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THE HISTüRIAN AS BIOGRAPHER: 
MUŞTAFA cALi OF GALLIPOLI'S BIOGRAPHIES 

JANSCHMIDT . 
The subject I should like to discuss in this short paper is the biog-

raphical aspect of the great histoıy of the sixteenth-centuıy author 
Muşrafa cAH of Gallipoli, the Kiinhii 'l-a~bfır, the "Essence, of I;Iistories". 
The work which has not as yet found its critica! editor is a vast universal 
histoıy in four volumes, called "pillars", and deals with the histoıy of the 
world from its creation until the writer's own days 1• 

The biographical aspect is of fundamental importance for the Kiinh: 
firstly, the narrative of histoncal events and developments is dominated by 
the personalities of prophets and sultans in particular, secondly, and seri­
es of short biographies are added to the narrative in several places in the 
work and regularly so in its fourth, Ottoman volume. The biographical 
material ofTered here is voluminous, especially for cAıi's own sixteenth 
centuıy; the biographical sections cover from about a third of the chapter 
on the reign of Sultan Selim I up to half pr more of those on Süleyman 
and Selim IP. They deseribe the lives of six hundred and two men and 
three women, descriptions which vaıy in length from one short sentence 
up to a number of folios 3• 

Biography played an important rôle in Muslim historiography from 
the veıy beginning; we might even say: Muslim historiography had its 
veıy roots in the closely related sciences of biography and genealogy4• In 

1 There exists an incomplete printed version in five volumes edited by Me~med 
Lebib, Istanbul 1277-1285. 

2 The three periods begin subsequently on fo!. 222b, 270b and 423b of Kühn IV in 
the Berlin manuscript Hs. or. quart. ıogo (B) (B. H. Flemming, Türkiseize Handschriflm, 
Verzdchnis der orienlalischm Handschriflm in Deulschland, XIII, ı, Wiesbaden . ıg68, no. 26, 
ıg). The last period ends on fo!. 485b. The biographical sections begin on, fo!. 255b, 357a 
and457a. · 

3 See, e.g., the lives of <Mevlana Şemsü 'd-din', Süleyman/ulemö, ibidem, fo!. 379b 
and 'Mevlana Muhyi 'd-din <Arabzade', ihidem, fo!. 383a-385b. 

• Cf. B. Kellner-Heinkele, "Osmanische Biographiensammlungen", in: Analoliai, VI 
(ıgn-ıg78), ı7ı-ı72. 
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his general introduction to the Kiinh, cAH justifıes the actıvıty of the· 
historiographer by stating that it is a religious duty of mankind to re­
member "the deceased. He compares the historiographer with cisa who 
had the gift of reviving the dead. By keeping their memory alive, in parti­
cular of those who were worthy of honour, such as pious men, schol~, 
poets, sultans and statesmen, man could continue to benefit from th~ir 
good example, or on the other hand, leam from their faults and mishaps 
even after their deaths 5• 

As is clear from the sources he mentions, cAH followed in the foots­
teps of the classical historiographers and biographers; he had read the 
work of a~·Tabari and Mirbönd, l bn IJallikiin and Dawlatshah, to menti­
on only a few of his most famous predecessors 6• The sixteenth century 
moreover was the age in which the Ottoman serial biography, the tes,kere, 
began to flourish and c:Ali was fully aware of the works of this type writ­
ten before the ısgos when he started to write the Kiinh7• Moreover, he 
personally knew some of their authors such as cAşıi.c Çelebi, La~ifi, cAhdi 
and Kınalızade Hasan Çelebi 8. In the Kiinh, he discusses their literary 
merits, applies their methods of literary representation and exhaustively 
u ses work as sources 9• 

Although the Ottoman biographical dictionaries which contain a wealth 
of histarical and literary material have become the subject of systematic 
schclarship, this has hardly been the case for the histories which contain 

. such material 10• This is unjustified, especially for such a work as the 
Kiinh, which may well be regarded as one of the richest examples of the 
te~kere gen re in itself. 

