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EmiṅE FEtvaci

thE GazE in thE album oF ahmEd i

in the preface to an album compiled for the ottoman 
sultan ahmed i (r. 1603–17) circa 1610, the album-maker 
Kalender (d. 1616) writes the following about the works 
of art in the topkapı Palace: “in addition to the fact that 
his delicate heart is always filled with gems of knowl-
edge and pearls of learning, those matchless pearls of 
crafted marvels, the personages of precious words and 
best of the features of depicted things, which are match-
less pearls of crafted marvel in the flawless palace and 
heavenly castle adorned with words garbed in raiment 
of words and insight and seduced the hearts of world 
rule and mussed the natures of the people of the heart 
with their beguiling beauty.”1 Kalender describes the ef-
fects of the “matchless pearls of crafted marvels” as “se-
duced,” “astonished,” and “excited” (firīfte, alüfte, and 
āşüfte).2 in the next section Kalender writes about the 
power of images to educate and inspire, especially dur-
ing difficult times: they “will certainly cause the acquisi-
tion of the capital of the science of wisdom, will result 
in the perfection of the eye of learning by example, and 
will additionally console the felicitous person and trou-
bled heart of the mighty sovereign by enlivening his 
mind and by pleasing his luminous inner self and his 
illuminated heart.”3 the next sentence, which tells us 
the sultan wanted these materials to be collected in an 
album, begins with the word “consequently” (bināʾen 
ʿalā). because works of art, those seductive, astonishing, 
and exciting things that enlivened the spirit of the sultan 
and gave pleasure to him, could teach and inspire peo-
ple, the sultan asked Kalender to organize some in an 
album format. Presumably this format would both make 
it easier for people to view the works of art and enhance 
the power of the artwork by juxtaposing select pieces. 
the visual relationships among paintings, calligraphies, 

and drawings carefully arranged on specific pages could 
perhaps guide viewers to conclusions they may not have 
drawn by looking at the individual works of art. aes-
thetic pleasure and learning are intimately linked in 
Kalender’s understanding. 

the idea that aesthetic perception could lead to edi-
fication was not unique to Kalender’s preface. Gülru 
necipoğlu’s essay in the present volume makes abun-
dantly clear that what she calls the “intimate connection 
between sight and insight” was a prevalent notion in 
medieval and early modern Perso-islamic sources.4 We 
might understand Kalender’s organization and embel-
lishment of the materials in the album as an aid to the 
“scrutinizing gaze” (imʿān-i naẓar). his interventions 
were intended to guide viewers to a higher level of un-
derstanding by encouraging them to gaze with contem-
plation—a level of understanding they might not reach 
by themselves if they were simply perusing these art-
works individually or in a haphazard fashion. What Kal-
ender was doing, in other words, was very much in line 
with what necipoğlu has identified in the context of ar-
chitectural ornamentation as “the willful complication 
of the optical field … as a calculated way of inducing 
contemplative vision.”5 

the introduction to the popular medieval book of 
fables, Kalila wa Dimna (Kalila and dimna) presents us 
with another example in which aesthetic pleasure and 
learning are closely linked. according to avinoam 
Shalem, ibn al-muqaffaʾ (d. 756–57), the Persian transla-
tor of the fables, suggests in the introduction that the 
entertaining aspects of the book, such as its illustrations 
and its animal protagonists, help to captivate readers of 
various backgrounds and abilities, attracting them to 
the contents of the book and encouraging them to spend 
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 illumination and paper joinery skills are evident in the 
visual play created by the multiple frames, the dazzling 
contrast between subtly illuminated margins and rul-
ings of psychedelic strips of color, the different back-
grounds of marbled paper, and the careful detail work 
added to many of the images thus unified on the pages 
of the album. Yet within the visual variety of colored 
papers, stenciled frames, gilding, marbling, and geomet-
ric colored strips, there is clear order and hierarchy on 
the pages as well. this organized spectacle certainly 
seems to guide the gaze so that the eye derives maxi-
mum pleasure and information from each page. the 
visual qualities of the works, when properly displayed, 
and when gazed upon with care, would help the viewer 
to move from pleasure to learning.

Kalender’s role, in short, was powerful, for his album-
making brought these works to their full potential. if 
album-making does indeed enhance the astonishing 
quality of these works, one wonders how the album 
functions as a visual object, as an organized conduit to 
wonder and astonishment. one way of finding out is to 
explore its visual rhythms, examine how they direct the 
gaze, and investigate the tools used to guide the viewer’s 
experience of the object. by conducting such an inquiry 
focused around this one album, we are able to gain some 
insight into at least one ottoman view on the role and 
power of the visual arts.

contEnt

ideally, this inquiry into Kalender’s tactics for guiding 
the viewer’s gaze would consider the order of pages in 
the album and examine what kinds of materials follow 
each other. but unfortunately the album has lost some 
of its pages, and it was rebound in the nineteenth cen-
tury. it has not yet been possible to determine whether 
the current order of the pages was the original order, 
and this is beyond the scope of the present essay, but i 
will make suggestions further down about some folios 
that clearly belong together. in its current state, the 
early pages contain paintings from manuscripts on the 
history of the ottomans’ ancestors, followed by otto-
man imperial portraits. calligraphic examples dispersed 
between pages of single figure studies make up the bulk 

