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Abstract

This article examines the calligraphic production of Ottoman sultans from the early eighteenth
to the early twentieth centuries, drawing on a corpus of largely unstudied archival inventories. It
argues that royal calligraphy was not only a personal and devotional pursuit but also a form of
dynastic self-fashioning, institutional memory, and architectural inscription. Beginning with Sul-
tan Ahmed IIT and culminating in the reign of Sultan Mehmed VI, the essay traces the evolution
of sultanic calligraphy through its material forms, instructional contexts, and spatial deployment
in sacred sites. It situates these practices within broader transformations in palace life and Otto-
man visual culture.
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1. Introduction

The education of royal children, particularly princes, at the Ottoman court was enriched
with lessons in calligraphy (bisniibat), foreign languages, and literature, which formed
integral components of their specialised training. As a result, the practices of reading
texts in multiple languages and mastering the art of calligraphy became deeply embed-
ded in the lives of dynasty members from an early age. Immersed in a culture of books,
these individuals developed a profound appreciation for literary and artistic excellence.
They sought to acquire the rarest and most exquisitely crafted volumes; commissioning
works from the most prominent artists of their era. These books, adorned with elegant
calligraphy, gilded and illuminated with vibrant colours, occasionally illustrated, and
bound in ornate covers, were not only treasured possessions but also served as the
foundation for private libraries established by the Ottoman ruling elite.?

Although Ottoman calligraphy has long been the subject of rich scholarship, studies
have tended to privilege celebrated master calligraphers, stylistic genealogies, and the
production of Qur’an manuscripts and albums, often treating sultanic calligraphy as
an ancillary phenomenon. More recent work has begun to reconsider the sovereign’s

1 The earliest documents in the Topkap: Palace Archives regarding calligraphy by sultans
dates to the reign of Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808-1839). Consequently, this article focuses
on calligrapher sultans from Mahmud II onwards.

2 See Tanind1 2019, 21-95.
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hand as a site of artistic authorship and symbolic power, particularly in architectural
and ceremonial settings.> This article advances that conversation by introducing and
analysing a group of archival inventories — compiled between the early nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries — that document calligraphic works produced by members of
the Ottoman dynasty. These registers, many of which remain unpublished and largely
unexamined, bring into focus how sultanic calligraphy was recorded, preserved, and
displayed within the imperial palace. By drawing sustained attention to these sources
for the first time, the article reveals how royal calligraphy functioned not only as a
personal and devotional practice, but also as a medium of dynastic commemoration,
institutional memory, and spatial inscription.

This bibliophilic tradition is exemplified by several notable figures and collections:
Sultan Mehmed II (r. 1444-1446, 1451-1481) amassed a collection of books in both
Eastern and Western languages; Sultan Bayezid II (r. 1481-1512) maintained a close
relationship with his calligraphy instructor Seyh Hamdullah (d. 1520) and curated a
collection of rare manuscripts; Sultan Mustafa II (r. 1695-1703) and his brother Sultan
Ahmed III (r. 1703-1730) developed strong ties with their tutor Hafiz Osman (d. 1698),
with Sultan Ahmed III constructing an independent library within the Topkapi Palace.
Sultan Mahmud I (r. 1730-1754) oversaw the establishment of libraries adjacent to
the Hagia Sophia Mosque and in front of the gibla wall of the Fatih Mosque. The
Nuruosmaniye Library, also initiated by Sultan Mahmud I, was completed during the
reign of Sultan Osman III (r. 1754-1757), while Sultan Abdiilhamid IT (r. 1876-1909)
created a library within the Yildiz Palace. Additionally, valide sultans such as Hatice
Turhan Sultan (d. 1683), Bezmidlem Valide Sultan (d. 1853), and Pertevniyal Valide
Sultan (d. 1884) established endowed libraries that housed rare and valuable books.
Collectively, these examples reflect the Ottoman dynasty’s enduring fascination with
books and their commitment to cultivating literary and artistic legacies that spanned
centuries. By the eighteenth century, this bibliophilic culture had begun to leave a visi-
ble imprint on the architecture of the court itself, as sultans and valide sultans commis-
sioned freestanding library buildings that embodied both aesthetic ideals and evolving
practices of knowledge collection. The relationship between such architectural patron-
age and the court’s literary culture has been the subject of recent scholarship, including
studies that explore how these libraries functioned as both intellectual and symbolic
spaces.*

The integration of calligraphy into palace life was not limited to appreciation or
patronage. Members of the royal family who pursued calligraphy - particularly princes -
were trained in its technical and aesthetic dimensions, often under the supervision of
court-appointed masters. As with other professional calligraphers, their works followed
a system of formal apprenticeship, culminating in the awarding of an zcdzet (calligraphic
diploma), which authorised the student to sign their work. These signed compositions —
typically levhas (calligraphic panels), k:ut'as (calligraphic compositions), or entire manu-

3 See Keskiner 2012.
4 See, for example, Sezer 2016.
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scripts — often included a ketebe, the calligrapher’s colophon or inscription, identifying
the author and, occasionally, his master or the date and purpose of the work.

For sultanic calligraphers, these ketebes frequently echoed the structure of their fugra
(imperial monogram), with the sultan’s name followed by his father’s name. While
some royal inscriptions took the form of simplified fxgra-like compositions, others
used more conventional script layouts, often in celf thuluth or ta'lig. These forms of
writing circulated not only within the albums and libraries of the palace but also in
architectural inscriptions, mosque panels, and ceremonial settings. Understanding
these practices and formats is essential for interpreting the inventories that follow,
which catalogue a wide range of such objects and inscriptions.

Among the members of the Ottoman dynasty, those with both talent and inclina-
tion sought to produce their own calligraphic works, transcribing their own books,
creating kit’as and levhas. A Qur’an manuscript copied by Prince Korkud (d. 1513), the
son of Sultan Bayezid II, a calligrapher and bibliophile, is dated to around 1500.> Sim-
ilarly, a Qur’an manuscript transcribed by Prince Mehmed (d. 1756), one of the sons of
Sultan Ahmed III, is dated 1167 AH (1754).6 Although Sultan Ahmed III and Sultan
Mahmud II are also reported to have copied Qur’an manuscripts, these works have not
survived to the present day.” From the reign of Sultan Ahmed III, calligrapher sultans
— like other calligraphers of the time — began to frequently produce levhas. During the
reign of Sultan Mahmud II, the practice of adorning walls with levhas in gilded frames
became widespread.

In a portrait album from the period of Mahmud II that survives to this day, Ottoman
sultans are depicted in interiors embellished with levhas inscribed in zer-endiid on black
backgrounds, displayed in gilded frames, either hung on the walls in gilded frames or
propped against them (Figure 1).8 From the reign of Sultan Ahmed III onward, and
particularly until the close of Sultan Abdiilmecid’s reign (r. 1839-1861), calligrapher
sultans often created these levhas, drawing inspiration from those they observed in
their surroundings. Numerous levhas bearing the signatures of sultans were produced
during this period.

Registers documenting works created by sultans from the time of Mahmud II
onward shed light on this prolific production. Furthermore, these records represent
the initial efforts to establish a distinct sub-collection of sultanic calligraphy within the
treasury of the Topkapi Palace.

5  Sakip Sabanci Museum, inv. no. 100-0279. See Tanind1 and Aldemir 2023, 194-5.

Stileymaniye Library-Yeni Cami, inv. no. 1. See Derman 2010, 258-9.

7  Mistakimzide discusses to whom Sultan Ahmed III presented the Qur’ans he transcribed;
however, these copies have not survived. See Mistakimzade 2014, 75. See also Derman
2010, 259.

8  For the Kirag Album, see Renda 1992.
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Figure 1. Portraits of Ottoman sultans from an album prepared during the reign of Sultan
Mabmud 11 (r. 1808-1839). Courtesy Kirag Family

2. Sultanic Calligraphy in the Ottoman Archives

From the nineteenth century onward, archival records not only documented the iden-
tification of calligraphic panels within the palace, but also maintained dedicated reg-
isters of calligraphic works personally executed by the sultans.” A document dated 17
Rebiiilevvel 1255 AH (31 May 1839) suggests that the impetus for systematically record-
ing these works stemmed from Sultan Mahmud II’s request to view a levha inscribed
by his grandfather, Sultan Ahmed III (Figure 2).1° The document recounting this event
states:

Our sovereign, the beneficent and unrivalled ruler of the world, His Majesty the Sul-
tan, requested the distinguished and esteemed /levhas inscribed by his grandfather, the
noble and illustrious Sultan Ahmed Han - may he rest in eternal mercy and forgive-
ness. Upon investigation, the sought-after k’a was found in the Circumcision Cham-

9 These documents from the State Ottoman Archives have been identified here for the first
time. I would like to thank Fuat Recep for his assistance in translating these documents and
interpreting certain phrases.

10  State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.e. 898-95.
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Figure 2. Document dated 31 May 1839, presented to Sultan Mahmud 11
(r. 1808-1839). Directorate of State Archives
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ber (Siinnet Odasi) located near the Chamber of the Holy Mantle (Hirka-i Saadet Odas:).
The levha was verified and presented to His Majesty. Moreover, as the panel bore an
inscription referred to as ‘conversation’ (hasbibdl), this terminology was preserved in
the official report, mirroring the wording on the original manuscript.!!

