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BIBLIOPHILE AGHAS (EUNUCHS) AT TOPKAPI SARAY

From the mid-sixteenth century onwards, despite
the commencement of wars with the Safavids to the
east and internal political turmoil, the production of
decorated books at the painting studio of the Ottoman
palace increased, and books presented to the sultan as
diplomatic gifts swelled the palace book collection.1
Examination of the inscriptions on the bindings, ﬁrst
and last lines, lines on pages preceding or following
illustrations, and details in miniature paintings in some
of these illustrated books; scrutiny of archival documents
relating to palace administration; and careful reading of
the history written by Selaniki Mustafa Efendi (d. 1600?)
and the works of the historian and bureaucrat Mustafa
Âli (d. 1600) reveal that some of the palace eunuchs
were involved in commissioning works of art, and that
sometimes they were inﬂuential in political affairs and
in the relations between the sultan and grand viziers,
other statesmen, bureaucrats, and poets.
The ﬁrst of these eunuchs to come to our attention
in this respect is Darüssaade Agha Habe×i Mehmed
Agha (d. 1590). The position of Darüssaade aÅasæ was
a key one in the palace administration: although the
real duty of these ofﬁcials appeared to be management
of the harem, they were also in charge of those who
administered the charitable endowments of high-ranking palace ofﬁcials. At the same time their duties made
them the persons closest to the sultan and his family, and hence they wielded a high degree of authority and inﬂuence over political issues. It was Mehmed
Agha who ofﬁciated in the name of the sultan at the
marriages of the sultan’s sisters and daughters, who
accompanied the sultan on campaign as his equerry,
and who was in charge of making payments for construction work and repairs at the palace, making purchases from many kinds of tradesmen and craftsmen,
including jewelers, tailors, and merchants, and checking
the accounts.2 Emboldened by the authority invested
in him, Habe×i Mehmed Agha separated the positions
of head eunuch of the palace—Babüssaade aÅasæ—and
head eunuch of the harem—Darüssaade aÅasæ—himself

taking the latter title, which led to the black eunuchs
acquiring administrative precedence in 1574.3 In the
”ehinââhnâme-i Murâd-i Sâlis, an account of the events
between 1574 and 1581 that was presented to Sultan
Murad III (r. 1574–95) in 1581, four of the miniatures
in the ﬁrst volume relate to Mehmed Agha (Istanbul
University Library, F. 1404).4 These four pictures document an important event of Ottoman history—the
death of Sokullu Mehmed Pasha, who was assassinated
in 1579. They show Mehmed Agha going to see Sokollu
Mehmed Pasha after the attack (fol. 133b), the two
men talking at Sokollu Mehmed Pasha’s deathbed (fol.
135a), Mehmed Agha informing Sultan Murad III of
the death of Mehmed Pasha (fol. 136b), and Mehmed
Agha having the assassin captured (fol. 138a). This suggests that Mehmed Agha had the authority to inﬂuence the selection of illustrations in the course of producing this book.
Three illustrated copies of Zubdat al-taw¸rºkh, a general Islamic history written by Seyyid Lokman, were produced between 1583 and 1586,5 one of them for presentation to Sultan Murad III. Dated to 1583, the last
miniature in this manuscript depicts Habe×i Mehmed
Agha in the presence of Sultan Murad (ﬁg. 1).6 The
second copy, in Topkapæ Saray, was produced for Vizier
Siyavu× Pasha, and the third copy, in Dublin, for Habe×i
Mehmed Agha himself. This last copy is the ﬁrst example of an illustrated manuscript produced at the Ottoman palace studio for a palace eunuch—all earlier manuscripts having been made for the sultans, their sons
and daughters, or their grand viziers—and it demonstrates that Mehmed Agha had inﬂuence over the palace studio.
Sultan Murad III commissioned a writer whose penname was ~ntizami to write a book describing the circumcision festivities held in 1582 for his son Mehmed;
an illustrated copy of this Sûrnâme was produced around
1588 (Topkapæ Saray Museum Library, H. 1344).7 On
the last pages ~ntizami gives information that might
be described as a history of the art of the period (fol.
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Fig. 1. Sultan Murad III and Mehmet Agha. Zubdat-al taw¸rºkh, 1583. Turkish and Islamic Art Museum, 1973, fol. 88b. (Photo:
courtesy of the Turkish and Islamic Art Museum, Istanbul)

