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  NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION




  I have made every attempt to render Turkish and Arabic names in anglicized form (in the case of Turkish names, using j instead of

  c, ch instead of ç, and sh instead of ş, for example). I have, however, retained the Turkish undotted “i,”

  which denotes a sound roughly equivalent to the short “u” in “put,” as well as ö (similar to œ in French),

  ü (similar to u in French), and the soft “g” (ğ), similar to the “g” in espagnol. I have omitted long vowel

  signs from transliterations of Arabic, except in the cases of book titles and titles of certain offices, where I have followed the transliteration guidelines of the International Journal of

  Middle East Studies. Most Muslim names in this study are rendered in Romanized Ottoman Turkish forms (thus, Mehmed instead of Muhammad, except in the case of the Prophet, and Ahmed instead of

  Ahmad) in view of the fact that most of the figures in this work were Turkish-speaking Ottoman subjects.




  







  INTRODUCTION




  This is a biography of el-Hajj Beshir Agha, who held the post of chief eunuch of the imperial harem of the Ottoman Empire from 1717 to 1746 and was

  arguably the most powerful occupant of that office in Ottoman history. Although he was not a warrior for Islam, a great theologian or jurist, or a mystic-saint, Beshir Agha left his mark on the

  Ottoman brand of orthodox Sunni Islam of the Hanafi legal rite. In so doing, he epitomized the religious and intellectual role of the chief harem eunuch, who, so far from presiding over a den of

  iniquity, as outmoded Orientalist stereotypes would have it, functioned as a proponent of Sunni Muslim tenets and values.




  THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE




  Starting as a tiny Turkish principality in northwestern Anatolia (the peninsula comprising the bulk of modern-day Turkey), the Ottoman Empire expanded dramatically during the

  fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, conquering the Balkans from the Byzantine Empire and the rest of Anatolia from rival Turkish principalities before finally taking the Byzantine capital of

  Constantinople in 1453, thus bringing the ancient Byzantine Empire to an end. In the early sixteenth century, the Ottomans added most of the Arab lands to their domains. At its height, during the

  reign of the legendary sultan Süleyman I (r. 1520–66, known in Western Europe as “the Magnificent”), the Ottoman Empire stretched from Hungary in the north to Ethiopia in the

  south and from the borders of Morocco in the west to the borders of Iran in the east. By Beshir Agha’s time, the empire had begun to lose territory in the west and north to the Habsburg

  emperors of Austria and Central Europe, as well as to a newly expansionist Russia. Nonetheless, the Ottoman Empire remained a power to be reckoned with.




  Ottoman Islam




  The Islam that the Ottomans espoused was Sunni, as distinct from the Shi‘ism of the rival Safavid Empire, which took over Iran in 1501. (The differences between the two

  sects will be discussed in more detail in chapter 6.) Sunni Islam recognizes four schools, or “rites,” of legal interpretation; these evolved during the eighth and ninth centuries, and

  break down largely along regional lines. They differ chiefly over rituals, such as washing before prayer, and personal status matters, such as divorce and inheritance. The Ottomans adhered to the

  Hanafi school and were virtually unique among Islamic empires in making it their official imperial rite. While they did not attempt to impose Hanafism on all their Muslim subjects, they did appoint

  chief judges and other key religious officials of the Hanafi rite throughout their empire.




  At the same time, the Ottoman brand of Sunni, Hanafi Islam was historically tolerant of, and even favorably disposed toward, the Muslim mystical, or sufi, orders, which had become widespread

  during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Virtually since the empire’s inception, certain orders had been close to the Ottoman court. Beshir Agha, as we shall see, espoused and promoted

  both Hanafism and sufism.




  THE CHIEF HAREM EUNUCH’S INFLUENCE




  By the end of the sixteenth century, the chief harem eunuch had become one of the most influential figures in the Ottoman Empire, at some times second only to the sultan and

  the grand vizier (a prime minister equivalent), at others second to none for all practical purposes. He oversaw the early education of the crown princes within the harem precinct of the imperial

  palace, and was thus able to mold the religious and intellectual predispositions of future sultans. He himself received a thorough-going Islamic education in the palace; this would constitute the

  foundation of his future intellectual and religious development just as the books he studied in the palace school would constitute the foundation of his future library or libraries.




  Chief harem eunuchs were legendary book-collectors, and Beshir Agha was perhaps the most legendary of them all. The several libraries that he founded during his lifetime boasted astonishing

  collections of Qur’ans, hadith (sayings of the Prophet Muhammad), and hadith commentaries, as well as theological and legal works. Because of his active role in founding

  libraries and theological colleges, these books were disseminated to various parts of the Ottoman Empire, reinforcing the presence of the Hanafi legal rite and of the Ottoman brand of Sunni

  orthodoxy in general. At the same time, the schools he founded helped to ensure that boys and young men in far-flung Ottoman provinces would be trained in the official Ottoman version of Islam.




