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temaşagah or seyrangah, strongly suggests that leisure and recreation mostly entailed 
stationary observation, contemplation or reflection on nature, as opposed to gazing at 
others or being gazed upon oneself. The meadows of Kağıdhane, blooming with tulips, 
were, Evliya emphasizes, meant to be viewed from a distance and probably served as 
a model for other gardens.90 He uses no special term for a park or public promenade, 
which suggests that strolling did not come into this.91 Meanwhile, not only the royal 
gardens in Edirne and Bursa but also distant ones such as the hadika-i sultaniye in 
Aleppo, in the vicinity of Gökmeydan, were closely monitored from Istanbul.92 

Domestic crowding and its stifling impact on the individual also seems to have led 
many city-dwellers to seek solitude outdoors (see figure .). In open spaces, includ-
ing graveyards, one could enjoy tranquillity and seclusion. The countryside provided 
relief from physical problems and pain, reduced psychological stress, and strengthened 
a sense of well-being. Indeed, a recent study on Ottoman medicine highlights the 
concept of ‘therapeutic landscape’.93 Retreat and meditation, and other forms of with-
drawal, evasion or escape, were also part of religious practice.94 Sufî dervishes as well as 

Figure . Dervishes in a forest on the Asian side of the Bosphorus (detail from a larger 
panorama). Oil on canvas,  ×  cm. Orientalist Museum, Doha, Qatar, OM .
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commoners in poor physical or psychological health found refuge in thick groves and 
meadows, in coming close to nature. Holy springs, fountains and pools were believed 
to add to the healing qualities of the scenery. The countryside also attracted anti-social 
brotherhoods or orders which turned their backs on society. Watenpaugh defines wil-
derness as the domain of the antinomian saint.95

Severe depression, or melancholy, appears frequently in biographical accounts of 
voluntary seclusion, or of wandering in search of peace. In Atayi’s Heft-han, the friends 
of a maddened lover suggest that he visit the Göksu meadows, or alternatively the 
Kaba, the tomb of Karaca Ahmed, or the shrines of Sarı Saltuk Baba or Kızıl Deli Sul-
tan.96 However, withdrawals from society were not absolute. The Damascene mystic 
and jurist al-Nabulusi joined friends on numerous outings to gardens on the outskirts 
of his city during his seven-year retreat (–). These gatherings, undertaken espe-
cially ‘in the rose season’, lasted for days, with the parties engaged in literary competi-
tions.97 It should be noted that the ostensible cause for al-Nabulusi’s retreat was the 
harrassment he suffered for his defence of male love, including the practice of nazar 
(gazing) at handsome young men.98 

INCREASED VISIBILITY FOR WOMEN?

In such garden settings some poets found inspiration to write about imaginary 
encounters between the sexes, while others made more mundane observations. These, 
together with the observations of contemporary European women travellers (increas-
ing substantially at this time), have been subject to a variety of interpretations, includ-
ing that of eighteenth-century Ottoman ‘reform’ necessarily extending to social mat-
ters and the status of women. 