According to this account, the search led to the discovery of Sultan Ahmed III’s levha
in the Circumcision Chamber of the Topkap1 Palace. A precise copy of the levha was
made and presented to Sultan Mahmud II. On the same day, presumably in response
to or as a continuation of this command, a list was compiled documenting levhas cre-
ated by various calligrapher sultans and other distinguished calligraphers (Figure 3).12

The document in question is undated and does not specify the locations where
the levhas were kept. However, it has been classified along with the record dated 17
Rebiiilevvel 1255 AH (31 May 1839). Some of the levhas listed in this document can still
be found in the Topkapi Palace today. The sheer number of calligraphic works enumer-
ated suggests that the list was compiled as part of an effort to document the sultanic
calligraphy held within the palace. While the document does not explicitly state which
sultan commissioned it, the frequent use of the phrase sevketli efendimiz (our glorious
sovereign) in reference to Sultan Mahmud II and his works strongly indicates that the
list was prepared on his command.

According to the list titled “The Blessed Imperial Calligraphic Works of Our Glo-
rious, Noble, and Magnanimous Sovereign, the Benefactor of the World and Our
Patron,’3 the recorded items include:

Six large levhas inscribed in the blessed calligraphy of our glorious sovereign,
Eleven large and small sugra (imperial monogram) levhas inscribed in the blessed
calligraphy of his exalted forebear, the late Sultan Ahmed Han, may his soul rest in
paradise (recorded under his own name),

One small levha inscribed with Tevekkeltii ‘ala Allab (1 place my trust in God) by Sul-
tan Murad Han, son of Sultan Ahmed Han,

One small levha inscribed with Aljama‘atu rabmatun (The congregation is mercy),
One small levha inscribed with Ya Allah, Ya Mubammad (O God, O Muhammad),
written by Sultan Mehmed at the age of eight (to be mounted),

One large levha inscribed with a double waw motif in celf script, along with the
names of the Agere-i Miibessere (the ten companions of the Prophet Muhammad
promised paradise) in thuluth script, attributed to Dervis Mustafa ‘Ali Osman,

11 “Veliyyi i ni‘met i bi minnetimiz Padisah 1 Alempendh efendimiz hazretlerinin Biiyiik peder 1 me‘ali
gevherleri cennet-mekan hallede dsiyin Sultan Abmed Han aleybhi’r-rabmeti ve’l gufrin hazretlerinin
i5%dr 1 sentyye i dildrdlarmdan matlih 1 dlileri buynrulan kit‘a i1 mergitbe i mu‘alldlar: bi't tabarri
Hirka i Saadet Odast civarinda vaki Siinnet Odast olan mahalde bulunup levhada mastir oldugu bi
t1bkibi terkim ve sity 1 dlilerine takdim olunmugstur ve hattd bild y1 levhada dabi hasbibal tabir olun-
dugundan bi aynibhi varaka i ¢dkeride dabi dylece tabir olundu efendim.”

12 State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.d. 6224.

13 “Sevketli kerdmetli veltyy i ni‘met i dlem veliyy i ni‘metimiz efendimiz hazretlerinin miibdrek hatt 1
hiimayunlart olan levhalar ber vech i dti beydan’
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Figure 3. Inventory dated 31 May 1839, pre-
sented to Sultan Mabmud II (r. 1808—1839).
Directorate of State Archives
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One large penbe ¢anta vav levha inscribed in the same manner,

One small /levha inscribed in celf script with Innallaba wabdabu I sharika lab (Indeed,
God is One, and there is no partner to him), attributed to Dervis Mustafa ‘Ali Osman,
One large levha inscribed in celf script with the Salawat-i Serif (Blessings upon the
Prophet),

One large levha inscribed in celf script with llahi anta kbalaqtani wa lam akun shay’an
(O Lord, You created me when I was nothing),

One large levha inscribed in celi script with Layyin al-kalam qayyid al-qulib (Gentle
speech binds hearts),

One levha inscribed in celi script with Wa ma tawfiqi illa bi-llah (My success is only
through God), written in the blessed hand of our glorious sovereign,

One levha inscribed with Shafa‘ati li-abl al-kaba’ir min wmmati (My intercession is for
the great sinners of my community) in resm tugra script by Sultan Ahmed Han,
One tugra levha bearing the noble name of the late Sultan Mahmud Han,

Two levhas inscribed in taTig script with couplets by Sultan Mustafa Han III (likely
attributed to Sa’ib) (to be mounted),

One levha inscribed in celi script with Kalimat al-Tawhid (The declaration of divine
unity), embellished with Indian craftsmanship and diamonds, attributed to Sultan
Ahmed Han,*

Two additional levhas inscribed in the noble hand of Sultan Ahmed Han with Kali-
mat al-Tawhid,

Four levhas inscribed with Wa ma tawfiqi illa bi-llah,

Three large levhas featuring the inscriptions Shafa ‘at (Intercession), Bismillah al-Rab-
man al-Rabim (In the name of God, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful), and
Shafa‘at ya Rasil Allah, As-salamu ‘alayka ya Rasil Allah (O Messenger of God, inter-
cede for us; Peace be upon you, O Messenger of God),

One levha inscribed with a couplet in fa7ig script by Sultan Ahmed Han III, com-
posed by the sultan himself,

One levha inscribed with a Qur'anic verse in kufi script in the blessed hand of Caliph
‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan, may God be pleased with him (to be mounted),

One tugra levha in the noble hand of his Majesty Sultan Abdiilhamid Han, may he
dwell in paradise,

One levha bearing a tugra inscribed in the noble hand of His Majesty Sultan Abddil-
hamid Han, may he dwell in paradise,

One levha inscribed with the name of His Majesty Sultan Selim, may he dwell in
paradise, surrounded by verses, written in the hand of Sinekizide (to be mounted),
One tugra levha inscribed in gold script on a mirror, bearing the name of His Majesty
Sultan Mustafa, son of Sultan Abdiilhamid, surrounded by verses and an intricate
floral design, written in the hand of Mabeyncizdde Mustafa Muhsin, Court Scribe
of the Imperial Council (to be mounted),

14 This levha is a Kelime-i Tevhid [Testimony of Faith], adorned with diamonds and rubies, which
Sultan Ahmed III commissioned to be hung on the wall of the Privy Chamber in the
Chamber of the Holy Mantle, as will be discussed below.
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One levha featuring a sun motif, an elaborately carved velvet curtain, and an
embossed fugra, created with stencilled and cut-out velvet, written in the hand of
Sinekizade,

One levha inscribed in naskh script with a prayer of blessings: ‘El-Hamid Abd Han —
Whoever recites this image every morning shall find steadfastness and be immersed
1n intercession,’

One tugra levha elaborately designed and surrounded by verses, bearing the inscrip-
tion: ‘My intercession is for those among my community who commit grave sins,’
written in the hand of Sinekizade,

One levha inscribed with T place my trust in God,” written for Sultan Murad, son of
Sultan Ahmed (to be mounted),

During the blessed era of His Majesty Sultan Siileyman, son of Sultan Ibrahim,
inscriptions recorded on the columns of Medina were transcribed onto a large levha
in gold celf script and mounted beneath the golden eaves.

One couplet by our glorious sovereign,

One couplet by Sultan Abdiilhamid Han,

Eleven couplets by Sultan Ahmed Han,

One couplet by Sultan Selim Han,

One couplet by Sultan Mustafa Han,

One couplet by Sultan Mahmud Han,

One couplet containing a hadith,

Total: 17 pieces.

Levhas and Hilye-i Serifs, both large and small.

Total 40 pieces.

It is highly probable that, when the lewha by Sultan Ahmed III that he wished to see
was only found as the result of extensive searching, Sultan Mahmud II ordered the
comprehensive inventory of the levhas housed within the Topkap1 Palace. This direc-
tive was issued just a month before his death on 28 June 1839, and the aforemen-
tioned levha may well have been the last to which he devoted particular attention. Two
months later, within the same Circumcision Chamber, the ceremonial beard-growing
ritual, known as the fesrib-i lihye, was performed as part of his son Sultan Abdiilmecid’s
enthronement. Shortly thereafter, a new list of the levhas created by the sultans, housed
in the Imperial Treasury, was presented to Sultan Abdiilmecid.!?

The short inventory titled ‘Calligraphic panels adorned with His Majesty’s handwrit-
ing currently held in the Imperial Treasury,’'¢ dated 29 Zilhicce 1256 AH (21 February
1841), details two sultanic calligraphic works housed in the Treasury. These are described
as follows: ‘A central imperial panel, inscribed with ‘Allabii Veliyyii't-Tefvik,” set against a
red enamelled ground with borders gilded in solid gold,” and ‘A smaller panel, inscribed
with ‘Sibbdnallah ve bi-hamdibi Siibhdnallahi’l-Azim, featuring ornamental borders and
gilding in solid gold’ (Figure 4). The concluding statement of the document, “To be

15  State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.e 1195-69.
16 ‘Hututi hazreti sahdine ile miizeyyen olup Hazinei Hiimayunda elyevm mevcud olan levhalar bunlardi’
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Figure 4. Inventory dated 21 February 1841, presented to Sultan Abdiil-
mecid (1. 1839-1861). Directorate of State Archives
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placed in the exalted council chamber, whichever is deemed suitable by His Majesty,
the Shah of the World, our gracious benefactor, the most compassionate master of the
World,” implies that the official drafting the document was presenting the Sultan a choice
regarding which of the two levhas should be displayed in the council chamber. This fur-
ther illuminates the sultan’s purpose in commissioning the inventory.