  Like most chief harem eunuchs of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Beshir Agha cultivated a link to Egypt, where he had been castrated following his enslavement in his native Ethiopia

  and where he was later exiled for approximately two years shortly before he was appointed chief eunuch. His connections to the provincial notables of Egypt helped to promote the Hanafi legal rite

  in a province in which this rite was not dominant. At the same time, these connections served as a channel of influence over the annual pilgrimage caravan sent from Cairo to Islam’s Holy

  Cities, Mecca and Medina. (Islam was first revealed at Mecca, the Prophet Muhammad’s birthplace and the site of the cubical stone structure known as the Ka‘ba, to which all Muslims are

  enjoined to make a pilgrimage at least once in their lifetimes. Muhammad established the first Muslim community at Medina, to which he fled in 622 C.E. following years of harassment in Mecca; he is buried there, as well.)




  The Holy Cities were a key preoccupation of the chief harem eunuch, who oversaw a massive network of pious endowments that benefited the populations of and Muslim pilgrims to Mecca and Medina.

  Beshir Agha’s attachment to the Holy Cities went beyond supervision of the pious foundations, however. In the years immediately preceding his appointment as chief eunuch, he headed the corps

  of eunuchs who guarded the Prophet Muhammad’s tomb in Medina. In “making the hijra to the Prophet” – an expression deriving from the Prophet’s own migration,

  or hijra, to Medina in 622 – before his tenure as chief eunuch, he was unique among chief harem eunuchs. Devotion to the Prophet and to the Holy Cities characterized the

  chief harem eunuch, whose own quarters in the Ottoman imperial palace in Istanbul were decorated with representations of the Ka‘ba in Mecca.




  PLAN OF THE BOOK




  This book begins by placing eunuchs within the broader context of elite slavery and membership in elite households, of which the Ottoman sultan’s palace was the epitome.

  It then surveys the historical phenomenon of harem eunuchs up through the Ottoman period, devoting particular attention to Ottoman harem eunuchs and the office of chief eunuch. Following these

  preliminaries, the work focuses on the extraordinary career of Beshir Agha himself, drawing what conclusions it can about his little-known early life, then tracing his ascent to power. His close

  relationship with Gülnush Emetullah, favorite concubine of Sultan Mehmed IV (r. 1648–87) and mother of Sultan Ahmed III (r. 1703–30), receives particular attention, as does his

  astonishing ability to escape unscathed from the 1730 rebellion that resulted in Ahmed III’s dethronement and the execution of his grand vizier. Central to the work are Beshir Agha’s

  religious and intellectual pursuits; I explore his immense collection of books, as well as the mosques and other pious foundations he endowed empire-wide.
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  Figure 1: Plan of Topkapı Palace, from Robert Hillenbrand, Islamic Architecture: Form, Function, and Meaning (Edinburgh: Edinburgh

  University Press, 2000), p. 458. By permission of Robert Hillenbrand and Edinburgh University Press (www.eup.ed.ac.uk). Labels added.
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  The Ottoman Empire c. 1700. (Dates are conquest dates.)
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  PRELIMINARIES: ELITE SLAVERY AND HOUSEHOLD MEMBERSHIP




  ELITE SLAVERY IN ISLAMIC SOCIETIES




  In most Islamic and non-Islamic societies in which they were employed, eunuchs – that is, castrated males – were slaves. However, they belonged to a special

  subcategory of elite slaves: high-status slaves, often attached to a ruler’s court, who received all the privileges that accompanied their high status, including access to the finest

  education available and to lavish clothing, accoutrements, and accommodations. To understand the status that eunuchs enjoyed in Islamic societies in general and in the Ottoman Empire in particular,

  we must first become acquainted with this distinctive form of slavery of which eunuchhood was a part.




  In many cases, men and women destined for elite slavery were removed from their families – and often from their native lands, as well – and enslaved for the express purpose of

  serving at the ruler’s court, where, it was assumed, their lack of familial and community ties, as well as their dependence on the ruler for their privileges, would breed loyalty to the very

  ruler who had enslaved them. To the rulers who employed such slaves – from the Roman and Byzantine emperors to the emperors of the many Chinese dynasties to the Mughal emperors of India and

  the Ottomans – they seemed a better security risk than free subjects, who might acquire the same levels of education and political savvy but who came with the baggage with which attachment to

  a particular region and community inevitably encumbered them.




  Islamic societies employed male elite slaves in two principal capacities: as military officers and as palace functionaries. In both cases, the slaves were taken into service at a young age

  – anywhere from the prepubescent years to young manhood – and converted to Islam. The distinction between these two categories was not infrequently blurred, however: a military

  commander might well wield influence and even occupy high office at the ruler’s court, while a palace favorite might be preferred for high military command.