Much generalization has been based on visual evidence, which certainly offers sig-
nificant clues to Ottoman socio-cultural developments. Consider, for example, the 
work of Jean-Baptiste Vanmour, an artist from Valenciennes who lived and worked in 
Istanbul between  and . One of his pictures shows a group of men and obvi-
ously loose women (with rather exposed bosoms) at a wine party, eating and drinking 
to musical accompaniment. The setting is a hilltop, possibly overlooking the Bospho-
rus. Sinister-looking guards are seated a short distance away from the group, enjoy-
ing their pipes.99 Vanmour painted many such scenes, even depicting Ahmed III in 
the company of licentious females. However, when he chose to portray honourable 
women, the artist distinctly emphasized their social rank. A second work depicts an 
outing of the French ambassadress. The genteel ladies are highlighted in bright, cheer-
ful colours, whereas those who prepare or serve food and drink, or who play music 
and dance, are left in the shadows, together with a few men who appear to be guards. 
In a third example, chaste and righteous middle-class women, veiled and dressed in 
sober gowns and accompanied by their children, are shown apart from other women 
wearing fashionable low-cut dresses, smoking and enjoying a leisurely time. In both 
paintings the setting is probably near the Sweet Waters of Europe at the far end of the 
Golden Horn. At first sight, the last scene suggests even more explicitly a clash of two 
social classes or cultures. However, Vanmour has women on both sides of the paint-
ing look up at a naked female figure in the sky, a hazy apparition recalling the Indian 
goddess Shiva. This was perhaps intended as a warning against immoral behaviour (see 
figure .).
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Vanmour’s Ottoman contemporaries Musavvir Hüseyin, Levnî, İbrahim and 
Abdullah Buharî also painted ‘sexy’ women.100 Early eighteenth-century represen-
tations of elite ladies imagined them predominantly as objects of sensual pleasure, 
picnicking leisurely on the Bosphorus, or enjoying swings, music, dance, food or 
fishing in the privacy of their gardens (see figure .). Depictions of women from 
the s show them in communal baths, giving birth in the privacy of their apart-
ments, or as sex objects in brothels. In this corpus of miniatures, same-sex love 
and even sodomy also appear, as social criticism directed at the upper classes who 
indulge in wilful and decadent behaviour. Visual erotica featuring both men and 
women become significantly more plentiful from the early eighteenth century 
onwards.101 

There can be no doubt that such miniatures were made for elite consumption, but 
the status of the women they portray must be separately explored. Middle-class women 
are depicted in a variety of public and private situations – filing for divorce before a 
law court, entertaining guests in their gardens, making love, or catching a husband 
coupling with a servant at home.102 The view that the organized spectacles of Ahmed 
III’s court were ‘deliberate attempts to foster a climate of sexual immorality’ derives 
largely from Şemdanizâde’s personal prejudices.103 This misogynist chronicler appears 
to have developed a specific hatred for Nevşehirli Ibrahim Paşa, the grand vezir who 
masterminded the capital’s princely entertainments in the s. 

Figure . Women looking up at a female figure in the sky, by Jean-Baptiste Vanmour. 
Oil on canvas,  ×  cm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, SK-A-. 
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Neither art nor literature reflects social reality in a direct, photographic way. In fact, 
the two can be hugely divergent. When describing the private gardens and public parks 
of Damascus, al-Nabulusi highlights a social elite comprising members of notable 
families, government officials and eminent scholars. Although his memoirs testify to 
the total absence of women from those outings where sophisticated poetry exchanges 
outshone all other activities, his divan (collected poems) nevertheless abounds in refer-
ences to female beauty on such occasions – i.e., not to women themselves but to the 
idea of them. Akkach argues that it was the very absence of women in social circles 
which ‘was compensated by the romantic elegies and love poetry that often mapped 

Figure . Ladies picnicking leisurely on the Bosphorus. Miniature painting,  ×  cm. 
Berlin, Museum für Islamische Kunst, Staatliche Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz 
env. no. J /, pl. . Photo © bpk / Museum für Islamische Kunst, SMB / 

Georg Niedermeiser.
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the feminine virtues of the beloved over the landscape. The appreciation of nature’s 
beauty was thus mediated by poetic imageries celebrating femininity.’104 

The celebrated court poet Nedim (–), a near-contemporary of al-Nabulusi 
in Istanbul, described regular princely gatherings in which he participated. His poems 
have regularly been taken as testimony to a ‘spectacle of urban life’ where, among other 
developments of the so-called Tulip Age, women of lesser fortune, too, are believed to 
have figured favourably.105 Sılay has convincingly illustrated Nedim’s radical changes 
in literary expression and his use of realistic images and metaphors; he has also dwelt 
on Nedim’s blatantly homoerotic poems. But with regard to Nedim’s cultural milieu, 
Sılay does not challenge the myths of the Ottoman eighteenth century and the related 
assumptions of increased female visibility.106 His study of Nedim is illustrated with 
anachronistic visuals, including a  miniature depicting noble women at the royal 
Sa‘dâbâd complex on the Kağıdhane meadows, and other depictions of ladies taken 
from Fazıl Enderuni’s Zenanname.107 The association of such images is problematic. 
Not only was Fazıl an eccentric who was notorious for displaying socially unacceptable 
forms of behaviour,108 but the late eighteenth-century illustrations of sensual women 
in his book were meant to portray a romanticized, not a realistic, view of public life in 
the s, at least three-quarters of a century earlier.109 

