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A NOTE ON THE BOOK AND
TRANSLITERATION

Those readers interested in further information about the embassies I discuss
in the book should consult Appendix III for additional details about these and
other cases I was not able to include in the main text.

For Ottoman—Turkish words, modern Turkish spelling and orthography
are used.

For the words from the Mamluk context, all transliteration will be
eliminated, except for the ayn and hamza.

For the sake of consistency, those words denoting terms, places, and
people of the Islamic world (i.e. the Karamanids) that are going to form a part
of Ottoman lands (except for Mamluk lands of course), the slightly Turkified
version of the common forms in English will be used (i.e. the Karamanids
instead of Qaramanids and Karamanogullari). As for the names of their rulers
(i.e. the Karamanids, etc.), the Turkish spelling and orthography is used,
considering that eventually they were subdued by the Ottomans.

For the names of the Dulkadirid rulers, forms in English (Shahbudaq,
Shahsuwar, ‘Ala’ al-Dawla) are used, with the exception of Nasir al-din
Mehmed Bey. Instead of Muhammad, Mehmed is preferred.

For those words denoting terms, places, and people of the Islamic realm
that never formed a part of either the Ottoman or Mamluk lands, all
transliteration will be eliminated, except for the ayn and hamza (for instance,
Shah Isma‘il).

If there is an accepted English name for a city or region, this has been
preferred (Damascus, Cairo, etc.). If there is no accepted English rendering
for a city or region, then the familiar forms are used, such as Kayseri,
Malatya (with one exception: I prefer Constantinople instead of Istanbul).
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INTRODUCTION

In 1393 the Ottoman ruler Bayezid I (r.1389-1402) gave audience to the
Mamluk emissary Amir Husam al-Din Hasan al-Kujkuni® in the Ottoman
capital Bursa, an ancient city in northwestern Anatolia that flourished under
Ottoman rule yet paled in comparison to the Mamluk imperial capital of
Cairo.? According to a Mamluk source, while accepting the gifts sent by the
Mamluk sultan Barquq (r.1382-9 and 1390-9), Bayezid commented that he
was Barquqg’s slave, or mamluk.> With this exaggerated expression, Bayezid
did not display false humility, but instead acknowledged his inferior political
status. Despite his rapid expansion into the Balkans and through western and
central Anatolia, the Ottoman sovereign was not yet the equivalent of his
Mamluk counterpart, who ruled a prestigious regime that had dominated the
central Islamic lands since the 1250s. Bayezid’s predecessors had merely
established themselves as vassals of first the Anatolian Seljuks and then of
the Mongol Ilkhanids in northwest Anatolia, which existed as a frontier
territory squeezed between the borders of the Byzantine Empire and multiple
local Muslim magnates.

Four generations later, Bayezid II (r.1481-1512), Bayezid I’s descendant
and successor to the Ottoman throne, hosted another Mamluk ambassador in
(Coke, a plain near the previous Ottoman capital of Edirne (Adrianople). Both
the city and its green surroundings offered Bayezid safe haven from the
political intrigues and frequent plague epidemics in Constantinople, the
former Byzantine imperial center and the Ottoman capital since 1453. This
ambassadorial audience, which took place in 1485, illustrates a radically
different balance of power between the Ottoman and Mamluk rulers than the
one in 1393.# The Mamluk ambassador Amir Janibak, who arrived during a
pause in the Ottoman—Mamluk war that had begun in the spring of 1484,
attempted to mend relations between the two courts.” He was hosted
honorably and properly during his stay, but he quickly understood that there
was little hope for him to successfully complete his mission.



An unidentified person in the Ottoman audience asked Janibak, “Who are
you (the Mamluks) to rule over the Holy Cities, you sons of Infidels? This
rule (or land) is more proper for our sultan [since] he is the son of the sultans
and the sultans.”® Even more telling was the fact that, during this entire
exchange, Bayezid II did not utter a word to his visitor. Obviously, much had
changed since the days of Bayezid I, who had declared his subservience to
the Mamluk sultan. Soon after the Mamluk envoy’s return to Cairo, military
conflict between the two powers resumed.

These two vignettes, as later discussion will show, illustrate a drastic shift
in the political status quo between the Ottoman and Mamluk courts. This
shift, during which the Ottomans asserted their power first alongside and then
gradually against the Mamluks, revealed itself primarily through diplomatic
engagements. This book studies the diplomatic exchanges between the Sunni
Muslim Ottomans and Sunni Muslim Mamluks from the 1360s to 1512. It
illuminates an era when the first sustained encounters between these two
powers gradually deepened into a regional rivalry and gave rise to the
construction of a language and a set of behaviors for engagement. By
studying the networks of diplomacy between the two leading Sunni Muslim
empires of their time, this book attempts to better understand the place of this
relationship within the image-making processes and historiography of each
power.

An analysis of diplomatic exchanges indicates that the Mamluks factored
significantly in the decision- and image-making processes of Ottoman
sovereigns during their ascension to power. In an age when modern means of
communication were not available, diplomatic embassies with thoughtfully
planned ceremonies, attentively crafted official correspondence, carefully
selected gifts, and cautiously prepared ambassadors played critical roles in
the expression and dissemination of imperial ideologies between both
political centers.” In Islamic courts the ceremonies and rituals that revolved
around diplomatic encounters not only displayed remarkable regional
variety,® but also—much like their Western or non-Muslim counterparts—
went beyond mere repetitive and unchanging formalities: they served as
primary battlefields where formulations of identity and sovereignty clashed,
were negotiated, and were reformulated for both external and internal
audiences.? Although it was different from modern diplomacy, a complex
and developed diplomatic culture existed long before resident embassies were



established in the eighteenth century.l A small misstep in diplomatic
ceremonials most likely did not destroy the relationship between the capitals,
yet the fact that both Ottoman and Mamluk chroniclers emphasized “the
courtly insults” or the incidents during which diplomatic conventions and
ceremonials were dismissed (or particularly upheld) reveals the value these
societies attached to these ceremonies in their political cultures.!!

The importance that both powers placed on these diplomatic
communications also invites us to question the dominant perspective that
Muslim rulers were historically obsessed with the idea of holy war, or jihad,
which obligated them to exist in a permanent state of conflict with their non-
Muslim peers.12 This perception, which has been especially prevalent among
non-specialists, has been particularly shaped by the frequent allusions to the
tropes of jihad and ghaza (initially, an expedition for plunder!®) in the
diplomatic correspondence between Muslim rulers who recognized the
powerful influence of these concepts on Muslim audiences and skillfully
employed them in legitimizing their regimes and sovereignty.l* The
relationships of these Muslim powers with non-Muslims, however, went
beyond warfare based on ideological and religious differences.!® This
oversimplified approach to interfaith contacts leads to the equally erroneous
belief that the relationships between Muslim powers did not change, or that
their diplomatic contacts were merely repetitive exchanges to keep up
appearances or fulfill formalities while these powers focused on fighting “the
infidels.” Since both the Ottoman and Mamluk ruling classes adhered to
Sunni Islam, their extended and multi-layered interactions confirm the
complexity of inter-Muslim contacts. While the Sunni Ottomans crafted their
image against the ideologically and geopolitically hostile Catholic Holy
Roman Empire, they also crafted rhetorical language against the newly rising
Shi’i Safavids under Shah Isma‘il (r.1501-24) in Iran based on sectarian
differences within Islam.'® The diplomatic exchanges between the Sunni
Ottomans and Sunni Mamluks, however, required a creative combination of
diverse tropes and themes for both sides—one that not only sustained
communication with but also conveyed superiority over the other. Until at
least 1512, Ottoman—Mamluk interactions continued to display the same
vitality and volatility they had since the fourteenth century. The relationship
between these two Islamic powers should be imagined on a continuum that
ranged from peaceful and fruitful contacts to exhausting wars and strategetic
alliances, as is the case for most relationships between political powers. It



was as complicated as the Ottoman—Habsburg or Mamluk—Crusader
associations, and exuded an equally considerable sense of rivalry and
competition. Political leaders in every phase of history shared this desire to
protect their regimes and surpass their peers, regardless of their religious
allegiances.

The Mamluks, the Ottomans, and the World

From the 1300s to 1512, the Ottomans transformed themselves from a minor
Anatolian principality into a world power that challenged the venerable
Mamluks. The earliest Ottoman—Mamluk diplomatic interactions, which
began in the second half of the fourteenth century, should be understood
within this context of unequal yet shifting power dynamics between the
Ottomans, who attempted to carve a niche for themselves in the eyes of the
prestigious Mamluk administration, and the Mamluks, who had built their
domestic and international image on a complex yet effective mixture of
ideological, political, and historical references.!”

The earliest Mamluk sultans were slave-soldiers who took over the reign
of their prestigious Ayyubid lords who ruled between 1171 and 1250.18 The
first Ayyubid ruler Salah al-din al-Ayyubi (d.1193) came from a Sunni
Kurdish family in the service of the Zangids of Aleppo and Musul (the
vassals of the Great Seljuks) and left an impressive legacy to his descendants
and successors. In 1179 he ended the Shi’i Fatimid presence in Egypt, which
had lasted since the tenth century, and recaptured Jerusalem from the
Crusaders in 1187. His particularly celebrated image as a champion of faith
was mostly based on his successes against the Crusader kingdoms that had
been established after the First Crusade (1095-9) along the -eastern
Mediterranean coast and in northern Syria. After Salah al-din’s death, his
Ayyubid successors began to form an army comprised of slave-soldiers.
During an extended period of political chaos that followed the death of the
Ayyubid sultan al-Salih Ayyub (d.1240), Aybak al-Turkmani (r.1250-7), a
commander of slave or mamluk origin, became the first Mamluk sultan when
he married the Ayyubid child sultan’s widowed mother. This marriage, which
was an attempt to legitimize his sovereignty, helped the new sultan build
relationships with his prestigious patrons.!9 Although Aybak’s rule was often
plagued by internal strife and chaos, his humble slave origins and subsequent



rise to power served as a model for his Mamluk comrades.

After Aybak’s reign and at least until the 1390s (or the end of so-called
Bahri period of the Mamluk sultanate), attempts were made to institute
dynastic succession. In fact, dynastic succession as a principle of political
leadership was initially not questioned among the mamluk ranks.20 The
Mamluk regime gradually shied away from the dynastic impulse, but never
altogether abandoned this principle. During the later Burji (Circassian)
regime, the expression “kingship has no progeny” became a popular motto.2!
Thereafter, during times of accession, a Mamluk commander, who was either
supported by a strong faction within the military or closely linked to the late
sultan through ties of khushdashiyya (camaraderie) or patronage, was brought
to power by a consensus or a quasi-election.?? Occasionally, the new sultan
replaced the young son of the previous sultan. In fact, he could be a grand
amir who the late sultan had appointed as the atabak (also atabeg, the
second-ranking military officer of the Mamluk state after the sultan)?> of his
young son before his death.

Although the Mamluk sultans who came to power through this system
controlled the lands of Egypt and Syria until the Ottoman conquest in 1517,
they were vulnerable to domestic and international criticism because of their
non-Muslim slave origins.2* Keenly aware of their humble beginnings,
Mamluk sultans gradually honed a complex image that initially alluded to the
glorious memory of their prestigious Ayyubid lords.2> In a gesture of respect
to their predecessor, early Mamluk sultans visited the tomb of their Ayyubid
patron al-Salih Ayyub when they ascended to power.2%

Following in the footsteps of their Ayyubid predecessors, the Mamluks
established themselves as champions of their faith.2” In fact, when faced with
the approach of the Mongols in addition to the continuing Crusader presence
in the coastal lands, they shouldered the task of fighting off these powers.
The Mongols repeatedly attacked Mamluk and Anatolian Seljuk territories in
the aftermath of Chingiz Khan’s death (d.1224) and gradually encroached
upon the politics of Anatolia and Syria. The Mamluks were the first to
obstruct the advancement of the Mongols in the battle of ‘Ayn Jalut in 1260.

The Mamluk success against the Mongols led various political groups in
Anatolia to plead for Mamluk aid against successive Mongol attacks. Since
the early thirteenth century, the Anatolian Seljuks who were a branch of the



Great Seljuk dynasty in Iran controlled most of Anatolia from their capital,
Konya in central Anatolia. The battle of Késedag in 1248, in which the
Mongols heavily defeated the Anatolian Seljuks in central Anatolia, triggered
a process of political disintegration in the region and paved the way to the
rise of principalities (including the Ottomans) that had previously recognized
Anatolian Seljuk suzerainty. From the 1260s onward, some of these
Anatolian leaders—from the defeated Anatolian Seljuk ruler to the leaders of
the principalities—sent letter after letter appealing to the Mamluk sultan
Baybars (r.1260—77) to end Mongol control of the region.?8 In 1277, Baybars
undertook his long-awaited campaign, defeated the Mongol army near
Elbistan, and established Mamluk suzerainty in the region through
symbolically loaded actions and ceremonies.?”

Although Baybars retreated quickly from Anatolia and died soon after his
return to Cairo, he still succeeded in establishing a Mamluk sphere of
influence in the region.3® The towns along his route through Anatolia
remained under Mamluk control, and they outlined the frontier that would
eventually separate the Mamluk sphere of influence from the Ottoman. This
zone covered a vast region from the plain of Cilicia (near Cukurova in
Turkey) to the west and the Taurus Mountains to the north and extended as
far as Kayseri, where Baybars was crowned during his campaign in 1277. It
included the urban centers south of Kayseri, such as Elbistan (which was
close to the plain where Baybars defeated the Mongols), Malatya, Darende,
Behisni, Kahta, Gerger, and Afsin. In this mountainous region, these
settlements were connected mostly by passages and gates, such as Darb al-
Hadas (a passage connecting Kayseri and Elbistan) and the Cilician Gates
(known as Giilek Bogaz1 in Turkey), that were difficult to control and pass
through. With its steep passages and mountains, the region served as a natural
border between Anatolia and Greater Syria, and became part of the Mamluk
northern frontier. The Mamluks ensured their control of this region by
building vassal relationships with semi-nomadic Turkoman groups in the area
and by appointing their leaders as Mamluk governors.

