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Persons of the drama


The Ottomans

Suleyman I, tenth Sultan of the Ottomans

Hurrem, Ruthenian consort of the Sultan, known variously as the Haseki or Special Friend, and Roxelana

Mihrimah, daughter of Suleyman and Hurrem The Cabal

Rustem the Bosnian, former pig driver, husband of Mihrimah

Mehmet

Selim sons of Suleyman and Hurrem

Bayezit

Cihangir

Mahidevran, former consort of the Sultan, rival to Hurrem

Mustafa, son of Mahidevran and Suleyman

Suleyman Pasha, known as the Hadim, a eunuch

Hayreddin Barbarossa, Captain Pasha or head of the Ottoman navy

Hassan, his protégé, Governor of Algiers

Lutfi Pasha, brother-in-law to Suleyman, vizier

Sah Sultan, Suleyman’s sister and patron to

Merkez Efendi, a divine

Yahya, a dervish

Sinan, an architect

Ebussuud Efendi, Mufti or chief religious authority



Mehmet II, Suleyman’s great-grandfather, Conqueror of Istanbul

Bayezit II, Sulyeman’s grandfather, eighth Ottoman Sultan

Selim I, Suleyman’s father, ninth Ottoman Sultan

The Christians

Martin Luther, a reformer

Charles V, King of Spain and Holy Roman Emperor

Ferdinand, Archduke of Austria and Bohemia, Charles’s younger brother, known also as the King of the Romans

Maria, regent of the Netherlands, their sister

Francis I, King of France, known as the Most Christian King

Antonio Rincon Francis’s diplomats

Captain Polin

Johann Maria Malvezzi

Gerard Veltwyck Hapsburg diplomats

Jerome Laski

John Sigismund, intended King of Hungary

Isabella, Dowager Queen of Hungary, his mother

George Martinuzzi, Bishop of Oradea, known as Brother George, regent of Hungary

The Iranians

Tahmasp, Shah of Iran

Alqas Mirza, his brother

Ulama, a turncoat
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Act One: A House Divided




I

Francis of France is a most kingly king. Even if you saw him without his jewels and gold brocade, so noble and majestic are his movements that you would say: here is the King.1 He is called the Most Christian King because he was anointed with the sacred chrism, the oil which God sent down from heaven to show his affection for France.

It is eight hundred years since the Muslim advance into France was checked at the Battle of Tours. Over subsequent centuries parish vaults across the kingdom have been filled with the tombs of French Crusaders. In our own time Erasmus of Rotterdam has described France as the ‘purest … part of Christendom’,2 the streets of Paris full of theological students and the Sorbonne renowned for its defence of the faith. Not for nothing is France known as the eldest daughter of the Church of Rome. And now, in the autumn of 1534, she is receiving a dozen Turkish gentlemen.

They were conveyed across the Mediterranean on individual galleys for fear of interception by the Emperor’s fleet. They wear immaculate turbans and drink nothing but water. The gossips say that they have come to find a good French wife for the Sultan, who is resolved on baptism for himself and one of his sons.3 But more considered opinion is troubled by Francis’s embrace of a heathen enemy who grows bolder by the year.4

Francis defends his policy to the ambassador of the Most Serene Republic of Venice. ‘I strongly desire to see the Turk all-powerful and ready for war,’ he says, ‘not for his sake, for he is an infidel, and we are Christian, but to enfeeble the Emperor’s might [and] put him to heavy expense’.5 And he points out that other Christian nations live in peace with the Turk – a reference to the Serenissima herself. The King will not be deterred from his objective of a pact with the Sultan against the Emperor and sealed with Turkish cash. But it would help if he could show his critics what a good Catholic he is.

One night the Lutherans, who have become very insolent of late, creep around Paris putting up placards in prominent places that the faithful see on their way to church. ‘True articles on the horrible, great and insufferable abuses of the papal Mass,’ as the tract is called, takes an axe to the taproot of Catholic devotion. It describes transubstantiation, by which the bread and wine of the Blessed Sacrament become the body and blood of Christ, as an ‘execrable blasphemy’6 and the priests who preside over this ritual as ‘false antichrists’.7

One can always tell when Francis is feeling emotional because his eyes, which are hard to ignore in the first place, being permanently bloodshot, roll upwards. Such a rolling presumably occurs on the November morning when he emerges from his bedchamber to find that someone has pinned a copy of the ‘True articles’ to his door. But this is the opportunity he has been waiting for.