Women certainly did add some glitter to the portrayal of the new money, the new 
elite, and the new aspirations for an enhanced visibility associated with the eighteenth 
century. However, some revisions are due. First, the time-frame for cultural openings 
for women, allowing them to be seen in public space, together with men, needs elu-
cidation.110 Exactly when and how did this happen? The  Zenânnâme miniature 
is the single Ottoman painting (in two versions) which has been repeatedly used as 
standard evidence for the ‘opening up’ of royal gardens to the public, and hence also 
for the ‘emancipation’ of women. Nineteenth-century European engravings depict 
more women in the open. Both genres are mis- or over-represented in the secondary 
literature to postulate an early eighteenth-century advance towards the partial eman-
cipation of women.111 

Secondly, a more nuanced understanding of social differentiation along class lines, 
particularly the position of women of the urban bourgeoisie and the urban poor, would 
help avoid the generalizations of simple classification into high, middle and lower 
social groups. Who were these women and in which public spaces (other than royal 
gardens) did they socialize? Ottoman society was class-conscious, and the preservation 
of social boundaries was of utmost importance. At Sa‘dâbâd, initially a private resort 
of the sultan and a select group of dignitaries, even in the s, when the Zenânnâme 
miniature was painted, the ladies portrayed sitting and relaxing were not representa-
tive of Istanbul women at large; they were the prosperous few who lived within the 
palace walls. 

Thirdly, the extent of such outings, and the nature of contact between men and 
women, all need clarification in time and space. What circumstances, if any, point 
to emancipation as against a strictly controlled way of socializing? Artists were always 
careful to observe and indicate the barriers separating the ‘amma and hassa from the 
private realm of the ladies. They depicted women sitting on verdant lawns, gathering 
in small groups, and relaxing or dancing, but not strolling around or mixing with non-
family members of the opposite sex. Outdoor clothing styles did become less restric-
tive and cumbersome, but women of status were never dressed up in practical fitted 
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garments, such as the riding coats of their European counterparts, which would have 
allowed them to move and act. 

The increased and apparently unconventional representation of Istanbul women 
may well be explained not by the liberation of women themselves, but by the gradual 
liberation of local artists from court patronage.112 Western artists, too, seem to have 
incorporated absentee women into their landscapes in order to satisfy the curiosity of 
their customers. Poetic accounts, expounding on lush greens, shades, flowers, pools 
and streams, and cool breezes have also been much used in this regard. But they pose 
many questions when no distinction is made between the real and the imagined.113 All 
in all, it is difficult to accept that women’s public presence was characteristic of the 
s, instead of being very embryonic compared with developments in the tanzimat 
era. 

Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as attested by period 
fetvas, preachers kept denouncing women. Regulatory scriptures, from Birgivî to the 
Kadızadelis and others, banned them from leaving their homes – even to visit cem-
eteries. The position of late eighteenth-century Nakşi–Müceddidi reformists vis-à-vis 
the status of women appears even more complex, and virtually impossible to classify 
as pro-emancipation. Open expressions of sexuality in the courtly arts, and the shift 
from idealistic to realistic depictions of nature – regarded as transgressions against or 
departures from the artistic as well as from the religious canon – have been interpreted 
by some authors as a longing for secularization.114 But, all along, men and women, 
Muslim and non-Muslim, sufi or orthodox, were often (and harshly) blamed for 
transgressing the barriers of profession, rank or status and for mixing in unacceptable 
ways. Like his immediate predecessors, Selim III enforced clothing laws by prohibit-
ing sumptuous materials and daring, provocative designs in women’s clothing.115 He 
also banned free movement of women in general.116 Scholars have tended to interpret 
efforts to control clothing as targeting ostentation and extravagance or conspicuous 
consumption (on the basis of Islamic teachings prohibiting wasteful expenditure). 
However, Quataert has argued that 

the clothing laws sought to assure Ottoman subjects and elites that the world was 
still an orderly place in which all retained their respective political and social posi-
tions. They worked to reinforce the existing social markers, stressing control of 
men over women, Muslims over non-Muslims, and elites over subject classes.117 

Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century clothing laws had addressed violations by non-
Muslims. In the eighteenth century the focus was on Muslims who dressed in Euro-
pean fashion, or on those of lower status who tried to dress like the higher classes.118 
After , the need to re-establish dynastic continuity and to redefine the imperial 
image in Istanbul meant that expressions of the religious and social identities of Otto-
man subjects needed to be carefully monitored. Hence, it was not a breakdown of 
boundaries but, on the contrary, a series of new regulations, whether in the form of 
palace protocol or clothing laws, which was at issue.