428b).8 After providing autobiographical details, he gives
an account of Nakka× Osman, the artist who designed
the illustrations for the manuscript, consulting when necessary the chief palace eunuch Mehmed Agha and the
dwarf Zeyrek Agha, and executing the illustrations only
with their approval, some illustrations being changed
or redrawn in accordance with their wishes. One of
the last illustrations in this work shows an enthroned
Murad III giving audience to leading palace ofﬁcials (fol.
429a),9 and another shows Habe×i Mehmed Agha, with
a bound book in his hand, conversing with the dwarf
Zeyrek Agha (fol. 432a, ﬁg. 2).10 The standing ﬁgure
in the picture also holding a bound book must be the
author ~ntizami. At the circumcision festivities Mehmed
Agha hosted a banquet for high-ranking guests in the
name of the sultan (fol. 1b).
An illustrated copy of Kitâb-i gencine-i feth-i Gence, written by Rahimizade ~brahim Çavu× about the 1588 campaign against Gence led by BeÅlerbeÅi Ferhad Pasha,
was produced in Istanbul in 1590 (Topkapæ Saray
Museum Library, R. 1296).11 At the beginning of this
work, Rahimizade explains that he wrote the book at
the instigation of Darüssaade Agha Mehmed, who was

known for his close relationship with the sultan. One of
the ﬁrst miniatures (fol. 8b) depicts Mehmed Agha in
the presence of Sultan Murad III presenting this illustrated book to him (ﬁg. 3).12 Another picture showing
Mehmed Agha in the sultan’s presence is found in the
Nusretnâme, an account of the eastern campaign led by
Lala Mustafa Pasha written by Mustafa Âli and produced
in 1584.13 This miniature (ﬁg. 4) depicts two different
events (Topkapæ Saray Museum Library, H. 1365, fol.
178b).14 The scene at the top shows Murad III sitting
in a pavilion with three eunuchs to his right. According to the label on the miniature, the eunuch closest
to the sultan, holding an aigrette, is Mehmed Agha; the
one in the center, holding a sword, is Osman Agha; and
the third is the chief treasurer. To the sultan’s left are
his two sword bearers and the dwarf Zeyrek Agha. The
scene probably depicts the ceremony held before sending a kaftan of honor to one of the people portrayed
in the lower part of the picture, which depicts a scene
showing Minuçehr, one of the Christian atabeks of the
Çoruh clan who converted to Islam in 1578, entertaining the pashas who held posts in Kars and Çældær.
Another famous palace eunuch whom we ﬁnd asso-
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Fig. 2. Mehmed Agha conversing with Zeyrek Agha. Sûrnâme,
ca. 1588. Topkapæ Saray Museum Library, H. 1344, fol. 432a.
(Photo: courtesy of the Topkapæ Saray Museum, Istanbul)

ciated with works of art produced at the palace is Gazanfer Agha. A janissary recruit of Venetian birth, Gazanfer Agha (d. 1602) was in the service of the future
Selim II in Kütahya.15 When Selim went to Istanbul to
claim the throne in 1566, he took Gazanfer, in whose
friendship he trusted, and his younger brother Cafer.
So that the brothers could enter the harem with Selim,
they were castrated. Cafer died following the operation. Gazanfer Agha held the posts of Babüssaade aÅasæ,
hasodaba×æ, and çakærcæba×æ, and, according to the historian Selaniki, was also kapæcæba×æ from 1590 to 1599.16
Gazanfer Agha was noted for his friendship with the
writer Mustafa Âli and was a bibliophile who wielded
considerable inﬂuence at court. He mediated in the
presentation to Sultan Murad III of Mustafa Âli’s Nusretnâme, written in 1583. Murad was impressed by the
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Fig. 3. Mehmed Agha presents the manuscript to Sultan Murad
III. Kitâb-i Gencine-i Feth-i Gence, 1590. Topkapæ Saray Museum
Library, R. 1296, fol. 8b. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapæ Saray
Museum, Istanbul)