5 Kiinh I (ed. Mel,ımed Lebib), 2-4 and 40·41. 
6 Ibidmı, ı8-ıg. 
7 •Ali mentions the following biographical dictionaries: the Heşl bihifl of Sehi Beg of 

ısg8, .. th~ ~~~~ •n-nu•möniye of Taşköprü.zade of 1558, its continuations, ıhe el-·ı~u '1-
man.pim orMınık •An Çelebi, the !'~~ 'ı-şa~ayilf of •Aşık Çelebi, ıhe Giilşen-i ıu•arö of •Ah­
di of 1563, ıhe ' Tt~t-i ıu• ara of Lapfi of ıs6g. possibly induding i ts continuation up to 
1572/73, ıhe Meıa•irii 'ş·ıu·arö of •Aşı~ Çelebi of ıhe same year and the Te{.kiretü l·ıu•arö of 
~.ınalızade f:iasan Çelebi of ısSs. 

8 This is, apparent from ıheir short biographies occuning in Süleyman/poets, Selim 
11/.ukmö and poets. For I:Iasan Çelebi, cf. C. H. Fleischer, Gelibolu Ali Ejend~ 7547-7600. A 
study in Onoman Histoncal Conscioumess, Dissertation, Princeton University ıg82, 66. 

9 With ıhe notable exception of •Ahdi's Tes)rere whose work he nevertheless knew and 
quoted, are discussed in Kiinh IV (B), fol. g8ob-g8ıa and 479a-479b. 

10 On the present state of scholarship, Kellner, "Biographiensammlungen", passim. 
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The question now rises: what did cAli contribute to Ottoman bio­
graphical literature apart from copying or elaborating his literary sources? 
To answer this guestion we have to direct our attention to the part of the 
Kiinh where the most original material is likely to be . found: the part 
which deals with cAH's own age. If we turn to the last systematic biograp­
~ical sections added to the chapters on the sultas Suleymfm and Selim II, 
we fınd that of the short lives contain material obtained from oral sources 
·or based on the author's personal experience with the men whose lives 
described, both to aspects, traditional to the genre. Particularly these pa­
ges are most fasdnaring being read. cAli was a poet and scholar by voca­
tion and had an inquisitive mind. Through his upbringing in a literary 
milieu, his medrese training and long if erratic, career as a state official, he 
came into contact with many of the celebrities of his To his bitter disap­
pointment, he never was able to obtain an appointment in the highest 
ranks of the Ottoman bureaucracy, to his various provincial postings he 
was obliged to travel a lot and took he the opportunity to visit pious men 
known for their learning, governors information about the past, and lite­
rary celebrities to discuss their or his own work or to participate in their 
literary salons. In this way, he obtained a mass of histoncal and biograp­
hical data which he finally included in the Kiinh. The parts of the text 
based on belong deservedly to the most well-known and the most quoted 
from his entire work 11

• 

The part of the Kiinh dealing with the period of the author's lifetime 
is not exclusively concerned with the great men of his time, but -and 
this makes the work especially interesting for the social historian- also 
with persons of lesser rank known to the author who not normally have 
found their way into history. Thus, cAıi remerribered Şeyb Sinan ijalife, 
his teaeber at the mekteb of his native Gallipoli. After having summed up · 
the facts of the latter's c ilmiye career, he writes: "I (lit. this humble one) 
was taught by him and enjoyed the sweet benefits of logic, of the science 
of the Koran and of lexicology., !fe had a pleasant library surrounded by 
a priceless garden like Paradise, ·full of flowers, in summer and winter ali­
ke ( .. )." 12 Although we would like to hear more details, nevertheless our 
imagination is stirred by this short but scenic addition to the sornewhat 

11 For cAii's biography and his contacts with contemporaries, see: Fleischer, Ali, chap­
ters ı-3. 

12 Künlı IV, Selim lllıey{ıs, (B), fol. 470a. 
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dry statements on the Şeyg's career; we are able to call up a picture of 
the boy stooped over his books amid the scent of fresh fiowers. The past 
seems momentarily restored to life. 

