The theatrical memory of Denis Coppée’s Sanglante et Pitoyable Tragedie de nostre saveur et 

redempteur Iesus Christ’, in Anne Lynn Birberick and Russel Ganim (ed.), The Shape of Change: Essays in 

Early Modern Literature and La Fontaine in Honor of David Lee Rubin, (Amsterdam/New York: Rodopi Press, 

2002).  
132

 For history and culture in Liège see Bruno Demoulin and J.-L. Kupper, Histoire de la Principauté de Liège, 

(Toulouse: Privat, 2002), Jean Lejeune, La Principauté de Liège, (Liège: Editions du Perron, 1997), and Paul 

http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61802_AViewer/imageViewer.html
http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61804_AViewer/imageViewer.html.
http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61806_AViewer/imageViewer.html.
http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61803_AViewer/imageViewer.html.
http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61801_A_1_2Viewer/imageViewer.html%20.
http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61801_A_1_2Viewer/imageViewer.html.
http://lucia.kbr.be/multi/II_61805_AViewer/imageViewer.html.
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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 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

Bruyère and Alain Marchandisse, Florilège du livre en principauté de Liège du IXe au XVIIIe siècle, (Liège: 

SBL, 2009). 
133

 Po-Chia Hsia, The World of Catholic Renewal, 64.  
134

 Po-Chia Hsia, The World of Catholic Renewal, 76. See also Ronald G. Asch, The Thirty Years War: The 

Holy Roman Empire and Europe 1618 – 1648, (London: Macmillan Press, 1997). 
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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. 

                                                           

135
 Dupont, ‘Denis Coppée’, 817.  

136
 ‘Les concitoyennes Hutois de Coppée n’avaient certes ni la curiosité ni surtout la connaissance de L’orient 

que l’on rencontre généralement chez les intellectuelles parisiennes contemporains de l’auteur de Bajazet.’ 

Dupont, ‘Denis Coppée’, 829. 
137

 Jonathan Israel, The Dutch Republic, its Rise, Greatness, and Fall, 1477-1806, (Oxford: OUP, 1998). 
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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 

                                                           

138
 For biographical data on Kemp see Bert Stamkot, Het Gorcumse Boek. Vijf eeuwen drukken, uitgeven, 

verzamelen, lezen en leren te Gorinchem, (Gorcum: Stichting Merewade, 2004), and W.A. van der Donk, In de 

jaren '49 (Gorcumse oudheden V), (Gorinchem 1949-1950). 
139

 The first publication issued by Gorcum’s chamber was van der Muyr’s Triumph of Peace (Vreeds–Triumph 

gedicht, 1609), a poem in honour of the Twelve Years’ Truce. The chamber used the motto Renewed out of love 

(Vernievd uit Liefde). It remained active until 1645. Stamkot, Het Gorcumse Boek, 39-42. 
140

 Arjan van Dixhoorn, Lustige geesten; Rederijkers in de Noorderlijke Nederlanden 1480- 1650, 

(Amsterdam:AUP, 2009). 
141

 Mieke B. Smits-Veldt Het Nederlandse renaissancetoneel (Utrecht: HES Uitgevers, 1991). Also available 

online: http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/smit040nede02_01/.  
142

 On Dutch rederijkers see: Van Dixhoorn, Lustige Geesten, Th. C.J. van der Heijden and F.C. van Boheemen, 

Met minnen versaemt De Hollandse Rederijkers Vanaf de Middeleeuwen Tot Het Begin Van de Achttiende 

Eeuw: Bronnen En Bronnenstudies, (Delft: Eburon, 1999), Bart Ramakers (ed.), Conformisten en Rebellen: 

Rederijkerscultuur in de Nederlander 1400- 1650, (Amsterdam: AUP, 2003), Nelleke Moser, De strijd voor 

rhetorica. Poëtica en positie van rederijkers in Vlaanderen, Brabant, Zeeland en Holland tussen 1450 en 1620, 

(Amsterdam: Amsterdam UP, 2001). 
143

 Const-riick beroep ofte Antwoort op de kaerte uyt-gesonden by de Hollantsche camer binnen Leyden, onder 

't woort Liefd' es t'fondament, aen alle nabuerighe reden-rijcke vrye cameren in Nederlant, tegens den 6. Octob. 

anno 1613. 

http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/smit040nede02_01/
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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 

                                                           

144
 Der reden-ryckers stichtighe aenwijsinghe van des werelts dwael-paden met hare verwerringe, veroorzaect 

door 's menschen eyghen-wijs vernuf : Reden-rijckelick vertoont binnen den dorpe vande Kethel, op 't onsluyt 

der vraghe,vvaer door de werelt meest heyloos en blindich dwaelt. Begonnen den tweeden Augusti anno 1615, 

ende gheeyndicht den zevenden der zelver maendt. Met de refereynen ende liedekens gewroght opden regel ende 

zin (inde kaerte hier naer volgende begrepen) voorghestelt byde Son-bloem inde Kethel voorsz Schout, J. Tot 

Schiedam : ghedruckt by Adriaen Cornelisz van Delft 1616. See also N. Moser, ‘Succes in de marge. 

Rederijkers in Kethel aan het begin van de zeventiende eeuw’, in Historisch tijdschrift Holland 29, 4/5, (1997), 

209-225. 
145

 Vlaerdings redenrijck-bergh, met middelen beplant die noodigh sijn 'tgemeen, en voorderlijck het landt, 

(Amsterdam: Kornelis Fransz.,1617) . http://dbnl.org/tekst/_vla008vlae01_01/ . 

See also Bart Ramakers (ed), Op de Hollandse Parnas – de Vlaardingse Rederijkerswedstrijd van  1616, 

(Zwolle: Waanders, 2006). 
146

 Joke Spaans, ‘Public Opinion or Ritual Celebration of Concord? Politics, Religion and Society in 

Competition between the Chambers of Rhetoric at Vlaardingen in 1616’, in: Public Opinion and Changing 

Identities in the Early Modern Netherlands, Essays in honour of Alastair Duke, J. Pollmann and A. Spicer (ed.), 

(Leiden: Brill, 2007), 189-209. 
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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 

                                                           

147
 Israel, ‘The Separation of Identities: The Twelve Years Truce’, in The Dutch Republic, 399-420.  

148
 In the play, Good Ruler ties one hand of Mars behind his back, leaving the other free to protect the nation. A. 

Kemp, Spel van Sinne, 1616, fol. A1r. 
149

 Israel, The Dutch Republic, 478-485. 
150

 Griet Vermeesch, Oorlog, steden en staatsvorming - De grenssteden Gorinchem en Doesburg tijdens de 

geboorte-eeuw van de Republiek (1570- 1680), (Amsterdam: AUP, 2006), 21. 

http://en.bab.la/dictionary/english-dutch/coup-d-etat
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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 

                                                           

187
 Gundulić translated Girolamo Preti’s Amante Timido to Ljubovnik sramežljivi sometimes before 1621.  



65 

 

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
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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
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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.  
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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.  

 

 