time with it. their perusal, initiated by these pleasurable 
aspects of the book, would eventually lead to learning 
from the deeper layers of the text. Yet this process is not 
automatic, and viewers must engage with the book de-
liberately and in a self-conscious manner to move from 
being entertained to being edified. Shalem highlights 
the following words from the introduction: “it is neces-
sary, however, in order to reap the advantage which its 
study is able to impart, to understand fully the spirit in 
which it is composed, to disengage from its figurative 
language the truths which it is intended to convey, and 
to seize the exact purport of its fables: for reading with-
out reflection is not accompanied by any solid profit.”6 

in the introduction to the album of ahmed i, Kalen-
der seems to suggest, like ibn al-muqaffaʾ, that the 
 viewer of the album needs to look with care, in a con -
tem plative fashion, so that pleasurable viewing can lead 
to learning. he writes that the sultan wanted the materi-
als in the album to be arranged “with respect to each 
one’s relationship to each other” (her birisinin biri biri-
sine münāsebeti ile tertīb olunup) and illuminated. he 
repeats the phrase “each one’s relationship to each oth-
er” when he writes that he joined paintings (taṣvīrāt) 
and calligraphic panels (muḳaṭṭaʿāt), pasted them onto 
colored papers, and turned them into an album.7 he 
presents his organization of the album as guided by aes-
thetic concerns that can be appreciated by those who 
know how to look: “it is not unknown or hidden to those 
with acute perception and sagacious people of insight 
that by looking at each one of them with a scrutinizing 
gaze [imʿān-i naẓar], if attention is paid, God willing, the 
four corners and the facing one are all in harmony with 
and conforming to each other, be it in color or in size 
and length and width.”8 Kalender’s description of his 
own interventions here brings his work into the realm 
of artistic skill. Each folio was a careful composition in 
which he matched examples of calligraphy with paint-
ings or illumination. his parameters were both mechan-
ical, focusing on size, proportion, and the fit of edges, 
and stylistic, as is evidenced by the privileging of color 
and his illuminations that further unified the individual 
pieces. these works were chosen not by provenance or 
topic but rather according to their visual characteristics: 
the style of depiction, the calligraphic script, and  
the size and appearance of the sheets. Kalender’s 
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 enhance these effects—his tactics. Each page of the al-
bum can be considered a composite work of art, created 
by Kalender out of objects selected from ahmed i’s col-
lection. Kalender is a bit vague in the preface as to 
whether the sultan gave him specific pieces from his col-
lection to put in the album or Kalender himself selected 
them from a larger subset. in either case, he was respon-
sible for organizing them, as a curator would organize 
an exhibition. the pages then come together to form the 
album, itself a kind of meta-artwork. Whether his crite-
ria for organization were purely visual, as he claims, or 
also took into account relationships of content and 
meaning, as i suspect, the album attested to Kalender’s 
skills not only as a paper joiner but also as a connoisseur, 
a refined courtier who could appreciate and suggest re-
lationships among paintings, drawings, and calligra-
phies from disparate contexts. that his work as an 
artisan was appreciated is evident from notes on the 
margins of folios 29 and 30, which read “rare [or pre-
cious] paper joinery.”11 the rest of the album was meant 
to attest to his skills as a connoisseur. both his aesthetic 
interventions and his connoisseurship prove his creden-
tials as a courtier. during the late sixteenth and early 
seventeenth centuries increasing numbers of the otto-
man ruling elite engaged in the visual arts; we might 
even say it was expected.12 

one of Kalender’s tactics was to dazzle the eye with 
plenty. in earlier ottoman albums, pages seem to con-
tain fewer works of art, often single ones. Safavid albums 
are similar: even the Shah tahmasp album, which rou-
tinely combines multiple images on one page, rarely 
juxtaposes more than four images.13 in ahmed’s album, 
however, astonishment seems to be linked with over-
whelming the eye with multiplicity. this response is 
achieved not only through the sheer number of objects 
on a single page but also through the variety of works of 
art contained in the album as a whole. Yet within that 
variety there are also repetitions that contribute to the 
overwhelming effect by appearing to multiply the art-
works. See, for example, the figures that are repeated 
with minute differences of pose or garments on folios 
12a, 11a, and 27b (see figs. 2–4, discussed in more detail 
below). Kalender has also chosen to depict a vast variety 
of types of people from various ethnic and social 

of the album. in the middle of the album, there is a con-
centration of genre scenes with accompanying poetry. 
Following this section are single figures, calligraphy ex-
amples, illumination, and more imperial portraits. 

one of the most striking characteristics of the art-
works in ahmed i’s album is their unusual subject mat-
ter. the genre paintings seen in such large numbers and 
for the first time—at least in the ottoman context—are 
a prime example.9 these narrative scenes are not con-
nected to a literary text. also unusual is the vast variety 
of the social backgrounds of the individual figures de-
picted on the album’s pages. it is populated by many 
more foreign (Persian, “Frank,” or Georgian) figures, 
members of different professions, and various officers of 
the court than one finds in the Safavid or mughal con-
text at this time. Judging by the circa 1610 date of the 
album, interest in these different urban types appears 
to be a phenomenon that appeared earlier in ottoman 
istanbul than in Safavid isfahan (the famous painting 
“nashmi the archer” by Riza ʿabbasi [d. 1635] dates to 
1622, for example), and their novelty renders them even 
more “exciting” and “astonishing.” indeed the astonish-
ment evoked by the variety of types here is not altogeth-
er different from the astonishment that aims to praise 
the ʿajāʾib (wonders) of the creation of the world and 
thus of God.10 in addition to their inherent reference to 
the varieties of humans created by God, these types also 
draw out astonishment at the multiplicity of individuals 
in the ottoman empire (or perhaps on the streets of is-
tanbul), indirectly praising the sultan who presides over 
this astonishing mass of people. the aesthetic experi-
ence once again leads to a different level of understand-
ing. as the “scrutinizing gaze” wanders over the strange 
and wondrous people depicted here, the viewer inevita-
bly ponders the wonders of creation and the wealth of 
the empire that encompasses them. Perhaps this was an 
edifying thought in the difficult times to which Kalender 
alludes in his preface.