In 1575/76 (983) when cAli served as secretary to Ferhad Paşa in 
Bosnia, he used the opportunity to visit J:iad Mel:ımed Beg, dizdar (castıl 
warden) of Pojega and noted in a postscript to the story of Sultan Süley­
miin's "German Campaign" of 1532: "I was invited to (Mehmed Beg's) 
house and was shown abundant hospitality". cAli was surprised by what 
he saw. Although Mel:ı~ed Beg "was an old man, ninety years of age at 
that time, he still was full of life !ike a young man and a passionate !over 
of virgin female slaves". Moreover, he continuously entertained a large 
company at his house and cAU wondered how a man in his circumstan­
ces, living on an ineome of 6ooo a~çe per annum, could. afford to employ 
three to four servants who cost him at least 1000 alfçe per person, as well 
as keep an enormous house where he dayly gave 20 to 30 banquets abun­
dantly supplied with sweetmeats, while at the same time forldering the 70 
to 8o horses of his permanent guests every night. Mel:ımed Beg explained 
to cAli that before the conquest of Pojega he had been a dayı labourer in 
a place near Salonica. "I worked for a salary of about three alffe with 
which I tried hard to make a living. When the Conqueror of Countries 
Sultan Süleyman undertook the German Campaign, he made me a gro­
om (? sayi~-i ~imam) in the Imperial Army ( ... ). (Afterwards), I came in 
contact with the Beglerbegi of Rum eli, Y al:ıya Paşazade and became his 
boon-companion ( ... ). When Pojega was captured, I was appointed castle 
warden (dizdar) there on the latter's request". He further explained that 
he was very well oiT because his timar-ineome was enhanced by the profits 
he made by seliing chestnuts grown on a mountain attached to his land 
in the vilayets of Budin and Tımışvar 13• Thus, we are taken in to the ban­
quet hall of a local, be it perhaps exceptional, military man far away on 
the-Ottogıan border and are able to follow the dialogue in simple and di­
rect speecll be~een the author and his host. W e learn of cAll's curiosity, 
perhaps not completely free of envy, and the way it led to his obtaining 
biographical data, the details of which were deemed worthy of inclusion 
in his world history. 

cAli was not always so generous with detailed descriptions of the cir­
cumstances under which he met contemporaries whose lives he recorded. 

13 lbidem, Süleymanhsth event, (B) fo!. 26ga-26gb. 
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The majority of the fragments of this type consist of short but often lively 
and witty accounts of banquets, such as the exarnple given above, and li­
terary gatherings, meclis, where he met and competed with his fellow po­
ets. Farnous is 'Ali's discription of his meeting with the ~iographer 'Aşı~ 
Çelebi in Üsküb where the latter was Cadi, probably around 1570/72 14

• 

'Ali recorded that 'Aşık received him and feasted him"' for three days on 
end. Glasses were raised and 'Ali was offered by his host a ~la which 
began with the distich •"Doubtlessly the glass is the most perfect thing for 
scholars united in a banquet at this transitory pleasure spot ... " 'Ali even­
tually found himself quite embarrassed though, when he had to admit to 
his guest that he had not mentioned him in his Dictionary of P.oets 15• 