  Mamluks




  Military slaves, known as mamluks, from the Arabic word for “owned,” were first employed systematically on a large scale by the Abbasid caliphs, who ruled

  much of the present-day Middle East from their capital at Baghdad from 762 through 1258. Beginning in the early decades of the ninth century, the Abbasids employed slave-soldiers from the Turkish

  principalities to their east both as military commanders and as rank-and-file soldiers. The proximity of these Central Asian Turkish peoples, combined with the semi-nomadic Turks’ skills in

  horsemanship and archery, made them the prime source of mamluks until well after the Abbasid caliphate had been destroyed by the Mongols in the mid-thirteenth century. One ninth-century Abbasid

  caliph founded the city of Samarra, north of Baghdad on the Tigris River, as a sort of haven for himself and his Turkish mamluks. By the end of the ninth century, however, Turkic mamluk generals

  had conspired to dethrone and even to murder several Abbasid caliphs.




  The Mamluk sultanate




  Turkish mamluks from the Central Asian steppe remained a key component of the armies of various provincial regimes under nominal Abbasid rule until the Mongol invasions of the

  thirteenth century. Toward the middle of that century, in the shadow of the Mongol threat, Turkish mamluks in Syria and Egypt displaced the dynasty that employed them, which had been founded by the

  legendary Crusader-routing Kurdish general Salah al-Din (known in Western Europe as Saladin), himself a client of the Turkish general whom the Abbasids recognized as governor of northern Iraq and

  Syria. The regime founded by these mamluks is known as the Mamluk sultanate. Mamluks under the sultanate were usually manumitted after completing their initial training; they could then ascend to

  the ranks of the military commanders and purchase their own mamluks, whom they, in turn, trained for high office. Although most Mamluk sultans attempted to groom their sons, if they had any, to

  succeed them, powerful mamluk military commanders continually usurped the throne, so that the sultanate was, for most of its existence, an oligarchy of manumitted elite slaves.




  Toward the end of the thirteenth century, the Mamluk sultans began to supplement their supply of Central Asian Turkish mamluks with mamluks from the Caucasus Mountains, above all from the

  territory known as Circassia in the northeastern Black Sea region (today a southerly region of Russia). By the time the Ottoman Empire conquered the Mamluk sultanate in 1516–17, most sultans

  – and most of their mamluks – were Circassians. This was a key model of elite slavery for the Ottomans, particularly following their conquest of the Arab lands that had been under

  Mamluk sultanate rule.




  The Ottoman devshirme




  Yet the Ottomans, well before their conquest of the Mamluk domains, had perfected their own distinctive mode of elite slavery, accomplished by means of a recruitment system

  known in Turkish as devshirme, or “collection.” Although it may have had antecedents in the recruitment of Greek and Armenian mamluks (or ghulams, as they were called)

  by the Turkish rulers of central Anatolia in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries (an offshoot of the Turkish regime to which Saladin’s patron had been attached), the devshirme

  appears to date from the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century and to have been employed systematically following the Ottomans’ conquest of the Balkans from the Byzantine Empire. By the

  terms of this system, recruiters would venture into the Ottomans’ eastern European provinces roughly once each year and select a certain percentage of boys from the population of the

  Christian villages.




  The distinctive feature of the devshirme was that the recruits were technically Ottoman subjects even though, according to the template for treatment of non-Muslim monotheists under

  Muslim rule in place since at least the eighth century, non-Muslim subjects of a Muslim ruler were supposed to be exempt from enslavement. Various Ottoman jurists and chroniclers justified this

  practice in Islamic legal terms by evoking the Muslim conqueror’s right to one-fifth of all movable booty; by this logic, the Christian boys constituted the sultan’s fifth.

  Notwithstanding this rationalization, convenience and expediency almost certainly underlay this practice, which was far less costly and perilous than procuring mamluks from outside the

  sultan’s domains, often separated from those domains by hostile territory.




  During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, devshirme recruits supplied the bulk of the Ottomans’ palace pages, as well as their elite infantry corps, the fearsome Janissaries.

  In an initial selection, devshirme recruits who showed special intellectual aptitude were earmarked for palace service while the majority entered the Janissary corps. From the ranks of

  palace pages, the rare devshirme recruit might one day rise to become grand vizier, the Ottoman equivalent of a prime minister, or perhaps chief financial officer or governor of an

  important Ottoman province.