viSual tacticS

the unusual and varied contents of the album are un-
doubtedly seductive, astonishing, and exciting on their 
own. i will now outline what Kalender has done to 
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the poetry praises the beloved as so beautiful he or she 
puts the fresh rose petal to shame, possibly causing its 
red color, as it blushes in embarrassment, and so sweet 
that sweetness has borrowed sugar from him or her. and 
of course the poet, the lover, constantly thinks of the 
beloved’s face, that face which inspires flowers to bloom. 
While it is clear we have a kind of love story here, we 
have no narrative for the story, no context, no informa-
tion about identities, only love and praise. the images 
below also clearly give a message of love and praise. 
While the passionate embrace of the amorous couple on 
the left could easily provide the context for such words, 
the female gathering in the center image, where a book 
is being read, might also suggest these lines being 

 backgrounds, infusing the album with yet another kind 
of multiplicity. Whether repeating or contrasting fig-
ures, their numbers serve to astonish the viewer. 

the relationships established among the elements on 
a single page or on an opening of two pages is another 
important tool for guiding the eye. despite Kalender's 
claims to the contrary, the visual is not the only register 
on which these relationships are established. a connec-
tion predicated on the play between words and images 
is suggested by folio 14a (fig. 1). the poem reads:

bravo! the fresh rose petal is embarrassed before you
Sweetness has borrowed sugar from you
Every night i remember your lovely face
Roses and tulips bloom in the bed because of you.14

Fig. 1. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fol. 14a. ottoman, istanbul, ca. 1610. Each folio opaque watercolor, ink, and gold on 
paper, 47.5 × 33.5 cm. istanbul, topkapı Palace museum library, ms. b 408. (Photo: hadiye cangökçe)
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the sixteenth century. and evoking yet not specifying a 
narrative is not at all unusual for lyric poetry. the con-
tents of this poem are quite similar in nature to the 
other poetic selections provided in the album, especial-
ly those that seem to be showcasing calligraphy, as this 
one does. Whether it was this very page that always 
faced folio 12a, or another, similar example, the struc-
ture of the poem and its evocative yet opaque character 
would be the same.

the facing page shows six male figures, organized 
across two registers, each painted inside a discrete 
frame. their juxtaposition, especially the two on the up-
per right and the two in the lower right, hint at a certain 
kind of communication between them, suggesting, but 
not fully presenting, a narrative. both the poetry and the 
images, due to their suggestion of narrative, give the 
sense of being parts of larger wholes that exist beyond 
the covers of the album. their partial or incomplete na-
ture is echoed in both word and image. the lack of a 
background, hindering us from identifying a context 
and fully imagining a story, ensures that these images 
remain on the same suggestive but opaque platform as 
the poetry. thus, visually, the images have the same 
kind of structure as the poem. as the gaze moves from 
right page to left page, it is impossible not to notice the 
poem, or song, that the youth in the upper right image 
is reading to the young man facing him across the divide 
of the thin frame that separates them. the man on the 
left is holding his musical instrument, perhaps putting 
to music the poetry that his companion is reciting. the 
two figures are also bound together by the similarity of 
their costumes. the lower couple presents an even 
stronger image of communication because the wine cup 
offered by the sāḳī (cupbearer) pictured on the right ac-
tually traverses the frame toward the hunter to whom 
he is offering it. the tree behind the sāḳī also goes over 
the frame that seemingly divides the figures, thus help-
ing to unify the composition further. the intended re-
cipient of the wine cup has one hand on his side, 
carrying what seem to be arrows, and his other hand is 
raised in front of his chest in what can be interpreted as 
a gesture of communication. this hand helps to direct 
the gaze of the viewer back to the sāḳī on the right, 
strengthening the link and communication between the 
two figures. in both registers, then, Kalender has created 

 verbalized, as one woman reads to the other. or, per-
haps, the viewer of the album would be inclined to say 
these lines to a beauty such as the one dancing in the 
right image. these images are also, to be sure, related to 
each other stylistically, thus enhancing their thematic 
links. the ambiguous, or perhaps generic, nature of the 
love story hinted at by the poem finds equally ambigu-
ous visual expression in these paintings.

the organization of the page encourages the eye to 
move inward from the margins, with the use of multiple 
framing devices as well as a rather consistent illumina-
tion style. Finally, the band of illumination over the cen-
tral image echoes the wider band placed above the 
brown-and-cream checkered frame surrounding the 
calligraphy and the paintings, encouraging further still 
the eye’s movement toward the center. the two cypress-
es establish a visual connection between the calligraphy 
panel and the paintings. the slant of the calligraphy di-
rects the eye downward toward the images, enhancing 
this connection. the thematic link between the poetry 
and the paintings, enhanced by the visual organization 
of the page, suggests that word-image relationships are 
one of the ways in which the gaze is directed across the 
pages in this album. 