A subsequent inventory, prepared at the behest of Sultan Abdiillmecid, is dated 16
Rebiiilahir 1277 AH (1 November 1860).17 This is a more detailed record, cataloguing
the levhas within the palace. Notably, the list includes the entry ‘Esmd-i Serifler in His
Excellency’s handwriting,” signifying a work executed by Sultan Abdiillmecid himself.

Another register, dated 17 Tegrinisani 1292 AR (12 Zilkade 1293 AH / 29 November
1876) appears to have been prepared at the command of Sultan Abdtilhamid IT (Fig-
ure 5).18 This extensive list includes, among other entries, panegyrics to the sultans as
well as tugras. The levhas created by the sultans are catalogued as follows:

One levha in ta’lig script, emanating from the pearls of Sultan Mahmud Han’s noble
handwriting, one levha inscribed with the hadith ‘Shafi‘ati’ in the handwriting of
Sultan Mahmud Han, one levha inscribed with ‘Hazret-i Halid’ in the handwriting of
Sultan Abdiilmecid, one levha inscribed with Wa ma tawfiqi.'®

While the document does not specify the exact palace to which these levhas belong, it
is reasonable to infer that they are among the calligraphic works housed in the Topkap1
Palace, given that the document itself is part of the Palace’s archives.

An additional, undated inventory, also found among the archival materials, offers
another detailed record (Figure 6).29 Notably, it references a calligraphic work from the
reign of Sultan Abdiilaziz (r. 1861-1876), dated to 1283 AH (1866-1867). This suggests
that the inventory was likely compiled after Sultan Abdiilaziz’s reign, most probably
under Sultan Abdiilhamid II. Unlike the earlier lists, this document specifies the dates
of composition for each of the works.

One small levha inscribed with Yd Allah Yi Mubammed, written by Sultan Mehmed
Han at the age of eight,

One levha inscribed with a couplet recited by Sultan Ahmed Han III upon receiving
his robe of honour,

One levha in ta’lig script inscribed with Tevekkeltsi alallah by Sultan Murad b. Ahmed
Han (year 1040),

One levha inscribed with a couplet written by Sultan Mustafa Salis Han (year 1188),
One levha inscribed with a couplet composed by Sultan Mustafa Silis Han (year
1180),

17  State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.d. 10429-1 and 10429-2.

18 State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.e. 613-73.

19 The levha written by Sultan Abdilmecid, known as Hazret-i Halid, was written for Abu
Ayyub al-Ansari (d. 669), commonly known as Eylip Sultan. The sultan’s calligraphy in the
Eytip Sultan tomb will be discussed further below.

20  State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.d. 10705.
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Figure 5. Inventory dated 29 November 1876, presented to Sultan Abdiilhamid I1 (r. 1876-
1909). Directorate of State Archives
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Figure 6. An undated inventory, probably presented to Sultan Abdiilhamid I (r. 1876-1909).
Directorate of State Archives
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One levha inscribed with Seyyidii’l kavmi hidimiihiim, written by Sultan Abdiilmecid
Han,

One levha inscribed with Bismillah teyemmiinen bi zikribi’l celil, written by Sultan
Abdiilaziz Han (year 1283),

One large double waw levha written by Sultan Mustafa Han II (year 1105),

One levha with a tugra written by Sultan Ahmed Han,

One large double waw levha written by Sultan Mustafa Han II,

One large levha inscribed with Besmele-i Serif, written by Sultan Mahmud Han II,
One large levha inscribed with Saldt-i Serif, written by Sultan Mahmud Hén II (year
1226),

One levha inscribed with Allah vabdebii i serike lebd, written by Sultan Mustafa
Han II (year 1105),

One tugra written by Sultan Ahmed III ibn Mehmed Han (year 1121),
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One levha inscribed with the kelime-i tevhid, written by Sultan Ahmed III ibn
Mehmed Han,

One small levha inscribed with El Cemd‘atii rabmetiin, written by Sultan Ahmed III
ibn Mehmed Han,

One large levha inscribed with Sefd‘at Yé Rasilallab, written by Sultan Ahmed III ibn
Mehmed Han,

One levha in naskb script inscribed with Six Verses from the Holy Qur’an, written by
Sultan Ahmed III ibn Mehmed Han

One levha inscribed with Ve md Tevfik? illd billdh, written by Sultan Mahmud Han II
(year 1222),

One large levha inscribed with Leyyinii’l-Keldm Kayyidii’l-Kuliih, written by Sultan
Mustafa Han II (year 1103),

One levha inscribed with Elbamdiilillab ald ni‘amibi, written by Sultan Mustafa Han 11
and illuminated by Sultan Ahmed III,

One tugra-shaped levha inscribed with the hadith Sefd‘ati Ii ebli’l kebdir min jimmeti,
written by Sultan Ahmed IIT ibn Mehmed Han (year 1123),

One levha inscribed with Ve md tevfiki illd billih, written by Sultan Ahmed III ibn
Mehmed Han,

One geometric levha made using a compass, written by Sultan Mehmed IV ibn Ibra-
him Han

One tugra levha written by Sultan Mehmed IV ibn Ibrahim Han (year 1160),

One short tugra levha written by Sultan Mustafa II ibn Mehmed Han (year 1109)
One tugra levha inscribed with the noble name of Sultan Ahmed III ibn Mehmed
Han

One levha inscribed with Mubammed Nebiyyi'r-rabme, written by Sultan Mustafa
Hén II (year 1106)

One tugra levha written by Sultan Ahmed III ibn Mehmed Han (year 1115)

One levha inscribed with [lihi Ente Halaktent, written by Sultan Mustafa Han 11

The document indicates that it was reviewed by Sultan Mehmed VI Vahideddin
(r. 1918-1922) with the recorded date 13 Nisan 1338 AR (15 Sdban 1340 AH / 13 April
1922) (Figure 7). While the preparation of the list was not commissioned by him, it is
noteworthy that, in the final year of the Ottoman Empire, Sultan Vahideddin person-
ally examined a register of sultanic calligraphy housed in the palace.

The inventories compiled by the Imperial Treasury do more than record calligraphic
holdings; they reflect an enduring tradition of royal authorship. From childhood, many
princes received formal training in calligraphy, producing works that would eventu-
ally enter the palace collections. These documents, in turn, offer rare insight into the
institutional and educational structures that sustained calligraphic practice within the
court. While much of the surviving documentation centres on the nineteenth century,
the roots of this tradition can be traced to the early eighteenth century, when Sultan
Ahmed III studied under Hafiz Osman and cultivated a distinct sultanic style.

The following section turns to this courtly context, moving beyond a strictly chrono-
logical account to trace three overlapping phases in the evolution of royal calligraphy.
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Figure 7. A later note recording that the inventory was examined by Sultan Mebmed VI Vahided-
din (1. 1918-1922) on 13 April 1922. Directorate of State Archives
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First, under Ahmed III, calligraphy emerged as a central practice of princely forma-
tion, closely tied to architectural patronage and devotional labour. In the nineteenth
century, figures like Mahmud II and Abdiilmecid refined and institutionalised the art,
transforming it into a disciplined courtly genre shaped by standardised training and
intensified visual circulation. By the late Ottoman period, the practice had taken on
more commemorative and symbolic dimensions, shaped by changing palace rhythms
and the pressures of imperial decline.

3. The Calligraphy Masters at Court
The prominence of royal calligraphy in the registers suggests that numerous sultans
actively engaged in the production of levhas, both during their princedoms and after

ascending the throne. Princes in line for succession underwent specialised training
within the palace to cultivate the attributes of rulership.?! Their instruction was over-

21 lpsirli 1995, 185-7.

[T

https://doi.org/10.! inlibr Open Access


https://doi.org/10.5771/2625-9842-2025-2-214 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Royal Calligraphers of the Ottoman Dynasty 229

seen by members of the Enderun Mektebi (Palace School), the elite imperial school
tasked with educating future statesmen, soldiers, and sovereigns. Alongside military
and administrative preparation, the curriculum emphasised activities that embodied
princely virtue: horseback riding, archery, foreign languages, and the mastery of cal-
ligraphy. Some princes, having demonstrated notable skill, sustained their calligraphic
practice into their reigns. Sultan Ahmed III was one such figure.