book and commanded that the palace studio produce a
more decorative copy,17 on which twenty artists spent a
year under the supervision of Mustafa Âli himself, completing it in July 1584. With its miniatures, illumination,
gilded decoration, and above all its gold-embroidered
red satin binding, it was a volume of dazzling beauty.18
Gazanfer Agha is portrayed in one of the miniatures
standing to Sultan Murad III’s right, next to his sword
bearers (ﬁg. 5). Another of Âli’s patrons, Hoca Sadeddin Efendi (d. 1599), who was the sultan’s teacher and
served as ×eyhülislam in 1598, is seated at the sultan’s
left hand (fol. 249b). Mustafa Âli is known to have
petitioned Gazanfer Agha and Zeyrek Agha for highranking posts, such as that of ni×ancæ and beÅlerbeÅi.19
Gazanfer Agha asked him to write an account of con-
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Fig. 4. Sultan Murad III conversing with Mehmed Agha
and Zeyrek Agha. Nusretnâme, 1584. Topkapæ Saray Museum
Library, H. 1365, fol. 178b. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapæ
Saray Museum, Istanbul)

Fig. 5. Hoca Sadeddin and Gazanfer Agha in the presence of
Sultan Murad III. Nusretnâme, 1584. Topkapæ Saray Museum
Library, H. 1365, fol. 249b. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapæ
Saray Museum, Istanbul)

quest for ÖzdemiroÅlu Osman Pasha.20 Mustafa Âli was
appointed beÅlerbeÅi of Damascus at the instigation of
the sultan’s mother Saﬁye Sultan and with the backing
of Hoca Sadeddin and Gazanfer Agha.21 In the preface to his book H¸l¸t al-Q¸hira, about Cairo under the
Ottomans, he explains that he presented a clean copy
of this work to Gazanfer Agha, whom he describes as
the Ardashir of his time, as resembling Solomon in
being one of the trustworthy pillars of the state, and as
a hero equal to Alexander.22 One section of the same
writer’s famous history, Künhü ’l-ahbâr, is devoted to
the merits of Gazanfer Agha as a patron.23 Gazanfer
Agha continued to be a celebrated ﬁgure during the
reign of Sultan Mehmed III (1595-1603), and together