Despite its brevity, Baybars’ campaign left such a permanent imprint on
the region that two centuries later the Ottoman chronicler Nesri wrote a
detailed account of the campaign and the subsequent solidification of
vassalage ties between the Mamluks and the Karamanids.>! Soon after
Baybars’ return to Cairo, the Karamanids not only became one of the most



powerful principalities in Anatolia, but their formidable rivalry with the
Ottomans also played a significant role in later Ottoman—Mamluk relations.
Karamanid rulers later maintained their contacts with the Mamluks and even
submitégd requests to Cairo for appointments to govern various Anatolian
towns.

Some of these semi-nomadic principalities, such as the Dulkadirids and
the Ramazanids, were geographically closer to the Mamluk northern frontier,
and the roles they played in the Ottoman—Mamluk relationship cannot be
overemphasized, as the following chapters will prove.33 The Dulkadirids
controlled the lands that extended from Elbistan to Antep, including Malatya
and Kayseri, though the borders occasionally changed after the end of the
thirteenth century. At times they even battled the Karamanids to defend the
interests of their Mamluk patrons.3* For the greater part of their relationship
with the Mamluks and later the Ottomans, the Dulkadirids steadily sought for
more autonomy. Although almost every Dulkadirid ruler visited Cairo and
received the blessings of the Mamluk sultan at the beginning of his rule, these
same leaders often refused to obey Mamluk authority as soon as they had an
opportunity.3> The Ramazanids established themselves on the plain of Cilicia
with Adana at their center; the region lay slightly west of the Dulkadirid
territory with occasionally overlapping borders and conflicting interests.3°

Besides consolidating their presence in Anatolia, the Mamluks further
promoted themselves with consecutive victories against the Crusader
kingdoms and local Armenian powers.3” These military achievements also
enabled them to present their leader as a warrior-king (Heerkonig).3® After
the expulsion of the Crusaders from the region in 1291 and after the retreat of
Chingiz Khan’s successors to the affairs of Iran and central Asia, the
Mamluks engaged in warfare against non-Muslim powers less frequently,
aside from occasional skirmishes with the remnants of the Crusaders in
Cyprus and Rhodes.3” They also occasionally engaged in both diplomatic and
military encounters with the successor states of Chingiz Khan and the
Timurids, despite the fact that all of these entities had converted to Islam.*

While the Mamluk sultans often alluded to their roles as the defenders of
Islam, these rulers also increasingly accentuated their positions as the
custodians of Mecca and Medina (also called the Two Holy Cities or the Two
Holy Sanctuaries of Islam) as central aspects of their images. They called
themselves Khadim al-Haramayn al-Sharifayn (the Servitor of the Two Holy



Sanctuaries) and claimed exclusive rights for the safety of the pilgrimage
roads, the annual preparation and replacement of the kiswa (the black textile
that covers Ka’ba), the annual hajj caravan, and the departure of the richly
decorated yet empty palanquin called mahmal (or mahmil) that led the annual
pilgrimage caravan from Cairo.*! The Mamluk sovereigns fulfilled critical
functions in the practice of hajj, which was a practice central to the spiritual
world of the Muslims, and one of the Pillars of Islam. Among Muslim
believers, these symbolic religious tasks honored the sovereigns responsible
for them, and would at times foster competition between the Mamluk regime
and other Muslim powers, including the Timurids and the Ottomans.*2

After the Mongol sack of Baghdad in 1258, the transfer of the Abbasid
caliphate to Cairo enhanced the prestige of the fledgling Mamluk regime.*3
Despite the gradual erosion of the caliphate’s temporal authority since the
ninth century and its lack of political power in Cairo, the caliphate occupied a
place of some significance in the Mamluk worldview, and the caliphs were
considered sources of symbolic authority when they sanctioned Mamluk
sovereignty.** By re-using some of the architectural forms that had been used
for the Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad, some Mamluk sultans further
accentuated their associations with the Abbasid heritage.*> Twice during the
long Mamluk sultanate between 1250 and 1517, Mamluk commanders even
considered the Abbasid caliph as a viable alternative for the sultanate.*® On
some diplomatic occasions, the Mamluk sultans also asserted that their
proximity to the caliph was a sign of superiority and a token of God’s
blessing.*”

The caliph’s presence in Cairo attached a special status to the Mamluk
rulers, even for some Muslim states as far away as western India.*® For some
leaders such as the sultans of Delhi (i.e. Tughlughs) and the Bahmanis, who
founded their rule in the Deccan region of India in the mid-fourteenth
century, their communication with the sultans of Egypt and the Abbasid
caliphs were a matter of political recognition that helped to consolidate their
regime.*® The value that some Muslim sovereigns placed on the letters and
titulature they received from the Abbasid Caliph indicates that the Sunni
Muslim world still acknowledged its authority.”? These titles revealed a
ruler’s status in the international arena while a tashrif, a robe of honor
initially sent by the caliph to a ruler, further sealed his sovereignty.”! Some
Muslim rulers boldly challenged the Mamluk sultans for their roles as the



protectors of the caliphate.”?

The Mamluk sultans also embraced mazalim sessions as an integral part of
their image.” Also known as dar al-‘adl, these sessions were “the structure
through which the temporal authorities took direct responsibility for
dispensing justice.”* During these sessions, the Mamluk sultans listened to
the grievances of their subjects and addressed their issues, often with the help
of legal scholars. Although it probably had precedents in the rest of the
Islamic world, it has often associated with Nur al-din al-Zangi (d.1174), the
Zangid ruler of Aleppo and Mousul, who was the patron of Salah al-din al-
Ayyubi. Since then, it had been followed by the Ayyubids and subsequently
by the Mamluks of Egypt and Syria.” Particularly for the Mamluk sultans,
whose claims to sovereignty were vulnerable to criticism, this institution
provided an opportunity for them to present themselves as proper and just
Muslim rulers to a public that did not have any ethnic or linguistic ties with
their leader. Although these sessions were not compulsory, the practice of dar
al-‘adl definitely belonged to the carefully groomed image of the Mamluk
sultans.”®

The Mamluk sultans also inherited Cairo from the Ayyubids, an imperial
capital where the most prestigious Islamic institutions of higher learning
(madrasa) were located; their architectural and financial patronage of these
institutions elevated their status in the Islamic world.>” While the charitable
institutions reinforced an image of a pious and generous ruler, the colleges
attracted numerous students and scholars to the Mamluk territories. The mere
presence of these well-established thinkers aided the Mamluk sultans in
crafting the religious ideology that further legitimized their regimes.”® Most
Mamluk sultans also fostered close relations with and offered patronage to
sufis (Muslim mystics), some of whom were not natives of Mamluk
society.” Additionally, Cairo served as a stage for symbolically loaded
religious and secular processions, banquets, and festivals, during which the
Mamluk rulers were occasionally present and appeared as generous
benefectors of their people.®?

During every diplomatic encounter between the two lands, the Ottomans
contended with this strong and multi-faceted image of the Mamluk sultans
and their well-established presence in Anatolia. In the late thirteenth century,
the Ottomans first appeared in northwest Anatolia as one of the many frontier
vassals of the Anatolian Seljuks. Most former Seljuk vassals were subject to



the authority of the Ilkhanid Mongols, who established themselves in eastern
Anatolia and in parts of Iran. As long as they paid their annual tributes to
these new lords, however, those in western and northwestern Anatolia such as
the Ottomans enjoyed more autonomy due to their geographical distance
from Ilkhanid political control. In Anatolia, the semi-nomadic and Turkish-
speaking Ottomans were surrounded by their superior Muslim peers such as
the Germiyanids, who centered in and around the western Anatolian town of
Kiitahya, and the Karamanids, who recognized Mamluk suzerainty after
Baybars’ campaign in 1277.51 Therefore, the Ottomans primarily turned their
attention to the relatively defenseless Byzantine lands. In 1326 they adopted
the old Byzantine town of Bursa as their capital, and then passed the Strait of
Dardanelles to establish themselves in the Balkans. Their interest in the
Balkans revealed itself when they carried their capital from the Anatolian
town of Bursa to Edirne, a frontier city northwest of Constantinople that
served as a gateway to the Balkans.52

The Balkan territories seized by the Ottomans had never before submitted
to Islamic rule, and these conquests marked the Ottomans’ increasing
importance in the Islamic world. In 1453 the Ottomans further adorned this
image by conquering Constantinople, the Byzantine imperial capital. This
essential victory allowed the Ottomans to consolidate their expansion into the
Balkans and Anatolia by securing the connection between these two regions
in addition to monopolizing the straits that connected the larger
Mediterranean basin with the Black Sea region. Beyond any geopolitical
gain, the conquest also carried symbolic ideological meaning, since the city
had been targeted by numerous Muslim rulers since the rule of the Umayyads
in the seventh century. According to some traditions, the conquest of the
centuries-old Byzantine capital at the hands of a Muslim ruler was foretold
and celebrated by the Prophet Muhammad.53 With this process of military
expansion, the Ottomans began to increasingly emphasize ghaza and jihad,
concepts on which the Mamluk sultans had also partially based their prestige.
Although both terms were used interchangeably in Ottoman—Mamluk
diplomatic exchanges, recent studies suggest that the Ottomans gradually
formulated a stronger claim on ghaza while the Mamluks always emphasized
jihad as a part of their image.%*

One significant difference between the Ottoman and Mamluk regimes was
that the Ottomans strongly adhered to dynastic succession and did not divide



their lands among the progeny of the previous leader. At times of accession,
they almost always witnessed fierce struggles among male siblings that often
ended with fratricide after one established his authority in the capital.®> This
practice meant that the Ottoman sultans also boasted of the nobility of their
regime.

To a great extent, this historical and political background set the direction
for the Ottoman—Mamluk relationship during this era. This relationship
gradually shaped the politics at the heart of the Middle Eastern and
Mediterranean regions, since geopolitical conditions became more volatile in
response to the Ottoman expansion and the emergence of new formidable
political rivals in the region, such as the Agqoyunlus and the Safavids in the
late fifteenth century.

The Ottoman intrusion into the Mamluk sphere of influence started in the
fourteenth century and followed multiple phases of Ottoman advancement
and retreat. Nonetheless, the gradual Ottoman regional infringement upon the
Mamluks’ borders not only brought their rulers into a more intense and
increasingly competitive relationship, but also put the powers between these
two imperial borders in an unstable position. These powers—the Karamanids,
the Dulkadirids, the Ramazanids, and the others—had to closely follow the
evolving relationship between the Mamluk and Ottoman capitals. While the
Karamanids were subdued by the Ottomans by the late fifteenth century, both
the Dulkadirids and Ramazanids remained under nominal Mamluk rule until
they were annexed by the Ottoman ruler Selim I (r.1512-20). Until this event,
even with their frequently shifting loyalties, these territories served as a
buffer zone between the Ottomans and the Mamluks, particularly as the
Ottomans expanded into this frontier region.

The rise of the Aqgoyunlus—first in Diyarbakir and then in Tabriz—
brought drastic ramifications for both the Ottomans and the Mamluks in the
fifteenth century.®® The Aqqoyunlus arose from a confederation of tribes in
the fourteenth century and lasted until 1502. Under the leadership of the
young and ambitious Uzun Hasan (r.1457-78), the Aqqoyunlu polity
gradually incorporated the lands of the formidable Qaragoyunlu power in
eastern Anatolia, Iraq, and Iran after 1467. Since the early fourteenth century,
the Qaraqoyunlu confederation had been among formidable rivals of the
Mamluks and then the Timurids.%” After eliminating the Qaraqoyunlus, Uzun
Hasan also defeated the Timurid ruler Abu Sa‘id in 1469.5% The emergence



of this new power was initially welcomed by some European territories—first
and foremost the Republic of Venice—that hoped it could offset the powerful
Ottoman and Mamluk presence in the region.%® The efforts of various
European powers to build an alliance either against the Ottomans or the
Mamluks (or both) were joined by Uzun Hasan, who vied for a chance to
penetrate into both territories. This Muslim leader’s attempts to collaborate
with other Western powers prove the insignificance of religious affiliations or
loyalties in the face of political and economic interests. Hasan’s ambition
troubled the Ottoman and Mamluk Sultans, who rightly considered the
Aqgqoyunlus a threat to their territories. In addition to endangering their
geographical borders, the presence of the Aqqoyunlus complicated the
relationship between the two sovereigns since Uzun Hasan (as well as his son
and successor Sultan Yaqub, who ruled between 1478 and 1490) skillfully
played them against each other.”?