As a prince, Ahmed III, alongside his brother Mustafa I1, studied under the esteemed
calligrapher Hafiz Osman, who had been appointed as the court’s calligraphy instruc-
tor.22 Sultan Ahmed IIT’s reputation as a calligrapher during his reign is further substan-
tiated by a detailed section dedicated to him in Miistakimzaide Siileyman Sideddin’s
(d. 1788) seminal work, Tuhfe-i Hattitin (a comprehensive treatise on calligraphy and
calligraphers), which he began writing in 1173 AH (1759-1760).2% This account is part
of a broader picture that has increasingly come into focus in recent scholarship, which
highlights the sultan’s engagement with calligraphy not only as a personal artistic pur-
suit but also as a means of shaping the aesthetic and devotional environments of the
court and its architectural spaces.?* The section, which recounts the sultan’s tutelage
under Héafiz Osman, is recorded as follows: ‘The calligraphy of Sultan Ahmed III,
formed through his study of thuluth and naskh scripts under various esteemed instruc-
tors, notably includes his instruction by Hafiz Osman Efendi, whose teachings he
graciously accepted.”? According to Miistakimzade, several other renowned masters,
whose names are also listed, participated in Sultan Ahmed IID’s calligraphy circle, and
the dates related to the sultan’s works were subsequently recorded.?®

These dates, inscribed by the divan poet and author Seyyid Vehbi Efendi (d. 1736),
also the author of the Surndme of Abmed IIL¥" and the divan poet Nedim Ahmed
Efendi (d. 1730), are found in a murakka-1 hiimdyin (imperial album). This murakka,
held in high esteem, is most likely the renowned album containing Sultan Ahmed III’s
tugras.?® Two of these monograms, engraved in stone, were later transferred to the walls
flanking the entrance of the Chamber of the Holy Mantle, which Sultan Ahmed III
had restored. This act exemplifies a significant moment in the process of transferring
celi script from the pages of books and albums to architectural surfaces.

As princes, Ahmed III’s grandsons and Abdiilhamid I’s sons, Sultan Mustafa IV
(r. 1807-1808) and Sultan Mahmud II, studied calligraphy under Kebecizide Mehmed
Vasfi (d. 1831), one of the palace’s most esteemed calligraphy masters. Several practice
sheets (megsk kit’alari) penned by Mahmud II for his instructor have survived to the pres-

22 For more on Hafiz Osman and Sultan Mustafa II, see Miistakimzade 2014, 276, 481; also
see Serin 2010, 158.

23 Miistakimzade 2014, 73-6.

24 See Keskiner 2012.

25 Miistakimzade 2014, 74.

26 ibid.
27  Vehbfi’s illustrated edition of the Surndme; Topkapi Palace Library, III. Ahmed, inv. no.
3593.

28  The facsimile of the murakka has been published. See Derman 2009.
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ent day.?? Although undated, these sheets, along with the written exchanges between the
prince and his tutor, provide valuable insight into the structure of their lessons. While
the nature of their correspondence suggests that some instruction may have taken place
remotely — almost in the manner of written exchange - it is likely that they also met in
person, given Kebecizide’s role as a court calligraphy instructor at the time.3?

In 1807, Mahmud II received his icdzes from Kebecizidde.3! The diploma’s certifi-
cation statement explicitly acknowledges the legacy of Seyh Hamdullah, a seminal
figure in Ottoman calligraphy. The text, penned by Kebecizide Mehmed Vasfi, reads
as follows:

Henceforth, this refined script and eloquent composition, executed in accordance
with the principles and conventions established by the esteemed Seyh Ibnii’s-Seyh
Hamdullah Efendi, have been deemed worthy of approval. In recognition of this
accomplishment, permission is granted for the transcription of hilyes and inscrip-
tions to His Imperial Highness, the sovereign of exalted dignity, majesty, and power,
Prince Mahm(d Adli, son of Sultan Abdiilhamid Han and grandson of Sultan
Ahmed Han. Hiive’l iistdd Mehemmed Vasfi, 1222/1807

At the time, Prince Mahmud was seventeen years old; one year later, he would ascend
the throne.

After ascending to the throne, Sultan Mahmud II pursued the study of thuluth cal-
ligraphy under the tutelage of Mustafa Rakim (d. 1826) and produced cel thuluth levhas
in Rakim’s distinctive style (Figure 8).32 A surviving draft reveals that Rikim himself
arranged the phrases the sultan would inscribe.33 In this draft, Rikim not only compiled
selected passages from Mahmud II’s earlier writings but also reorganised them into a new
composition, adding explanatory notes before presenting it to the sultan. This document
provides invaluable insight into the collaborative working process between the two. It is
likely that the phrases, once refined in this manner, were subsequently transcribed onto
levhas, with the sultan’s ketebe (signature) inscribed upon them. Indeed, an inscription at
the Grand Mosque of Bursa closely follows the composition of this draft.3*

Sultan Abdiilmecid, the son of Mahmud II, embraced the calligraphic style of another
prominent master of the period, Mahmud Celaleddin (d. 1829). He received his zcdzer
from one of Mahmud Celaleddin’s leading students, Mehmed Tahir (d. 1845), as well
as Kazasker Mustafa Izzet (d. 1876). Mehmed Tahir’s most profound influence on the
sultan’s writing appears to have been his guidance in emulating Mahmud Celaleddin’s

29 Topkap: Palace Library, inv. no. H. 2238. See Derman 2019, 328-33.

30 M. Ugur Derman also notes the unusual nature of the communication between the prince
and his tutor, who, despite the court’s cultivated appreciation for the arts, only corre-
sponded through practice sheets rather than meeting in person; see Derman 2019, 329.

31 Topkapt Palace Library, inv. no. GY. 1353. See Derman 2019, 332, 334.

32 For Mustafa Rikim see Berk 2003.

33  Topkap1 Palace Library, inv. no. GY. 322/19. M. Ugur Derman has provided a detailed pub-
lication of this draft, see Derman 2019, 337-9.

34 ibid., 339.
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Figure 8. Calligraphic panel by Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808-1839) in Mustafa Rdikim’s
(d. 1826) style. Sakip Sabanci Museum, inv. no. 130-0109

compositions.?> Kazasker Mustafa [zzet, a prominent calligrapher during the reigns of
both Mahmud II and Abdiilmecid, had studied under the esteemed masters Comez
Mustafa Vasif (d. 1853) and Yesirizdde Mustafa Izzet. Invited to the Enderun Mektebi
by Mahmud II, Mustafa Izzet (d. 1849) went on to serve as a calligraphy instructor to
princes and sultans alike.36

Kazasker Mustafa Izzet also transcribed copies of the Qur’an and prayer books for
members of the imperial family, including Pertevniyal Vilide Sultan, the mother of Sul-
tan Abdiilaziz; and Bezmiilem Valide Sultan, the mother of Sultan Abdiilmecid. His
multifaceted role in the cultural life of the palace and his contributions to the artistic
and intellectual milieu of the period cement his status as a defining figure.3” The close
working relationship between Mahmud II and Mustafa Rikim finds a parallel in the
bond between Sultan Abdiilmecid and Kazasker Mustafa Izzet. Abdiilmecid, following
the calligraphic style of his master, inscribed Qur’anic verses as well as keldm-1 kibir

35 Sultan Abdilmecid’s work featuring the verse from the Surah Al-Bagarah (I1:137) which
translates to ‘Allah is sufficient for them. He is the All-Hearing, the All-Knowing,” appears
to have copied Mahmud Celaleddin’s style precisely, as seen in one example at the Eytp
Sultan Tomb and another at the Topkap: Palace. Abdilmecid’s levha: Topkap:t Palace
Library, inv. no. GY. 386. See Derman and Cetin 1992, 120, 212. For Mahmud Celaled-
din’s work, see Yazir 1981, 133.

36  For the calligrapher’s biography, see Inal 1955, 154-62.

37  Aldemir Kilercik 2018, 35-46.
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Figure 9. Kit’a in stiltus and nesih scripts by Sultan Abdiilmecid (r. 1839-1861). Sakip Sabanci
Museum, inv. no. 110-0084

—

(wise sayings) on themes of just rulership and victorious leadership. He also commis-
sioned the illumination of his calligraphic compositions and presented them as gifts to
his viziers.38 The fact that several of these compositions share identical content suggests
that the sultan systematically produced multiple copies for distribution (Figure 9-10).3°

38 One of the very similar calligraphic compositions designed and illuminated by Sultan
Abdiilmecid: Sakip Sabanci Museum, inv. no. 110-0084. See Tanindi and Aldemir 2023,
353. For the Khalili Collection, inv. no. CAL.26 see Ozsayiner 1999, 63; Safwat 1996, 156,
159; Turkish Foundation Calligraphy Museum, inv. no. E-541. For the %’z in the former
Emin Barin Collection, see Derman 2006, 2:85. TIEM 3255; unpublished. Galata Mevlevi-
hanesi, inv. no. 488; unpublished.

