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Author's Note

My grandmother kept a wooden box under her bed that I was not supposed to open. I was seven years old when I first found it. Inside was a bundle of letters written in a script I could not read, tied with a cord that had once been red and had aged to the color of old brick. My grandmother said they were from before. She did not say before what.

I am a historian by training and a novelist by vocation, and the two impulses have spent my career in productive argument with each other. The historian insists on evidence. The novelist insists on truth. They are not the same thing, and this book is the result of accepting that they are not.

What I know about Ottoman palace women of the sixteenth century comes from a combination of sources that are frustratingly incomplete and surprisingly rich: the administrative records of the imperial household, the poetry that women occasionally wrote and that occasionally survived, the accounts of foreign ambassadors and traders who observed Ottoman society from its edges, the architectural evidence of the spaces in which women lived, and the legal records of the sharia courts that occasionally preserved the voices of women in dispute.

What I have invented is a specific woman and her specific story. Leyla is not a historical figure. Her father Ibrahim Pasha is not the historical Ibrahim Pasha who would become Grand Vizier under Suleiman the Magnificent. I have borrowed the name and the title and nothing else. The emotional and political world in which Leyla moves is as historically accurate as I could make it. The specific events of her life are mine.

1512 was a year of upheaval in the Ottoman Empire. Sultan Bayezid II, old and ill, was persuaded or compelled to abdicate in favor of his son Selim in April of that year. The transition was not peaceful. The violence that preceded and followed Selim's accession, the executions of his brothers, the purging of his father's court, the terror that settled over the palace like weather, is the historical context in which Leyla's story unfolds.

I have tried to write a book about what it costs to have a voice in a world that has decided you should not have one. This is not only an Ottoman story. But it is that first.

 

N. H.

Oslo, 2024

 


 

A Note on History

The Ottoman Empire in 1512 was the most powerful state in the Western world. At its greatest extent the empire would stretch from the gates of Vienna to the Persian Gulf, from the Crimea to Morocco. In 1512, it encompassed much of Anatolia, the Balkans, the Levant coast, and the former territories of the Byzantine Empire, whose capital Constantinople it had captured in 1453 under Mehmed II.

The empire was governed by the Sultan, whose authority was both political and religious in the Sunni Islamic tradition. Below the Sultan, the Grand Vizier managed the daily administration of the state through the imperial council called the Divan-i Humayun. The Topkapi Palace, begun by Mehmed II in the 1460s on the promontory between the Golden Horn and the Bosphorus, was the administrative and residential heart of the empire.

The women of the palace lived in the harem, a term that in Ottoman Turkish carried no inherently sexual connotation but simply designated the private residential quarters of the imperial household, the forbidden space reserved for the Sultan's family and the women who served them. The harem was a complex institution with its own hierarchy, its own economy, and its own politics. At its head stood the Valide Sultan, the Sultan's mother, whose authority over the women's quarters was substantial.

Education for women in sixteenth-century Ottoman society was not systematically provided but was not formally prohibited. Women of elite families sometimes received private instruction in reading, writing, and religious texts. The great tradition of Ottoman divan poetry, deeply influenced by Persian literary models, occasionally included female voices. The poet Mihri Hatun, who lived in the mid-fifteenth to early sixteenth century and who appears in this novel's historical imagination as a distant model for Leyla, was a real figure who composed poetry in both Turkish and Persian and was recognized by her contemporaries as a significant literary presence.

Selim I, who came to power in 1512 and ruled until his death in 1520, was one of the most consequential Ottoman sultans. He doubled the size of the empire, brought the holy cities of Mecca and Medina under Ottoman control, and assumed the title of Caliph. He was also a poet who wrote under the pen name Selimi, composing verses in Persian that survive in the literary record. He was known to be volatile, suspicious, and capable of extreme violence against those he perceived as threats, including members of his own family. He was also capable of extraordinary generosity and aesthetic appreciation.

Selim I's reputation for violence against his own officials is well-documented: he reportedly executed seven of his Grand Viziers during his eight-year reign, a record that his officials acknowledged with dark humor, reportedly wearing their burial shrouds under their official robes when summoned to the imperial presence. This account may be apocryphal but captures something real about the atmosphere of his court.

The specific political crisis of 1512 has been studied in detail by historians of the Ottoman succession system. The practice of fratricide that characterized Ottoman successions, codified in Mehmed II's Kanunname, was already controversial in the period: the Ottoman religious establishment periodically challenged its Islamic legitimacy, and the moral weight of killing one's brothers was felt even by sultans who carried it out as a political necessity. Selim had his brothers Ahmed and Korkud executed in 1513, and this fact was known and weighed by everyone in the political environment of the early years of his reign.

The Enderun school, the palace school where devshirme boys selected for civil service were educated, produced many of the most significant Ottoman administrators and cultural figures of the sixteenth century. Its curriculum combined religious education with training in the arts and sciences, and its graduates constituted the intellectual elite of the Ottoman administrative class. The school's library was one of the most significant collections in Constantinople. The specific character of the education it provided, combining literary culture with administrative training, is essential context for understanding the cultural world of the Ottoman official class in this period.