with Hoca Sadeddin participated in the sultan’s Eger
nkeresztes (Haçova).24
campaign and the Battle of Mezo
The illustrated copy of the history of the conquest of
Eger (EÅri fethi tarihi: Topkapæ Saray Museum Library,
H. 1509) by palace chronicler Talikizade contains illustrations of Mehmed III receiving Hungarian envoys in
his tent (fols. 26b–27a), and of him at the Battle of
Haçova (fols. 50b–51a); in both of these images Gazanfer Agha is portrayed standing next to the sultan (ﬁg.
6). In the scene of Mehmed’s return to Istanbul following the capture of Eger, the grand vizier is shown
at his right hand and Gazanfer Agha behind him on
his left (fols. 68b–69a).25
The poet and bureaucrat Mehmed b. Abdülgani
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(Ganizade, d. 1626)), who wrote under the penname Nadiri and served as a madrasa teacher, kadi,
and military judge, had close relations with the court
throughout his life.26 This is evident from the fact that
he wrote poems for Murad III, Mehmed III, Ahmed I,
and Osman II, for grand viziers, and for the eunuchs
Gazanfer, Server, and Mirahur Âli.27 Only one of the
copies of Nadiri’s Divân produced in the late sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries is illustrated with miniatures (Topkapæ Saray Museum, H. 889);28 these are
believed to have been painted around 1605 by Ahmed
Nak×i. One of them depicts the Battle of Haçova (fols.
6b–7a). At the top left of folio 6b Sultan Mehmed III is
imposingly portrayed on horseback; to his right appears
the royal teacher, Hoca Sadeddin Efendi, and between
and behind them Gazanfer Agha anxiously observes the
course of the battle (ﬁg. 7). Another miniature (ﬁg.
8) shows Gazanfer Agha visiting the madrasa that he
founded in his name in 1596 (fol. 22a);29 it was located
at the foot of the BozdoÅan Aqueduct in Saraçhane,
Istanbul, and the poet Nadiri was appointed its müderris
(professor).30 (Although Gazanfer Agha served at the
palace for thirty years, he is always portrayed as a slender youth without beard or moustache, since he was a
eunuch.) The facts that Mirahur Âli Agha and Gazanfer Agha are frequently mentioned in both the preface and the poems of Nadiri’s Divân and that a palace eunuch should found a madrasa in his own name
demonstrate the high status and degree of authority
of both men at court towards the end of the sixteenth
century.31
Further evidence of Gazanfer Agha’s interest in books
is revealed by the numerous manuscripts whose prefaces state that they were produced at his request. These
include Destân-i Ferruh u Hümâ, a book of entertaining stories translated into Turkish at the end of the
sixteenth century and illustrated (Istanbul University
Library, T 1975),32 Tercüme-i Miftâh-i Cifr el-câmi (Istanbul
University Library, T 6624 and Topkapæ Saray Museum
Library, B. 203),33 and Jami’s Bah¸rist¸n (Topkapæ Saray
Museum Library, H. 1711).34 Sultan Mehmed III’s preference for simple, concisely worded stories must have
inﬂuenced Gazanfer Agha’s choices.35 Notes written on
the ﬁrst pages of two manuscipts, an illustrated Haft
avrang (H. 806) and an illuminated Sh¸h u Gad¸ (R.
1034) in Topkapæ Saray Library, explain that they were
purchased from the estate of Gazanfer Agha.36
Another of Mustafa Âli’s friends at court was the
dwarf Zeyrek Agha, whose name is mentioned in association with Mehmed Agha and Gazanfer Agha. While
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Fig. 6. Sultan Mehmet III and Gazanfer Agha. E¯ri fethi tarihi
(History of the Conquest of Eger) ca. 1598. Topkapæ Saray
Museum Library, H. 1609, detail from fol. 27a. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapæ Saray Museum, Istanbul)

Âli was working on his Nusretnâme, he wrote a letter
to Zeyrek Agha in which he addresses him as “my
son.”37 As already mentioned, Zeyrek is portrayed in
the Sûrnâme and Nusretnâme (ﬁgs. 2 and 4), and together
with Mehmed Agha was consulted about the illustrations for the Sûrnâme.
Mustafa Saﬁ (d. 1617), author of Zubdat al-taw¸rºkh,
relates that the dwarf Zeyrek, a companion of Sultan Murad III, was intelligent, perceptive, and skilled
at relating unusual stories and anecdotes.38 Another
writer, Øem{i (d. 1591), explains that he translated {Attar’s Pandn¸ma into Turkish (The British Library, Sloane
3588) at this agha’s request.39 The most important evi-
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Fig. 7. Sultan Mehmed III, Hoca Sadeddin, and Gazanfer Agha watching the War of Haçova. Divân-i Nâdirî, ca. 1605. Topkapæ
Saray Museum Library, H. 889, detail from fol. 7a. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapæ Saray Museum, Istanbul)

dence of Zeyrek Agha’s personality and inﬂuence at the
palace studio is the Divân of Sultan Murad III (Topkapæ
Saray Museum, 2/2107).40 Containing poems of a mystical nature by the sultan, this manuscript is magniﬁcently
illuminated and splendidly bound, its covers decorated
with gold worked in various techniques and encrusted
with precious stones. The doublures have stamped and
gilded medallions and cornerpieces, with decoration on
the ﬁeld between these motifs. The inscription band on
the covers contains information concerning the production of the manuscript, written by a poet called Dervi×.
It explains that Zeyrek Agha commissioned the compilation, copying, and binding, and that the binding
itself was the work of court goldsmith Mehmed. The
date 996 (1588) in this inscription is probably the date
that the binding was completed.
After Dervi× Mahmud of Konya became mesnevihân (reciter of Mevlana Jalal al-Din Rumi’s Masnavºi ma{navº) in 1575, he visited Istanbul and during his
stay, as he explains in the preface to this work, heard
about Sultan Murad III’s interest in mystical writings,