Justice flows swiftly and on 13 November a shoemaker’s son, who spent his youth in dissolution before he was completely paralysed, apart from his tongue which he used to propagate the heresy, is burned alive at the cemetery of Saint-Jean.8 The following day it is the turn of a rich draper, at the same cemetery, but not before his hand is cut off for the edification of a crowd outside Notre Dame.9 Other casualties include a schoolmistress who obligingly gives the names of other members of her sect before she too subsides beneath the flames.

Perhaps it is the strange passions that have been released, or the savour of human fat on the cold air, but still Paris doesn’t settle. Rumours of a massacre abound. A Flemish merchant is murdered on suspicion of being German.10 Then, on the night of 13 January 1535, the heretics plant another screed.

Something must be done.
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It is as if all of Paris is in the procession that sets out on 21 January from the church of Saint-Germain or in the crowds that gather to watch.

First come representatives of the parishes of the city, each with his banner and cross, then the merchants and the well-to-do holding lighted torches and marching in pairs along the crest of the road, all in excellent order. They are followed by the four mendicant orders in their gowns and chasubles, and the priests and canons of the churches, many of them barefoot.

They and the monks from the city’s monasteries carry the remains of saints in reliquaries chased in gold and inlaid with precious stones, but not as precious as the treasures within. Six priests bear the head of King Louis, who died while crusading at Tunis and whose ribs, arms and shanks have been distributed to churches throughout Christendom.

The most precious relic in Paris is the Crown of Thorns worn by Christ on his final journey and the sight of it causes the hairs of the people to stand on end. Then come bishops, archbishops and cardinals, again in pairs, carrying iron from the lance that pierced Christ’s side, the napkins of his babyhood and the tablet of stone which the children of Israel hewed in the desert.

If by adoring relics one can enter heaven, the people of Paris have a head start. And since the Lutherans so abhor the Blessed Sacrament, the Blessed Sacrament is what they shall have.11 Here it is, carried by the Bishop of Paris, under a canopy of crimson velvet that is hoisted on poles held by the Dauphin, his younger brothers the Duke of Orleans and the Duke of Angouleme and another grandee, a pole apiece.12

Behind them, dressed in black, his smooth, neatly combed brown hair shown to best effect, walks the Most Christian King. The majesty of the occasion is complemented by the excellence of his construction, his tall, well-built frame, his muscular buttocks and thighs, his skin the colour of watery milk.13 When the procession stops and the Blessed Sacrament is placed on an altar in the street, someone in the crowd calls, ‘Sire, do good justice!’ To which the King replies with a sign indicating that this is his intention.14

After Mass at Notre-Dame he makes a speech in which he urges his subjects to denounce all heretics, even if they are close relatives. The day ends with six more public burnings and the King’s Muslim guests are escorted past pyres being fed Christians by other Christians.
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One can fight against the Turks or do deals with them. With the Lutherans things are less straightforward. They are part of the body of the Church and cannot be cut out without killing it.

In Germany the heresy is no longer confined to the ignorant masses, a matter of sermons interrupted and altarpieces defiled. Every day princes, nobles and substantial citizens go over, crying ‘Luther!’ and ‘Death to the Pope!’ Before he left Rome in February 1535 the Pope’s envoy Pietro Paolo Vergerio warned the cardinals of this state of affairs – not that they seemed very concerned, being occupied with their own pleasures and self-interest.15 He even spoke with Pope Paul himself, who was good enough to invite him to his hunting lodge between the city and the sea. And Paul agreed with Vergerio on the need for a council to set the heretics straight, ordering him north to lay the groundwork.

Since reaching Germany Vergerio has done everything he can to avoid Luther’s hometown of Wittenberg. But if you’re going from Halle to Berlin to confer with the Elector of Brandenburg it’s in the way. So here he is, in November of that same year, 1535, sitting to breakfast in lodgings a few yards from the church door to which Luther pinned his so-called theses, the gate where he burned the Papal bull of excommunication and the university where he peddles his lies, when the scourge of Christ walks in.

Martin Luther wears a surcoat with satin sleeves and a fur-lined serge robe, a curiously festive look that he rounds off with rings and a heavy gold pendant. He seems a decade younger than his forty years and is plumper than the portraits.16 But the essentials that everyone knows, the bold cheekbones and lips, the walnut chin and the kiss-curl springing like lichen over a lump of head, are unmistakable.