the importance of word-image relationships for 
guiding the gaze across openings, beyond the single 
page, is well exemplified by a pairing of a calligraphic 
panel with one of the most common types of pages here, 
one that combines multiple single figures (fols. 11b–12a, 
fig. 2). the poem on folio 11b, on the right, may be trans-
lated as:

it is the night of Qadr and the book of Separation is finished
Peace [greetings] until the break of dawn
i do not want to repent from drinking [carousing]
Even if she [he] were to harm me through abandonment 

or stone [stoning]. 15

various themes are evoked by the poem—distance, 
separation, drunkenness, and even the revelation of the 
Koran on the night of Qadr. Readers might visualize a 
scene, perhaps fill in the blanks in their mind’s eye, but 
these few lines are far from telling us a story in its en-
tirety. there is a narrative evoked here that is rather dif-
ferent from that in prose works, or in masnavī form 
long-verse works such as the Shāhnāma (book of Kings), 
or the ottoman histories written and illustrated during 
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Fig. 2. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fols. 11b–12a. (Photo: hadiye cangökçe)

images of amorous communication of the kind one finds 
in the lyric poetry of the period, as is exemplified by the 
poem on the facing page.

the third figure, on the left hand side of both regis-
ters, repeats, and in doing so strengthens the link be-
tween the images and a poetic reading. this figure may 
be considered the representation of the raḳīb, or rival, 
that is present in the background story to many otto-
man lyric poems.16 his presence enhances the poetic 
narrative even further and encourages us to consider the 
relationships depicted by the images in the context of 
lyric poetry. the raḳīb figure who, as his posture and 
glance suggest, is listening to the poem and witnessing 
the encounter between the lovers, might also serve to 
remind the viewers of what they are doing—observing 
the relationships depicted on the pages of the album, 
reading the poetry, and looking at the images. as such, 

the raḳīb figure helps us to situate more concretely the 
gaze of the viewer that Kalender is manipulating. 

Kalender has also constructed relationships across 
frames that are purely predicated on the visual, exempli-
fied by folios 11a and 27b (figs. 3 and 4).17 these, too, sug-
gest loose narratives. depicted here are types of officials 
and servants one would find in the ottoman palace. Yet 
instead of being organized into discrete pages as they 
were on costume albums prepared for visitors to istan-
bul at the time, these images are organized in such a way 
as to suggest narrative scenes. the sultan converses with 
a eunuch in one, and a servant of the privy chamber in 
the other, while being guarded in the back by a eunuch, 
and vice versa. the figures, which at first appear to be 
distinct depictions simply pasted onto the same page, 
are clearly in communication with each other, creating 
a loose narrative about an unspecified moment in the 
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Fig. 3. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fol. 11a. (Photo: hadiye 
cangökçe)

Fig. 4. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fol. 27b. (Photo: hadiye 
cangökçe)

ottoman court. the ruler is placed in the upper right, in 
a place of compositional authority, as he often was in 
narrative paintings. the courtiers then are organized in 
a loose circular composition with the sultan at its apex. 
as the eye moves across the pages of the album, it lingers 
further on those that hint at a narrative, perhaps encour-
aging the viewers to consider their own role in the nar-
rative. if there was a courtly narrative to be gleaned from 
these images, certainly the original viewers of the album 
would have been able to do so: they were, after all, court-
iers themselves. this elusive narrative, in turn, helps to 
give order to the dazzling array of images and calligra-
phies in the album.

these folios (12a, 11a, 27b [see figs. 2–4]) also contain 
another method of directing the gaze across the album: 
comparison. the two figures on the left side of folio 12a 
(see fig. 2) that i identified as the raḳīb are a case in 

point. they are wearing almost identical clothes but are 
in slightly different poses. the images challenge the eye 
to spot the differences. mainly, however, the eye is in-
vited to go back and forth, to compare. Kalender could 
easily have provided different raḳīb figures for the two 
registers: the lovers, after all, are different. Why, then, 
did he use different versions of the same figure? it is pos-
sible, as noted above, that this raḳīb figure might be in-
tended for the viewer to identify with—after all, the 
other repeating gaze from register to register, folio to 
folio, is that of the viewer himself. but more important, 
the repetition immediately triggers the comparative 
gaze and forces the viewer to look carefully. When con-
sidered together with Kalender’s repeated statement in 
the preface that he organized the contents “with respect 
to each one’s relationship to each other” (her birisinin 
biri birisine münāsebeti ile tertīb olunup),18 it becomes 
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belt unfastened. the slight difference in color between 
the tunics (one blue, one green) and the opposite direc-
tions they are facing encourage the eye to move back 
and forth, spotting the differences and similarities. the 
same can be said for the figures in red, rendered in dif-
ferent sizes, in the lower register of this page and the 
upper register of the facing folio 14b. at the same time, 
as the eye moves back and forth visually comparing, one 
notices the variety of types on these pages, too, and also 
realizes that some of the figures appear to be in conver-
sation with each other. thus the visual comparison 
works in tandem with the other two strategies of guiding 
the gaze that i have outlined above.

the two folios of palace-related figures discussed 
above (fols. 11a, 27b; see figs. 3 and 4) similarly come to 
life when viewed with the comparative gaze, and the 

clear that the viewer is being asked to identify the rela-
tionships among the images. Kalender writes that when 
the artworks in the album are viewed with attention to 
detail and looked upon with the “scrutinizing gaze,” 
these relationships become obvious. the comparison, 
then, is meant to encourage the scrutinizing gaze and 
also becomes obvious by means of it, in a circular fash-
ion. out of this circularity, however, the viewer emerges 
edified, having thought beyond the individual works of 
art, beyond the aesthetic properties of the page, to 
something more grand.

the same comparative gesture seems to be suggested 
by other folios, too (fols. 14b–15a, fig. 5). the two female 
figures on the left side of folio 15a, for example, have 
costumes very similar to each other and almost appear 
to be mirror images, except for the fact that one has her 