upon which he translated parts of from Sevâkæb-i menâkæb,
a work about Mevlana’s wisdom and excellence. Wishing to show these to the sultan, he spoke about it to
Zeyrek Agha, whom he describes as one of the close
companions of Murad III and “a friend of the poor and
protector of the weak”; and Zeyrek Agha presented his
work to the sultan.41 The sultan asked Dervi× Mahmud
to return to Konya and complete his translations, presenting him with a reward of money; the poet went
back to his dervish lodge in 1590 and set to work. His
manuscript was later provided with miniatures (Topkapæ Saray Museum Library, R. 1479).42
Selaniki records that in 1595 Zeyrek Agha and Cafer
Agha were commanded to go to Malatya and Bosnia
respectively, that their magniﬁcent houses were sold,
and that the dwarf Zeyrek remained locked in the prison
of the steward of the gatekeepers.43 For some reason
Zeyrek Agha had fallen from favor but managed to
avoid being sent into exile.
The inﬂuence of the chief palace eunuchs on the
sultan and his family increased from 1622 onwards,
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Fig. 8. Arrival of Gazanfer Agha at his madrasa. Divân-i Nâdirî, ca.
1605. Topkapæ Saray Museum Library, H. 889, fol. 22a. (Photo:
courtesy of the Topkapæ Saray Museum, Istanbul)

and the black eunuchs maintained their status until
the beginning of the twentieth century. During the
reign of Ahmed I (1603–17) and the early part of the
reign of Osman II (1617–22), Mustafa Agha emerges
as a distinguished ﬁgure who supervised construction
of the mosque of Sultan Ahmed I.44 Süleyman Agha,
who was Darüssaade aÅasæ during the reign of Osman II
and accompanied this sultan on the Hotin campaign,
evidently played a role in the procession of the sultan into the city on his return, which was as festive
and resplendent as if he were celebrating a victory.45 A
miniature illustrating this scene by Ahmed Nak×i is in
Øehnâme-i Nâdirî (Topkapæ Saray Museum Library, H.
1124, fols. 53b–54a).46 On folio 53b the black eunuch
wearing a fur-lined kaftan and a large white turban and
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riding a horse slightly behind and to the left of Sultan
Osman II must be Süleyman Agha (ﬁg. 9). Another
picture showing the chief palace eunuch and the black
eunuchs in his service together with the sultan can be
seen in a copy of Tercüme-i Øâhnâme, translated by the
poet Medhi and illustrated during the reign of Osman
II (Uppsala University, L. Celsius, fols. 1b–2a).47 In this
miniature the chief palace eunuch to the left of the
young Sultan Osman II, who is enthroned at a ceremony in the second courtyard of Topkapæ Saray, is
probably Hacæ Mustafa Agha. Another black eunuch,
apparently of high rank, carries a thick book under his
arm; he appears in front of a crowd of black eunuchs
to the right of the picture. Among the illustrations of
ceremonies held in the palace courtyard, this is the ﬁrst
to portray such a large group of black eunuchs, providing visual evidence of their powerful position at court.
On folios 3b–4a in another copy of the same work are
two miniatures showing Sultan Osman II with Darüssaade Agha Mustafa (Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale, T.
326).48 In the miniature on folio 4a the dark-skinned
Mustafa Agha is shown standing at the left of Osman
II, who is seated on the throne. A black eunuch standing behind Mustafa Agha holds a book that is probably
Medhi’s translation. The poet Medhi wrote a long preface to his work, in which he describes how he began it
and how he consulted Mustafa Agha in the course of
writing it (Paris, Bibliothèque nationale, T. 326, fols.
1b–7a). It was therefore natural that the ﬁrst miniature
in copies of his Øâhnâme-i Türkî should portray Mustafa
Agha as well as Osman II.
Of all the black eunuchs, the one who owned the
most books and founded libraries in his own name
was Be×ir Agha (d. 1746), who was head eunuch of the
palace during the reign of Sultan Ahmed III (1703–
30).49 In 1717 ~brahim Pasha was appointed grand
vizier and Be×ir Agha head eunuch. Just a year later,
in 1718, preparations were being made for stocking a
new library to be built at the palace.50 Its foundations
were laid in the third court in September 1719, and
it was completed in December of the same year. The
idea of constructing a palace library in the name of
Sultan Ahmed III may well have originated with Be×ir
Agha, a bibliophile who had served as palace treasurer
in earlier years. Be×ir Agha continued to serve as head
eunuch of the palace during the reign of Mahmud I
(1730–54), and he may also have inﬂuenced this sultan’s decision to found the tile-decorated library next
to Haghia Sophia Mosque.51 Several of the illustrated
books belonging to the Revan Kiosk, the collection of
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Fig. 9. Sultan Osman II on the way to the campaign of Hotin. Øehnâme-i Nâdirî, ca. 1622. Topkapæ Saray Museum Library,
H. 1124, fols. 53b–54a. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapæ Saray Museum, Istanbul)