39 The kit’a in the Khalili Collection, inv. no. CAL.26 and the Turkish Foundation Calligra-
phy Museum, inv. no. E-541 are identical in both content and illumination. See Ozsaymer
1999, 63 and Safwat 1996, 156, 159.
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Figure 10. Kit'a in stlts and nesih scripts by Sultan Abdiilmecid (r. 1839-1861). Turkish
Foundation Calligraphy Museum, inv. no. E. 541
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Unlike celf levhas, which could be reproduced through stencil techniques by illuminators,
each of Sultan Abdulmecid’s thuluth and naskh compositions represents an independent,
personally inscribed work. Similarly, his handwritten Amme ciizii (the final section of the
Qur’an), executed with a reed pen, was illuminated in a manner that reflects both the
artistic sensibilities of the period and the sultan’s personal taste, adorned with gracefully
curving saz leaves and large floral bouquets.*0

By the second half of the nineteenth century, however, this model of sustained,
hands-on practice began to shift. While some later sultans continued to receive training
in calligraphy, their engagement was often more intermittent, shaped by ceremony and
dynastic image rather than regular production. The identity of the master calligrapher
who instructed Sultan Abdiilaziz at the palace remains uncertain, though it is possible
that he benefited from his elder brother Sultan Abdiilmecid’s calligraphy sessions with

40  Topkapi Palace Library, env. no. H.S. 3. See Tanind: 2019, 76.
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Figure 11. Levha by Sultan Abdiilaziz (r. 1861-1876). The Nasser D. Khalili Collection of
Islamic Art, Accession no. CAL 0403, © The Khalili Family Trust
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Kazasker Mustafa [zzet. Compared to other sultans, Abdiilaziz appears to have had lit-
tle interest in calligraphy, with only a few surviving examples of his writing (Figure 11).
Moreover, these surviving pieces were likely not his original compositions, but rather
copies of levhas inscribed by other calligraphers.

Sultan Abdiilmecid’s son, Sultan Abdiilhamid II, who was skilled in woodworking, is
also believed to have studied under Kazasker Mustafa Izzet during his time as a prince.
However, despite his well-documented passion for books and manuscripts, as evident
in the library at the Yildiz Palace, Abdiilhamid II did not pursue calligraphy further
(Figure 12). Similarly, Sultan Abdiilmecid’s youngest son and Abdiilhamid II’s brother,
Sultan Mehmed VI Vahideddin, likely received calligraphy lessons at his father’s behest
while he was still a prince. It remains uncertain whether his tutor at the palace was the
aging Kazasker Mustafa 1zzet, who was in his seventies at the time. Even if this was not
the case, it is evident that Vahideddin’s instructor had him copy compositions from
Kazasker’s works. Indeed, one of the few surviving levhas bearing Sultan Mehmed VI
Vahideddin’s ketebe is a direct reproduction of a celf thuluth composition by Kazasker Mus-
tafa Izzet (Figure 13).! In this piece, Vahideddin inscribed the phrase Aleyke Avnullih
(‘May God’s aid be upon you’). Both Kazasker’s original and Vahideddin’s reproduction
are dated 1288 AH (1871-1872). At the time, Vahideddin was around ten or eleven years
old, while Kazasker Mustafa Izzet was around seventy or seventy-one. The ketebe on the

41  Turkish Foundation Calligraphy Museum, inv. no. E-583. I would like to thank Halet Ulu-
ant for drawing my attention to this levha.
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Figure 12. Levha by Sultan Abdiilbamid II (r. 1876-1909). National Palaces Collection, inv.
no. TS GY. 325/70

levha reads: ketebehi necibetlii Vahideddin Efendi hazretleri ("Written by the noble Vahided-
din Efendi’). At this point, he was still a prince.

Prince Abdiilmecid, the son of Sultan Abdilaziz, is primarily celebrated for his
paintings. However, his refined calligraphy is also noteworthy. Although there is no
formal record of a master calligrapher instructing him, it is believed that, during his
confinement in the palace, he may have developed his calligraphic skill by copying
existing levhas, possibly under the guidance of an unrecognised tutor. His compositions
include works in both 7a%iq and thuluth scripts, and he often depicted lewhas within his
paintings (Figure 14).*> These depictions reveal that while Prince Abdtilmecid did not
master the craft, he was capable of writing in different calligraphic styles. A notable

42 A levha written in fa’lig script is preserved in the Dolmabahge Palace, inv. no. 11/1717.
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Figure 13. Levha by Sultan Vahideddin (r. 1918-1922). Turkish Foundation Calligraphy
Museum, inv. no. E. 583

Figure 14. Levha by Prince Abdiilmecid Efendi (d. 1944), dated 1923-1924. National Palaces
Collection, inv. no. MS 11/1707
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example can be found in a large oil painting titled Mosque Entrance (Cami Kapisi) dated
1339 AH / 1337 AR / 1920, in which he painted the door of an unidentified mosque,
incorporating a levha adjacent to it.*3 The Arabic inscription on the levha, meaning ‘O
Allah, the opener of all doors, open to us the doors of goodness,” was likely inscribed
by himself in celf thuluth script.

In another of his oil paintings titled Beauty Serving Coffee (Sarayda Kabveci Giizeli) from
1311 AH (1893-1894), Prince Abdiilmecid inscribed a Bismillah in bold Kufic script on
the door behind the central female figure.* Two stacked borders along the wall further
feature calligraphy: the upper border bears the Arabic inscription Alldhii ld iléhe illd hitve’-
hayyii'kayyim (‘There is no god but Allah; He is the Ever-Living, the Sustainer of all
existence’) in Kufic script, while the lower border displays the phrase L4 gdlibe illi Allih,
meaning ‘There is no victor but Allah,” in a rounded script resembling celi thuluth. The
prince’s Kufic script, known as el-battii’-magribi, is a rounded form widely used in North
Africa, Al-Andalus, and the Maghreb. In his famous painting Goethe in the Harem (Study)
(Haremde Goethe (Miitalaa)), a levha bearing a large ta’lig inscription hangs on the wall
behind the reclining female figure (Figure 15).45 This levha features the phrase Miir der
hane i hod hokm e Siileyman dared, which translates to “The ant has dominion over its own
house, according to Solomon’s decree.’*¢ Unlike the inscriptions in his other paintings,
Prince Abdiilmecid includes his own ketebe on this levha. Taken together, these examples
reflect a dynastic tradition that evolved from deeply personal devotional practice to a
more commemorative and symbolic form of artistic authorship.

Namik Ismail (d. 1935) made a similar painting, titled Woman Reclining on the Sofa
(Sedirde Uzanan Kadim), in 1917 (Figure 16).47 In this piece, a woman is depicted reclining
on a low couch, her legs extended, wearing a wide-neck black dress that leaves her shoul-
ders bare. Behind her is a library filled with books, with a mother-of-pearl inlaid table in
front. A small tray with cups of coffee and water rests on the table. Parallel to the wom-
an’s legs and the sofa, a horizontal levha draws the viewer’s attention. The wood-framed
levha bears the inscription bismillahirrabmanirrabim, in ta’lig script. As his father, Ismail
Ziihdii, was a calligrapher, Namik Ismail was well-versed in the art of calligraphy. Namik
Ismail and Prince Abdiilmecid shared a friendship, and in photographs taken during the
prince’s visit to Ismail’s Sisli Atelier in 1917, the two are seen together. It is likely that

43 Sakip Sabanci Museum Painting Collection, inv. no. 200-0099.

44  Tirkpetrol Foundation Collection.

45  Ankara Museum of Painting and Sculpture collection, inv. no. R-0195.

46  This inscription may be related to certain verses from Surah An-Naml (XXVII:17-8) of the
Qur’an. According to the verses, when Solomon’s army, composed of humans, jinn, and
birds, arrived in the Valley of the Ants, an ant warned the others to go into their homes to
avoid being trampled by Solomon and his army without their noticing. It is also reported
that Sultan Stilyeman I (r. 1520-1566) had a conversation on a similar matter with Sey-
hiilislam Ebitissud Efendi (d. 1574). It is not known to which of these references Prince
Abdiilmecid was alluding.

47  MFAU Istanbul Museum of Painting and Sculpture Collection.
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Figure 15. Prince Abdiilmecid Efendi (d. 1944), Goethe in the Harem (Study), 1918, oil on
canvas, Ankara Museum of Painting and Sculpture, inv. no. R-0195

before painting Goethe in the Harem (Study), Prince Abdiilmecid had seen Namik Ismail’s
painting and been inspired by the fa’ig inscription hanging on the wall of the room.

Several master calligraphers who taught at court have proudly documented their
esteemed roles in the inscriptions of their works. Often, their titles within the palace
were added later as supplementary lines to the margins of their ketebe. One such cal-
ligrapher was Mustafa Anber Aga (d. 1684), who served as a megk instructor during the
reign of Sultan Mehmed IV (r. 1648-1687). The son of Mehmed Aga, one of the palace
attendants, Anber Aga’s connection to the palace is highlighted by Miistakimzade in
Tubfe-i Hattdtin, where it is noted that he was among those who ‘Sardy 1 Hiimdydin'da
perveris ydfie i kemdl (‘attained mastery at the imperial court’).*® An addition was made
in the inscription of a Qur’an manuscript dated 1085 AH (1674-1675) stating: ‘Saray-1
Hiiimdyun hocasi olup Anber namiyla marufiur,’ indicating his role as a teacher at the
palace.®?

