
	

THE OTTOMAN CLOCKMAKER

❥  ✶  ❥






THE OTTOMAN

CLOCKMAKER

Gears, Secrets, and a Sultan’s Obsession

❁  ✵  ❁



Leyla Çetin






Copyright © 2025 Leyla Çetin

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright holder.



This is a work of historical fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.



First Edition, 2025

Printed in the Republic of Turkey






TABLE OF CONTENTS

❁  ✵  ❁



Author’s Note: The Clock That Started Everything

Historical Preface: The Empire That Measured Time Differently

A Note on Names, Dates and Language

Dramatis Personae

Map of Ottoman Istanbul, c. 1565



Part One: The Apprentice of Hours

Chapter I: The Tick Inside the Silence

Chapter II: Master of the Copper Quarter

Chapter III: The Language of Escapements



Part Two: The Palace of Infinite Rooms

Chapter IV: A Summons from the Sublime Porte

Chapter V: The Harem Keeps Different Hours

Chapter VI: Gears That Must Not Slip



Part Three: The Conspiracy of Minutes

Chapter VII: What the Venetians Buried in Brass

Chapter VIII: The Treasurer’s Shadow

Chapter IX: Dilara’s Mechanism

Chapter X: Kerem’s True Commission



Part Four: The Hour of Reckoning

Chapter XI: The Night the Gears Stopped

Chapter XII: The Sultan’s Audience

Chapter XIII: What Remains After the Reckoning



Part Five: Longitude Unknown

Chapter XIV: Dilara’s Last Letter

Chapter XV: The Clockmaker’s Mark



Author’s Afterword: What Is True, What Is Imagined

Reading Group Guide

Glossary

Selected Bibliography and Further Reading

Acknowledgements






Author’s Note

The Clock That Started Everything

❁  ✵  ❁



In the spring of 2019, I stood in a dimly lit vitrine on the second floor of the Topkapı Palace Museum in Istanbul and pressed my face so close to the glass that a guard cleared his throat behind me. Inside the case, mounted on aged velvet, was a mechanism of bewildering beauty: a table clock of European manufacture, its case inlaid with enamel and semi-precious stone, its movement exposed through a glazed rear panel. The placard read, in Turkish and English, “Mechanical clock, gift of Venetian ambassador, c. 1560–73.” A range of thirteen years. Someone, somewhere, did not know exactly when it arrived. That uncertainty undid me.

I had come to Istanbul on what my editor would later describe, with more patience than I deserved, as a research detour. I was meant to be finishing a different book entirely. Instead I spent three weeks in the Topkapı archives, a further week in the Ottoman archives at the Prime Ministry, and four days in the workshop of a retired horologist in Büyükada who had spent forty years repairing antique movements. His name was Ahmet Kahraman. He let me sit beside him while he worked and answered every question I asked, and then, on the last afternoon, he handed me a mainspring no wider than a ribbon and asked me to feel how much force was coiled inside it. I wound it a little further. Then a little further still.

That sensation, of something under pressure that has not yet found its release, is what this novel is about.

The Ottoman Empire of the sixteenth century was the most sophisticated geopolitical mechanism in the known world. Under Suleiman the Magnificent, who died in 1566, and his son Selim II, who reigned from 1566 to 1574, the empire stretched from the gates of Vienna to the Persian Gulf, from Ukraine to the coast of Morocco. Its administrative machinery was a wonder of early modern statecraft. And yet, within all that ordered power, there were spaces of tremendous hidden pressure: artisans who served the court without ever being fully trusted by it; minority communities who contributed enormously to Ottoman culture while living under conditions of permanent legal ambiguity; women of the harem who wielded influence without ever holding office; spies who crossed every border with impunity because nobody thought to write down their names.

Yusuf Mizrahi is fictional. Usta Kerem is fictional. Dilara is fictional. The Sultan’s clock commission, the cipher concealed in a Venetian mechanism, the court intrigue that turns on a single chime sequence: all fictional. But the world they inhabit is as accurate as I could make it. The prices Yusuf pays for his tools are drawn from Ottoman market records of the 1560s. The internal layout of the Topkapı workshops reflects surviving architectural surveys. The diplomatic clock exchange between Venice and Istanbul is real, extensively documented in the dispatches of Venetian baili, the ambassadors who served in Constantinople throughout the sixteenth century. Several of those dispatches, preserved in the Archivio di Stato in Venice, mention clocks as gifts of unusual strategic significance. One notes, without further elaboration, that a particular mechanism arrived with a sealed letter sewn into its base.