When the Shi’i Safavids under the leadership of the charismatic Shah
Isma‘il (r.1501-24) replaced the Agqoyunlu polity in the early sixteenth
century, they inherited the majority of the Aqgoyunlus’ geopolitical position
and political status while also agitating the relationship between
Constantinople and Cairo. The Safavids’ adherence to the Shi’i branch of
Islam also altered the ideological dynamics between the Ottoman and
Mamluk lands where the Sunni branch predominated. The Ottoman and
Mamluk lands adjacent to the Safavid territory were particularly vulnerable to
their ideological propaganda and territorial ambitions. For centuries after the
retreat of the Fatimids to their original bases in North Africa after 1179, none
of these regions had been controlled by a Shi’i ruling class or dynasty, and
such a new and powerful Shi’i entity caused major repercussions for the
larger Islamic world. The Safavid ruling class pursued a very strict and, at
times, intolerant style towards people of other faiths, including the Sunnis.
Following in Uzun Hasan’s footsteps, Shah Isma‘il conducted regular
correspondence with multiple European courts, attempting to eliminate the
Ottomans, the Mamluks, or both.”! Ultimately, it was not the ambitious and
rapid territorial expansion of Isma‘il alone that worried his two Sunni Muslim
neighbors, but rather his aggressive ideological stance.’2

Additionally, the second half of the fifteenth century (when the Mamluk
ambassador Janibak visited Bayezid II) witnessed the onset of great political
and social upheavals, from the conclusion of the Reconquista in the Iberian



Peninsula in 1492 to the circumnavigation of the Cape of Good Hope in
1498. Most of these world events either had major consequences for the
Ottomans and Mamluks or were partly motivated by their presence in the
eastern Mediterranean and Red Seas, facts which prove the connectedness of
these two prominent Sunni Muslim powers with the rest of the world. On the
western coast of the Mediterranean, policies set by the King of Aragon
Ferdinand V (r.1479-1516) and the Queen of Castille Isabella I (r.1474-
1504) before and after the Reconquista triggered a population movement that
created enormous consequences for both the Ottoman and Mamluk societies.
The Muslim presence in the Iberian Peninsula had been gradually established
since the first waves of Muslim attacks in the early eighth century and had
lasted under different Muslim powers until 1492. The Reconquista not only
seized the kingdom of Granada—the final territory that remained in the hands
of the Muslim Nasrid rulers—but also led to the expulsion of most of the
Jewish and Muslim populations from the area.”> These attacks did not
entirely end the presence of either group in the peninsula, but they did begin a
process of gradual assimilation and expulsion that lasted at least until the
seventeenth century.’# The expulsion of Jews and Muslims under the rule of
Ferdinand and Isabella was not an isolated incident; the Portuguese king Dom
Manuel I (r.1495-1521) issued a similar decree in 1496 under pressure from
the Spanish Habsburg royal family.”> Expelled Jewish and Muslim
communities arrived in Ottoman and Mamluk territories in waves, while
some also found safe haven in North Africa. This population movement not
only changed the social makeup of the Ottoman and Mamluk societies, but
also influenced the politics of both powers. Additionally, the Nasrids of
Granada and the Hafsids of Tunis turned to both the Ottomans and Mamluks
for assistance against the powers of the Reconquista.76

Fifteenth-century geographic explorations were also partially propelled by
the Mamluk monopoly on the only known route to the Indian Ocean and the
gradual Ottoman control of the Black Sea and western Anatolian coast.”’
Both Mamluk and Ottoman lands occupied prime geographical locations and
lay at the crossroads of transit routes that led to the larger Mediterranean Sea,
Black Sea, and Indian Ocean trade systems. Until 1498, ports in the eastern
Mediterranean and the Red Sea under Mamluk authority offered the only
known connections to the profitable Indian Ocean trade system. Although
most powers of the Indian subcontinent also had commercial ties that lay
further east, they highly valued their transactions with the West. Under



Mamluk domination, Jidda (a port on the Red Sea coast and the closest port
to the Muslim Holy City of Mecca) provided an outlet where ships from India
and Southeast Asia could access the Arabian Peninsula, Egypt, and Syria.”®
Likewise, from its Mediterranean and Black Sea ports, Anatolia provided
another land route to Syria and Egypt (and therefore to the Indian Ocean),
and was connected to the Iranian trade zones and the rest of the Silk Road.

The commercial transactions between the Mamluk and Ottoman territories
had a long history and involved both the direct exchange of local
merchandise and the transit exchange of international products. Before the
rise of the Ottomans, the Mamluk sultan Qalawun (r.1279-90) had signed
treaties with the Byzantine emperor to ensure the flow of trade between their
lands.”® While imported spices from India and Arabia and high-quality
fabrics generally came to Anatolia through Egypt, furs and slaves that the
Mamluks depended on for the continuation of their military recruitment
system reached the Mamluks through Ottoman lands that were linked to the
Black Sea trade.89 Mastic, the aromatic gum produced on the island of Chios,
traveled to Egypt and Syria through Anatolia.3! While Anatolia regularly
bought local sugar, Egyptian cloth,?? and dyes from Egypt and Syria, Egypt
and Syria acquired Anatolia’s timber,83 rnohair,84 metals,85 alurn,86 and
possibly grain.?” In the latter half of the fifteenth century, at least two cities
under Ottoman rule, Bursa and Antalya, particularly flourished as both direct
and transit trade centers between the Ottomans and the Mamluks, while the
Mamluk city of Alexandria had a fondaco (hostel) for the Ottoman
merchants.58

Although this pattern of commerce fluctuated over the centuries,
particularly during times of war, it never disappeared entirely.8 Despite the
consistent economic activity between the Ottoman and Mamluk lands,
references to merchants and commerce are usually vague in their diplomatic
documents, as the following chapters will attest. While these references
confirm the existence of these commercial networks, they do not allow us to
estimate the volume of these transactions. Neither do they tell us how often
mutual commercial interests and the well-being of traveling merchants were
negotiated by ambassadors and the administrations they visited. Nonetheless,
these omissions should not lead us to call into question the strong economic
relationship between the two powers and the centrality of these transactions
for the larger world economy.



The main agents of this intense traffic included local and foreign Muslim
and non-Muslim merchants who, with their various religious and ethnic
affiliations, exemplified the rich mosaic of Ottoman and Mamluk
territories.”0 The presence of multiple European consuls and fondacos that
served an internationally diverse community of tradesmen in prominent urban
centers such as Alexandria and Cairo is a testament to the substantial
investments of foreign merchants in Mamluk lands. The Catalan merchants
under the protection of the Crown of Aragon boasted a strong presence in the
Mamluk lands until at least the 1430s or until the Crown’s policies toward the
Mamluk regime changed.?! Although from the mid-fifteenth century onward
the Republic of Venice claimed a substantial share of the eastern
Mediterranean trade, an impressive cosmopolitanism prevailed in Mamluk
cities: when the Venetian ambassador arrived in Cairo in 1489, he reported
“the almost contemporary presence of ambassadors from Florence, Genoa,
and Rome” in a bleak tone.?? Likewise, foreign European merchants,
especially Italians, established a strong presence in the Ottoman territories
alongside Muslim and non-Muslim local merchants.?®> However, the
dependence of foreign merchants on the generosity of the Ottoman and
Mamluk rulers to conduct their business in the Black, Mediterranean, and
Red Seas did not lead them to adopt a completely conciliatory policy towards
their patrons. For instance, the Venetians, whose commercial interests were
closely entangled with those of the Ottomans and Mamluks, engaged in
expensive maritime wars with the Ottomans at least twice during the second
half of the fifteenth century.*

This economic network was threatened by the circumvention of the Cape
of Good Hope in 1498. After decades of expeditions funded by the
Portuguese court, Vasco de Gama’s new route became a pillar of the
Portuguese king Dom Manuel’s politics that targeted the destruction of the
Venetian and Mamluk economies.?® In India, Dom Manuel also hoped to
discover a potential new Christian ally that could attack the Mamluks from
the rear.”® Overpowering the Mamluks would have allowed Dom Manuel
both economic dominance and access to Jerusalem, but the support of an
Indian ally never materialized, nor was the Portuguese navy able to seize
complete control of the Red Sea trade. Although the Portuguese did attempt
to gain control of this market with attacks on Jidda and on Aden in Yemen,
they were thwarted by the Ottoman naval forces dispatched by Bayezid II at
the request of the Mamluk sultan Qansuh al-Ghawri (r.1501-16).%7 As early



as 1506 or 1507, Bayezid II began to send aid to the Mamluks in order to
curtail these Portuguese incursions, but the Portuguese nonetheless extended
their sphere of influence and secured the flow of trade by establishing a series
of bases along the coast of the Indian Ocean.

Beyond their commercial ties with other world powers, the Ottoman and
Mamluk territories carried spiritual significance for Christians and Jews.
While the Ottoman Empire included many early Christian pilgrimage sites
within its borders, the Mamluks ruled Jerusalem, the birthplace of both faiths.
As a result, both lands received a steady flow of both Jewish and Christian
pilgrims in addition to Muslims. The Ottoman and Mamluk lands attracted
individuals such as Cyriac of Ancona (born c.1301 and died before 1457), the
Christian Italian merchant and traveler who keenly studied the old Byzantine
and Greek monuments.”® While the number of these “antiquarian
pilgrimages”®? was relatively minor compared to the number of spiritual
pilgrimages and business trips, their mere existence indicates the centrality of
these territories to the self-perceptions of contemporary societies that claim a
share of Hellenistic, Roman, or Byzantine heritage.

The affairs in and between the Ottoman and Mamluk lands carried the
utmost importance for other regions that pursued international and regional
trade and travel, since any political instability in either territory or between
the two disrupted the land route connecting the Balkans with Anatolia, Iran,
Greater Syria, and Egypt.!1% Such volatility also threatened the eastern
Mediterranean ports under the control of either power or hindered the access
to the Iranian trade routes that connected Anatolia to the rest of the Silk
Road.1%1 Any upheaval disturbed the traveling Christian, Jewish, or even
Muslim pilgrims whose destinations were at the heart of their spiritual
worlds, and any domestic unrest interrupted the transactions of European
businessmen who fulfilled the steadily increasing demand for spices and
other Eastern products. Any conflict with either the Ottomans or Mamluks
increased customs charges for non-local merchants, temporarily suspended
their transactions, or annulled the safe-conduct papers that were granted to
non-Muslims.1%2 Since the Mamluks and the Ottomans were central to the
international politics of all powers that pursued higher ambitions in the
Mediterranean Sea and Indian Ocean, any change in Ottoman—Mamluk
contacts was closely followed by these other powers.



Overview

Within this complex historical, political, and economic context, the
multilayered relationship between the Ottomans and Mamluks began to
unfold. From their earliest exchanges in the mid-fourteenth century, the
Ottoman and Mamluk sovereigns renegotiated and redefined their images
through diplomatic encounters. The purpose of these missions extended
beyond the overt messages that were either articulated in the correspondence
or delivered orally by an ambassador. The composition of the letters, the
titulature and tropes used in the correspondence, the selection of envoys, the
behavior and treatment of ambassadors, and the choice of gifts were all as
important as the actual messages. An overview of these tools that the
Ottomans and Mamluks were familiar with and utilized in their encounters
will clarify how this system of communication functioned and contributed to
the image-making processes of these sovereigns. The overview in Chapter 1
suggests that the Ottomans initially imitated the Mamluks in their official
ceremonies and diplomatic conventions, though they eventually outgrew and
transcended the once superior or more prestigious Mamluk model.

As Chapter 2 illustrates, the relationship between the Ottomans and
Mamluks displayed remarkable vitality and complexity from its earliest phase
until 1402. The earliest Ottoman and Mamluk texts not only showed the
Ottoman acknowledgement of Mamluk superiority, but also the Mamluks’
growing awareness of the Ottomans and their military successes in the
Balkans and Anatolia. The loyal and regular visits of Ottoman embassies to
the Mamluk capital after almost every military success, the respectful tone of
early Ottoman correspondence, and the impressive selection of gifts proffered
to the Mamluk sovereigns all testify to the vital symbolic and regional
importance of the Mamluk court to its younger counterpart. Despite their
higher status, the Mamluks carefully followed the growing Ottoman presence
along their own northern frontier in Anatolia while putting on a guise of
indifference. After the Ottoman attacks to the northern Mamluk frontier in
Syria in 1399, however, the Mamluk rulers became more overtly concerned
about the potential threat of an intrusive Ottoman polity. This early phase of
contacts became a critical period for the formation of the Ottoman image at
the Mamluk court as well as for the evolution of Ottoman—Mamluk
diplomatic discourse.



Chapter 3 demonstrates how the days following the major waves of
Timurid attacks between 1384 and 1404 and the battle of Ankara (1402)
brought new domestic and international challenges for both regimes.
Pressured by these serious concerns, some of which challenged and even
damaged their images in the international arena, both the Ottomans and the
Mamluks maintained their diplomatic contacts with each other. While the
Ottomans under the leadership of Mehmed I (r.1413-21) and Murad II
(r.1421-44 and 1446-51) continued to pay their respects to their Mamluk
counterparts with regular diplomatic embassies, they also sought further
recognition from the Mamluk court. With one of the most elaborate Islamic
chancery offices at their service, the Mamluk sultans Faraj (r.1399-1405 and
1405-12), al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh (r.1412-21), Barsbay (r.1422-38) and
Jagmaq (r.1438-53), whose reigns predominantly overlapped those of
Mehmed I and Murad II, refined their perception of the Ottomans with every
piece of news they received from Ottoman territories and responded by
increasingly elevating their titulature.

Chapter 4 will explore how the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in
1453 and the ambitious politics of the young Ottoman ruler Mehmed II
(r.1444—6 and 1451-81) started a new chapter in the Ottoman—Mamluk
relationship. Expressing himself primarily through diplomatic missions,
Mehmed demanded a different type of recognition from the Mamluk court.
His main counterparts, Sultans Inal (r.1453-61), Khushqadam (r.1461-7),
and Qaytbay (r.1468-96), did not submit to Mehmed’s appeals, although
each negotiated with Mehmed in different ways. During this later phase, the
two powers devised competitive rhetorical tropes that were communicated to
each other’s courts primarily through diplomatic correspondence, gifts, and
ceremonies. At a time when the Ottomans asserted their superiority in almost
every corner of the known world, these two powers challenged each other by
questioning the other’s right to sovereignty while claiming the exclusive right
to lead the Islamic world. While their religious rhetoric had once served as a
unifying factor, in the second half of the fifteenth century even their shared
faith presented another opportunity to express rivalry or to bolster claims for
superiority. The way by which the Ottomans and Mamluks recast this well-
known trope in a new competitive manner proves their plasticity in this
setting.