48  Miistakimzade 2014, 480.
49  Sakip Sabancit Museum, inv. no. 100-0267. See Tanindi and Aldemir 2023, 122.
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Figure 16. Namik Ismail (d. 1935), Woman Reclining on the Sofa, 1917, oil on canvas,
MSFAU Istanbul Museum of Painting and Sculpture

Kebecizdde Mehmed Vasfi, an instructor during the reign of Sultan Mahmud II, left a
noteworthy inscription in a Qur’an manuscript completed in 1204 AH (1790). On the
last page of the manuscript, he wrote: “This mushaf [Qur’an] was written by the weakest
servant of Allah, known as Kepecizade, who served as the megk instructor at the Saray-1
Amire and prayed for the continued prosperity of the imperial state. The completion
of the manuscript took place in the month of Rajab in the year 1204.”5° Mehmed Sefik
(d. 1880), a prominent calligrapher during Sultan Abdiilmecid’s reign, similarly men-
tions his teaching role at the palace. In a 1263 AH (1846-1847) copy of the Amme ciizii,
he notes that he served as the calligraphy instructor at the Imperial School of Music
(Muzika-y: Hiimdyun).>!

50  Sakip Sabanci Museum, inv. no. 100-0259. See Tanindi and Aldemir Kilercik 2013, 53-4.
51  Sakip Sabanci Museum, inv. no. 102-0304. See Tanindi and Aldemir 2023, 154-5.
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4. Sultans’ Inscriptions

Apprentices who completed their training were traditionally granted an icdzet, allowing
them to sign their work independently.’? Upon signing their pieces, calligraphers would
often use the Arabic phrase ‘ketebebii,” meaning ‘... wrote this.” These ketebe inscriptions
usually appeared at the end of manuscripts or on single-page calligraphic compositions
such as kut’as or levhas. They typically included the calligrapher’s name, title, date of
completion, and occasionally additional details such as the work’s location, the names
of their teachers, or the person for whom the work was created.

Calligrapher sultans also occasionally included ketebe inscriptions on the last pages
of their manuscripts, as well as independent pieces. However, these inscriptions have
seldom survived to the present day. At times, they would also include the date in Arabic
numerals. In many surviving examples, sultanic ketebes not only identify the calligrapher
but also reflect formal parallels with the #ugra. These compositions often feature the
sultan’s name paired with that of his father and adopt layouts that echo the structural
logic of the imperial seal. The stylistic interplay between these formats — especially in the
works of Sultan Ahmed IIT and Sultan Mahmud II - suggests an effort to merge personal
authorship with dynastic symbolism. The central part of the ketebe, similar to the sirsii or
sere of the tugra, would feature a composition that mirrored the structure of the seal. In
both the ketebe and the tugra, the sultan’s name, paired with his father’s, was written in a
similar format, further underscoring the connection between the two.

Sultan Ahmed III is particularly notable not only for his calligraphy but also for
his role as a tugrakes (calligrapher who drew the imperial monogram). He occasionally
signed his calligraphic works with his #gra and at other times with an #sifli ketebe (com-
posed colophon). It appears that the tradition of simplifying the fugra into a stylised
ketebe for use on calligraphic works began with Sultan Ahmed IIL. Since the sultan
was capable of drawing his own fugra, it is likely that the design of his ketebe was his
own creation. Sultan Ahmed IIT’s ketebe reads ‘Ahmed, son of Mehmed,” in Arabic as
‘Abmed bin Mebmed.’ Sultan Mahmud II also adopted this practice in his calligraphy.
His inscription, ‘Mahmud, son of Abdtilhamid Han wrote this,” in Arabic as ‘ketebebi
Mabmud bin Abdiilbamid Hin,’ is known to have been designed in collaboration with
his master calligrapher, Mustafa Rakim. The ketebe at the end of the k:ut’a works, which
have rarely survived, is the same inscription written in plain text: ‘ketebehit Mahmud ibn-i
Abdiilhamid Hén.’>

Sultan Abdilmecid’s istifli ketebe reads ‘Mahmud Khan’s son Abdiilmecid,” written
in Ottoman Turkish as ‘Mabmud Hin’in oglu Abdiilmecid’ Unlike his father, Sultan
Mahmud II, Abdilmecid inscribed his iszifli ketebe under the naskh lines of his kit’a
works as well. In addition to his calligraphy and kut’z pieces, an inscription added to
the end of his Amme ciizii reads: ‘ketebehii Abdiilmecid Hén ibn-i Sultan’il fani Mabmud
Hin, meaning ‘Abdilmecid, son of Sultan the mortal, Mahmud Han.” A small num-

52 Derman 1997, 493-9.
53 A kut’a by Sultan Mahmud II dated 1249 AH (1834) is today housed in a private collection.
See Derman 2019, 336.
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ber of surviving calligraphic works from other sultans also feature similar #stifli ketebe
inscriptions. Sultan Abdtlaziz’s ketebe reads ‘Mahmud Han’s son Abdiilaziz,” while
Sultan Abdiilhamid II’s ketebe reads ‘Abdiilmecid Han’s son Hamid,’ both of which are
also written in zstif style.

Since Prince Abdiillmecid never ascended the throne, he did not possess an official
tugra. However, until the late sixteenth century, princes who served as provincial gover-
nors would also have fugras bearing their names.>* These princely tugras shared a similar
structure and design with those of the sultans. After the abolition of the custom of
princes going on military expeditions and with the beginning of their confinement to
the palace, tugras were only designed for princes once they became sultans. In contrast,
Prince Abdiilmecid, with his strong artistic inclinations, began designing his own fx#gra
and coat of arms even while still a prince.”® The tugra in these works follows the classi-
cal tugra form. However, his calligraphic inscriptions and signatures on his levhas and
paintings, while reminiscent of the fugra form, are an original design. In his signature
and inscription, he used the phrase ‘Abdiilmecid bin Abdiilaziz Hin,’ meaning ‘Abdil-
mecid, son of Abdiilaziz Han,” and included one of the fugra’s distinctive dagger arms
crossing over his name. Additionally, the prince employed this same signature in his
letters and in the hatt-1 megdhir (memoir books) known as defer-i mesdhir, in which he
signed his writings.®

5. Calligraphy by Sultans in Sacred Spaces

For calligrapher sultans, writing inscriptions on the walls of mosques and other sacred
spaces — particularly those they constructed or renovated — was regarded as a spiritual
duty. Among these sacred sites, the Chamber of the Holy Mantle in the Topkap1 Palace
holds particular significance. For Ottoman sultans, serving in this chamber, considered
the spiritual resting place of the Prophet Muhammad, was a great honour. The tradition
of calligrapher sultans placing their levba in these rooms, particularly in the Privy Cham-
ber, where sacred relics were housed, became an integral part of their esteemed role.

The practice of displaying sultans’ calligraphy on the walls of mosques and sacred
spaces began with Sultan Ahmed III. One of the most significant inscriptions from this
tradition is a kelime-i tevhid (Testimony of Faith) levha from 1138 AH (1726) placed on
the entrance to the Chamber of the Holy Mantle during its renovation (Figure 17).57
This inscription, framed in the shape of a ugra, bears the phrase Sah Ahmed bin Mehmed
Hin el muzaffer. On either side of the entrance, two tugra-style inscriptions are engraved
into marble. One reads Ciban mdliki Hékdn 1 Emced, while the other states Seriar Siliki

54  Umur 2011, 54-6.

55 A tugra by Prince Abdiilmecid from 1920, MSRK, inv. no. 64/1153-3. Also see Yagbasan
2004, 83.

56  For the prince’s memoirs: Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts, inv. no. T. 2219 and the
Stileymaniye Manuscript Library, inv. no. 153.

57  Agca 2013, 225-9.
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Figure 17. Kelime-i Tevhid &y Sultan Ahmed 111 (r. 1703-1730) in celi sults script, in the
Apartment of the Holy Mantle at the Topkap: Palace

TS VENA

Sultan Abmed, both written in the same #stif format. Together, these inscriptions trans-
late as “The highly honoured sovereign, the ruler of the world, Sultan Ahmed, who
walks on the path of Islam.’8 In addition to these inscriptions, the sultan also penned
another kelime-i tevhid adorned with diamonds and rubies, to be placed in the Privy
Chamber of the Chamber of the Holy Mantle.”®

Ahmed IIT also sent his levhas to be placed in sultanic mosques (seldtin camileri). Miista-
kimzide Stuleyman Sideddin, in Tuhfe-r Hattdtin, mentions that Sultan Ahmed IIT’s
mother, Glilnts R4bia Sultan (d. 1715), commissioned a levha featuring the hadith ‘Para-
dise is under the feet of mothers’ (¢e/ Cennetu tabte akddmi’l iimmebhdl) for the mosque she
built in Uskiidar.®0 Sultan Ahmed III also wrote the inscriptions for the monumental
fountain he constructed between the Hagia Sophia and the Bdb-1 Hiimdyin (Sublime
Porte) in 1728-1729. This fountain, frequently portrayed by painters, was always featured
with these inscriptions. One such depiction was painted by Sevket Dag in 1910.61

When Sultan Mahmud II restored the Chamber of the Holy Mantle, he ensured
that levhas of his own calligraphy were placed on the walls (Figure 18).62 Sultan Mah-
mud IT’s calligraphy can be found in several mosques, including the Hagia Sophia, the

58 The same fugra styles are found in Sultan Mahmud IT’s t#gra album from 1140 AH (1727-
1728). Topkapi Palace Library, inv. no. A. 3653. See Derman 2009, 22-3.