The resuscitation of sixteenth-century Ottoman life in 'Aıi's Kiinh do­
es not only result from memoir-like and autobiographical accounts like 
the ones referred to above, but also from 'Ali's anxious involvement in 
the, disastrous development of the Ottoman Empire after the middle of 
the century as he and many of his contemporaries saw it, when the cor­
rupt grand-viziers and courtiers could no longer be held in check by the 
weak or confused sultans who succeeded Süleyman 16• The worst of them 
was the sinister Albanian "~oca" Sinan Paşa who pushed the Empire du­
ring the five periods of his Grand-vizierate to the brink of irreparable ru­
in. His personality daminates the narrative of the Kiinh from the period of 
the Yemen carnpaign of 1568 when he managed to rob 'AII's patron and 
direct employer, Lala Muş!ala Paşa, of his position as carnpaign Com­
mander and Vizier, until his death in April 1596. 'Ali, who met the man 
in Cairo during the preparations for the military expedition, gives free re­
in to his hatred and is especially successful in picturing the man's brutish 
character in sh ort and venomous scenes. On his way back from Yemen, 
Sinan Paşa stopped in Jidda, where he was approached by Cadi I:Iusayn, 
an agent of the Şerif of Mecca, Abi Numay, who brought with him "a 
thousand pieces of gilt porcelain and numberless other presents including. 
a cloth with all (the necessities) for a banquet which was laid out before 

H Fleischer, Ali, 92-93. 
ıs Künh IV, Selim 11/poeıs, (B), fol. 478b-479a. See also: G. M. Meredith-Owens, Mt­

şiı'ir üş-ıu'ariı or Tt~kert of'Aşılf Çekh~ London 1971, xiiiand xvii. 
16 The most concise statement on Ottoman dedine and the role of the main histoncal 

personalities in it is to be found in 'Ali•s introduction to Küiıh IV, the Leiden manuscript 
Cod. 288 Wam.(L) (M. J. de Goeje, Catalogus Codü:um Orimtalium Biblüıthtcae Academiae 
Lugduno Batavae(CCO}, III, Leiden ı865, no. dcccl, 28}, fol. 4b-8b. 
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him: But the Vizier, irritated, asked: "Why didn't he come himself?" He 
had his horses trample the porcelain and break it to pieces ... " 17 

As Grnnd-vizier he was, according to cAH, especially guilty of invol­
ving the Empire in the long and costly war with the Habsburgs at the 
end of the century. The author contemptuously pictures him, already ib . 
his seventies by then, when, having been appointed commander by Sultan 
Muı·ad, he rode out to the outer encampment in front of the Edirne Ga­
te. "He seemed confused like a maving corps, completely terrorized and 
dumbfounded as if he were dead and on his way to the grave-yard outsi­
de the gate in order io be buried" 18• During his fifth grand-vizierate he 
died, and the author and the reader with him, feels relieved that the long 
story of corruption, nepotism, personal cowardice and murder has at last 
come to an end. Of the five periods he was in office, "the later were wor­
se than each one before", cAır commented. Gradually, he had become 
more bad-tempered and foulmouthed. To those who came to see him on 
business, he invariably said: "Go to hell!" and, wrongly despising them, 
he considered it a waste of time to ask the opinion of philosophers who 
offered him their knowledge and expertise. Poets commented on his death 
saririzing his cowardice and tilthiness, saying "You Sinan Paşa have now 
gone to Hell yourself, finding that yourabuse has come to be true!" 

At the time of his death it was said that a black crow, his black soul, 
had been seen flying from his carcase 19• 

The Ottoman histarian -c AH, as we have seen was no exception­
considered it his task to act as an arbiter of manners, to censure the wic­
ked and praise the virtuous. He was most apt to do so when his personal 
feelings were or had been at stake, when, as was often the case with an 
official like cAH, the subjects of his history, upon whom his postings al­
most exclusively depended, had promoted, ignored or thwarted him· in his 
car:e!;[_ or were stili in a position to do so. Although this indeed could re­
su lt in · iiterature of a d ramatic or sardonic quality when the author had 
been thwarted, as the example of Sinan Paşa shows, and although his 
personal indignation stimulated him to look for ever more brilliant invec­
tives, the characterisation of the histarical personalities in question tended 