As Chapter 5 illustrates, in a physical manifestation of this charged



diplomatic atmosphere, the two imperial armies exhausted each other in a
long war between 1485 and 1491.193 Despite the common perception that
wars bring about a complete cessation of communications, this war between
the Ottoman ruler Bayezid II and the Mamluk sultan Qaytbay presented new
and creative opportunities to sustain the network between them and
contributed to the complex process of the refinement of mutual
perceptions.104

Chapter 6 studies the final 30 years of the Ottoman—Mamluk relationship
until the death of Bayezid II in 1512. During this time of counterclaims and
challenges, it was still Bayezid II to whom the Mamluk sultan Qansuh al-
Ghawri first appealed for naval assistance in 1507 when the Portuguese navy
approached the Arabian Peninsula and the Red Sea. Despite the increasing
volatility of their diplomatic encounters and after an inconclusive and
exhaustive war, the Ottoman and Mamluk rulers allied against a common
enemy that threatened their shared political and economic interests. With his
request, Qansuh al-Ghawri opened new horizons for Bayezid, who seized this
opportunity to become involved in the politics of the profitable Indian trade
system. In the coming decades after 1512, the Indian Ocean would witness a
significant power struggle between the Ottomans and the Portuguese that
grew out of this initial request for aid.10°

The decision to study the multiple phases of this relationship from its
inception until 1512 and to exclude the final five years preceding the fall of
Mamluk regime to the Ottomans in 1517 is primarily a practical one, since a
study that would include the final five years would undoubtedly produce a
second volume. By omitting these years, the book also argues for an
alternative to a common trend in Ottoman—Mamluk studies. Most scholarly
studies to date have emphasized moments of conflict—particularly military
campaigns—between the two empires before proceeding teleologically to the
Ottoman conquest of Egypt.10® This focus on the ultimate Ottoman victory
neither acknowledges the ideological and political superiority of the
Mamluks for the greater part of their long relationship with the Ottomans, nor
accommodates the plasticity, flexibility, and adaptability of their mutual
communications. One way to see the richness of their interactions is to turn
our attention to the earlier diplomatic engagements that both the Ottomans
and Mamluks tirelessly maintained under any conditions. Until the rise of the
Shi’i Safavids, the Ottomans molded their image in the Islamic world in



response to diverse factors and political actors such as the Timurids, but also
in the light of the Mamluks’ strong presence—a presence that quickly
disappeared in the primary sources after 1517.



CHAPTER 1

THE TOOLS OF DIPLOMACY

The reach of Bayezid began to extend far into the lands of Rum. He became
so well-known for his jihad against non-Muslims that he gained a great
reputation. Al-Malik al-Zahir (Barquq) wrote him letters, sent him gifts, and
sent him commander after commander (as ambassadors). He also sent Ibn al-
Sughayr, the head of the doctors, to Bayezid. Since no rulers remained who
had not sent letters and gifts to the Ottomans, al-Malik al-Zahir, the ruler of
Egypt, feared for his ruin. He (Barquq) said that “I am not afraid of Timur
because everyone will help me against him. Rather, I am afraid of Ibn
‘Uthman (the Ottomans),” I (the author) heard Ibn Khaldun! saying. He
(Barquq) repeatedly said, “for the ruler of Egypt there was no fear except
from Ibn ‘Uthman[.]”2

As the above passage implies, diplomatic exchanges were not merely routine
missions, but rather served as seals of acknowledgement from the sender that
recognized the recipient’s sovereignty and political authority. By sending his
emissaries to the Ottoman court, the Mamluk sultan Barquq recognized the
Ottomans’ status in the international arena—a status that would gradually
increase from the fourteenth century until 1512.

This passage from Ibn Bahadur does not reveal, however, how different
components of these missions contributed to this process of diplomatic
acknowledgement. Although every mission had a specific and immediate task
to discuss or negotiate, it often conveyed indirect yet equally important
messages that were primarily disseminated through correspondence, gifts,
envoys, and ceremonies such as ambassadorial audiences.® The fifteenth-



century Mamluk historian Ibn Taghribirdi (d.1470) revealed the widespread
recognition of these elements—at least in Mamluk society—when he
repeated the old proverb, “The strength and greatness of a king is known
from three things: his letter, his envoy, and his gift.”* Contemporary Ottoman
texts expressing parallel sensitivities have not yet emerged, but it is
reasonable to assume that the Ottomans embraced similar principles.

When the Mamluks—the leading sovereigns of the Sunni Muslim world
and the eastern Mediterranean—and the Ottomans—a minor but growing
principality along the frontiers of the Byzantine Empire—initiated their
earliest diplomatic contacts, they used envoys, gifts, letters, and ceremonies
to disseminate and negotiate their imperial ideologies. Every individual or
item that accompanied, welcomed, or hosted a diplomatic mission
contributed to the non-verbal communication of diplomacy, and these
elements often completed the actual message or enhanced its effect on its
recipient.5

A closer look at the practices of the Ottoman and Mamluk courts,
however, reveals the striking inequality between the established character of
Mamluk court etiquette and the developing quality of the Ottomans during
the period under investigation. The Mamluks relied on a stable body of
regulations that was primarily inherited from their Ayyubid predecessors
when they took over the Ayyubid imperial capital, Cairo.® The architecture of
the ceremonial spaces in their citadel-palace—which had been constructed
by the Ayyubids—was also deeply influenced by the traditions of the Great
Seljuks.” Additionally, the possible Mongol influence on early Mamluk
ceremonials should be taken into consideration, as well as other sources that
made additional references to diverse Muslim and non-Muslim traditions.?
The Mamluk sultans and their advisors merely modified this deeply-rooted
framework to fit their changing political conditions and needs.”

During this period the Ottomans moved their capital three times—to
Bursa, Edirne, and finally Constantinople—while the Mamluks remained in
Cairo, a fact that also reflected the disparity between the settled Mamluk
institutions and the emerging Ottoman ones. With each new capital and
palace, the Ottomans further refined their court etiquette and ceremonies.
They gradually built their own equivalents of the Mamluks’ institutions and
constructed parallel ceremonies, often by emulating other Islamic courts and
by assimilating practices from the lands they conquered.!? Although Ottoman



rituals and institutions shared a number of characteristics with Mamluk
practices, they were also strongly inspired by the Timurids.!! During its
second phase of construction after 1468, the Topkapt Palace in
Constantinople served as a stage for the reformulation of Ottoman rituals and
imperial ideology,!? and this phase of reformulation had not yet ended in
1512. By this time, however, the Ottomans had clearly devised their own
body of distinct regulations and conventions that carried traces of Islamic,
Byzantine, and even Central Asian nomadic traditions.!3 To trace the gradual
divergence of Ottoman and Mamluk ceremonials, as well as interpret the
diplomatic interactions that will be discussed in the following chapters, an
overview of their mutual diplomatic repertoire is necessary. This overview
traces the typical sequence of a diplomatic mission, beginning with the
selection of an ambassador and ending with his return home.

The First Step: Selecting an Ambassador

For an embassy a man is required who has served kings, who is bold in
speaking, who has traveled widely, who has a portion of every branch of
learning, who is retentive of memory and farseeing, who is tall and
handsome, and if he is old and wise that is better. If a boon-companion is sent
as an envoy he will be more reliable; and if a man is sent who is brave and
manly, skilled in arms and horsemanship, and renowned as duellist, it will be
extremely good, for he will shew the world that our men are like him; and if
an ambassador be a man of noble family that will be good too, for they will
have respect for his ancestry and not do him any mischief; and he should not
be a wine-bibber, a buffoon, a gambler, a babbler or a simpleton. Very often
kings have sent envoys bearing gifts of money and valuables and sued for
peace and shewn themselves weak and submissive; after giving this illusion
they have followed up by sending prepared troops and picked men in the
attack and defeating the enemy. The conduct and good sense of an

ambassador are a guide to the conduct, wisdom, judgment, and greatness of
his king.14

Although this passage from Nizam al-Mulk (d.1092), who established an
almost legendary reputation as the experienced vizier of the young Seljuk
Sultan Malikshah, was produced nearly three centuries before the first



diplomatic exchange between the Ottomans and the Mamluks, it offered a
timeless guide for a ruler choosing his diplomatic representatives. The fact
that this guide appeared in a book that belonged to the same genre as Mirror
for Princes—an advice book for rulers—revealed the intention of the wise
vizier: to warn kings to select their envoys wisely. The brief section on the
qualities of ambassadors in the encyclopedic chancery manual of the Mamluk
scholar and secretary al-Qalgashandi (d.1418) also suggested that these
principles resonated with fifteenth-century Mamluk perceptions. !

Rulers selected their envoys carefully.!® In an age when modern means of
communication were not available, the Ottoman and Mamluk sovereigns
relied on their diplomatic representatives for a number of crucial tasks, from
transmitting their images to negotiating treaties. The envoys sustained
communications between the courts, carried oral messages (some of which
were entrusted to them in confidence), and protected the honor of their
sovereigns. While some served as mere messengers, a number gathered
intelligence.!”

Beyond their loyalty to their rulers, envoys ideally possessed linguistic
competence and social skills. An envoy who knew the language of the court
he visited was more likely to succeed there,'8 and the Ottomans frequently
benefited from the services of subjects who could speak the correct languages
in European courts.!® Mamluk bureaucratic practices evinced a similar
concern.20 Envoys familiar with a local culture, who had already built
connections with the members of a particular court, or who could appeal to
the personal interests or hobbies of a recipient ruler, were also more likely to
achieve their mission. During the period under investigation, a professional
body of diplomats did not yet exist, but some individuals who shouldered this
responsibility more than once rose to eminence as quasi-diplomats.2!

Ottoman sources for this period only offer some tentative conclusions
about how representatives were selected.?? In choosing envoys, leaders
generally examined a candidate’s occupational background and social status,
which would contribute to their imperial message and image.?> The
Ottomans tailored their embassies to the Mamluk court to make a particular
impression at a particular moment; they chose prestigious military
commanders to declare military victories and scholars of Islam to emphasize
their dedication to their faith.24 If a mission dealt with legal issues such as an
inheritance or the negotiation of a treaty, they sent legal scholars.2> By 1512,



the Ottoman rulers—particularly Bayezid II—had started to rely increasingly
on representatives from the devsirme (child levy) system for diplomatic
missions to Cairo.25

The Ottomans’ eventual preference for devsirme recruits mirrored the
pattern of envoy selection at the Mamluk court. During the Bahri Mamluk
reign (1250-1390), which preceded their diplomatic exchanges with the
Ottomans, the Mamluks tended to send more than one ambassador, often one
from the military class and one from the scholarly class.?” Later, the Mamluk
sultans frequently sent sufis and scholars to other Muslim courts, but
generally dispatched mamluks to the Ottoman court.?® This choice might
have reflected practical concerns; both the Ottoman administration and the
Mamluk amirs spoke Turkish—albeit different dialects—and therefore could
communicate efficiently. The Mamluk sultans’ growing reliance on mamluks
for diplomatic missions also paralleled the increasing militarization in the
Mamluk regime—an argument that must be tested by further study.2” During
the fifteenth century, this practice became so prevalent that these mamluks
were occasionally appointed to positions (such as ihtisab) that were
previously occupied by legal scholars.3?

At first glance the role of ambassador was likely seen as an honor, since it
demonstrated a ruler’s confidence in an individual. In reality the position was
demanding because it oscillated between two extremes. While envoys might
receive the highest honors and prestige during and after their missions, they
would often have to undertake great risk. The possibility always existed that
the titulature accorded to a recipient in the correspondence, a specific
message, a gift, or their own behavior might elicit the recipient’s wrath.3
Although the conventions of Islamic diplomatic practices demanded and
described the good treatment of ambassadors, these conventions were
occasionally violated.32 Even if their lives were spared, envoys were
sometimes subjected to abuse.33 Occasionally, unforeseen conditions, such as
the natural death of an envoy or even a ruler, plagued the success of a
diplomatic mission.>* As they struggled with an infinite number of
possibilities, envoys would risk humiliation, their careers, their wealth, and
sometimes even their lives when they undertook a diplomatic mission.

The Preparation of Letters: Content, Outlook,



Interpretation, and Secretaries

While his ambassador prepared for departure, a ruler and his advisors crafted
the correspondence and selected the gifts for the recipient ruler. Two separate
letters were prepared on occasion, with the second piece (qa’ima or tabat)
containing a reaffirmation of the initial message and/or a list of the
accompanying gifts.3> Since very limited information exists about the
Ottoman practices that revolved around the preparation of diplomatic
correspondence during this period, the rest of this section will focus on
Mamluk practices.

Although they might sound mundane to modern ears, the external features
of correspondence—such as the size of the paper or the formulas greeting the
recipient—carried levels of meaning beyond their actual content. In Mamluk
chancery practices, these features were hierarchically organized and selected
according to the rank of the recipient and the intent of the sender. This order
also revealed the ideologies and worldviews of rulers since, each ruler had a
different title and therefore a different status in the medieval political
world.3® While caliphs always ranked first in this political system and were
honored accordingly, during this period the Mamluk administrators
categorized the other Muslim rulers with whom they regularly corresponded
into three main groups.3” The highest category included the rulers of Chingiz
Khan’s successors, such as the Ilkhanids, the Jalayirids, and the Timurids.
The next category consisted of Anatolian dynasties, such as the Karamanids.
Less significant Anatolian powers comprised the lowest ranking group.3?
Finally, non-Muslim powers were treated as a separate group and ranked
among themselves.3?

Rulers took these categories into account when choosing the external
characteristics of a letter, such as paper size, the type of calligraphy used, and
ink color.4? The most valuable paper—and therefore the most prestigious—
was full-sized Baghdadi paper, which was reserved for rulers from the
highest category.*! Additionally, a liberal usage of space on this same paper
conveyed the wealth and superiority of its sender. By contrast, rulers of lesser
rank would receive letters on half- or third-sized Baghdadi sheets;*? the
smallest size was used to correspond with rulers from Anatolian principalities
or Ilkhanid governors and functionaries.*> Only three references discussed
the paper size used in Ottoman—Mamluk correspondence.** While one of the



references is unclear, and the other two suggest that in the early fifteenth
century Mamluk letters to the Ottomans were composed on third-sized
Baghdadi paper.*°

The internal characteristics of a letter were as important as its external
appearance.*® Each letter contained epistolary sections such as the
introductory protocol (fawatih) and the ending protocol (khawatim), each of
which was divided into further sub-sections.*” A number of predefined
transitional phrases and expressions ensured clear and smooth connections
between the sections.*® The introductory protocol of a letter held particular
significance because it not only illuminated the nature of the power
relationship between the recipient and the sender, but also clarified the theme
or genre of the correspondence.*® For instance, if a letter announced a
military victory (fathname), both the language and the greetings in the
introduction made this purpose clear.>? This study will emphasize titulature
or honorifics (lagab, pl. algab) as the essential elements of the introductory
protocol, although occasional references to other elements will also appear.