I never found out what was in that letter. This novel is my best guess.

⁋

A word about the Jewish community of Ottoman Istanbul. The Sephardic Jews expelled from Spain in 1492 were welcomed into the Ottoman Empire by Bayezid II, who reportedly said that Ferdinand of Spain had impoverished his own kingdom by driving out people of such skill. By the mid-sixteenth century, the Jewish communities of Istanbul, Salonika, and Safed were among the most intellectually and commercially vibrant in the world. Jewish artisans, physicians, merchants, and financiers occupied a peculiar position in Ottoman society: protected by imperial charter, taxed as a separate millet, excluded from certain offices, but present in virtually every profession. The character of Yusuf Mizrahi is imagined, but the community from which he comes is historical.

I owe a particular debt to the scholarship of Esther Benbassa and Aron Rodrigue, whose work on Sephardic history oriented my research at every stage. Any errors of fact or interpretation in this novel are mine alone.



Leyla Çetin

Istanbul, 2025






Historical Preface

The Empire That Measured Time Differently

❁  ✵  ❁



Istanbul in the 1560s rose at dawn to the call of the muezzin, not the ringing of a church bell. This is not a trivial distinction. The Islamic call to prayer, the adhan, is itself a measurement of time: its five daily recurrences mark the day’s passage in relation to the position of the sun, so that the hour of prayer in June differs from the hour of prayer in December, and the hour at which the city opens for business is not a fixed point on a dial but a moving one, calibrated each day against the actual movement of the heavens. Ottoman time was, in this sense, more accurate than European time. It was also, to a European observer, bewildering.

The mechanical clock had been the great European innovation in timekeeping since the late thirteenth century. By the sixteenth century, the spring-driven portable clock had transformed the continent: merchants could synchronize transactions; military commanders could coordinate movements; city councils could regulate the working day. The clock was an instrument of discipline as much as navigation, and European powers understood this. When they wished to impress a foreign ruler, they sent a clock.

The Ottoman sultans received many. The Topkapı Palace collections today hold dozens of European mechanical clocks acquired during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, including pieces of Augsburg, Nuremberg, and Venetian manufacture. Several are extraordinary works of craft: automata that perform miniature theatricals on the hour, astronomical mechanisms that display the phases of the moon, table clocks whose cases are set with emeralds and rubies. These were not gifts in the casual sense. They were statements of technological capability, and the Ottoman court read them as such.

The response of the Ottoman court was characteristic of its pragmatism. The sultans did not reject European timekeeping; they adopted it selectively. By the late sixteenth century, there were clock towers in several Ottoman cities, and a corps of palace clock-minders, known as saatçiler, was established at Topkapı. But the sultans also maintained their own tradition of astronomical observation and calendar-keeping, rooted in Islamic scholarship, and the two systems coexisted without either displacing the other.

It is into this space of coexistence, ambiguity, and fascination that Yusuf Mizrahi moves. The craft he practices belongs to both worlds and neither. The secrets he uncovers were hidden precisely because they sat at the intersection of European mechanism and Ottoman power, in a moment when the gap between those two civilizations was narrower than either side wished to admit.






A Note on Names, Dates and Language

❁  ✵  ❁



Ottoman personal names follow patterns that may be unfamiliar to readers accustomed to European conventions. Many Ottoman men bore a single given name plus a title or occupational descriptor, rather than a hereditary surname in the European sense. The title “Usta” before Kerem’s name means Master Craftsman and was a form of respectful address, not a surname. The title “Bey” after Murad’s name indicates rank rather than family.

Jewish names in Ottoman Istanbul often combined Hebrew given names with Ladino or Ottoman surnames. Yusuf is the Arabic form of the Hebrew name Yosef. The surname Mizrahi means “Eastern” in Hebrew and was common among Sephardic families who had come from Spain through the eastern Mediterranean.

All dates in this novel follow the Common Era calendar rather than the Ottoman Rumi or Islamic Hijri calendars, for clarity. In 1565, the Hijri year was 972 to 973. The Rumi calendar, used in Ottoman administrative documents, placed the same year as 971 to 972 of the Julian reckoning.

Turkish and Arabic words are used sparingly throughout the text. Where they appear, they are generally explained by context or, if a technical term is important to the narrative, defined at first use. A full glossary is provided at the end of the book.