59  Topkapt Palace Library, inv. no. 21/220. Agca 2013, 160-1.

60 The mosque in question is the Yeni Valide Sultan Mosque. The levha is still in place. See
Miistakimzade 2014, 75.

61  Sakip Sabanci Museum, inv. no. 200-0285.

62 Agca 2013, 252-3, 245-5, 261, 266-7, 271, 273.
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Figure 18. Levha by Sultan Mabmud II (v. 1808—1839), on the walls of the Privy Chamber at
the Topkapt Palace. Photograph: Bahadir Taskin
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Fatih Mosque, the Beyazit Mosque, the Siileymaniye Mosque, the Yeni Valide Mosque
in Uskiidar, the Valide Mosque in Aksaray, and the Emirgan Mosque, as well as the
Grand Mosque of Bursa and the Selimiye Mosque in Edirne.®® Like his grandfather,
Sultan Mahmud II primarily had his calligraphic works placed in sultanic mosques. In
1809, he undertook significant repairs to the Hagia Sophia Mosque, and the Hamid-i
Evvel Mosque in Emirgan was rebuilt under his auspices in 1838. The levhas bearing
his calligraphy were likely sent following these construction projects. Another note-
worthy practice, akin to the widespread distribution of levhas across mosques in Istan-
bul, Bursa, and Edirne, was Sultan Mahmud II’s commissioning of portraits after the
clothing reform. These portraits were ceremoniously sent to state offices and embassies
abroad.®*

Sultan Abdiilmecid’s inscriptions can be found in the Hirka-i Serif Mosque in Fatih,
the Ortakoy Mosque, the Bezmidlem Vélide Sultan Mosque in Dolmabahge, and the

63  Derman 2019, 339.

64  For the practice of distributing portraits of the sultan to Ottoman statesmen, foreign rul-
ers, and embassies, which began with Sultan Selim III and continued with Mahmud 11, see
Renda 2000, 442, 449.

Diyar, 6. Jg., 2/2025, S. 214-251

https://doi.org/10.! inlibr Open Access



https://doi.org/10.5771/2625-9842-2025-2-214 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

244 Ayse Aldemir

Kili¢ Ali Paga Mosque.®> The Hirka-i Serif Mosque, constructed by Sultan Abdiilmecid
in 1851, was designed to house and facilitate the visitation of the Prophet Muhammad’s
mantle, which is believed to have been entrusted to Veysel Karani.®® The inscriptions
within the mosque were penned by Sultan Abdiilmecid himself, alongside his instruc-
tor, Kazasker Mustafa [zzet. Similarly, the ¢ehdrydr: giizin inscriptions adorning the
walls of the Ortakéy Mosque, which the sultan had commissioned in 1854, as well as
the inscription of the kelime-1 tevhid on the pulpit, are also his work.®” The construction
of the Dolmabahce Mosque was initiated by Sultan Abdiilmecid’s mother, Bezmidlem
Vilide Sultan, and he completed it after her death in 1853.98 The walls of this mosque,
bearing his mother’s name, also feature inscriptions in Sultan Abdiilmecid’s hand.

In a practice reminiscent of his father, Sultan Mahmud II, Sultan Abdiilmecid also
sent his inscriptions to mosques outside of the capital. An archival document dated 18
Zilhicce 1266 AH (25 October 1850) records that, upon the sultan’s command, a special
envoy was dispatched to deliver eight of his inscriptions to the Emir Sultan Mosque
in Bursa. After prayers were offered for the Sultan, the inscriptions were hung on the
mosque’s walls. The letter accompanying these inscriptions, sent by [brahim Sarim Paga
(d. 1854), Governor of Hud4vendigar and the Director of the Bursa Waqf,%° described
the work as ‘adorned with the blessed handwriting of His Majesty the Emperor, marked
by miraculous artistry.” The Emir Sultan Complex, dedicated to the venerated figure of
Emir Sultan (d. 1429), was regularly renovated by Ottoman sultans.” Its endowments
were augmented through additional grants, with particular gifts sent to the mausoleum.
The complex, which had often been damaged by earthquakes, underwent significant
restoration during the reigns of Mahmud II, Abdtlmecid, Abdiilaziz, and Abdiilha-
mid II. Sultan Abdilmecid, having overseen repairs to the Emir Sultan tomb in 1845,
likely decided these levhas after this restoration.”!

Sultan Abdiilaziz’s inscriptions can also be found at the Valide Mosque in Aksaray,
built in honour of his mother, Pertevniyal Valide Sultan, and completed in 1871.
An archival document dated 12 Zilkade 1288 AH (23 January 1872), shortly after the
mosque’s completion, provides an inventory of items to be placed within.”> Among
these are listed ‘two inscriptions in imperial handwriting,” which must belong to Sul-
tan Abdiilaziz. Furthermore, a note later added to the list of sacred objects preserved
inside the silver grille of the Privy Chamber at the Topkap: Palace, dated 23 Sevval
1269 AH (30 July 1853), reads: ‘A levha by His Majesty Sultan Abdiilaziz, inscribed

65 Subag1 1999, 58.

66 Tanman 1998, 378-82.

67 Gundiz 2007, 408-9.

68 Kalfazade 1994, 502-3.

69  State Ottoman Archives HH.I. 1-50. Ibrahim Sarim Pasa was also a grand vizier known for
his calligraphy. He served as the governor of Bursa from 1849 to 1851. See Toksoy 2008,

642.
70  Tanman 1995, 148-51.
71 ibid., 150.

72 State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.d. 8205-4.
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“Bismillabi teyemmiinen bi zikribi’l celil”7® Tt appears that, following in the footsteps of
his father Mahmud II, and grandfather, Ahmed III, Sultan Abdiilaziz also placed one
of his own inscriptions while performing services in the Privy Chamber. Abdilaziz
also commissioned the grille, which holds the mantle of the Prophet, along with two
nested wooden chests gilded in gold, and a pouch for the mantle, embroidered with
gold thread on green velvet. The casing for the mantle is dated 1282 AH (1866).7* One
of Sultan Abdiilaziz’s rare inscriptions can be found at the mausoleum of Abu Ayyub
al-Ansari (d. 669), known as Eyiip Sultan, who participated in the first Muslim siege
of Istanbul and died there.” The sword girding ceremonies performed at the time of
Ottoman sultans’ ascensions to the throne were conducted in front of Eyiip Sultan’s
mausoleum. For this reason, the Eytip Sultan complex, particularly the mausoleum,
has been one of the most sacred sites, meticulously maintained by successive sultans.
Among the many Ottoman sultans who sent inscriptions to the mausoleum were, nat-
urally, Ahmed I1I, Mahmud II, and Abdiilmecid.

Though Sultan Abdiillhamid IT did not send an inscription to be displayed in a
mosque, he is known to have commissioned Ebiizziyd Tevfik (d. 1913) to decorate
the Yildiz Mosque - the foundations of which were laid in 1881 and completed in
1885 - with Kufic calligraphy.”® As a testament to the sultan’s admiration for Kufic
script, Eblizziya Tevfik adorned the prayer hall of the mosque with a panel bearing the
entire Surab al-Mulk, inscribed in large Kufic letters. The inscription’s border features
round cartouches bearing the names of the agere-i miibessere (the Prophet Muhammad’s
ten companions promised paradise), arranged in Kufic script. Between these round
cartouches, he placed rectangular, segmented cartouches decorated in an arabesque
style. On the mosque’s dome, Ebiizziya Tevfik inscribed the first three verses of Surah
al-Najm, the Arabic word for ‘star,” also in Kufic script. Around the edge of the dome,
alternating rectangular panels bear the inscription al-hamdu lillahi ve ala ni’mat al-Islam
in Kufic script. Above the mihrab, the inscription Bismillah was also rendered in Kufic.
While Sultan Abdiilhamid IT himself did not possess the skills of a calligrapher, he
ensured that the Yildiz Mosque, which became a symbol of his reign, was adorned with
this beloved script.”’

The only inscription by Abdiilmecid Efendi to be found in a mosque is located in
the Fatih Mosque, which holds a privileged position as the first sultanic mosque built
after the conquest of Istanbul. According to Semavi Eyice, after the conquest, Sultan
Mehmed II specifically chose the site of the Church of the Twelve Apostles, one of the
most significant Byzantine sites, for the complex he intended to build in his name.”
Immediately after the conquest, the church was first assigned to the Orthodox Patri-

73 State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.d. 900.

74 Agca 2013, 148, 150, 244, 308, 310.

75  Algil 1994, 123-5.

76  Ebiizziya 1907, 99-108.

77  For the revival of Kufic script during the reign of Sultan Abdiilhamid IT and its political
motivations, see Schick 2013, 119-38.

78  Eyice 1995, 244-9.
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Figure 19. “...Help from God and present victory (conquest of Mecca). Give good tidings (O
Mubammad) to believers’ (Saf surab: 13). Levha by Prince Abdiilmecid Efendi (d. 1944), dated
1922-1923. Fatih Mosque. Photograph: Hadiye Cangokge, 25 February 2022

archate. However, shortly thereafter, another location was provided to the Patriarchate,
and the construction of the Fatih complex began, becoming one of the most signifi-
cant religious and cultural centres in Istanbul. The inscription written by Abdiilmecid
Efendi, the last caliph of the Islamic world, is placed next to the mihrab of this mosque,
which is of great significance for the Muslim world. The inscription, dated 1923-1924,
is framed with a gilded Ottoman coat of arms (Figure 19). In this inscription, the caliph
wrote the verse from Surah As-Saff: ‘A help from Allah and a near victory (the conquest
of Mecca). (O Muhammad!) Give glad tidings to the believers!” (61:13). The content of
the inscription suggests that it was prepared specifically for the Fatih Mosque.