Fig. 5. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fols. 14b–15a. (Photo: hadiye cangökçe)
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in which these are presented incites the comparative 
gaze immediately (fig. 6). currently there is one folio in 
the beginning with the portraits of four sultans and a 
folio bound at the very end that contains eight others, 
four on each side (figs. 7 and 8). it is quite likely that 
originally these folios were bound together, as they 
would have continued an existing tradition in ottoman 
book arts of picturing all the sultans of the dynasty in a 
series. Yet in this series there are mistakes that are hard 
to comprehend and were perhaps intended as an inside 
joke. the first four are named in the correct order: os-
man, orhan, murad, and Yıldırım (bayezid). the next 
four should be mehmed i, murad ii, mehmed ii, bayezid 
ii.19 instead the names are mehmed, bayezid, mehmed, 
and murad, going from right to left and from top to bot-
tom. if we read the page from the bottom up, mehmed 

relationships among the figures on them become more 
significant in the comparison. Yet in this grander view 
it is not a comparison between the elements on a single 
page but rather a larger comparison of the folios with 
each other. the fact that a discrete composition is being 
created on each page becomes obvious only upon view-
ing the two pages in tandem. currently these two folios 
are placed in different parts of the album, but the simi-
larities between them are so remarkable that when the 
viewer comes upon the second page, he or she immedi-
ately remembers the first one. it is tempting to suggest 
that in the original order of the album these two pages 
were placed closer together, perhaps even facing each 
other, but at present this is not possible to demonstrate. 
Regardless of their placement, the two pages have un-
cannily similar compositions. both have four figures in 
their upper register and three in the lower, separated by 
simple frames. the entire composition is framed by a 
tan-colored inner border, a brown-and-white checkered 
secondary border, and margins of a gold floral scroll 
against a neutral background. Each folio has one figure 
in the lower register that has been depicted against a 
different background color and framed with a more 
elaborate frame than the others. the upper registers 
show an ottoman ruler accompanied, as mentioned 
above, by a servant of the privy chamber and a eunuch. 
the fourth figure on folio 27b is a servant bringing in 
food to the ruler, and the fourth figure on folio 11a is a 
dervish reading poetry. both figures could have been 
present at court. the poses of the sultanic depictions are 
mirror images of each other, but they are placed in the 
same spot on both pages—second figure from the right 
in the upper register. With such strong invitations to 
compare the two compositions, one wonders if a deeper 
comparison is being suggested here between the courts 
of different ottoman sultans. in this case the scrutiniz-
ing gaze encourages us to identify the rulers being de-
picted, since the differences between them suggest a 
certain kind of specificity. When considered in tandem 
(and compared with other portraits of the two sultans), 
we are tempted to identify the portraits as Selim i (r. 
1512–20) on folio 27b and ahmed i on folio 11a. 

another strong incentive to identify the rulers por-
trayed on these two folios is provided by the other por-
traits of ottoman rulers in the album. the serial format 

Fig. 6. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fol. 7a. (Photo: hadiye 
cangökçe)
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Fig. 7. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fol. 32a. (Photo: hadiye 
cangökçe)

Fig. 8. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fol. 32b. (Photo: hadiye 
cangökçe)

i, murad ii, mehmed ii, bayezid, the names would be in 
the right order. alternatively, it is possible that mehmed 
ii is illustrated twice, as part of a father-son coupling on 
both registers. in the upper register, he is the father and 
in the lower register, the son. however, this would mean 
there are no images of mehmed i. these mistakes or rep-
etitions become particularly striking when one com-
pares this series with others. 

Such series by their very nature encourage a com-
parative gaze. necipoğlu first drew attention to the pro-
cess of viewing imperial portrait series. She argued that 
the viewer was encouraged to make connections 

 between rulers of the same name and to move back and 
forth across the series, spotting similarities and differ-
ences. She demonstrated that the comparative act 
helped to create a group identity for the rulers and laid 
the emphasis on the entire dynasty.20 Elsewhere i have 
made a similar point, focusing on the seriality of the im-
perial portraits in the Şemāʾilnāme (book of disposi-
tions) and their emphasis on order and repetition.21 For 
the purposes of this essay, i simply want to point out that 
these portraits are intended to evoke a comparison, and, 
indeed, they make sense only in a comparative context. 
as such, they attest to the importance of the scrutinizing 
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would write naẓīre to Persian poems in exactly the same 
way as they would to ottoman poems. andrews points 
out that sixteenth-century ottoman poets considered 
ottoman poetry proper to begin with the naẓīre re-
sponses of ahmed Pasha (d. 1496) to the poetry of the 
timurid poet and statesman ali Shir navaʾi (d. 1501).25 
the act of writing responses to other poems continued 
to be a fundamental part of early modern ottoman liter-
ary culture. hatice aynur gives the extreme example of 
150 naẓīres being written to a single ghazal as proof of 
the prevalence of this practice.26 Naẓīre poems were 
also collected in mecmūʿas (anthologies) beginning in 
the fifteenth century, and these collections became 
most prevalent in the seventeenth.27 one notable ex-
ample is a naẓīre collection created by a servant of Sül-
eyman i (r. 1520–66) but copied during the reign of 
ahmed i. this collection also includes poems by ahmed 
i himself, both response poems and independent po-
ems.28 the increased popularity of such compilations 
corresponds to the century in which ahmed i’s album 
was prepared.

