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Conclusion 

 

 

 

This thesis has explored early modern representations of the Ottoman world on the basis of 

literary texts dealing with the Janissary rebellion and the murder of sultan Osman II in 

Istanbul in 1622. It has focused on five works of poetry from the 1620s and in 1630s: 

Tragedy about the Murder of Sultan Osman, by Abraham Kemp (1623), Denis Coppée’s 

tragedy Deplorable Assassination committed by the Janissaries on the Person of Sultan 

Osman (1623), Ivan Tomko Mrnavić’s tragic play Osmanschica (1631), Ivan Gundulić’s epic 

Osman (1638), and Dede Ağa’s rhymed chronicle, The History (1622). These poets came 

from very different political, cultural, and religious contexts. Also, they lived and worked in 

regions with different types of cross-cultural contact with the Ottoman world. The focus of 

this research was to examine the effect of these differences on the five literary representations 

of the Ottoman rebellion of 1622.  

The five Osmans are based upon the news reports about the Istanbul crisis. As such, 

they represent a link between early seventeenth-century journalism, diplomatic reporting and 

literature. These texts incorporate a selection of commonplace images associated with the 

Ottoman world that we can also find in other written genres. These images primarily point to 

the perceptions of religious confrontation and to moral undermining of the Turks. 

Nevertheless, the contemporary interpretations of the story of Osman also exploit the political 

commonplaces regarding the divine agency in worldly affairs, and political order and 

disorder. The two key themes inherent to the story of Osman’s regicide: the nature of rule and 

rebellion, and the role of the Ottoman Empire on the international political scene, can be 

interpreted from the cross-section of these two sets of stereotypes. These themes indicate that 

these texts can be seen not only as literary reflections on the universal phenomena, but as 

‘literature of actuality’, literature with one foot in political reality of the moment.  

 

Encounter  

In answering the question whether the Netherlandish authors construed a different picture of 

the 1622 Istanbul rebellion than the authors who resided near the border of the Ottoman 

Empire, it can be concluded that cultural encounter and geographical position had a limited 
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impact on the literary Osmans. The Ottoman imagery in these two situations was different. 

The Ottoman world remained poorly visible in the Netherlandish plays. Kemp and Coppée 

employed verbal statements to qualify cultural belonging, yet the characterization in their 

plays is based upon a domestic model. In contrast, the two Croatian poets inhabited a region 

in which inter-cultural contact with the Ottomans was common. Gundulić and Mrnavić 

presented an image of the Ottoman Empire informed from within. Nevertheless, the Counter-

Reformation world view which insisted on a cultural exclusion of the Muslims outweighed 

this mixed cultural imagery in their interpretations. In consequence, different images of the 

Ottoman setting in Croatia and the Netherlands supported the same ideological interpretations 

in all texts by authors from Catholic countries. Mrnavić, Gundulić and Coppée all represent 

the Turks as the opposites of Christian virtues, associating them with hell. Using Osman’s 

example to evoke the moral supremacy of the Roman Catholic Church over all other beliefs, 

they all interpreted the Istanbul crisis through the prism of Divine justice. In other words, the 

bordering position of the Croatian authors had implications mostly for the visual side of 

Ottoman representation, while it had little impact, positive or negative, on their 

interpretations of the universal meaning of the rebellion of 1622.  

 

The Ottoman revolt 

The five Osmans tackle the issue of a rebellion against a monarch in a Muslim world. Both 

the question of the rebellion, and the Muslim world, were themes associated with a number of 

stereotypical images in the early seventeenth century. The literary representations of the 1622 

Istanbul revolt relied on the commonplaces from contemporary political theories. Still, the 

five authors expressed different standpoints regarding the acceptability of the deposition of 

Osman II. Interestingly, only Denis Coppée, in portraying the young sultan as a legitimate 

sovereign, unconditionally condemned the rebellion against Osman II. The other four poets 

presented the rebellion against the sultan as legitimate, but supported their views with 

different arguments. Kemp presented the rebellion as a reaction of the oppressed nobles 

against a ruler who had turned a tyrant. Gundulić presented Osman’s fate as a consequence of 

his inexperience and youth. Mrnavić regarded the Ottoman dynasty as tyrants who had 

usurped power, who for that reason should be rightfully deposed. Dede Ağa, finally, provided 

numerous examples of Osman’s incompetence and injustice. Dede vindicated the shift of his 

allegiance to the new sultan Mustafa, whom he unconditionally praised, presenting the 

rebellion as a move that had preserved the just order in the Ottoman state. Such 
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representations related to the authors’ self-positioning in the local political debates. Abraham 

Kemp in the Dutch Republic and Denis Coppée in Liège, for instance, produced plays with 

diametrically opposed messages. This contrast between the two uses of the commonplace of 

the Ottoman power mirrored each poet’s stake in the then current domestic conflicts, the 

Eighty Years’ and the Thirty Years’ Wars.  

The other discoursive focus in the five Osmans lies on the Muslim world, epitomized 

in the Ottoman Empire and its subjects. The representation of this world also relied on a large 

stock of commonplaces. Some of them appeared throughout the Christian world, for instance 

the image of the Turk as the Infidel or the Turk as the Aggressor. Others were common only 

to areas in direct contact with the Ottoman Empire, for example those pertaining to dervishes 

and the ulema. Each of the authors deployed a particular combination of those images that 

supported the ideological interpretation of given events, depending on the context. Only the 

Dutch poet Abraham Kemp refrained from explicit criticism of the Muslim world when 

reflecting on Ottoman international politics, embracing the pragmatic rhetoric of Ottoman-

Dutch friendship instead. Denis Coppée’s, Ivan Gundulić’s and Ivan Tomko Mrnavić’s 

Osmans reveal a much more hostile image of irreconcilable differences between the Catholic 

world and the Empire of the Infidel. Dede Ağa observed the world from a within the Ottoman 

Empire, Christian- Ottoman opposition occupying a less prominent place in his work.  