Titulature served as the primary indicator of how a sender and a recipient
of a letter viewed each other.”! Pages-long lists of honorifics in diplomatic
manuals and collections of letters demonstrated that the use of appropriate
titles was not merely an unchanging part of ceremonials but held great
significance in Islamic diplomatic culture.®? As political conditions shifted,
titles were redesigned and adapted to the emerging power dynamics, and they
reflected the status of the recipient in the eyes of the sender. For instance, the
titles accorded to non-Muslim rulers referred generally to their Christian
faith, while those that the Mamluks bestowed on the Ottomans acknowledged
the recipients’ warfare against the non-Muslims.”3 Conversely, the titulature
that the Ottomans accorded to the Mamluk sultans evoked the leadership of
the Mamluks in the Islamic world. Since a ruler’s status was negotiated with
the usage of titulature, a title that did not satisfy the expectations of its
recipient could trigger a period of deterioration in a diplomatic relationship.>

As some political powers disappeared and new ones emerged, the
hierarchical organization of their titles evolved.”> Depending on the political
climate, a ruler could be demoted to a lower level of appellation or promoted
to a higher one by his peers. While independent from short-term political
changes, most titles had a limited life span; some took on a higher or lower
connotation while others fell into disuse.”® The following chapters will show,



however, a slow yet steady promotion in the titulature that the Mamluks used
to address their rising Ottoman peers.°’

Through various familiar tropes and themes, diplomatic correspondence
mirrored the imperial ideologies of its senders and changed according to the
political context and goal of a mission.”® Traditional references and citations
were common, and some authorities on epistolary writing maintained that
“each letter should contain at least one rhetorical concept from the Qur’an or
Prophetic tradition.”° Letter-writers often invoked the names of prominent
figures in Arabic, Persian, and Islamic literature—first and foremost the
Prophet—to make a desired point.° Among other tropes, seniority and age
hierarchy were among the rhetorical tools used to maintain or improve
diplomatic relationships.®! Finally, whenever one Muslim sovereign needed
to sustain positive contacts with another, he used the imagery of “two arms
from a body” to remind the recipient of their shared religion.%?

In Ottoman—Mamluk correspondence these tropes shifted over time, and
familiar themes were gradually alluded to in drastically different ways. For
example, the Ottomans tried to explain or even legitimize their succession
policy (fratricide) in their early correspondence with the Mamluks.%3 As the
Ottoman dynasty remained in power, however, they increasingly and proudly
accentuated their succession practices in order to target what they believed
was the weakest aspect of the Mamluk sultans’ image: their background as
recently converted slaves. In the past, other rulers such as Timur had
denigrated the Mamluk regime with similar attacks.%* The Turco-Mongol
ruler, who rose to power in Central Asia in 1370s and died in 1405, claimed
Chingizid heritage and founded the Timurid dynasty. These kinds of shifts
prove the plasticity of these tropes and of the language of diplomacy, and
rulers and their advisors skillfully employed them for maximum effect.

This rich amalgam of external and internal features—from paper size to
titulature to tropes—produced eloquent yet complex texts that often elude
literal translation. A greater understanding of these letters, therefore, depends
upon a careful method of reading that pays attention to their historical
contexts and the shifting meanings of expressions.°°

Closely linked to this issue of textual interpretation are concerns about the
preservation and the authenticity of letters. Far more Mamluk chancery
manuals and compilations of letters exist than Ottoman, and these two types



of texts served as the main depositories of official correspondence for the
period under investigation. A compilation of letters mainly consisted of
different samples of administrative and diplomatic correspondence
occasionally accompanied by lists of titulature. A chancery manual may have
included not only samples of letter writing, but also illuminated the
diplomatic conventions of the time with descriptions of multiple
administrative and bureaucratic practices, from court etiquette to the rankings
of contemporary rulers. The earliest-known Mamluk versions of these
documents date to the early fourteenth century.5

The completion of the seven-volume chancery manual Subh al-A‘sha fi
Sina‘at al-Insha’ by the Mamluk scholar and secretary Shihab al-din Abu
al-‘Abbas Ahmad b. ‘Ali al-Qalgashandi (1355-1418) in 1412 culminated
this genre.%” After a brief teaching career, al-Qalqashandi became a secretary
in the Mamluk imperial chancery and produced works in different genres
including law and the secretarial arts.® He became primarily known,
however, for his encyclopedic Subh al-A‘sha. Its rich content demonstrated
the extent of the administrative structure and diplomatic etiquette that
regulated the Mamluk court and provided information on the administration,
rules, and ceremonials of earlier Islamic regimes such as the Fatimids. In
addition to offering samples of correspondence, al-Qalgashandi covered
numerous topics, such as the details that differentiated diverse types of
internal and external correspondence, the titulature accorded to rulers
depending on their rank in Mamluk perceptions, the types of papers and ink
for diverse types of correspondence, and different types of ceremonials.

Ottoman works similar to al-Qalgashandi’s did not exist before the
sixteenth century. A few scattered compilations of letters (miinseat) emerged
from the fifteenth century onward, but they were humble in both size and
content, and were comprised mostly of internal correspondence.? The
earliest available and most substantial miingeat was that of Feridun Bey, who
died in 1555.70 Even Feridun Bey’s work, however, does not extend beyond
a collection of letters and a list of honorifics. The earliest extant record that
described the ceremonies and ambassadorial audiences at the Ottoman court
dates to the mid-seventeenth century and was titled El¢ci Kanunnamesi (The
Code of Ambassadors).”! It was not until the early eighteenth century that the
tesrifat defterleri (works that recorded codes of official court ceremonies,
protocol, and etiquette) proliferated and were often used by officers of



etiquette as reference books.”?

In the absence of more comprehensive sources, therefore, we benefit from
the scanty evidence available in Ottoman chronicles, traveler accounts,’3
anecdotes recounted by envoys,’4 and the accounts of various figures who
entered the service of the Ottoman court.”> Using the aforementioned
seventeenth-century or later sources to reconstruct a fifteenth-century
ambassadorial audience at the Ottoman court presents a methodological risk
to researchers. Besides the inherent risks of recording an event long after it
happened, the authors and copyists who reproduced the texts were also
known to editorialize, often in an attempt to create a more glorious account.”®
Despite their shortcomings, these later sources are still occasionally cited due
to the dearth of primary sources on early Ottoman ceremonials.”” The paucity
and vulnerability of primary sources, especially Ottoman ones, raise the
thorny issue of credibility regarding Feridun Bey’s miinseat, a main Ottoman
depository for Ottoman—Mamluk correspondence and a primary source for
this study. Although the authenticity of this source has been questioned in the
past, for the period under investigation (after 1389), it proves to be relatively
reliable.”8

Since correspondence formed a crucial part of their public image, rulers
prepared it carefully. Most letters from foreign rulers were performed orally
at the time of their presentation to the Mamluk sultan, while others were
performed publicly in congregational mosques.”? Their preparation
demanded not only multiple drafts, but also the cooperation of the ruler, his
administrators or advisors, and members of the chancery (diwan al-insha’).8°
In the Mamluk administration, the katib al-sirr (the head of the Mamluk
chancery or confidential secretary) served a critical role in the formulation of
diplomatic correspondence. Depending on his personal skills and training, he
often relied on the talents of the katib al-insha’ (composition secretary), who
was often more experienced in or more academically suited to the
composition of formal letters.®! The Mamluk historian Ibn Taghribirdi’s
critical comments about a katib al-sirr of Barsbay’s testify to the high
standards some members of Mamluk learned class held for secretaries:

The appointment of this ignoramus to a high position such as this [katib al-
sirr] was counted one of the mistakes of al-Malik al-Ashraf [Barsbay],
because his ignorance was a disgrace. For if al-Malik al-Ashraf were wise



and intelligent, and he should receive from some distant ruler a letter
containing elegant and eloquent prose and poetry, and he should wish his
confidential secretary to reply with something surpassing it or at least equal
to it (as al-Malik al-Nasir Muhammad ibn Qalawun and other great rulers
used to do), he would know the shortcomings of the one whom he has
appointed to this office.52

In addition to their eloquent writing, these secretaries often memorized the
Qur’an because they were expected to incorporate its verses into their
prose.83 They also needed to be well-informed about the finer points of
official correspondence and excel in employing them skillfully. In short, they
were to be masters of literary composition (insha’ in Arabic; insa’ in
Turkish).

While the field of official correspondence was complex, a vague
relationship connected the Mamluk and Ottoman practices of literary
composition. Many scholars rightly argue that the Persian tradition
influenced the Ottomans.?4 Although it is impossible to determine exactly
where the influence of one specific tradition ended and another one began—
particularly in a field such as Islamic diplomatic practices,5> which drew
heavily from both Persian and Arabic conventions—the possible influence of
Mamluk insha’ culture on the fledgling Ottoman culture should also be
considered.?® In their letters to the Mamluks, the Ottomans loyally followed
the Mamluk rankings of Arabic titulature,8” and, despite the fact that both the
Ottoman and Mamluk ruling classes spoke Turkish, the official
correspondence between the two lands was exclusively drawn in Arabic until
the sixteenth century.%8

The presence of Mamluk-trained scholars and administrators in early
Ottoman institutions further supports the possibility that the Ottomans
borrowed from Mamluk insha’ practices. An early example of such a scholar
was Shams al-din al-Jazari (1350-1429), a celebrated expert of Qur’anic
reading (gira’at) and the art of composition.8? After he fell out of favor with
Mamluk administrators, the Ottoman ruler Bayezid welcomed him to Bursa
with the utmost respect, and Shams al-din al-Jazari pursued his career there
until Timur defeated Bayezid in 1402. The scholar’s son, Muhammad ibn al-
Jazari (also known as Muhammad al-Asghar), accompanied him to Bursa and
later followed his father to the Timurid capital of Samargand. In his later life,



Muhammad eventually returned to the Ottoman lands and was given a post at
the Ottoman court composing documents, possibly including official
correspondence to other rulers.”0 Mehmed I also considered him for higher
positions such as the vizierate, but hesitated because of Muhammad’s
publicly-known weakness for opium.’! With his diverse background,
Muhammad al-Asghar likely brought influences from both Mamluk and
Timurid insha’ practices to the Ottoman chancery. Ibn ‘Arabshah (1392—
1450), another Mamluk scholar who was competent in Persian, Turkish, and
Arabic, served as the head of the chancery in the Ottoman ruler Mehmed I’s
court and probably occupied the official position of nisanci, which was the
head of Ottoman chancery and the Ottoman equivalent of katib al-sirr. He
originated from the Mamluk city of Damascus but left after it was conquered
by Timur in 1400-1 and later trained in Samargand. Besides translating some
literary works for Mehmed I into Turkish, he composed Mehmed’s letters to
the Mamluk sultan al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh in Arabic.”2

Among scholars who might have influenced Ottoman diplomatic
correspondence, Molla Giirani (d.1488) was among the best known. He most
likely came from a Persian-speaking background and spent many years
learning and teaching in Mamluk territory.”> Later in his career, he was
introduced by some Ottoman scholars to the Ottoman ruler Murad II, who
appointed him to tutor Mehmed II, the young prince and future sultan. Years
later Mehmed II solicited the services of his old tutor to write his diplomatic
correspondence—in particular the victory proclamation of Constantinople—
to his Mamluk counterpart in Cairo.”* Molla Giirani’s prose, like that of other
Mamluk-trained scholars, must have carried some elements of Mamluk style
to the Ottoman institutions in which he served.

Mehmed IT was not the only Ottoman sovereign who took great care in his
exchanges with the Mamluks. A record from the late fifteenth century
certifies that Mehmed II’s son Bayezid generously rewarded a poet who
composed a poem to accompany a letter to the Mamluk court.?® Despite all
their care, the Ottomans did not impress their Mamluk peers with the literary
and rhetorical quality of their correspondence until the early sixteenth
century. A letter Mehmed sent in 1456 following the Ottomans’ military
success in Serbia was criticized by the Mamluk chroniclers, who stated that
the letter suffered from the ignorance or inexperience of scribes who did not
know Arabic spelling and grammar.”® In contrast, a later correspondence that



was sent by Bayezid II to Qansuh al-Ghawri in 1511 was complimented by
Ibn Iyas for its exceptional literary qualities.?” The question remains open to
investigation: did this compliment reveal a sincere assessment of the
improving Ottoman chancery practices, or did it simply mirror the changing
times and the increasing status of the Ottomans? It is perhaps not coincidental
that during these later years, the Mamluks needed Ottoman help against the
encroaching Portuguese threat.?®

Preparing the Gifts

The recent interest of modern scholarship in gift practices affirms the
universality of gift exchanges, and the Ottomans and Mamluks were no
exception.?® Gift selection was an important aspect of preparing for a
diplomatic mission.199 Islamic culture particularly valued this practice
because it was mentioned in the Qur’an and came to be associated with the
Prophet after the rise of Islam.10! This cultural emphasis manifested itself in
a new literary genre, Kitab al-Hadaya (Book of Gifts), which produced books
dedicated to this entrenched practice. The earliest examples of Kitab al-
Hadaya probably appeared sometime before the eleventh century.!92 While
they are not among the most abundantly available records of Islamic culture
—so far only seven manuscripts have been identified—their existence alone
confirms the significance of this practice, especially since no similar genre
has been discovered in any other Mediterranean society.193