Walter Feldman writes: “the importance of the con-
cept of imitatio in ottoman artistic thought can be seen 
from the fact that the term nazire had a parallel musical 
usage during the seventeenth century.”29 the contents 
of the album of ahmed i suggest that imitation was not 
limited to the literary and musical arts but also had its 
place in the visual sphere. by incorporating the images 
of men and women dressed in almost identical cos-
tumes and in poses that are difficult to distinguish from 
each other, the album visually encourages comparison 
and seems to point to the idea of imitation. the images 
can be seen as responses to each other. 

the seventeenth century is also a period in which ot-
toman poets repeatedly rewrote or updated older texts. 
Examples range from the rewriting by cevri (d. 1654) of 
the Selīmnāme (book of Selim) and other texts using 
more Persian and arabic words than the original, to the 
Ḫamse (Quintet) of ʿ ataʾ i (d. 1635), which consists of five 
masnavīs that feature istanbul and its inhabitants.30 
both the recasting of earlier texts in accordance with 
contemporary linguistic preferences and the composi-
tion of a new Ḫamse are ways of responding to older 
works and can be categorized as naẓīre.31 as such, they 

gaze in the workings of the album. Scrutiny reveals their 
individual and shared characteristics, both creating a 
corporate identity for the group and ascribing a distinct 
identity to each ruler. and it is only through scrutiny 
that the oddity of their ordering becomes obvious. the 
order also suggests something about the audience of the 
album: to fully appreciate the twist, one would not only 
have to be well versed in ottoman history but also have 
to be familiar with the manuscripts of imperial portraits 
produced in large numbers at the end of the sixteenth 
century. Knowledge of these previous works of art, and 
their proper ordering of the sultans, highlights the odd-
ity of Kalender’s ordering. moreover, to the connoisseur 
familiar with the earliest versions of such portrait books, 
this series would seem rudimentary, as the paintings are 
rather small and lack the detail and finish of the original 
portraits. 

in the realm of poetry, which seems to have provided 
aesthetic criteria for the other arts in the early modern 
islamic world, the comparative impulse was rather 
strong. necipoğlu has already demonstrated how the 
poetic comparative impulse displayed by the practice of 
naẓīre writing can be used to understand architectural 
history, as embodied in the architect Sinan’s (d. 1588) 
competitive response to earlier ottoman and byzantine 
architecture in his mosques.22 it is even more appropri-
ate to consider the literary device of the naẓīre in the 
case of an album of painting and calligraphy in which 
the calligraphic fragments are for the most part poetic 
selections. Naẓīre poems respond to earlier works by 
contemporaneous or later poets by offering either praise 
or criticism, often with the intent of showcasing the re-
sponding poet’s literary skills. they would either refer 
to or parallel earlier poems by repeating the theme or 
the rhyme scheme, thus retaining some aspect of the 
earlier poem, but they were new, different creations.23 
indeed, ottoman poets and authors of poets’ biogra-
phies considered slavish imitation and substitutive 
translation to be inferior practices, and naẓīres needed 
to have originality in order to be appreciated.24 

Some translations of Persian poetry into ottoman are 
also considered to be naẓīre-type responses. Walter an-
drews considers such poetry to be of fundamental im-
portance for incorporating the wider Persianate literary 
world into the ottoman cultural sphere: ottoman poets 
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 compositions. the size and style of the script, the angle 
at which the verses are placed, and the framing of the 
verses are perhaps the most important common ele-
ments. again an extremely similar illumination sur-
rounds the poetry, with triangular blank spaces filled 
with floral designs and the lower left corner of each 
frame occupied by a signature. the color scheme, too, is 
very close, but not the same. at first glance, the two 
pages seem to have the same design. upon closer ex-
amination, the eye begins to spot the differences, and 
the viewer remains interested. on the one hand this ar-
rangement can be interpreted as the album-maker’s 
decision to bring aesthetic unity to a group of disparate 
works of art, yet the subtle differences he introduces and 
his choice not to make the illumination identical but 
rather as “variations on a theme” enhance the compara-
tive glance in a way not unlike the way imperial por-
traits are viewed in tandem with each other.

When considered together with the importance of 
comparative judgment in the practice and appreciation 
of calligraphy, Kalender’s illumination and organization 
choices become more obvious. For a comparison of our 
own, consider the calligraphic study from the timurid 
context that david Roxburgh so astutely analyzed on 
two different occasions. the study in question consists 
of the responses, or imitations, of calligraphers at the 
court of baysunghur (d. 1433) to a line by ahmad al-
Rumi (fl. before 1433). Roxburgh discusses how each cal-
ligrapher deliberately “personalized” the model but 
contends that their interventions become most obvious 
when all eighteen lines are seen together.33 that the 
imitation of a calligraphic line was a courtly pastime 
reminds us of the prevalence of such comparative 
modes in the early modern Persianate cultural sphere of 
which the ottomans were a part.  

calligraphic training and practice offer an insight 
into the way comparative modes worked in the early 
modern islamic world. as Roxburgh has recently out-
lined, the training of calligraphers included both the 
visual study of earlier models and the attempt to emu-
late them. Yet training also encouraged creativity, and 
calligraphers would often repeat a calligraphic composi-
tion with the incorporation of personal flairs. the subtle 
differences between the models and the works inspired 

invite or, indeed, depend upon, comparison in order to 
be fully appreciated.