Well this is awkward.

The Pope’s representatives are trained not to raise their voices or betray shock and dismay. But nothing has prepared Vergerio for the fox that is destroying the vineyard to leer over his breakfast and say, in a voice both soft and taunting, ‘tell me, over there in Italy have you heard something of my reputation for being a German drunk?’17

Vergerio stays silent, which Luther interprets as an invitation to talk. He only needs one. He boasts that his Katie has given him five children, two females and three males, and that his twelve-year-old shows every sign of becoming a great preacher. Then he mentions that he is entertaining a doctor of the law sent by King Henry of England. This is the same Henry who recently usurped the Pope’s authority, unlawfully divorced his wife Catherine of Aragon – the Emperor’s aunt – and is executing the clergy and stripping them of their wealth.

Luther agrees with the Pope about the desirability of a council but his idea of who needs persuading is the other way round. ‘Christianity at large needs it,’ he says, ‘so that those parts that are yet to know error from truth, and have long existed in such a state, may see and understand this difference.’

Even papal envoys have a breaking point and eventually Vergerio can take no more. ‘This is intolerable arrogance!’ he explodes at length. ‘It seems to me that your opinion is that the larger part of the good, wise and learned men of the world need only meet in a council … and they will inevitably reach the same conclusions as you!’ And Luther, no longer smiling, replies, ‘I will come to the council, and I am willing to lose my head if I do not defend my opinions against the whole world. These things that proceed from my mouth are not my wrath, but the wrath of God!’

Later on, in his report to Rome, Vergerio compares Luther’s eyes to ‘those I have seen in some mad condemned man … revealing fury and rage within. And indeed, the longer I reflect on what I have seen and heard in this monster and on the great power of his nefarious operations … the more I am led to believe that he is possessed by some demon … and it is to the infinite disgrace of these foolish princes and the others who govern these lands that they have not recognised what sort of person they have taken for their master and prophet!’18
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While Vergerio is breakfasting with Luther the Holy Roman Emperor is wending his way through his southern Italian possessions to Rome. The last time Charles V of the House of Hapsburg, King of all Spains, King of Germany, King of Italy, King of the Two Sicilies, Duke of Burgundy, Landgrave of Alsace, Count of Flanders and so on, privileged the Eternal City with his attention, back in 1527, his army sacked it and besieged Pope Clement until he paid a large ransom.

Eight years and a change of pontiff later, all is forgiven. Pope Paul has been enlarging his palace the better to share it with Charles and his men. The city is laying in food, fodder and all the wine the Tiber can carry19 while churches and a temple of Peace are demolished to give the Imperial army a clear run in;20 improvements that are financed in the usual way. ‘If I had an ecu for each day of pardon the Pope wishes to sell,’ writes François Rabelais, who is in town in his capacity as private doctor to the French ambassador, ‘I would be richer than …’ And he gives the name of a long-dead treasurer of France who was obscenely wealthy.21

Only this summer the Emperor added the North African slave mart of Tunis to his possessions, conquering it in person from the Sultan’s high admiral or Captain Pasha, Hayreddin Barbarossa, and he naturally wishes to vaunt his success to his Italian subjects. But between Naples and Rome he gets bad news. Taking advantage of Charles’s presence in the south of the peninsula, King Francis has sent in troops from the north, and his objective is the Duchy of Milan.22

The rivalry goes back to 1519, when both men stood for election to the throne of the Holy Roman Empire that had fallen vacant on the death of Charles’s grandfather Maximilian. Charles won that contest by bribing the electors fair and square, with Francis assuring him that the outcome would leave no bitterness, ‘just as two suitors in love with the same lady do not fall into enmity’.23 But sincerity isn’t Francis’s strong suit, he breaks his word as easily as he breaks for tennis.

In 1525 the Most Christian King led a French army as far as Pavia, twenty miles from Milan, but he was defeated and captured by a Hapsburg force. He spent a year in one of Charles’s prisons in Madrid before being released in exchange for the Dauphin and the Duke of Orleans and a pledge to surrender Burgundy. Francis never intended to give up Burgundy and eventually he purchased the freedom of his sons for two million gold ecus and a further promise to give up his Milanese claims – again, broken.