The size and complexity of the vocabulary used to describe gift exchanges
suggests that this practice was multi-faceted.194 Notably, some words
commonly used in Ottoman sources (such as hediye or piskes) have either
Arabic or Persian roots and were used cross-culturally. While hadaya, ‘atiya,
in‘am, tuhfa (meaning rarities), hiba,10°> ‘gja’ib (meaning marvels), and
muhadat1%® appear most often in Arabic (mostly Mamluk) sources,
hediye,197 don,108 atiye, piskes (or peskes),109 sacu,110 armagan,1!
tuhfe,112 yiiz kizardan, yiiz agardan,!13 and belek!14 occur most frequently
in the Ottoman context. These words, though they could have been used
interchangeably, did connote a hierarchical classification that illuminated the
relationship between the recipient and the donor. The Arabic word in‘am, for
instance, connoted largesse or described donatives granted by a sovereign to
his troops or soldiers, either to reward or ensure their loyalty during a long



campaign.}1> The Persian word peskes suggested a tribute or even a bribe
from the lower-ranking individual.!1® Likewise, the Turkish words yiiz
kizardan and yiiz agardan referred to an interaction between an inferior donor
and a superior recipient, while the word don may have referred to attire
presented as gifts.117 These connotations also raised the question of whether
an item was intended as a gift or as a bribe—an issue that has initiated long
discussions among scholars of Islamic law but did not have a direct bearing
on Ottoman—Mamluk diplomacy.}!8 The gifts that were included in
diplomatic missions were ideally protected by the same immunity offered to
envoys. They were also closely connected with economics and trade in
various ways—a connection which has been generally neglected by
researchers because of the overwhelming ideological, cultural, and symbolic
significance of gift exchanges.119 Gifts were occasionally known to deliver
secret messages at critical times.120

As both the extensive vocabulary for and the general emphasis on gift
exchange in Islamic culture reveal, gifts played a more significant role in
diplomacy than has been previously acknowledged.!?! Gifts—or the absence
of them—and their value often complemented an envoy’s mission with a
hidden or implied message.!?2 In one remarkable Mamluk—Ilkhanid
exchange in 1301, both the Ilkhanid ruler Ghazan (r.1295-1304) and the
young Mamluk sultan al-Nasir Muhammad (r.1293-4, 1299-1309, 1310-41)
stated in their letters that they would judge the sincerity of the other’s
intentions for peace after seeing his gifts.123

As the case of Ghazan and al-Nasir Muhammad suggests, the rulers in this
part of the world acknowledged the communicative power of gifts and were
therefore particularly careful with their selection.!?* A passage in which the
sixteenth century Ottoman chronicler Nesri depicted the Ottoman—Mamluk
exchange after the successful Ottoman battle in Varna (1444) reflected this
same realization:

to the sultan of Egypt, [Murad II] sent Azeb Bey [as an ambassador], he sent
a considerable number of infidel [prisoners of war] in their armors, they
displayed armors [...] and when the sultan of Egypt saw these infidels in their
armors [he said: “] Allah[!] May Ibn-i Osman (the Ottomans) be victorious
[!”,] that Friday he made the sermons in the mosques be read in the name of
Murad Han and gave a substantial amount of goods to Azeb Bey[.]}2°



Although no specific objects were exclusively given to either rulers or
ambassadors (or to the administrators of a hosting court), gifts for rulers were
always the most elaborate and expensive of the mission. Garments, furs,
swords, weaponry, horses, saddles, helmets, tents, silver and gold artifacts,
slaves, and porcelains were common offerings for rulers, and sometimes even
cash or coins were sent. For some missions, fabrics or weaponry were the
predominant offerings. In others, slaves—which were particularly valued as
gifts—were exchanged between sovereigns, while robes of honor were
bestowed primarily upon diplomatic representatives.!?® Hunting animals,
such as birds, were also among favorite and valued gifts, as hunting was a
privilege for sovereigns and other members of the court.2”

Sovereigns also attempted to choose gifts that appealed to the personal
interests of a recipient ruler in order to strengthen the ties between the two
courts or to ensure the success of a mission.!?® For instance, the relationship
between the Ottoman ruler Bayezid II and the Counts of Mantua in Italy (who
were members of the Gonzaga family) originated with Count Francesco II’s
passion for horses.!?? The count, who wanted to enlarge his stables, began
sending representatives to buy horses from Ottoman lands. Bayezid, who
needed allies in European courts, wanted to keep the lines of communication
open with the Gonzagas and began to send them horses and riding equipment.
The presence of Bayezid’s brother Cem in Europe gave the Ottoman ruler an
additional incentive to play careful politics with European leaders, and he
supplemented these gifts with relics of Christianity that carried great
symbolic value for Christian rulers.!30

Since their earliest diplomatic contacts, the Ottomans and Mamluks had
taken part in this tradition of mutual gift exchange.!3! While the Mamluks
sent Alexandrian or Aleppen textiles to the Ottomans, the Ottomans
reciprocated with Bursan silk and Angoran wool. Alongside these more
common items, both courts, with their strong interest in warfare and military
skills, turned weaponry and horses into highly valued and frequent gifts.132
Foreign weaponry acquired as spoils was primarily sent by the Ottomans to
the Mamluks and served the additional purpose of showcasing their own
military power.133 Although in a number of other historical contexts sending
artillery and weaponry indicated hostility, in the Ottoman—Mamluk context
no evidence suggests that these objects caused or contributed to any conflict
between the two lands.134



Rulers also took particular pride in giving items that the recipient would
have found difficult to procure. Ottoman rulers often gave silver items to the
Mamluk court, a gesture that was at least partially an allusion to their
conquest of silver-rich Serbian and Bosnian lands.!3> Slaves or prisoners of
war were common gifts from the Ottomans to the Mamluks, particularly
when the purpose of the mission was to announce or to congratulate a
military success, or to improve relations that had become strained.!3® The
value of this particular gift did not solely stem from the economic cost of a
slave, but also highlighted the drastic difference between the groups’ access
to slaves. While the Ottomans acquired slaves during their regular campaigns
and frontier attacks in the Balkans, the Mamluks had to purchase the slaves
upon which they built their military system.13” Geography also played a part
in this discrepancy, since the Ottomans were geographically closer to the
routes of the slave trade than the Mamluks. Sending slaves or prisoners of
war, therefore, became a particularly Ottoman way to announce success,
wealth, and expanding political power, as well as accentuate the aspects of
ghaza and jihad in their evolving image.l3® The Ottoman preference of
offering fur to the Mamluk sultans likely also stemmed from geography and
their relatively direct access to the northern Black Sea coasts and territories
beyond.13°

In return, the Mamluks sent the Ottomans spices and valuable Indian or
Chinese textiles, which they easily obtained because of their control of the
Red Sea and their proximity to the Indian Ocean trade system. Balsam, which
European travelers referred to as a very valuable gift from the Mamluk
sultan, was sent to the Ottoman court a few times, but only on very special
occasions.}4? Although Chinese porcelains were among valuable gifts the
Mamluk court sent to other rulers, it was never mentioned as a gift to the
Ottomans.!4! On multiple occasions, however, the Mamluks conveyed exotic
wild animals to the Ottoman court: elephants,142 giraffes,143 leopards or
lions, 144 palrrots,145 and wild asses or mules.!46 These rare animals
symbolized the wealth and power of the sender and could be seen as
extraordinary signs of generosity to improve or maintain a relationship. Only
a sovereign had the resources to maintain a menagerie.'4” Thus these exotic
animal gifts performed a dual function: they not only underlined the Mamluk
connection to distant lands, but also their escalating respect for the Ottomans.
The fact that the Ottoman ruler Murad II requested an elephant from the
Mamluk sultan Barsbay perhaps reveals this Ottoman ruler’s recognition of



his regime’s need for a more elaborate courtly life-style.148

Along with the more traditional offerings, decapitated heads of prisoners
of war, captured rulers, or enemy commanders were some of the gifts that
delivered confusing, if not contradictory, messages. Depending on the
relationship between the recipient and the sender, they might have
symbolized either submission or a threat.14° In 1507, Qansuh al-Ghawri was
pleased when one of his commanders sent him the severed heads of Safavid
soldiers as a symbolic gift that announced Mamluk military victory. His
predecessor Qaytbay, however, did not hide his resentment when the
Aqqoyunlu ruler Uzun Hasan sent him the head of the Timurid sultan Abu
Sa‘id in 1469. He gave the deceased ruler’s head a proper Islamic burial with
an accompanying formal procession.!>® Qansuh al-Ghawri behaved in a
similar manner upon receiving the head of Uzbeg Khan, which arrived with a
Safavid embassy from Shah Isma‘il.1°! Likewise, when the Ottoman sultan
Selim I sent the head of the Dulkadirid ruler to Cairo, Qansuh al-Ghawri
interpreted his “gift” as a threat to the Mamluk regime, despite contrary
statements from the accompanying Ottoman ambassadors.!? As was the
case with the titulature used in correspondence, this diversity of meanings
lent a dynamic character to Ottoman—Mamluk interactions. In addition,
because of the reciprocal nature of gift exchange, each occasion gave them a
new opportunity to reevaluate each other and to adjust their mutual
perceptions accordingly.153

While some gifts possessed a dynamic significance and value, others
carried a designated status in the art of gift-giving. For instance, in socities
that valued ceremonial clothing and appurtenances, robes of honor naturally
held a special place in gift exchanges.!>* According to al-Qalqashandi, robes
were ranked in a hierarchical order, and a particular robe that was granted by
the caliph to a ruler was called a tashrif. Eventually, as caliphs lost their
political standing, the word tashrif was applied to special robes that the sultan
bestowed on his high-ranking administrators, governors, or vassals.1°°

In the language of gifts that both the Ottoman and Mamluk societies knew
so well, robes could also connote a hierarchical relationship between a more
prestigious giver and a lesser-ranking recipient.1°® The act of bestowing a
robe upon an envoy was a generous and widespread gesture. While some
scholars suggest that the ambassador who donned the robe of this host
pledged his vassalage to him, this interpretation is hardly conclusive.l°”



Particularly in Ottoman ceremonials, palace functionaries dressed an
ambassador in a robe of honor before he entered the presence of the Ottoman
sultan, and, in a number of cases, Mamluk ambassadors returned home
wearing an Ottoman robe of honor.1° It is unlikely to think that these
Mamluk ambassadors would have returned to their own sultan’s lands
wearing this robe if the gesture had insinuated a shift in their loyalties. The
gift was, at the very least, a reward for an ambassador. In fact, when a hosting
sovereign was not content with the message or the deportment of an
ambassador, he sometimes withheld the robe of honor as a clear sign of his
displeasure.1>?

Although a robe was a fitting gift for a diplomatic representative, it was
generally an inappropriate gift for a sovereign.1%0 Rulers employed them, on
occasion, to send a condescending or humiliating message to a recipient.
Bayezid I took deep offense when Timur expressed his superiority over the
younger Ottoman ruler by sending him a robe and, in his indignation, cited
his noble origins and greater wealth than Timur.!®! Clearly, the relationship
between Bayezid and Timur did not deteriorate merely because of a robe, but
rather because of the cultural meaning that their diplomatic conventions
invested in these textiles, along with these sovereigns’ conflicting territorial
ambitions. Remarkably, this same Ottoman sultan willingly accepted and put
on a robe of honor he received from the Mamluk sultan Barquq, although this
event is only recounted in Mamluk sources.!®2 Likewise, the Mamluk sultan
Barsbay worried deeply upon hearing a report that the Ottoman ruler Murad
IT had accepted and worn a robe from the Timurid sovereign Shahrukh
(d.1447).163 Barsbay had been hoping to join forces with Murad against the
Timurids, and he feared that this gesture symbolized Murad’s deference to
Shahrukh. Later, when Barsbay heard that he was misinformed about the
incident, the Mamluk sultan expressed great relief.164

Robes also manifested the significance of seniority and were frequently
exchanged among the older and younger members of a family, as was the
case with Bayezid II and his son Korkud.1®> Likewise, Prince Korkud
received a robe of honor from the considerably older Mamluk sultan Qansuh
al-Ghawri during his stay in Mamluk lands. This event, which did not cause
any friction between the two courts, indicated not only the precedence of age
in these societies, but also suggested that, despite any expectations the prince
may have had, he still ranked below the Mamluk sultan.



The meanings of robes and other attire were further complicated when the
items were given from a ruler’s personal wardrobe. Sovereigns occasionally
gave their own clothes to individuals in their service, to envoys, or to other
rulers.1% For an ambassador, receiving a personal item from a sovereign was
often considered an honor because these items were believed to carry the
ruler’s aura or charisma.l®’ In a sense, the gifts seemed to complete a
“spiritual transmission” that paralleled practices from both Islamic sufi
traditions and Christian iconography.68 In the Islamic tradition, a disciple of
a sufi master was honored or promoted to a higher spiritual status when he
received a robe that was presumed to have belonged to a previous spiritual
leader.1%9 Likewise, the followers of the Fatimid caliph (who was the Isma’ili
imam) believed that their spiritual leader’s cast-off robe would transport his
“Baraka” or blessing to its new owner.1”? The fact that the Prophet’s robe has
long been regarded as a valuable Islamic relic also speaks volumes for the
cultural value that Muslim societies placed on the outer garments of political
or religious authorities.1”1

As with most diplomatic gift exchanges, the transference of a ruler’s
personal attire was open to a multitude of readings and prompted conflicting
responses. When Murad II gave his robe to the Mamluk ambassador
Taghribirdi (the only known occasion when an Ottoman ruler bestowed his
own robe on a Mamluk ambassador), this gesture was read in both Ottoman
and Mamluk contexts as a sign of Ottoman sultan’s delight with a friendly
message from his Mamluk counterpart.1”2 However, the gesture could have
served as a tool by which the sender expressed his superiority over the
recipient. For example, in January 1479 the Ottomans and the Venetians
signed a peace treaty that imposed harsh conditions on the Republic of
Venice after 16 years of warfare. After signing the treaty, the ambassador of
Venice, Giovanni Dario, returned home accompanied by the Ottoman
ambassador, Liitfi Bey. The Ottoman sultan Mehmed II sent valuable gifts to
the Venetian doge with his ambassador, including a woven belt from his own
wardrobe. When Liitfi Bey presented his sultan’s gifts to the doge, he
directed the doge to wear the belt “for love of his master.”1”3 This message
of superiority became clearer as Liitfi Bey and his entourage behaved with
the utmost arrogance during their stay in Venice.l”4

Occasionally, Ottoman and Mamluk rulers chose to redistribute the gifts
they received to other political sovereigns or their own subjects.l”> This



gesture allowed the recipient to transform his gift into his own “signs of
grandeur.”1”® By “regifting” what he accepted from another diplomatic
mission, a recipient ruler demonstrated his generosity while also non-verbally
articulating his own wealth and lack of need for the items.1”” The Mamluk
Sultan al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh ordered that the gifts of an Ottoman mission be
sold and that the revenue be used to construct his religious complex.1”® This
generous offering, beyond serving the common good, also emphasized the
ruler’s piety—a prime asset for the image of any Muslim ruler. When gifts
were granted to others or into the service of the community, they became
public, however indirectly, and were not as easily forgotten as the other
diplomatic gifts that remained behind palace walls. Even after the items were
no longer physically present, the gesture of giving became part of a social
memory and the ruler’s enduring image.l”? This practice of regifting,
therefore, gave rulers one more way to masterfully manage how they were
perceived both domestically and internationally.