Finally, while there was a genuine increase in visual representation not just of any 
women, but of distinguished ladies in the early eighteenth century, this cannot by 
itself be taken to mean that they were beginning to participate (and were coming to be 
illustrated as participating) in princely events only at this time. Neither does it indicate 
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that their appearance in male company was always depicted in purely realistic terms 
– that is to say, without making any moral statements. Among all seventeenth-century 
sultans, Ahmed I (–) and Mehmed IV (–) had the highest hunting 
reputations. Both were known to have been accompanied by royal ladies not only dur-
ing their local hunting parties in the royal gardens of Istanbul but also on their most 
ardous expeditions in the wild. Furthermore, it is out of early seventeenth-century 
depictions of hunting banquets that a whole iconography of outdoor entertainment 
develops in Ottoman painting.119 

Such scenes incorporate distinguished ladies into settings featuring feasting and 
music. However, there is a darker and more critical side to these. Ottoman scholars, 
chroniclers and artists were ambivalent towards the royal hunt. On the one hand, they 
endorsed its manly, war-like aspect. On the other hand, they felt compelled to hint 
at their (and society’s) disapproval of the aspects of luxury, pleasure-seeking, waste, 
extravagance or lust that such royal hunting parties entailed. This also extended to 
the inclusion of women, whose presence was associated with sin and the apocalypse; 
eighteenth-century Nakşi–Müceddidis offered their interpretation of Doomsday and 
apocalyptic omens.120 Could this be the multi-layered cultural background to Van-
mour’s painting about two different groups of women watched by a Shiva-like appari-
tion in the sky (see figure .)?

In this respect we should also note Cifru’l-câmi, a classical book of apocalyptic 
omens (by Abdurrahman b. Ali el-Bistamî, c.),121 which was translated into 
Ottoman as Tercüme-i Miftâh-ı Cifru’l-câmi and luxuriously illustrated in the s.122 
Its eighteenth-century copy, dated to , reproduces virtually all features of ear-
lier copies, except for the fact that the human figures are shown with neither hands 
nor feet, while their heads are replaced by either rose motifs or headgear.123 It 
thus embodies a rigorously orthodox anti-figural stand. This manuscript was pre-
sented to Prince Mustafa (III), the son of Ahmed III, the latter a sultan who is today 
stereotyped as an epicurean, a hedonist, a cultivated and sensous patron of arts and 
literature, and an ardent reformer in early pursuit of westernization. Selim III, who 
came to the throne more than fifty years later, has been surrounded by a similar 
reformist aura. What these clichéd views overlook is, first, the complicated ambigu-
ity of the two centuries that preceded nineteenth-century reforms and, second, how 
even then, deep into the tanzimat era, women and non-Muslims, mixed-sex encoun-
ters and interconfessional mingling continued to be carefully monitored by the 
Nakşi–Müceddidis.

NOTES
  Abu-Manneh , , . While the Ottoman Müceddidiyye is explored extensively 

by Şimşek (, , , , a, b, ) and several other theologians, 
among a number of recent PhD dissertations, Aysel Danacı Yıldız’s Vaka-yı Selimiye () 
reflects on the intriguing policies of the Islamic reformers in the s. However, neither 
discussions on ‘neo-sufism’ and ‘eighteenth century reform in Islam’ (Rahman ; Voll 
; Levtzion and Voll ; O’Fahey and Radtke ; Radtke ) nor Schultze’s  
critique of the dominant historiographical paradigm of modernity in the Islamic world and 
the ensuing debate have made an impact on Ottoman studies. The s notion of neo-suf-
ism has now been discarded, but the controversy over Islamic modernity remains unsettled 
(Radtke ; Hofheinz ; Reichmuth ). 
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  For ‘post-classical’ Arabo-Ottoman intellectual life in the provinces, see Kellner-Heinkele 
; Von Schlegell ; El-Rouayheb , , , . See also Le Gall .

