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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.  

                                                           

278
 Dukić, Sultanova djeca, 4. 
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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

  

                                                           

279
 Dunja Fališevac, ‘Shvaćanje povijesti u Mrnavićevoj Osmanšćici i Gundulićevom Osmanu,’ in Kaliopin vrt 

II Studije o poetičkim i ideološkim aspektima hrvatske epike, (Split: Književni krug, 2003), 33.  
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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. 
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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 

                                                           

283
 It has generally been accepted that Gundulić worked on his Osman from 1622 untl his death in 1638.  

284
 Tadija Smičiklas, O postanku Gundulićeva ‘Osmana’: u slavu njegove tristogodišnjice, (Zagreb: Tisak 

Dioničke tisk, 1887). 
285

 Zlata Bojović, ‘Osman u krugu italijanske epike XVII veka’, in Glas 379, (1996), 139.  
286

 Some of these eighteenth- and nineteenth-centuries’ poets were Pijerko Sorkočević, Marin Zlatarić, Ivan 

Mažuranić, and Frano Branko Angeli Radovani in the twentieth century. Their additions to Osman are beyond 

the scope of this study.  
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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 

                                                           

287
 See page 125. 
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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 

                                                           

288
 Dukić, Sultanova djeca, 104-117. 

289
 Hazna-oda or Chasna Odasi - Ottoman name for Royal Treasury; gemi (tr.) a ship. Croatian language has 

other, more common variants for both notions: blago, brod, ladja.  
290

 Bi-smi llāhi r-rahmāni r-rahīm. Arabic: In the name of God, the merciful and the benevolent. 
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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.  

                                                           

291
 Ulema were a class of highly educated Sharia interpreters - scholars, priests and judges. 

292
 I thank Jan Schmidt for the suggestion that the ‘talisman’ possibly refers to the Turkish word danişmend – a 

learned man. 
293

 Knut S. Vikør, Between God and the Sultan; A History of Islamic Law, (New York: Oxford UP, 2005), 214. 
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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 

                                                           

294
 Zoran Kravar, ‘Svijetovi Osmana’, in Nakon godine MDC, studije o književnom baroku i dodirnim temama 

(Dubrovnik: Matica Hrvatska, 1993), 104- 125. 



114 

 

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, 

                                                           

295
 ‘Mrnavićevo tumačenje i razumijevanje povjesnih događaja ostalo je na pola puta: između egzemplarne, 

nekim ‘višim’ načelima uvjetovane koncepcije povijesnih događaja, i onakvih shvaćanja koja su povijest i 

politiku razumijevali, u slijedu brojnih ranonovovijekovnih historiografskih tumačenja, kao autonomnu ljudsku 

djelatnost.’ Fališevac, ‘Shvaćanje povijesti’, 33. 
296

 Fališevac, ‘Shvaćanje povijesti’, 45. 
297

 For a similar point see Dukić, Sultanova djeca, 105-108. 



115 

 

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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da nadhode ljuske svjete 

svemoguci sudi bozji 

(…) 

I ti, o otmansko samosilje,  

ko bez pravde i razloga 

da prostereš sablju dilje, 

ne ima viku straha od boga.’ Gundulić, Osman, XX, vss. 377-380 and 397-400. 
330

 ‘Takov strah bisse ugnal u darxave i narode Turaçke, da svi puci nassinski, koi xalosno yadayu pod uzom 

Turaçkome, podvigahuse xivim uzdanyem smilovanya nebeskoga, a nyegovim vazda hrabrenim dillom stignuti 

staru svoyu slobod Karstyansku, koyu nigda uxivasse vitextvom gospode plemena nassega Marnavicha.’ 

Mrnavić, Osmanschica, 3-4. 
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 ‘(…)Videchi sto nebesa napiyayu Osmanovichem, uzbudis tvoe gospodsko sardce, i ukripios desnicu zaviçnu 

do sada, yednime zamahom, odsikovati glave Turske konyiçke i konyske skupa, na osvetu svega naroda 

nassega, a navlastito roditelne gospode, od koe pravome i çistome tragom ishodimo.’ Mrnavić, Osmanschica, 4. 
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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 
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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.  