Generally speaking, arguments derived from a religious paradigm dominate the five 

literary representations of the Ottoman uprising of 1622. Every text evokes God in order to 

justify the course of events and to advocate the moral background according to which the 

events presented are to be interpreted. It is nevertheless important to note that, behind the 

religious arguments, the world view in these texts is primarily political. When it comes to the 

internal conflict in the Muslim world, those authors who adopted a hostile rhetoric towards 

all Islamic countries in general, still expressed more inclination toward certain Ottoman 

groups that participated in the revolt. Turkish stereotypes are interrelated with the 

commonplace images of rulers, tyrants, martyrs, plotters, and traitors. In consequence, some 

of the participants in the Ottoman conflict were rendered better than the others, sometimes 

based on the analogy with the division of the political roles in the domestic context. Coppée, 

for instance, propagated the image of Ottoman society as barbarous and violent. At the same 

time, he contrasted the sultan’s noble origin to that of the rest of the Turkish characters by 

presenting the young sultan as endorsing the superiority of Christianity over Islam. In this 

way, Coppée defended monarchy by translating the perspective of the sultan into the Catholic 
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moral order. Also, four texts present Mustafa, the new sultan, in a positive light, three of 

which (by Mrnavić, Coppée, Dede) even as a martyr. Such a characterization stood in an 

awkward relation with the Catholic authors’ general anti-Ottoman rhetoric. It also disagrees 

with the suggestion that the rebellion that led to the enthronement of Mustafa originated in 

hell. Instead, the rebellion, although severely criticized, appears to have established a more 

competent ruler, and to have favoured the Christian world by planting the seed of internal 

conflict and thus weakening the Ottoman Empire. Religious argumentation in the Catholic 

texts serves to overcome such discrepancies, and to secure the reading within the framework 

of moral opposition between the Christian and the Muslim world.  

Although the five Osmans generally evoke the image of moral bipolarity between the 

Catholic and Muslim peoples, this research has shown that this construct often masks a 

different view of the (then) contemporary world. All Christian poets in fact compared the 

Ottoman Empire with other political entities: Kemp with the dominions of Catholic rulers 

(chiefly Spain), Coppée and Mrnavić with the Protestant kingdoms, and Gundulić and 

Mrnavić with the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, Venice, or Habsburg Austria. We can 

therefore conclude that, although the modes of expression about the Turk do fit into a 

contrastive pattern of Self-Othering, contemporaries saw the Ottomans in relation to other 

entities, a part of a larger picture. Rather than to the idea of a binary opposition between the 

Self and the Other, these cases point to a fluctuating and cross-referenced system of 

international thought. The poets observed the world map from above, as a patchwork of 

domains belonging to different potentates, and were trying to assess how the Istanbul events 

would affect the rest of the world. Recounting the 1622 Ottoman crisis, the poets analysed the 

implications of Osman’s death for the international power balance. The news of Osman’s 

death presented a challenge to the commonplace idea of Ottoman invincibility, indicating the 

possibility of internal weakening of the Empire. The four Western poets used this opportunity 

to redefine the relations between their own countries and the sultan’s realm, which resulted in 

the topos of Ottoman-Dutch friendship in the case of Kemp’s text, and in calls for the 

expulsion of the Turk from Europe in the other three.  

Finally, a shared problem in each of the five Osmans, was an internal political conflict 

resulting in anarchy. Revolution resulting in chaos was something people feared and 

condemned regardless of geographical location or religion. This issue, which in its essence 

comes down to a moral questioning of humankind’s relation to authority, was a central 

question not only in the Christian world, but also for the Ottoman subjects. The poets who 
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supported the deposition of Osman were also careful to provide arguments that the uprising 

was a restoration rather than a disruption of order. Christian poets represented the fear of 

anarchy more acutely than the fear of Ottoman Otherness. In each of the five Osmans, the 

threat of tyranny and anarchy has a different degree of correspondence to the Ottoman threat. 

The characters of tyrants and usurpers in each text do explicitly or implicitly reveal attributes 

of foreignness. For Kemp it were the Spanish Habsburgs, and for Coppée the Protestants who 

played the role of major enemy, not the Ottomans. For the Croatian poets, the Turkish 

invasion implied a loss of position in the domestic hierarchy. Negative stereotypes of the 

Ottoman sovereign, as Mighty Warrior, Oppressor, or Violator, therefore found their 

expression in the cross-section of the geographical and the hierarchal paradigms. Dede Ağa’s 

text indicates that within the Ottoman Empire similar imagological processes took place as in 

the West. The Bosnian poet represented certain groups in the Empire as the top of the social 

and power hierarchy. Presenting Osman as a rebel, and the army as defenders of the old 

order, Dede did not only dismiss the soldiers’ responsibility for the rebellion and regicide, but 

also defended what he saw as Ottoman identity. This identity was inextricably tied to the 

existing regime in which the Bosnians portrayed themselves as pillars of the Ottoman state, 

opposed to foci of Anatolian power. Based on all these findings, we can thus conclude that 

the discourse of internal threat easily locked into ethnic stereotypes, but that in the case of 

five Osmans, the ethnicity of the main impostor is not necessarily Turkish.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