So it’s a reflective emperor who enters Rome on 5 April, crosses the Tiber and is met by the Pope on the steps of St Peter’s. Still he washes the feet of thirteen poor men on Maundy Thursday; still he kneels and rises in symmetry with the Pope on Easter Day.24 Only with the arrival in Rome of a French ambassador empowered to negotiate Milan’s transfer to France does he act.
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On 17 April the Emperor asks the French ambassador to follow him to the Pope’s robing chamber. He and Paul lean against the Papal bed and the cardinals, the Venetian ambassador and other notables gather in a semicircle. Removing his bonnet and holding it before him as a gesture of respect, Charles declares that he has come to kiss the feet and hands of the Pope.25

Charles is of medium height, with powerful arms and well-proportioned legs. His big green eyes are his best feature. His chin, which the rest of him follows at a respectful distance, is his worst.

Over the next hour and a half, speaking the Spanish he learned as a teenager after inheriting Castile and Aragon, Charles warms to his theme of French perfidy. Although he held Francis in his power after the Battle of Pavia, he explains, he magnanimously released him and married him to his sister Eleanor.26 And how did the Most Christian King respond? With violations, slanders and acts of war to which he responded only ‘with great reluctance’.27

The worst aspect of Francis’s behaviour is his friendship with the Turk. The Most Christian King receives horses from his friends in Constantinople. He tips them off about Charles’s troop movements and plots with them against the Emperor. In the opinion of no less an authority on scruple than Thomas Cromwell, nothing would deter Francis from bringing the Muslims into the heart of Christendom if by doing so he would gain Milan.28

When the Turk launched his recent offensive in Hungary, threatening Germany, the Emperor asked Francis for help. The King replied that he would come with fifty thousand men on foot and three thousand cavalry – but to Italy, not Germany. So obsessed is Francis with capturing Milan, so indifferent to Germany’s plight, that he told Charles that he would raise most of his footsoldiers from Germany and then complained at the discourtesy of the Emperor’s response!29

Even now it remains Charles’s fondest wish to win over the King through honesty, unite against the Turk and restore the Church to health. But Francis’s latest attempt to usurp Milan obliges the Emperor to set aside his well-known love of peace. And so – still leaning on the Papal bed, still speaking calmly – he announces that he will quit this city tomorrow and go north to invade France unless Francis ‘wishes to meet me in person on a field of honour, either fully armed or in our shirts with only a sword or dagger, on land or sea, on a bridge or an island, in a designated space or in front of our armies, or wherever or however he wants’.30

Three months later, Francis having responded to the Emperor’s challenge with his usual levity, Charles invades Provence, loses eight thousand men and withdraws. The Pope continues to preach reconciliation. But unless the issues which lie between Francis and Charles are resolved by force or held in check by a stalemate, there can be no peace.31 The Pope urges a council. But the Christian princes can’t agree on a venue for the council, let alone what it should discuss. And Venice, whose alliance with the Sultan has been fraying for some time, knows that she will bear the brunt of his arms if she joins the Emperor and the Pope in an anti-Turkish war.
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In September 1537 a French flotilla led by the Baron de Saint-Blancard, master of the Provence Galleys,32 joins forces with the Turks off the Venetian island of Corfu. ‘Joins forces’ does not signify an equivalence of military might, the Turkish fleet numbering six hundred sail and the French flotilla twelve galleys, a frigate and a brig.33 The Turks greet their allies by firing their cannons and, in the words of Jean de Vega, a member of the baron’s suite, ‘never fell so fine a hail as the Turkish bullets that skimmed the sea.’34

The next day Saint-Blancard is rowed ashore.35 Stepping onto Albanian soil he rides up a hill to an enormous tent where the Sultan’s Grand Vizier, Ayas Pasha, awaits him.36 The Pasha greets the Baron by placing his hand on his chest, his mouth and finally his forehead.

‘The aforementioned tent is called the Porte,’ Vega reports, in reference to the Sublime Porte in Constantinople, and pains have indeed been taken to transfer the Ottoman seat of government in all its majesty from the Bosporus to the Ionian Sea.