the calligraphic samples in the album, all of the same 
script, nastaʿlīq, by ottoman and Safavid calligraphers, 
also attest to such a comparative framework (fols. 31a–
31b, figs. 9 and 10). here we see the work of a Persian and 
an ottoman calligrapher gracing the opposite sides of 
the same folio, arranged in a similar page layout, again 
inspiring an assessment. Furthermore, the use of the 
same nastaʿlīq style by ottoman and Safavid calligra-
phers echoes the relationship between ottoman and 
Safavid poetry. ottoman calligraphers could clearly re-
spond to or parallel the writing of their Persian peers. 
there is certainly an element of competition here, too, 
an invitation to judge the relevant competencies of the 
calligraphers whose works are in the album and perhaps 
even an invitation to judge the ottoman and the Safa-
vid calligraphic traditions against each other.32 Just as 
the organization of figures on a page encourages the eye 
to compare figures stacked above each other or in op-
posite corners of the same folio, so the eye is invited to 
see the similarities and differences between calligraph-
ic panels. 

let us consider in detail the two sides of folio 31 (see 
figs. 9 and 10). no matter what the order of the album 
would have been, the two sides of the folio would still 
come one after the other. the illumination on these 
pages is almost, but not quite, identical. both have an 
outer border of pale rose with gold floral pattern, and 
just inside this border is a checkered color block pattern 
of two colors—brown and cream on one, rose and 
cream on the other. the corners of the checkered ruling 
are blue in one case and pink in the other. moving in-
ward, both folios contain an illuminated ground with a 
tripartite design. While the “a” side has one whole and 
two half cartouches, and the “b” side has three whole 
cartouches, the rhythm they create is identical. the car-
touches on one side have gold ground with a floral orna-
ment executed in white, and the cartouches on the 
other side have a white ground with gold decorations, 
creating the impression that they are negatives of each 
other. both have a smaller inner border of three strips, 
one of which is again a checkered pattern, but not in  
the same order or with the same colors. at the center of 
both pages are calligraphic panels with almost identical 
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Fig. 9. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fol. 31a. (Photo: hadiye 
cangökçe)

Fig. 10. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fol. 31b. (Photo: hadi-
ye cangökçe)

by them would become obvious when compared side by 
side.34 

thus the comparative framework can be thought of 
almost as a default mode among calligraphers and poets 
in the ottoman empire, as well as in the wider Perso-
islamic world. Such a framework determined the way 
not only ottomans but other participants in Perso-is-
lamic visual culture often viewed paintings and poetry, 
especially in the context of albums or other compila-
tions.35 visual comparison of artworks, whether callig-
raphy or painting, is closely related to the social contexts 
of viewing in which these works are appreciated,  
for they are gestures that belong to the realm of 

 connoisseurship. albums were often perused in small 
groups, and, as we can tell from the way images are often 
pasted onto album pages with different orientations, the 
audience would gather around the codex, sometimes 
moving around it, sometimes turning it. they would un-
doubtedly have had conversations about what it is they 
were looking at and discuss the visual characteristics of 
the images, the qualities of the calligraphy, and the use 
of colors or different inks. comparisons would almost 
certainly be made to works of art that were not in this 
album, perhaps referencing other albums. the compar-
ative mode in poetry, too, is in a way a gesture of con-
noisseurship, for one needs to know both the original 
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ahmed i to appreciate the exact effect of Kalender’s full 
visual strategy, for the album was rebound.36 however, 
codicological analysis with particular attention to the 
illumination shows that some folios in the album are 
still in their original order, making it possible to tease 
out some of Kalender’s larger tactics. i would like to 
briefly consider a few of these visual strategies that go 
beyond the single folio. 

their current physical state suggests that folios 17b 
and 18a belonged together in the original album (fig. 11). 
the maroon border around folio 17b extends across the 
album’s gutter to the inner border of folio 18a, joining 
these two with certainty. From this pairing we can see 
that the border colors did not need to be the same in a 
single opening; indeed, the matching of a lighter and a 
darker color seems to have been used elsewhere. the 
gold floral motif on the border, however, is similar 
enough on the two pages to be considered a match. 

and the parallel poem in order to appreciate fully the 
relationship between them and to judge their relative 
merits, thus inviting a competitive interpretation as 
well. the connoisseurship aspect also explains the 
movement of the gaze across the pages and back, com-
paring things that are not necessarily next to each other. 
Such a viewing would require an excellent visual mem-
ory and a storehouse of preexisting forms to draw upon 
with every new encounter.

oRdER

While comparative judgment is encouraged every time 
the viewer turns the page, the cumulative effects of 
browsing through the entire album, with its astonish-
ingly rich contents, would have been even more intense. 
it has not yet been possible to reconstruct the album of 

Fig. 11. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fols. 17b–18a. (Photo: hadiye cangökçe)
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Similarly, the ruling, which in this case consists of di-
agonal strips of colored papers, is, while not identical, 
closely related in its tones and hues in the two facing 
pages. the proportion of the border width to the text-
block is also rather close on the two pages; that is to say, 
the borders have similar proportions and width.

let us consider another pairing that again retains 
traces of the original binding, folios 21b–22a (fig. 12). 
here, too, we have a page with a maroon border facing 
one with a lighter border, with the maroon paper ex-
tending onto the facing page ever so slightly. the char-
acteristics of the previous paring are to be found here as 
well: the borders have similarly sized and shaped golden 
design elements, the ruling has diagonal strips of col-
ored paper on both pages, and the text-block is of quite 
similar though not identical size. 