17 Künh IV, Selim IV3rd event, (B), fol. 446b. 
18 /hiıkm, Murad III/38th event, (B), fo!. 577b. 
19 Ibiıkm, Me~med III/death of Sinan Paşa, (B), fol. 6ııa-6ı2a. 
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to become unsubtle if not untruthful. This was the case when they beca­
me the object of exaggerated praise or even abject fiattery as happened 
for instance when cAri, in the fina! pages of the Kiinh, eulogized the 
Grand-vizier Cigalazade Sinan Paşa comparing him with the legendary 
hero Zal and the beatiful prophet Yüsuf. The Pasha had 'been appointed 
after the Egri campaign of 1596, when cAH was still bus\' writing his work 
and the author dearly hoped to obtain a prestigious appointment from 
him. Most historians rrevertheless agree that the man had played a very 
dubious role in the campaign and certainly had not been the courageous 
hero 'Ali depicts for us 20• 

If the personalities deseribed in his work were not tlle author's f­
riends or enemies and were not or had not been involved in his official 
career or literary life, their portraits are mostly of a disappointingly fiat 
character and their natures often briefiy qualified as "pleasant" or 
"respectable". The exceptions here are persons about whom curious anec­
dotes could be told, preferably in elucidation of freakish but generally in­
nocent character traits. 

Of "Şey!fuı" Murad Paşa, the Governor of Lal;ısa and Basra whom 
cAli once had seen in Damascus, he wrote that he was mad and had be­
come the laughing-stock of the populace: he kept in his coffers puppets 
representing viziers and donned with dothes and many-plaited turbans 
(miicevueze) in his coffers. If a letter came from the Agent of the Porte 
{/!apu kethiidası) informing him of the fact that a certain Vizier showed an­
tagonism him, he immediately produced the puppet which resembled [the 
Vizier] and took endless trouble in order to chastise it with reprimands 
and punishments ( ... ) and even went so far as to hang and execute it" 21• 

The Persian Şey b Ebü Sa cid who had fled from the lf;ızılbo.ş and joined 
the army of Sultan Süleyman, suffered, 'AH wrote, from dirt phobia. 
When he received a sable fur from his protector Grand-vizier 'Ali Paşa, 
he felt thoroughly embarrassed and began by hanging it outside in his· 
courtyard so that it should be "washed by rain and snow" After another 
two months, he let his servant scrub it with a dean handkerchief, but the 
costly fur "had turned a dean handkerchief, but the costly fur "had tur-

20 See: Künh IV, Metımed IIVEgri campaign, in the Istanbul Topkapı maimscıipt 
Af:\med III 3038 (F. E. K.aratay, Topkapı Sarayı Müzeri Kütüplıarıffl Türkç~ y~mal4r kata/.oğu, 
Istanbul ıg6ı, no. 741, I, 244), fol. 544b-545b. 

21 Künh IV, Süleyman/ begkrbegis, (B), fol. 36ga. 
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ned into leather as prepared by the tanner." When the servant touched it, 
the hair immediately let loose, seattering over courtyard. O he hair alre­
ady would have sufficed to dishearten him protoundly and how now lo­
ads of them lay around! "He burst into tears [and] abused eli Paşa for 
having sent him such a rotten fur, cursing his fate at the same time~." 
The next day, finally, he decided to have fifty day labourers endoJed 
with sharp eyesight remove every single hair from the courtyard. lt took 
them thirty days to carry out the job. Afterwards, when the Sultan invited 
him to kiss his hands, he avoided touching him ( ... ) and greeted him by 
stretching his hand ·at a distance. "The Sultan, amused, ordered the 
Grand-vizier to double the Şeyg's ineome in order to cover his expenses 
for soap and enable him to wash offhis dirt phobia" 22• 

cAH was a most accomplished and versatile litterateur, who was able 
to apply his rhymed prose to such varying genres as touching memoir, 
detailed factual description, sustained histoncal epic, scathing abuse, high­
flown eulogy, and humorous anecdote. But apart from providing sound 
and entertaining literature which indeed was considered to be the first 
task of the histarian and biographer23 was c.Ali able to achieve a balanced 
and realistic characterisation of his personalities? 