From this hillside Porte a path leads to the Sultan’s tent at the summit of a higher hill, more a town than a tent and encircled by a length of cloth painted to resemble a wall whose circumference exceeds that of the wall around Toulon. Along this wall stand three thousand Janissaries in close formation wearing robes of red, violet, deep blue or white, each man with his scimitar, small dagger and axe. The Janissaries are motionless except for those who fall softly from time to time, dead or dying from the plague, and are dragged away and replaced.37

From his high point the Sultan looks onto twelve thousand tents that belong to his army and are spread over the hills in perfect order, and onto the sparkling sea below with his fleet in pleasing array. He looks across the strait to Corfu, which his brother-in-law Lutfi Pasha invaded a few days ago and which is oversmudged with smoke from a town that Lutfi’s men are burning to the ground.38

The Sultan receives Saint-Blancard in his tent seated on cushions of cloth of gold. He is wearing a white satin gown with a medium-sized turban over a bonnet of pleated crimson velvet. Pinned to the folds of the turban is a gold medallion or rosette with a cut ruby the size of a hazelnut and in his right ear is a pearl shaped like a pear and intricately wrought.

The Sultan has long delicate bones, a brown, oval face, forward cheekbones and a plausible chin (look on with envy, Charles, look on with envy!). His eyes are hazel, the same colour as Francis’s, only deeper. He has an aquiline nose, long reddish moustaches, chin-hairs trimmed rather than shaved; and the famous neck, swan-like, hanging and sad.

During the interview the Frenchman regrets that he will be unable to join the Turks in their new war against Venice,39 which may not come as a surprise to the Sultan in view of the puny size of Saint-Blancard’s fleet, lost in a forest of Ottoman masts.40

After quitting the Sultan’s presence, Saint-Blancard has a prospect of the Turks assaulting Corfu Town, watching the Turkish galleys running towards the citadel and firing at it while the Venetians return fire. The following day, 13 September, the French take on water at a place on Corfu that has fallen into Turkish hands and hold Mass in a church that has received a visit from the invaders. The nave is full of corpses, the frescoes are covered in excrement and an image of the Virgin has been attacked by a Turk who, prising off a pilgrim’s silver token that was fixed to it, was struck blind, since when no one has dared defile the place further.41
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One might think of Christendom as a house whose roof has been built by rival roofers using different materials laid to different pitches, the edges of each section rubbing against each other while other sections, inexplicably neglected, are open to the elements.

The house next door is the Muslim Caliphate which has a single roof built by a single craftsman according to a single plan: uniform, monotonous and effective. A roof that is easily extendable over any neighbouring house that may be annexed.

Under roofs live families, families composed of parents and their dependents, of people of the same faith or sect, of members of the same city, principality, kingdom or empire. Each family is a setting in which individuals interact with the group they belong to, each individual striving to avoid becoming a victim of circumstance.

Ottoman unity derives from a single idea, that of holy war leading to conquest, prosperity and divine favour. A desire for conquest animates the state and postpones the day, described by Ibn Khaldun of Tunis, when the tribe is fatally effeminised and subsides into decadence. That there is no such consensus under Christian roofs, no single idea, explains why, in the struggle between the two civilisations, the Christian family speaks with many voices and acts with many wills.

The irony of the unity gap is that while the Ottoman Caliphate excels at bonding the people, the army and the doctors of the law, the institution at its apex, the Sultan’s family, is destined to self-destruct. No, ‘destined’ is too weak a word: it is required by law that the process of finding a sultan degenerate into a battle royal that only one candidate will survive.

That even a reign of piety and good sense must conclude in events abhorrent to God is a moral snare worthy of Niccolo Machiavelli, whose account of power has passed from hand to hand ever since he issued it in manuscript form a couple of decades ago. Not that Machiavelli admits God into his scheme, but deliberately excludes him, his treatise being an extended advocacy for any quality of character that enables one to take power and retain it, including cruelty and cunning.

The merit of Machiavelli is that he considers politics as it is, not as it should be. His flaw is that he ascribes to everyone motives as base as his own. With respect to his exemplar, Cesare Borgia, who, as son of Pope Alexander VI rose to become a powerful duke through the use of deception and callousness, his cynicism may be justified, but more often leaders long to be recognised as being not only just but also strong, faithful and powerful, and this may require the deception, not of others, but of oneself.

Sultan Suleyman belongs to this latter camp. If he survives his current phase of war and lives into old age, a question will pose itself, of how fair to fight and how far. A question that, while easy enough to answer for a godless bureaucrat stomping around his fields outside Florence, may be less so for someone whose person is sanctified, his conscience holy, his roof a crescent moon in a desert sky.
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In the 1510s, when young Suleyman was apprenticing as Governor of the Aegean province of Manisa, his father Sultan Selim sent him a robe. The boy wanted to wear it but his mother Hafsa, knowing the sender, restrained him, and the poisoned robe killed the attendant who tried it on. In 1520, when Suleyman was informed that his father was dead and that he must come to Istanbul, he went in trepidation, fearing that it was a ruse to lure him away from safety and kill him.