  HOUSEHOLD POLITICS AND PATRON–CLIENT TIES




  Elite slavery, including eunuchhood, cannot be properly understood outside the framework of the household. In this context, a household was a network of reciprocal ties of

  patronage and clientage, centering on the founder and/or head of the household. The ruler’s court in most premodern societies was that society’s preeminent household. Just as the

  ruler’s household centered on his (or occasionally her) palace, so the households of lower-ranking officials centered on their own often palatial residences. The elite slave was, first and

  foremost, a member of such a household, bound to the household head not only by condition of servitude but also by the ties of obligation and loyalty that accompanied membership in the

  household.




  The milieu inhabited by Ottoman eunuchs in many respects resembled a hierarchy of households. At the pinnacle of this hierarchy was the sultan’s household, situated in the imperial palace

  in Istanbul, but below this were the households of various government ministers (viziers) and provincial governors, as well as the local notables – localized military officers, long-distance

  merchants, prominent Muslim scholar-officials – of the provinces. The chief harem eunuch attained his office by successfully negotiating the tangle of patron–client ties that

  characterized the sultan’s household. Because of his connections to Egypt (discussed in chapters 2, 3, 5, and 9), furthermore, the chief eunuch, both before he attained that post and after he

  left it, formed lasting connections with the households of Egypt’s grandees.




  In the Ottoman palace, eunuchs were part of the population of members of the sultan’s household, existing alongside and interacting with the pages recruited through the devshirme.

  Particularly during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, they might serve as military commanders, as well. Eunuchs, however, did not usually come out of the devshirme but were

  recruited in a manner more closely resembling the purchase of mamluks. Before turning to Ottoman eunuchs specifically, however, we will find it useful to place the functions that eunuch elite

  slaves performed in historical perspective.
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  EUNUCHS IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE




  EUNUCHS IN ANTIQUITY




  The use of eunuchs at the courts of rulers and in their armed forces dates back as far as the Assyrians, who ruled much of what are now Iraq and Syria from roughly 911 through

  612 B.C.E. The famous stone friezes carved by the Assyrians and now on display in various museums world-wide show hunting

  scenes in which beardless courtiers, almost certainly eunuchs, appear alongside more hirsute kings and hunters. The courtiers called, in the singular, saris in Hebrew in the biblical book

  of Esther, which is supposed to have been composed under the ancient Persian, or Achaemenid, Empire (550–330 B.C.E.),

  are widely conceded to have been eunuchs. Indeed, Alexander the Great, who conquered the Achaemenid Empire in 330 B.C.E., is

  said to have become enamored of a young Persian eunuch taken from the court of the defeated Achaemenid emperor Darius III (r. 336–330 B.C.E.); this boy had apparently been taken captive by Darius’ forces and castrated as a form of revenge against his father, who had run afoul of Darius.

  More conclusive among biblical references is the book of Isaiah’s mention of eunuchs (again, saris in the singular) who will be accepted as members of the community of believers

  despite their mutilation.




  Certainly, both of the enormous empires, the Byzantine, or Eastern Roman, and the Sasanian, or Persian, which ruled most of the region now known as the Middle East at the time of Islam’s

  appearance in the early seventh century, C.E. used eunuchs on a large scale, both in their armies and at their courts. In addition to adhering to the

  widespread habit of employing eunuch military commanders and placing eunuch guards at the entrances to the imperial family’s inner sanctum, the Byzantines introduced castrated male vocalists

  into their religious services as singers – in addition to more traditional non-eunuch singers – the better to replicate the heavenly choirs of angels. This custom prepared the way for

  the institution of castrati, castrated male sopranos, in European opera houses during the early modern era.




  EUNUCHS IN MEDIEVAL ISLAMIC EMPIRES




  So it was that the nascent Islamic polity, following the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 632 C.E., found itself expanding into

  the territory of two empires in which the employment of eunuchs was habitual. Accordingly, eunuchs shortly appeared in Islamic palaces and armies. The Umayyad caliphs, who ruled from 661 to 750,

  must certainly have employed eunuchs, although the surviving written and material record of their court practices is so meager as to offer no conclusive proof. For the Abbasids, who overthrew the

  Umayyads in 750 and established a new capital at Baghdad, we are on much firmer ground. A description of Abbasid Baghdad by a Syrian geographer in the ninth century describes chambers built into

  the enormous walls of the original round city, constructed in 762, to house African eunuch guards, pointing to importation of eastern African eunuchs very early in the Abbasid period. This is not

  terribly surprising given that non-eunuch eastern African slaves were an entrenched feature of Iraqi life, as evidenced by the massive and prolonged revolt (869–83) of the wretched African

  slaves who toiled in the salt marshes of southern Iraq. Annalistic chronicles of the Abbasid Empire also note Persian and Turkish eunuch military commanders who served the caliph beginning in the

  mid-ninth century, indicating an overlap between the functions of mamluks and those of eunuchs.
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