 


 

Principal Characters

The Fictional

LEYLA IBRAHIM, daughter of the Vizier Ibrahim Pasha, aged seventeen at the beginning of the novel. Born in Constantinople to a household of learning and political service. She has been secretly educated in Arabic, Persian, and Ottoman Turkish, and writes poetry that no one is supposed to see.

IBRAHIM PASHA, her father. Second Vizier of the imperial council, a man who has served the Ottoman state for thirty years and who loves his daughter with a specificity that Ottoman culture generally reserved for sons. A man caught between two loyalties that are about to be incompatible.

HAFIZE HANIM, her mother. A woman who knows every rule of the world she inhabits and who follows those rules with the precision of someone who understands that the rules are the only protection available. Her love for her daughter is expressed in worry.

KEMAL BEY, a young officer of the Janissary corps assigned to the outer gate of the Topkapi Palace. He is twenty-three years old, trained from boyhood through the devshirme system, and has never spoken to a woman he was not related to. He will.

GULBAHAR, the chief companion of the harem household. Twenty-eight years old, originally from the Circassian mountains, she has navigated the harem's politics with exceptional skill and exceptional ruthlessness. She is not a villain. She is a survivor.

SITTI HANIM, an elderly woman of the palace who was present at the conquest of Constantinople in 1453 as a girl of six. She carries the memory of a world before the Ottomans and has decided that the new world is as good as the old.

The Historical

SULTAN SELIM I, known as Yavuz, the Grim. He became sultan in April 1512 after forcing his father's abdication. He appears in this novel at key moments of political crisis, rendered as accurately as the documented record allows.

SULTAN BAYEZID II, the retiring sultan, Selim's father. He appears briefly in the novel's opening chapters. He died on May 26, 1512, shortly after his abdication.

MIHRI HATUN, the Ottoman poet, who is referenced in the novel as a model for Leyla's aspirations. She lived approximately 1460 to 1514 and was recognized in her own time as a significant literary figure.

 


Prologue

Constantinople, Spring 1512

Before I tell you what happened, I want to tell you what they did not expect.

They did not expect that I was listening.

They never do. It is one of the small advantages of being a woman in a palace: you are assumed to be furniture. You are present in the room where decisions are made because someone has to pour the sherbet and arrange the cushions and stand at a sufficient distance to be summoned and a sufficient distance not to overhear. The assumption of not-overhearing is, in my experience, the foundation on which empires are built. And the foundation is rotten, because every woman in every palace in every empire is listening with every part of herself she can deploy, storing what she hears in the one vault they cannot search.

My name is Leyla. My father is Ibrahim Pasha, second vizier of the imperial council of Sultan Bayezid II, a man who has served his empire with the comprehensive devotion of someone who was never given the choice to do otherwise. My mother is Hafize Hanim, who has spent her life making the world safer for her children by learning exactly how dangerous it is. I have two brothers who are learning to rule small territories in the provinces. And I am here, in the Topkapi Palace, with a notebook hidden inside a cushion and a mind that does not know how to stop.

What I am about to tell you took place in the year 917 of the Hijri calendar, which the Frankish merchants who crowd the docks of the Golden Horn call 1512. It is the year a sultan stopped being sultan and his son became one in his place. It is the year the world I had known since childhood was taken apart and reassembled in a shape I did not recognize.

It is also the year I stopped being silent.

I am not going to tell you that was easy. I am not going to tell you it was the right choice in any simple sense. I am going to tell you what happened, and you will decide what to make of it. That is, I think, what speaking is for.

❖

The palace was quiet that morning in a way that was not peaceful.

There is a difference between the quiet of a garden in the early morning, when the birds have not yet started and the light is still the color of water, and the quiet of a place that is holding its breath. The Topkapi Palace on the morning of the fourteenth of Muharrem in the year 917 was holding its breath. The gardens were perfectly still. The fountains ran. The great kitchens on the lower terrace were producing their usual column of smoke. Everything looked exactly as it always did.

And everyone inside knew that nothing was as it had been.

❖

The City Before the Storm

Constantinople in the spring of 1512 was a city of four hundred thousand people, which made it one of the largest cities in the world at that moment and the largest city in Europe by a considerable margin. It occupied the triangular peninsula at the end of the European landmass, surrounded on two sides by water: the Bosphorus to the east, separating Europe from Asia across a distance of barely a kilometer at the narrowest point, and the Golden Horn to the north, the estuary of the Alibey and Kagithane rivers that formed the natural harbor around which the city's commercial life organized itself.

The city had been called Constantinople for more than a thousand years before the Ottomans came, named for the Roman emperor who had made it the eastern capital of the Roman Empire in 330 AD. After the conquest of 1453, it had been named Istanbul by many of its inhabitants, a name derived from the Greek phrase meaning to the city, but the name Constantinople persisted in the correspondence of the European powers and in the mouths of the city's Greek and Armenian and Jewish populations who maintained their communities within its walls and who formed a substantial portion of its four hundred thousand.