Finally, some gifts carried ideological significance. Since both the
Ottoman and Mamluk rulers were Muslim, items that incorporated religious
symbolism were particularly meaningful. Books, especially copies of the
Qur’an, were often exchanged between the Muslim rulers.180 Although they
were rarely mentioned in descriptions of Ottoman—Mamluk gift exchanges,
they often denoted a positive message or a hidden attempt to improve the
relationship.!81 Even gifts that were seemingly intended for pious purposes,
however, could decorate a stage on which rulers’ political and ideological
challenges clashed with each other. With their openness for multiple
interpretations, gifts could render significant services in the exchange or
evolution of imperial ideologies.

Arrival and Housing of the Ambassadors

Despite sparse information about early Ottoman ceremonial practices,
evidence indicates that the Mamluks and Ottomans followed similar patterns
when accepting foreign embassies.!82 Once the correspondence and gifts
were entrusted to an ambassador, his entourage departed for the foreign court.
When an embassy entered Ottoman or Mamluk territory, however, officials at
the border (sometimes from the sending side, sometimes from the receiving
side) sent an advance courier to inform the capital of the mision’s arrival and



request safe passage for the mission.l®3 The receiving territory often
provided an escort for the mission.184 The Ottoman court sent a palace
functionary called a mihmandar (meeter and greeter or guide; in the Mamluk
context, the master of ceremonies) to the border to accompany diplomatic
missions, although it is not known exactly when this practice began.18>

Even at this early stage, a hosting ruler’s greeting procedure might divulge
his opinion of the incoming embassy and its sender.'86 In Mamluk practices,
both the rank of the host’s escort and the size of his entourage were
determined by the host’s perception of the sending ruler and their current
relationship.18” A high-ranking amir, a viceroy (na’ib al-saltana), or a chief
chamberlain (hajib al-hujjab) met higher-ranking emissaries or royal guests
while a mihmandar received the representatives of lower-ranking rulers.88
On rare occasions, Mamluk sultans were even known to leave their palace in
order to greet a political refugee or a visiting monarch in person.15°

After entering the capital, the delegation was guided to its lodgings.!?°
Missions to the Mamluk capital could be settled in the sultan’s palace or in
one of the minor palaces overlooking the polo-ground below the citadel;
according to Subh al-A‘sha this gesture indicated great respect for the
sender.19! Otherwise, the ambassador and his entourage were directed to a
guest-house or “some place according to his rank” such as the royal mansion
called the dar al-sultaniyya.l®? Alternately, some visitors were sometimes
housed in the mansions of former administrators.13

Unlike the detailed descriptions in Subh al-A‘sha and other Mamluk
chronicles, sources contain little information about the lodgings of foreign
representatives in Ottoman lands, particularly in the earlier capitals of Bursa
and Edirne.1?* El¢i Hani, Constantinople’s hostel for foreign missions that
was built in either 1509 or 1511, not only filled a practical need for housing,
but also revealed the Ottoman Empire’s gradual institutionalization of court
etiquette and diplomatic conventions.1®> Although this edifice, which was
probably built with funds from Hadim Ali Pasa, a grand vizier of Bayezid II,
has not survived to the present day, it was most likely located on Divan Yolu,
or the Council Road, the main processional route to the imperial palace and
the center of government. Like their Mamluk counterparts, however, the
Ottomans channeled different embassies to diverse locations; by the second
part of the sixteenth century, merely three or four decades after the
construction of El¢ci Hani, some embassies were directed instead to the



imperial palaces of dynasty members or viziers.19° It is not clear whether this
choice was guided by a practical need for more space or by a desire to offer
more comfortable accommodations to some particularly respected embassies.

If the Ottoman sovereign had left the capital, missions were sometimes
guided to his encampment and occasionally were even ordered to accompany
him during a military campaign. This arrangement occurred more frequently
during the early years of Ottoman growth.1°” Other rulers, such as Bayezid
II, spent considerable time in the old capital of Edirne and continued to
accept missions either in the palace or in its vicinity.198

In both the Mamluk and Ottoman capitals, some missions were kept under
house arrest or were accompanied by officers disguised as guides until the
sovereign returned or they were granted an audience. These officers not only
kept a close eye on the ambassador to ensure his security, but also to prevent
him from sending intelligence back home.l®° This measure was not
particularly effective, however, since we do know that ambassadors did
correspond with their own sovereigns while abroad.?%? The surveillance,
then, served perhaps as a psychological tactic to provoke a sense of anxiety
and helplessness in the minds of ambassadors, an attempt that should be
interpreted as a part of the image-building attempts of the hosting sovereign.
Impressing ambassadors was a prime goal of the hosting sovereigns, and
those accompanying the ruler during a campaign were exposed to a different
type of power display.

In both Ottoman and Mamluk practices, allocations either in cash or in
kind were also granted to diplomatic representatives.?%! These funds were
independent from the conventional gifts bestowed upon an envoy and his
entourage, yet they fulfilled a similar purpose: to display the donor’s wealth,
hospitality and generosity. This practice existed at the Mamluk court until the
end of the Mamluk regime,?%2 and, although some specialists of Ottoman
history date the beginning of this practice to 1538, it is likely that it existed
long before then and remained a regular practice until Selim III (r.1787-
1807).203

An additional practice during the early stages of an embassy was the
routine courtesy visits that an ambassador paid to prominent members of the
hosting administration before being introduced to the ruler.2%4 During these
visits, the ambassador not only offered gifts to these individuals and



cultivated acquaintances with important members of the hosting regime, but
was also often apprised of the basic etiquette and ceremonial rules he would
be expected to follow in his meeting with the sultan. This preparation and
advice could help him avoid a major faux pas that could threaten his mission,
if not his life. These networks also gave the ambassador easier access to the
sovereign.20> In Mamluk practices, the chief dragoman (interpreter or
translator) emerged as a particularly influential figure who could help an
ambassador build networks with high-ranking Mamluk officers and achieve
success in his mission.2%

The Crucial Day: Ambassadorial Audiences,
Court Etiquette, and Ceremonial Spaces in Cairo

The most critical moment of any diplomatic encounter was the ambassador’s
audience with the hosting sovereign, and both the host and his guest prepared
carefully. Ambassadors received detailed instructions from their own
sovereigns, while the hosting sovereign and his advisors designed the
ceremonies or processions for the ambassador.297 Although the conventions
of both courts overlapped substantially—particularly during the early stages
of their relationship—the Ottomans increasingly developed their own
ceremonial customs over time.

The ambassadors’ processions from their lodgings to the audience hall
enabled them to display their own sovereign’s wealth and prestige to the
hosting court as well as the common people.208 In Mamluk ceremonials, the
layout of the imperial capital allowed such public display and observation.29°
We know some missions captured the public’s attention because narrative
accounts recount their processions, especially if they included a noticeably
large entourage or valuable gifts. On some occasions, ambassadors also
recorded that they were picked up by Mamluk officers at or before daybreak
and were accompanied by them during the parade to the citadel.210 These
processions, or at least parts of them, were likely also watched by the
residents of the citadel and even by the sultan himself. Since at least the time
of the Fatimids, diplomatic processions through Cairo had been occasionally
observed by the ruler behind grilled windows (shubbak).2ll Later in the
Mamluk citadel, similar windows were used to serve as a reminder of the



ruler’s presence or to incorporate it into the ceremonials.212

Although the Mamluk regime benefitted from the legacy of the preceding
regimes in Cairo, these earlier practices did not remain untouched. Many of
the Mamluk sultans changed the main ceremonial rules and regulations, some
because of their personal tastes and some because they wanted to promulgate
a slightly different imperial image and ideology.2!3 Sultan Barquq
particularly emerged as a figure of remarkable ceremonial innovation.214 His
sultanate has been identified as the moment of transfer from the Bahri to the
Burji regime, and, although the preceding Bahri regime was not based upon
dynastic succession, it was predominantly occupied by Sultan Qalawun and
his descendants, who played significant roles in constructing the ceremonial
spaces within the citadel. Barquq broke with many Qalawunid practices?1°
and modified even basic traditions such as the days when the court (diwan in
Arabic; divan in Turkish) convened or when dar al-‘adl sessions were held—
which were also the days when the sultan accepted foreign missions.?1°
Barquq preferred morning or day sessions with ambassadors rather than al-
Nasir Muhammad’s custom of night sessions.?!”

During his reign, Barquq also changed the locations where diplomatic
audiences were received. At the beginning of the fourteenth century—prior to
the first diplomatic contact between the Ottomans and the Mamluks—the
grand portico (al-Iwan al-Kabir) of the Mamluk citadel was established as a
hall for administrative meetings, dar al-‘adl sessions, and as a space to
receive foreign envoys.?!® In Barqug’s days this Iwan was used less
frequently, and the dar al-‘adl sessions moved to the Hippodrome,?1® where
he also accepted foreign dignitaries.?2® Rumayla Square, under the citadel,
was also increasingly used for processions, including ambassadorial
audiences.??!

Although some later Mamluk sultans preferred other venues, each of these
audience halls consistently exhibited imperial power and prestige.222 On the
day of an audience, the sultan took his seat on an elevated throne or dais
(takht al-muluk) at the far end of the hall, often with his legs crossed or
folded “in the tailor’s fashion.”?23 His commanders and functionaries lined
up to his right and left.224 Once the embassy, which had been previously
instructed about proper etiquette,22° reached the outer gates of the palace,
they dismounted from their horses and were stripped of their weapons by
palace officers.22® They passed multiple gates, finding a new hall and a new



crowd of spectators behind each one.22” Once the palace chamberlains (plu.
hujjab) ushered the ambassador and his entourage into the main hall, the
visitors kissed the ground,?2® and the katib al-sirr formally presented the
ambassador to the sultan. Ambassadors, generally, were not permitted to sit
during an audience. The dawadar (literally, the bearer and keeper of the royal
inkwell)22° took the letter from the ambassador.23? He then gave it to the
sultan, who opened it before giving it to the head of the chancery. Finally, the
head of the chancery read the letter aloud.?3! The chief dragoman may have
translated the message, which was then conveyed by the nazir al-hass and the
amir al-kabir or the dawadar and the katib al-sirr to the sultan.?32 The
ambassador’s gifts were also presented to the sultan at this time, although
little evidence survives about the particular rules concerning their
presentation in the Mamluk court. Palace functionaries probably carried them
into the audience hall on pillows.233

During the audience, the sultan appeared—or at least was expected to
appear—to be a proud, silent, and inaccessible figure.234 This imposing
imperial image was also manifested in the sultan’s gestures. To recognize an
ambassador’s presence, he might have merely nodded or stood.23> If he
wanted to honor his guest, he might have spoken to the ambassador,236 since
the ambassador was forbidden to speak directly to the sultan unless he was
addressed first. Most of the time, the dawadar addressed the ambassador.
Finally, the ambassador was seated at the banquet, often near the hujjab or
dragoman.?3” While musicians sometimes played during the banquet,?>8 on
rare occasions the ambassadors enjoyed additional displays, such as the scene
of bastinado that an ambassador from Naples witnessed during his audience
in 1483.23

Ambassadorial Audiences from Bursa to
Constantinople

In contrast to the enduring framework that governed ambassadorial audiences
in the Mamluk capital, the multiple transfers of Ottoman capitals make it
particularly difficult to reconstruct a general picture of their ceremonials in
their earliest center, Bursa. Although it served as the Ottoman capital from
1326, the city was destroyed at least once by the combined Timurid and



Karamanid forces in the aftermath of the Ankara battle (1402), which may
have ruined existing ceremonial spaces or palaces. After the capital was
transferred from Bursa to Edirne, most likely in the early fifteenth century,
the processions that were performed in Bursa’s architectural monuments and
ceremonial spaces were soon forgotten.

The existence of some kind of pomp and ceremony, however, is confirmed
by the accounts of the Mamluk ambassador Amir al-Kujkuni, who was sent
to Bursa by Sultan Barquq in 1392. In what survives from al-Kujkuni’s
accounts, no reference is made to his audience with Bayezid, nor does he
describe the hall where he was given an audience. His statements as reported
by the fifteenth-century Mamluk historian al-Maqrizi, however, suggest that
Bayezid’s official residence in Bursa was likely a conglomeration of
numerous kiosks, pavilions, or houses constructed from w00d.240 To an
observer from Mamluk lands—a place that had to import its wood and built
its own citadel with stone—the use of this material was striking and was
likely interpreted as a show of power and wealth.