which today is in Topkapæ Saray Library, contain the
seal of this eunuch and record his ownership (R. 803,
911, 1548, 870, 871, 858, 862).52 More pictures documenting the inﬂuential status of the Darüssaade agha
and other black eunuchs at the palace can be seen in
the Sûrnâme describing the circumcision ceremonies
held for the sons of Ahmed III in 1720 and illustrated
by the painter Levni in 1727–28.53 Here eunuchs are
shown standing behind Sultan Ahmed III on his left
and right (Topkapæ Saray Museum Library, A. 3593).54
In the miniature at the end of this manuscript depicting the princes being taken to the Circumcision Chamber, the black eunuch at the front of the procession is
thought to be head eunuch of the harem Uzun Süleyman (fols.173b–174a).
Two miniatures in the Sûrnâme indisputably portray
Be×ir Agha.55 One of these (fol. 16a) shows him with
the palace ofﬁcials who are his subordinates in the royal
procession as it arrives at Okmeydanæ for the festivities
(ﬁg. 10). The other portrays him entering the presence
of the sultan to present his gift on the occasion of the

R
Fig. 10. Arrival of Be×ir Agha at the Okmeydanæ. Sûrnâme, ca.
1729. Topkapæ Saray Museum Library, H. 3593, fol. 16a. (Photo:
courtesy of the Topkapæ Saray Museum, Istanbul)
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ment deeds show that the power groups that formed
around the chief palace eunuchs were inﬂuential in the
production of decorated books at the court studio and
in the foundation of libraries both inside and outside
the palace. Even well-educated statesmen like Mustafa
Âli appealed for help from these power groups and
enjoyed their patronage. Seyyid Lokman, who was an
Ottoman Court ×ehnâmeci (chronicler) in the second
half of the sixteenth century, also mentioned the interest of the aghas Gazanfer (kapæaÅasæ), Mustafa (ser hazinân-æ hâssa), Osman (kilerciba×æ), Ahmed (saray-æ amire
aÅasæ), and Mehmed (Darüssaade aÅasæ) in his Hünernâme
(Topkapæ Palace Museum Library, H. 1523, fol. 230b).
The high output of artworks at the palace during the
second quarter of the sixteenth century was the result
of the powerful association between Habe×i Mehmed
Agha, Gazanfer Agha, the dwarf Zeyrek Agha, and Hoca
Sadeddin. Subsequently, eunuchs—particularly those
who were bibliophiles among the members of the palace power group—carried on the tradition of the sixteenth century.
UludaÅ University
Bursa, Turkey
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