In the course of his short reign Selim almost tripled the size of the Empire by invading Syria, Palestine, Egypt and Arabia. He also defeated the Iranian Shah. When he wasn’t fighting he spent much time in thought, when none of his pashas dared speak to him or offer him advice, and he governed quite alone and guided by these long periods of reflection. Suleyman, on the other hand, prefers to rule with the support and solidarity of those who enjoy his trust and affection.42

The person who until recently enjoyed his trust and affection lies in an unmarked grave in a dervish convent behind the Imperial dockyard. At dawn the body was brought in its shroud from the Sultan’s Privy Chamber down to the jetty at Seraglio Point.43 Then it was rowed the short distance across the Golden Horn. The month being Ramadan, the townsfolk had gone back to sleep after their pre-dawn meal and Ibrahim the Frank was in the ground before anyone knew what was happening. Since then a Judas tree has been planted nearby to give him shade. This must be a joke as it’s the tree from which Judas Iscariot hanged himself after betraying Jesus.

Between 1523, when Suleyman named him Grand Vizier, and his death in 1536, Ibrahim had been called makbul, ‘the favourite’, which the poets have since, with typical economy of effort, changed to maktul, ‘the killed one’.


In the end, having been the favourite one forever,

The favoured vizier became the killed one.

Whosoever is unjust and pitiless

Is undoubtedly worthy of death.

That’s the way destiny has always been,

Everyone must reap what he has sown.44



Not that Ibrahim was particularly unjust or pitiless. That’s just the way the poem works. But the Muslims of Istanbul never took to the Sultan’s convert chum, this wine-drinker who was born a citizen of the Venetian Republic and a follower of the Cross, and who was never happier than when discussing jewels with his friend the Venetian ambassador. And the first thing they did after his death was head for the Hippodrome and take revenge on the statues of three boozy, bawdy, fornicating Greek gods that he had brought back as mementoes from Buda and placed in front of his palace there.45

He was the Empire’s administrator and commander, the royal impresario who presented Suleyman to the world and spangled the walls of the New Palace with azure and gold.

Now he is erased from the record, his name hardly uttered, his resting place known only to a few, his palace, horses, gems and musical instruments and his fifteen hundred slaves absorbed into royal ownership. And each time Suleyman goes on campaign or sees Ibrahim’s palace, each time he is reminded of their youth together – of the old woman, say, who approached them while they were hunting cranes46 near Yanbolu and offered them a pomegranate47 – his choice is to remember or push away.

It takes nerve to do what the Sultan did on the Ides of March 1536. To partake in aromatic dishes that have been devised to awaken the royal palate after the hours of fasting, to hear verses from the Quran recited sweetly and speak with one’s closest friend before retiring on the warmest of terms, not together to the Sultan’s bedchamber, those days of intimacy being long over, but to adjacent rooms – to do this while giving nothing away takes nerve.

Even now the room where Ibrahim slept and where he thrashed as the mutes pulled the bowstring around his neck is stained with blood. His blood is Suleyman’s aide-memoire. Never again entrust the affairs of state to a slave who mistakes himself for the Sultan, never again let an official, no matter how high or trusted, into the Privy Chamber.48 The Sultan should not form emotional attachments to those he has raised to public office. He must not let those to whom he is attached influence affairs of state.49
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In Suleyman’s library in the New Palace there is a Persian miniature, on dun paper, showing a lion and a bull on the verge of combat. The bull goes back on his haunches, his hide black and hard, his neck coiled, great his eyes, his ears pricked and his horns angled to meet the lion’s leap, while the lion circles his prey with his eye of enjoyment, his little testicles swinging, the pads and calluses of his paw, his mane.

As a hunter there isn’t much the Sultan can’t do. He’s as skilled at the backward arrow shot as he is at the forward.50 He is also proficient at falconry, which he practises on horseback, flighting the falcon from his forearm to rag a spotted deer, and while he is never alone, inasmuch as he is surrounded by pages and eunuchs and bodyguards who would lay down their lives for him unblinkingly, he is alone, for no man lives to hunt surrounded by payrolled sycophants.