the contents of both pairings are distinct from each 
other. in the case of folios 17b–18a, there are paintings 

on one side and calligraphy on the other. but they have 
been arranged into frames that approximate each other 
in size. they are thematically related to each other, very 
much in the same vein of the earlier folios discussed 
here. the paintings on folio 18a exemplify two kinds of 
love—the acceptable, demure kind of homosocializa-
tion in the bath scene above contrasts with carnal love 
gone mad in the image below.37 that they are the op-
posite sides of the same coin becomes obvious only by 
comparison. of the three poetic samples on the facing 
page, one discusses unrequited love, a second is about a 
beauty who plays with his curls, and the last one curses 
those who do not want the beloved’s happiness. Folio 
22a is a single page of text removed from a manuscript, 
and it is comparatively small in size. the space it occu-
pies has been expanded through extensive illumination 
and the use of different colored papers; in fact, a whole 
composition has been orchestrated so that it matches 

Fig. 12. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fols. 21b–22a. (Photo: hadiye cangökçe)
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Fig. 13. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fol. 7b. (Photo: hadiye cangökçe)

the dimensions of the center portion of the facing folio, 
21b. in turn, folio 21b contains six discrete pieces of writ-
ing, two of which seem to have come out of the same 
manuscript, or, to be more precise, the same cöng or 
sefīne, which were small books or literary miscellanies, 
bound on the short end of their folios.38 the other four 
are calligraphic panels. these differences highlight Kal-
ender’s effort to bring some visual unity to the pages. We 
can conclude from these pairings that Kalender’s modus 
operandi involved creating double-page compositions 
that held together aesthetically. While the facing pages 
did not at all need to be mirror images of each other, 
they did have some amount of stylistic unity. 

the current state of the album provides us with an-
other clue about the original ordering. it contains a large 
number of folios that have relevant works of art and 
closely related compositions and illumination on both 
sides. the two sides would be matched with facing pag-
es that would also, in all likelihood, relate visually and 

in terms of content. consequently, one might conclude 
that various sections of the album were intended to have 
thematic as well as stylistic coherence. See, for example, 
the two sides of folios 31 and 32. i discussed folio 31 above 
in great detail (see figs. 9 and 10). Folio 32 (see figs. 7 and 
8, also discussed above) contains sultanic portraits on 
both sides. in this case the organizations of the backing 
pages are as similar as they are on folio 31, but their bor-
ders are of different colors. Furthermore, both the inter-
nal organization and the framing of this folio match the 
appearance of folio 7a (see fig. 6), featuring the first four 
rulers of the house of osman. together these portraits 
add up to twelve, the correct number of ottoman sul-
tans culminating with murad iii, the last one portrayed 
in the series.39 although they may not have been adja-
cent pages, it is quite likely that originally these sultanic 
portraits would have been in the same part of the album. 
Similarly, folio 31 has affinities with other pages earlier 
in the album and may have been placed with them.40
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on its “a” side it features the four sultanic portraits men-
tioned previously, on the “b” side it contains two scenes 
from a historical manuscript that details earlier ances-
tors of the ottomans (fig. 13). this arrangement suggests 
that the album had a section that focused on ottoman 
genealogy in the broader sense. Given that this is the 
case, folio 28, which also has a page from the same (or a 
similar) historical text about the ottomans’ ancestors, 
would also belong in the earlier part of the book (fol. 
28b, fig. 14, compare with fig. 13). its illumination and 
borders are also akin to those other folios that contain 
similar historical works. the consistent aesthetics of 
Kalender’s framing also strengthens the link between 
these pages. 

in addition to the presence of such folios, the current 
arrangement of the album also suggests groupings of 
thematic or visual relevance. a sense of different sec-
tions still remains in the album, and there is no reason 
to believe it necessarily distorts the original order of 
pages. it is even possible to think that works of art placed 
in proximity to each other on opposite sides of folios, or 
on facing pages, had a much more intimate relationship 
to each other when the album was closed. they would 
be mapped one to the other, in a way, as they would be 
placed on top of each other.41 the few exceptions that 
do not fit into thematic sections appear to be bound out 
of place. Folio 7 offers even further sense of thematic 
continuity, a clue to the “sectioning” of the album. While 

Fig. 14. Kalender, album of ahmed i, fol. 28b. (Photo: hadiye cangökçe) 
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Kalender, as well as to admire the precision of his paper 
joinery and illumination work. 

Kalender’s visual interventions suggest a movement 
through the album that is not linear. indeed with the 
multiple traverses back and forth to compare pages and 
to trace potential narratives, each viewing of the album 
becomes personalized. as the eye takes stock of the full 
contents of the album, it becomes dazzled by the wealth 
of materials, the variety of figures, and the diverse vi-
sual formulas that anchor these disparate works of art 
in the album. by gazing at the image-text relationships, 
visual comparisons, ambiguous and suggestive relation-
ships, the viewer is seduced, astonished, and excited.

Department of History of Art and Architecture, Boston 
University
Boston, Mass.
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abStRact

this essay explores the visual rhythms of an album pre-
pared for the ottoman sultan ahmed i (r. 1603–1617), 
examines how they direct the gaze, and investigates the 
tools used to guide the viewer’s experience of the object. 
the album works as an aid to the “scrutinizing gaze” 
(imʿān-i naẓar), and the album maker’s interventions 
were intended to guide viewers to a higher level of un-
derstanding by encouraging them to gaze with contem-
plation. Some of the tactics employed include the 
inclusion of a vast variety of material with unusual sub-
ject matter; the establishment of word-image relation-
ships among the elements on a single page or on an 
opening of two pages; the loose organization of visual 
materials to suggest narratives; and the construction of 
relationships across frames that are at times purely 
predicated on the visual. most important, the album 
pages invite the eye to go back and forth, and to use the 
comparative gaze. 
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