The banquet that included the ruler, the high dignitaries, the present
ambassadors, a group of soldiers, and possibly also the company of
performing musicians was a tradition that began during Bayezid’s reign.?*
The fact that the Mamluk ambassador al-Kujkuni mentioned the silver and
gold cups and dishes from which Bayezid ate and drank suggests that he took
part in such an event with the Ottoman ruler. Ibn al-Sughayr, the physician
who accompanied al-Kujkuni upon Bayezid’s request, corroborated his
companion’s statements and also added that Bayezid brought back numerous
silver items when he returned from his ghaza against the Serbs (Al-Aflak).24?
According to Ibn al-Sughayr, even the thresholds of the Ottoman ruler’s
palace were covered with silver because the material was so plentiful in their
lands.243 This abundance of silver elicited a noticeable reaction from both al-
Kujkuni and Ibn al-Sughayr, who came from the Mamluk lands where silver
had become scare. This shortage eventually led to major adjustments in

Mamluk monetary policy, which had been based on gold and silver for
decades.?**

Al-Kujkuni’s account also stated that he accompanied Bayezid to the
hamam (Turkish bath) in the Ottoman ruler’s palace.?*> While this practice—
which is not mentioned in any other source—could suggest the informality
and simplicity that guided the etiquette of the yet-fledgling Ottoman polity, it



might also indicate Bayezid’s exceptional reverence for the Mamluk
sovereign. The event gave the Mamluk ambassador another opportunity to
observe Ottoman wealth: the items used in the Turkish bath, including the
bathtub and the cup, were coated with silver.

After 1402 the Ottoman capital moved from Bursa to Edirne.?*® The
capital changed for a third and final time to Constantinople in 1453, and after
1471 the new imperial Topkap1 Palace, with its double-layered gates and
gardens, became the main ceremonial space for state affairs and the
receptions of foreign embassies. Until 1478, however, embassies were
received at the new palace in Constantinople in much the same way as they
had been at the Edirne palace.?4”

According to the account of the ambassador Bertrandon de la Broquieére,
who represented the count of Burgundy during a visit to the Ottoman ruler
Murad IT in Edirne, ambassadors were expected to first pay a visit to
prominent members of the court such as the grand vizier and offer them gifts.
This procedure was reminiscent of the courtesy visits foreign ambassadors
made while visiting Mamluk lands.24® When accompanied by satisfactory
gifts, these visits could accelerate the process of scheduling an audience with
the Ottoman ruler or help ensure the success of a mission.24”

Much like the Mamluk tradition, missions were generally accepted in the
Ottoman capital on the days when the sultan held court (divan).2°® The
Ottomans also preferred to accept embassies on ulufe giinleri, a day when the
janissaries’ salaries were distributed and the number of people present in the
palace courtyard soared.2>! The crowd, filled with uniformed janissaries and
other army members, must have made an impressive scene for foreign
visitors.

As was also the case in the Mamluk tradition, the ambassador and his
entourage marched to the Ottoman palace in a procession, often accompanied
by minor officers of the palace. In Edirne they crossed a bridge over the
Tunca River, while in Constantinople they marched via the Council Road,
Divan Yolu. If the mission had been lodged in Pera, they were brought by
boat to Sarayburnu and then proceeded from the coastal route to the outer
gate of the palace. The mission’s ambassador was likely the only figure
allowed to ride on horseback during this phase of the procession,2>2 but even
he had to dismount when the group reached the palace’s first gate, Bab-I



Hiimayun. Upon entering the first court, they may have seen a yard filled
with petitioners waiting to plead their cases before the sultan.?>3 Then they
might have been guided to the Middle Gate and the Council Hall to meet with
the grand vizier or other high dignitaries. On at least one occasion in
Constantinople, however, the viziers emerged from the Council Hall to greet
the ambassadors.2>4

Mehmed II generally embraced his father Murad II’s ceremonial practices
until at least 1478, first in Edirne and then in Constantinople. In both palaces,
the locations where sultans accepted foreign missions connected the public
sphere to the private chambers of the sultan. While the sultans used a
colonnaded hall to accept missions in Edirne, Mehmed II used a splendid
portico in Constantinople’s Topkap1 Palace.2>> This portico stood in front of
the second gate (third gate after 1478), which led to the private courtyard of
the ruler. Both halls were connected to the private chambers of the ruler by a
paved path. On the day of the audience, the sultan left his private chamber in
the company of a few servants, donned a robe at some point between his
chamber and the audience hall, and entered the hall from a gate that
connected the private courtyard with the middle courtyard.2°® He took his
seat on an elevated dais and sat by crossing or folding his legs, although he
reportedly sat on a carpet on some occasions.2>” Once he sat, the members of
the court took their places around him.2>8

A vizier then escorted the ambassador into the ruler’s presence, where the
ambassador bowed once. After reaching the first step of the dais, he bowed
deeply for a second time. Depending on his visitor’s status, the sultan may
have stood and approached him, or offered his hand to be kissed—a practice
rarely mentioned in Mamluk sources.2>? When the ambassador stepped back,
he kept his face turned toward the sultan until he took his seat. Again the
sultan was seated first, then the ambassador, and finally the ambassador’s
entourage and the rest of the audience.2%0

Next, the hosting court staged a communal banquet. The sultan received
his food on a golden tray while the rest of the participants were served,
according to rank, with either silver or copper trays. Musicians may have
performed during the banquet or even during the entire ceremony. While
some sources state that by the reign of Murad II the sultan no longer ate in
front of the audience and the food was quickly gathered,2®! others indicate
the continuation of this practice in 1444 and even in 1455.2%2 The departure



of the sultan signaled the end of an audience. When the sultan rose to leave,
everyone rose with him, and his courtiers loudly declared his greatness and
glory. After sitting and rising for a second time to incite another wave of
applause, the sultan returned to his quarters.253

In 1478 a second phase of construction began in the Topkap: Palace, and
these architectural changes were accompanied by ceremonial modifications
that further differentiated the Ottoman rituals from those of the Mamluks. A
third set of outer walls and gates as well as subsequent garden and shore
pavilions were added to the existing structure.24 These changes ushered in a
new imperial image that influenced almost every aspect of court
administration and etiquette, including the diplomatic ceremonies where
rulers presented their self-images to both internal and external audiences. As
Mehmed II gradually disappeared from the public eye,25° a more secluded
image of the sultan emerged and distinguished the Ottomans from their
Mamluk peers. Mehmed limited his public appearances to two religious
holidays,?%° and when he did emerge from his palace, he was surrounded by
a much larger retinue than before.25”

These changes, which were masterminded by Mehmed II, were
appreciated by other prominent figures. Prince Ugurlu Mehmed, the son of
the Aqqoyunlu ruler Uzun Hasan, escaped from his father’s court and came
to Constantinople in 1474 after a brief stay at the Mamluk court. When
questioned by the sultan, the prince, who had seen not only the processions in
his father’s palace but also Mamluk processions, reassured his host that the
displays at the Ottoman court were unequalled.258 While a guest and refugee
enjoying the hospitality of the Ottoman ruler might have felt obliged to assess
the Ottoman court in a positive light, the conversation still revealed the
importance of palatial architecture and court etiquette to a ruler’s appearance.

Although the architectural changes to the Topkapi Palace reflected the
Ottoman sultan’s gradual seclusion, they still connected the ruler to the
outside world. In this regard, the new structure was similar to the Mamluk
palace in Cairo. For instance, the third set of external walls that were added to
the Topkap1 Palace had three towers, one of which was called the Kiosk of
Processions (Alay Késkii).259 Its grilled window overlooked the road where
processions of ambassadors approached the palace’s first gate. While we do
not know if Mehmed ever used this particular kiosk for the purpose of
observation, a miniature painting of the palace from 1596 depicts his great-



grandson Murad III watching the procession of a Safavid mission from this
location.2”Y The other shore and garden pavilions, some of which were added
during Mehmed II's time, were situated so that the sultan could enjoy
panoramas of the city or sea.?”!

Mehmed II’s increased seclusion also gave rise to a new style of ceremony
that emphasized the role of the grand vizier as the highest-ranking
administrator in the Ottoman Empire. Once an envoy and his entourage
passed the Council Road and the Kiosk of Processions from which the sultan
may have watched them, they reached the outer walls of the Topkap1 Palace.
After passing the first gate, the group was kept in the first courtyard until the
grand vizier reached the Council Hall in the second courtyard. Then, on his
way to the Council Hall, the ambassador might have observed a special
ceremony called the Council of Victory (galebe divani), or, depending on his
rank, a display of valuable textiles. Sometimes wild animals were also
exhibited on the left side of the court as a reminder of the sultan’s wealth and
his palace menagerie.?’2 In some occasions, the ambassador arrived at the
Council Hall and waited for the grand vizier’s entrance.”3

In this new style of ceremony, the Ottoman sultan did not attend this initial
meeting in the Council Hall, but could observe it from a window that
overlooked the venue.2’4 The window, which was positioned so as not to
reveal the sultan’s presence, was reminiscent of the shubbak in the Mamluk
citadel. The practice also resembled the use of similar windows by the
Abbasids in Baghdad, since this window was obviously not for panoramic
purposes but rather to groom the image of an “omniscient but invisible”
sultan.2”°

Although no information has survived about how the ambassadors were
seated in the Council Hall before the sixteenth century, a late seventeenth-
century source stipulated that envoys from a Muslim ruler were to be seated
on the same sofa with the nisanci.2’® Envoys from a non-Muslim sovereign,
however, were to be seated on a single stool closer to the gate of the divan
hall and across from the grand vizier.2”” This system, though it honored both
Muslim and non-Muslim ambassadors, also differentiated between them.

Mehmed II further innovated the sultan’s role and image when he stopped
attending the communal banquet during diplomatic audiences.?’® This
departure from tradition further separated Ottoman practices from those of



their Mamluk counterparts and highlighted an increasingly secluded image of
the Ottoman ruler. Instead, ambassadors were seated at the table of the grand
vizier while his men were distributed to the tables of other high-ranking
members of the divan.2’? After a brief rest following the banquet, the
ambassador was then taken by the palace officers (agas) to the gate of the
treasury next to the Council Hall. There he donned a robe of honor and was
taken to the Chamber of Petitions (Arz Odasi) at the third gate where he
would see the sultan.280

After 1478 the Ottomans built the new Chamber of Petitions (Arz Odasi)
adjacent to the Council Hall to receive foreign ambassadors. As a part of
Mehmed II’s restructuring measures, it lay at the entrance of the third
courtyard and also linked the private and public spheres of the sultan. While
the pavilion or tent-like structure served a function similar to the Mamluk
Iwan al-Kabir, it differed architecturally from the elongated, colonnaded
halls of the Mamluk citadel. During a diplomatic audience, the grand vizier
and other dignitaries entered the Chamber of Petitions first, followed by the
foreign ambassador. The ambassador was escorted by two men from the
palace, possibly agas, that held his arms.28! After entering, the ambassador
was expected to bow and to kiss either the sultan’s hand or the ground.?8? At
this point he may have been allowed to sit while the rest of the court
remained standing.

According to a seventeenth-century handbook, the presentation of a
foreign ruler’s letter to the Ottoman sovereign differed slightly from Mamluk
practices. The ambassador gave it to the divan member who stood physically
closest to him (who was often the lowest-ranking vizier) who then handed it
to the person next to him. In this manner—from the hands of the lowest-
ranking person to those of the highest-ranking—the letter would reach the
grand vizier. The grand vizier then placed the letter on a pillow that lay on the
throne next to the sultan. No evidence exists that the letter was read aloud
during the event.283

While Mamluk sources reveal few details regarding the presentation of
gifts, Ottoman records trace a gradual refinement in this ceremony. Before
the construction of the Chamber of Petitions, servants placed the gifts on
pillows and carried them before the sultan.?84 Once the embassies moved to
the Chamber of Petitions, however, gifts were passed in front of the Chamber
window and were no longer brought inside.28°



Either before or after the presentation of his gifts, an envoy might be
invited to speak. Otherwise, according to Ottoman convention, he preserved
his silence in the ruler’s presence. Until Siileyman I’s reign (r.1520-66) and
depending on the situation, Ottoman rulers were known to address envoys
directly,2%° though the grand vizier also performed this function. Depending
on the need, a dragoman might aid their communication. Finally, the envoy
was dismissed from the audience hall. According to seventeenth-century
Ottoman handbooks, the ambassador was guided by palace officers to the
outer yard of the palace where he often received additional gifts.28”

Envoys were rarely invited to a second audience with the Ottoman sultan.
If an ambassador did not receive a response and corresponding gifts for his
sovereign during his audience, he waited in his residence for a response.
Diplomatic negotiations often took place during a single session or in a series
of meetings between administrators of the hosting court and the diplomatic
representative. Often he was invited back to the palace or to the residence of
a high-ranking officer to discuss his mission or to receive the sultan’s
response and gifts for his sovereign.?58 If he was invited to the palace to meet
members of the imperial court, the envoy might have had a chance to watch
the sultan from a distance while the ruler led his council or heard the
complaints of his subjects.2%? Even these impromptu occasions, however,
were carefully crafted by the hosting court to impress the ambassador.

After an Audience: Mamluk and Ottoman Processions

During the rest of their stay, foreign ambassadors were invited or were
“accidentally” exposed to further processions such as weddings, circumcision
festivals, military training, soldiers returning from successful campaigns, the
arrival of other diplomatic missions, and religious celebrations. The
boundaries between the performers and their audience were blurred during
these occasions: the ambassadors who had been sent to perform and present
their own sovereign’s image were instead transformed into an audience for
the hosting administration. As they offered a rare chance for the sovereign to
display his might to his peer’s representative, these occasions were carefully
tailored in advance by the host and his advisors.

Due to the prestige of the Mamluk regime, Cairo offered an important



stage for these kinds of diverse ceremonies and celebrations, some of which
were further refined and added by the sultans to the diplomatic repertoire.290
Unlike the ambassadorial audiences which generally only the members of the
court and the diplomatic mission attended, the majority of these celebrations
was open to the public and were often attended by the Mamluk sultan.291
Many processions and urban celebrations in the city would have impressed a
foreign dignitary, from the annual opening of the Nilometer to hunting parties
led by the sultan.292 Finally, the departure of the annual pilgrimage caravan
and mahmal was among the highlights of Cairene urban life. As the empty
litter and its entourage passed through the city, they reinforced the Mamluk
sulta