He brought elephants on the Belgrade campaign of 1521, with their Indian keepers. Outside the fallen city, on the banks of the Danube, prisoners watched, awaiting their fate, as one of the elephants, its feet decked with anklets of gold, trampled their fellow captives to death, while above them Suleyman watched too, thinking his thoughts, seated on a throne pitched against a high hill.51

Returning from that campaign, outside Philippopolis, he mounted a black Arabian stallion and slew a running mountain sheep with his sword, reaching down from his saddle and slicing into the sheep’s fugitive body.52 He hunted, perhaps, with particular fury and desolation that day, having recently learned that his son Murat and his daughter Raziye were dead of the plague. A short while later, after his triumphal entry into Istanbul, another son, Mahmud, died from smallpox.

His sons. The alive and the dead. Would it be a surprise to learn that Suleyman, a man like any other, prefers not to think about the day when his surviving sons will kill each other till just one stands?




II

For the past one hundred and fifty years infidel towns and villages newly occupied by the Ottoman army have paid a tax in boys. Severed from their families, these orphans find a new father in the Sultan, and since their destiny is tied to his, they become his devoted servants and are promoted to high office. For as long as the empire continues to expand, the Sultan’s corps of slaves will not want for new entrants and the cycles of renewal will go on.

Jews and Armenians are exempt from the levy. So are only sons, orphans and the sons of village headmen, as is anyone who is conceited or full of himself. Tall boys are not taken because they are known to be stupid, nor are short boys because they are troublemakers.1 Boys who know Turkish or have been to Istanbul aren’t eligible either.2

Upon reaching the city the most promising are enrolled in preparatory school.3 They are circumcised, filled with Islam and taught Turkish, Arabic and Persian. They learn to paint, gild, engrave, pluck a zither and sing. They play a game in which they hit a ball with a stick, and another, on horseback, that involves throwing a blunt javelin at your opponent.

Every so often some of the boys are discharged into the populace or the army. Only the most beautiful and accomplished are admitted to the page school in the Third Court of the New Palace, the feeder institution for the dedicated corps, known as chambers, that attend the Sultan.

The names of the chambers aren’t always a reliable guide to their activities. Senior personnel in the Treasury Chamber include a man who is in charge of the Sultan’s parrots and another who looks after his nightingales.4 Members of the Commissary collect rain- and rosewater during the month of April, which they offer to the Sultan in return for a reward.5 The Falconry Chamber does what it says on the tin.

And each chamber has its own complement of deaf mutes and dwarfs, the former to guard the Sultan when he is engaged in private conversation, keep his books, letters and secret writings in custody6 and carry out executions, and the latter for entertainment.

Whenever the pages speak they show each other great affection, calling each other ‘my brother’ or ‘my soul’. But they seldom speak. The values prized in a page are intelligence, discipline and silence. The punishment for smiling during prayers is to be beaten five hundred times.7

On holidays the pages are allowed to play games until dawn. They don satin and brocade caftans; they put on lace skullcaps, fine slippers, cummerbunds and sweet-smelling scents and the rules fall away.8

From time to time during their progress from the palace school and through the various chambers, a selection of pages is made. The palace doorkeeper comes to the Sultan and tells him, ‘Lord, the time has come for your slaves, who pray to God for your life, to come out of the palace.’ The Sultan says, ‘let it be so,’ and the pages in question line up to kiss the hand of their lord, who is seated on a low seat placed on a most beautiful and grand carpet of silk and gold that has been spread in a small courtyard, with one hand over his dagger, and the other resting on his thigh, and they come one by one very cheerfully and reverently, and some kiss his hem, and others his foot, without saying a word. Once the Sultan has seen them all, he greets them and they, bowing deeply, indicate their gratitude before being sent away, often with a wife who has been released from harem service, and the Third Court becomes a memory.9

With each disgorgement the pool of men from which the Sultan chooses his most trusted slaves gets smaller. Only the best are promoted from the Commissary to the Treasury and finally to the Sultan’s Privy Chamber.

[image: ]

The Sultan isn’t only the sultan. He is the Caliph of all Muslims and the custodian of the Holy Places of Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem. The Privy Chamber, besides being where he lives, also houses his most precious relics, including the robe worn by the Prophet Muhammad. The number of pages and officers attached to the Privy Chamber is never less than thirty-two and never more than forty. They live adjacent to the Sultan in their own rooms, protecting him and the artefacts that
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