6. Female Calligraphers of the Dynasty
In addition to the Ottoman sultans and princes, archival documents also record that

women in the palace, including valide sultans and daughters, occasionally wrote cal-
ligraphic inscriptions, although in very small numbers. One of these women is an uniden-
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tified valide sultan. In the Ceyb-i Hiimdyin and Harc-1 Héssa ledger dated 29 Rebisilevvel
1205 AH (6 December 1790), is a note stating: “The inscription belonging to the late
Valide Sultan, located in the D4vud Paga Palace, has been ordered to be renewed by the
Sultan, and expenses incurred for its writing and gilding are recorded.”” It is likely that
during the restoration of the Davud Pasa Palace, which had become quite dilapidated by
the eighteenth century, the calligraphic inscription written by the Valide Sultan was taken
down from the wall as the interior items were being removed, its value was recognised,
and it was subsequently entered in the record and gilded.?% The ledger also mentions
that ‘the expenses were approved by His Majesty.” This work is understood to belong to
Sultan Selim III. Since Selim III’s mother, Mihrisah Sultan (d. 1805), was still alive at the
time, the Valide Sultan in question must have been the mother of another sultan. The
sultan preceding Selim III was Sultan Abdiilhamid I, whose mother, Rdbia Sermi Sultan
(d. 1732), passed away before her son ascended the throne, so she did not hold the title
of Valide Sultan.8! However, it is also possible that this title was used later in respect for
her son after he became sultan.

Another female member of the court likely associated with calligraphy, according
to archival documents, is Hibetullah Sultan (d. 1841), the daughter of Sultan Abdiil-
hamid I and the sister of Sultan Mahmud II. After her death on 18 September, the
Ceyb-i Hiimdyin and Harc-1 Héssa ledger dated 29 Sdban 1257 AH (16 October 1841)
records: “The calligraphy of the late Hibetullah Sultan, the most esteemed one, has
been received from the noble court of His Imperial Majesty and recorded in the Haz-
ine-1 Enderun-1 Hiimdyun, and it has been noted in the royal ledger. Six pieces of callig-
raphy in thuluth and naskb, decorated with gold, are mentioned.’®?

Thus, it is understood that there were gilded calligraphic pieces among the valuable
items passed on from Hibetullah Sultan and sent to the palace. While these pieces
are referred to as ‘the calligraphy of Hibetullah Sultan,’ it is also noted that they do
not have signatures. The calligraphy could have been executed by Hibetullah Sultan
herself, or she may have simply been the owner of the pieces. According to the same
ledger, it is also indicated that Hibetullah Sultan possessed a copy of the Qur’an sent
by the sultan. It is thought that the sultan in question could have been either her
brother, Mahmud II, or her nephew, Abdiilmecid, who was on the throne at the time.

Hibetullah Sultan was married at a young age to Aldeddin Pasa, the Governor of
Erzurum, and became a widow while she was still young.3® She resided in the Kadirga

79  State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.d 2436-0021. Ceyb-i hiimdyun refers to the funds allocated
for the personal use of the sultan and the expenditures made from these funds; Sahillioglu,
1993, 465-7. Harc-1 hdssa, on the other hand, corresponds to expenditures made on behalf
of the sultan or members of the dynasty; see Bilgin 2020, 534-5.

80 For the state of the Davud Paga Palace at this time, see Eyice 1994, 45-8.

81  Sakaoglu 2015.

82  State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.d. 2488.

83  There are two documents in which Aldeddin Pasa expressed his astonishment at this mar-
riage decision; see State Ottoman Archives HAT. 119-4840 and HAT. 127-5248.
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Palace.34 This palace is also depicted in a print in the book Voyage pitioresque de Constan-
tinople et des rives du Bosphore, published in 1819 by Antoine-Ignace Melling (d. 1831).8>
Archival documents show that despite having income from properties, land, and farms
allocated to her, Hibetullah Sultan led a lavish life and was known for her generosity.
It is understood that her expenses for tailoring, fabrics, jewellery, haberdashery, gifts,
construction and repairs, furniture, decoration, and kitchen costs were quite high.3¢

A well-known female calligrapher of this period is Esma Ibret (d. 1780), who was
born nine years before Hibetullah Sultan.?” The daughter of Serhisekiyin-1 Hassa
Ahmed Aga, she was likely married to her calligraphy instructor Mahmud Celaleddin
around 1795 or shortly thereafter, at the request of Sultan Selim II1.88 Recognised at
court as a female calligrapher, Esma Ibret may have been introduced to the young
female members of the palace who showed an interest in the art of calligraphy. Among
those who may have been acquainted with her is Hibetullah Sultan. Mahmud Celaled-
din, Esma Ibret’s husband, was also a calligrapher closely associated with the palace.?
Notably, he inscribed the celi thuluth calligraphy adorning the tomb of Mihrisah Valide
Sultan, mother of Sultan Selim III, in 1207 AH (1793). It is plausible that this master
calligrapher was among the instructors who taught calligraphy to Hibetullah Sultan.
Around the same time, her brother, Prince Mahmud, who would later ascend to the
throne as Sultan Mahmud II, was also receiving instruction in calligraphy.

In addition to members of the Ottoman dynasty, palace calligraphy masters also
trained other students, including a woman named Cilvenaz. While her precise identity
remains uncertain and only one work by her has been documented, her name suggests
that she may have been a concubine in the palace.?® In the colophon of her 1841-1842
hilye, she inscribed the words: ‘O Muhammad, intercede for the Ummah, Cilvenaz,
year 1257 Archival records dated 1 Rebiilihir 1267 AH (3 February 1851) and 5 Sdban
1274 AH (21 March 1858) indicate that Cilvenaz served as a kalfd (attendant) to Hogyar
Kadin (d. 1859), Sultan Mahmud II’s second wife.”! Hogyar Kadin, along with another
of her attendants, Semsiye, was known to have a deep appreciation for books.??

84  Artan 1993, 201-11.

85 Topkap1 Palace Library, inv. no. A. 3704. See Cagman et al. 2004, 270.

86  For examples of documents referring to Hibetullah Sultan’s wealth and financial difficulties
despite her assets, see: State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.d. 829 and HAT. 1653-21. Among
the generous gifts given by Hibetullah Sultan were jewel-encrusted boxes presented to the
Spanish and Dutch ambassadors; State Ottoman Archives HAT. 410-21310.

87 Derman 1995, 418-9.

88 A hilye written by Esma Ibret in 1209 AH (1795) was presented to Sultan Selim III and his
mother, Mihrisah Valide Sultan. Following this, the sultan and his mother arranged the
marriage of the female calligrapher with her teacher; Derman 1995, 418.

89  Derman 2003, 359.

90 Inal 1955, 771.

91 State Ottoman Archives TS.MA.e. 499-22 and TS.MA.e. 683-19.

92  Hosyar Kadin’s book is catalogued as TSK EH.1070, and Semsiye’s book as EHA IX/3; see
Derman et al. 2021, 270-1.
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The Ottoman palace thus fostered an environment in which sultans, valide sultans, and
women with a passion for calligraphy had the opportunity to work with master callig-
raphers, study rare manuscripts preserved within the palace, and inhabit spaces adorned
with exquisite calligraphic inscriptions. This vibrant artistic milieu, however, began to
wane during the reign of Sultan Mahmud II, when the royal family transitioned from
residing in Topkapi Palace to newly constructed waterfront palaces along the Bosphorus.
Unlike their predecessors, who were immersed in the artistic traditions of the palace, later
members of the dynasty — particularly after the reigns of Abdiilmecid and Abdiilaziz -
grew up without the same exposure to the arts of the book. The shifting political and
social dynamics of the era further distanced younger members of the dynasty from the
calligraphic tradition. This decline, as reflected in contemporary newspapers and peri-
odicals, began to take root among the broader Ottoman public by the mid-nineteenth
century and had largely reached the royal family by the century’s end, severing their
once-close engagement with the calligraphic arts and their practitioners.”

These registers, long overlooked in the study of Ottoman calligraphy, offer more
than a simple catalogue of artistic production. They illuminate a cultural and educa-
tional system in which calligraphy was deeply embedded in the formation of princely
identity and the performance of imperial authority. By foregrounding the names,
works, and tutelage of sultans themselves, the inventories reveal a nuanced picture of
calligraphy not just as a devotional or aesthetic pursuit, but as an embodied practice
of rule. The close reading of these documents also invites a reassessment of the institu-
tional dynamics that supported artistic transmission at the highest levels of Ottoman
society — from master-pupil relationships to the commemorative use of calligraphy in
architecture, albums, and painting. Tracing these lines of instruction and inscription
not only expands our understanding of royal calligraphic production, but also reframes
the archive as a site of both artistic agency and historical memory.
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