This diversity was not incidental to the city's character. It was the city's character. The Ottoman Empire was, by the design of its rulers and the logic of its geography, an empire of many peoples and many languages, and Constantinople was its most concentrated expression: the place where the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn created the crossing point between Europe and Asia, and where the crossing point had accumulated, over centuries of being the center of an empire and then the prize of a conquest, a population that represented the full complexity of the world it connected.

The Jews of Constantinople in 1512 were largely the descendants of the Sephardic communities expelled from Spain in 1492 and welcomed by Bayezid II, who had reportedly said that the Spanish king had impoverished his own kingdom by expelling such productive subjects. The Greeks had been in Constantinople since before it was Constantinople, and had continued after the conquest under the millet system that allowed the empire's non-Muslim populations to maintain their own community institutions and laws in matters of personal status. The Armenians had their own quarter. The Genoese traders, descendants of the medieval trading colony, still maintained their presence in Galata across the Golden Horn.

Into this city, the spring of 1512 brought the specific transformation of a change of power: the replacement of one sultan by another, of one administration by another, of one set of political alignments by another. The city continued, as cities do. The markets opened. The mosques called the faithful to prayer. The Bosphorus carried its traffic of merchant ships and fishing boats and military vessels. And in the households of the official class, the people who had built their lives around the previous administration's favor began the specific calculation of how to survive the transition.

I was one of those calculations, though I did not know it yet. I was a girl of seventeen in a palace I had grown up in, with a notebook behind a cushion and an unfinished verse about the color of water, and the world was being reorganized around me with a completeness that I would not understand for months.
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Chapter One

The Day the Palace Shook

April 1512

My father came home at an hour that was neither night nor morning, when the lamps had been trimmed and the household had retired to whatever version of sleep the circumstances permitted. I heard his boots on the marble of the corridor outside my room. I knew their sound the way you know the sound of a specific person breathing: not from the sound itself, but from the quality of the silence that surrounds it.

These were not my father's ordinary boots on the ordinary marble. These were the boots of a man carrying something invisible and very heavy.

I was seventeen years old. I had been lying awake for three hours with my notebook on my knees and a lamp burning low beside me, composing a verse about the Bosphorus at sunset that I could not finish because the last line would not come. When I heard his boots I set the notebook aside and sat very still and listened to his footsteps cross the corridor and continue to his study and stop.

No one was summoned. No lamp was lit under the door. He sat in his study in the dark for a long time, and I sat in my room in the half-light of my low lamp, and the house around us was so quiet I could hear the water in the fountain in the interior courtyard, which my mother maintained with a dedication that she brought to all the things she controlled.

In the morning, my father had aged five years.

❖

The News That Travels Without Speaking

He did not tell us directly. This was not avoidance: this was the specific protocol of a world in which certain information, if spoken aloud, acquired a weight and a danger that silence could defer. My father was a man who understood the physics of speech and the physics of silence with equal precision.

What we learned came in segments. My mother learned it first from the woman who brought the morning water, who had learned it from the water-carrier, who had learned it from a janissary he supplied, who had learned it from the barracks in the Second Courtyard. The information traveled the palace in the way that all information traveled the palace: through the networks of service, along the paths of people who were assumed not to be listening.

Sultan Bayezid II, ruler of the Ottoman Empire for thirty-one years, had received a letter from his son Selim demanding that he abdicate in his favor.

This was not entirely surprising. The contest between Selim and his brothers for the succession had been the dominant political fact of the past several years. Selim had already fought a battle against his father's forces at Konya in 1511 and had been driven back to the Crimea. He had returned. He had gathered the Janissaries of the capital behind him. He was at the gates.

What made the morning's news different from all the previous dispatches of the succession struggle was the specific quality of the silence around it. Everyone who heard the news understood immediately what it meant: not that a son was pressing his claim against his father, which was commonplace enough in Ottoman dynastic politics, but that the claim was going to succeed. And if it succeeded, everything that was organized around the old Sultan's favor would need to be reorganized around the new one's.

My father's position was among those things.

❖

What I Saw From the Window

The women of our household were not confined to the harem in the strict sense. We occupied a large house in the Topkapi Palace complex, in the area reserved for the families of senior officials, and we moved within this compound with a freedom that was genuine but bounded: bounded by the walls, bounded by the understanding of which spaces were ours and which were not, bounded by the comprehensive social enforcement of the distinction between the world of the interior and the world of the exterior.

My window looked onto an interior garden. Beyond the garden was a wall. Beyond the wall, if I listened at the right times of day, I could hear the sounds of the outer court: the movement of horses, the calling of guards, the particular percussion of a bureaucratic empire managing itself through the medium of human feet on stone.

On the morning after my father came home in the heavy-booted dark, the sounds from the outer court were different. There were more voices and they were lower and they had the quality of
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