Perhaps the most cautious approach to biography in the Kiinh is to 
be found in the description of the Ottoman sultans. In their case the aut­
hor tend to a more subtle approach because outright criticism or siltire 
even of already deceased rulers could be dangerous. As recorded in the 
Kiinh, the poet Brup, whom cAli knew well, was dismissed from his profes­
sorship and exiled from Istanbul by Sultan Murad after he had been ma­
ligned by a jealous collegue and accused of criticising the previous Sultan 
Selim for inebriety in one of his ğazels24• Sultan Murad,· for example, was 
deseribed as being of a "graceful and a sociable nature, devating extraor­
dinarily much time to familiar intercourse". At the same time, "he was 
inclıned ... ) _oward mystical poetry to a degree that exceeded the limit of 

22 Ihidmı, Süleyman/ ı~hs, (B), fol. 3goa-3gob. Ebü Sa.id's dirt phobia is also deseri­
bed in a more matıer-of-fact way in the ·~d', printed in the margin of Ibn ljallikan's Wa­
fa-yiilu 't-a•yön II, Bulal,< 1299, 4oı-.ı.o6. 

23 This is apparent from Ali's introductions to both Künh I and IV as well as from 
his evaluation of the Ottoman biographers, cf. above, note 9. 

24 Künh IV, Murad ID/3rd event, (B) foL 490a. See also: E. J. W. Gibb, A History 
of Ortaman Poetry nı, London 1904, 134. 
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what would be considered right" 25• Elsewhere cAH comments that "he had 
no faults apart from an inciination toward the calleetion of wordly goods, 
but this resulted from his genuine wish to expand the treasury of the 
Muslims" 26• This characteristic markedly contrasted with. his inciination 
toward mysticism. To explain, if not to justify, another of the sultan's de­
fects, his inertia, and his rather unbalanced personalitY in general, cAH 
had recourse to the ciassical theory of temperaments, which, incidentally 
at the same time had b·een revived in Renaissance Europe 27, connected it 
with a form of onomancy which ascribed a hidden, mystical-numerical va­
lue to letters. Explaining Murad's inertia -the sultan never undert a mi­
litary campaign personally, worse: he never had travelled anywhere at all 
his journey from Manisa to Istanbul for his accession- cAH wrote: Accor­
ding to some, he suffered from headaches ( ... ) but according to me, his 
inaction was fated ... I studied the name Murad and found thera and the 
dal, both pertaining to (the element) of fire. There were none of the aerial 
letters, one of which at least would be conditional to restlessness and mo­
tion ( ... ) Each fire (letter), moreover, is opposed by water so that his beha­
viour and manners were rather inconsistent ... " 28 

The last fragment is revealing for the attitude of cAH and his age to­
ward the psychology of man, aside from adding another item to our list 
of genres applied by the author in the Ki.inh, that of the scientific essay. It 
should remind us that c Ali belonged to ari age in which, both in East 
and West, the separation between man and nature and its mysteries had 
not yet taken place and it brings us as ciose to what is nowadays called 
"psychobiography" as we could wish for. We should realize, though, that 
introspection, so strongly favoured in the West and a dominant feature of 
its literature since the eighteenth century, was not a valued activity with 
the Ottomans, who, as appeared from cAli's introduction to the Künh, we­
re primarily interested in man's (conforming) moral behaviour in society· 
for which he would be ultimately accountable to God on the Day of Jud- . 
gement. 

ıs Künh IV, Munid UI/introduction, (B), fol. 485a. 
26 lbidem, fo!. 486b. 
27 J. Romein, De biografie. Een inleiding, Amsterdam 1946, 33-34. 
28 K ün h IV, Murad IU/summary of conquests, (B), fol. 488b-489a. 