  Bak and Benecke .
  Zilfi ; Baer .
  On the Kadızadelis, in addition to several publications of both Zilfi and Ocak, see the disser-

tations by Öztürk (), Çavuşoğlu () and Terzioğlu (). 
  Beydilli :  n. Curiously, Imam Birgivî is either seen as having a long-lasting influence 

on those who resisted Ottoman modernization (Peters ) or as foreshadowing trends 
characteristic of modernity in religion (Hagen ). 

  Friedmann ; Ter Haar ; Buehler .
  Şimşek .
  Uşşakîzâde : –.
  Le Gall : .
  Tanman ; Şimşek . 
  Barbir : .
  Şimşek .
  Şimşek .
  In , sufis in Cairo clashed with Janissaries who were reading aloud Birgivî’s writings 

(Flemming ; Peters ). A letter sent to al-Nabulusi from Aleppo, dated , expli-
citly mentions Kadızadelis, referring to Turkish students of fıqh and preachers (Von Schegell 
: ).

  Buehler : .
  Artan .
  Dankoff ; Aksan ; Tamari , ; Sajdi .
  Kafadar , ; Terzioğlu ; Akkach , , , b; Ze’evi .
  Masters . Recent research acknowledges a general socio-economic development, 

if not remarkable prosperity, from the s to the s, in Anatolia, Egypt and the 
Balkans.

  Artan b. For Europe-specific uses of the terms ‘public’ and ‘private’, contemporaneous 
with Habermas, see Sennett ; Duby ; Ariès .

  Marcus , ; Abu Lughod ; Ze’evi .
  Agmon ; Thys-Şenocak ; Semerdjian .
  Habermas .
  Ariès ; Sennett . For a critical treatment of these concepts in the Ottoman context, 

see Kömeçoğlu .
  Develi .
  Hattox [] .
  Evliya Çelebi : I, a.
  Yılmaz .
  Saraçgil ; Kırlı .
  BOA, C. Zaptiye , /Z /.
  Zilfi : .
  Çaksu ; Rafeq : .
  Sirriyeh : –.
  Von Schlegell .
  Selçuk .
  Chester Beatty Library, MS : fol. .
  Kafadar .
  Evliya Çelebi refers to the most elegant and learned people as frequenting coffee-houses in 

Bursa in  (: II, , fol. b). He estimated that there were seventy-five large and 
highly decorated coffee-houses,which had become popular when those in Istanbul were clo-
sed by Murad IV.

  Çaksu .
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  This register covers only the Galata and Kasımpaşa districts: Istanbul Municipality Library, 
Muallim Cevdet B. : fols. b–b (Göl ).

  BOA, A. DVN  (Ertuğ ).
  Rıfat Osman () noted a few basic types on the basis of some thirty coffee-houses that he 

visited, which had been built between the years  and  in Istanbul, Edirne, Selanik, 
Manastır and Serez (Numan ; David ). Özkoçak () has published a coffee-
house plan dated : BOA Y.MTV. /.

  Aktepe ; Behrens-Abouseif ; Hamadeh .
  Meier , where table  gives the number of public baths in a number of cities from  

to .
  Pools in thermal baths, like the Király bath of Budapest, are exceptions.
  Ahmet Refik b: .
  Aktepe .
  Evliya Çelebi : I, b–b.
  Kanetaki .
  Pick : .
  Işın : . Dellâks in male hamams were not just washers but young male prostitutes. 

The Dellâknâme-i-Dilküşâ of Dervish Ismail Agha () records their names, physical fea-
tures and national origins and explains their services and fees. 

  Demirtaş . 
  Işın : ; Düzbakar . Perhaps in figure .a, the cell depicted below the plunge 

pool was also a part of the bath, intended to keep the insane warm and relaxed. 
  Sajdi .
  Gadelrab .
  Alpin : –.
  Ahmet Refik b: , , , , .
  Pellitteri ; Yüksel ; Sajdi ; Tamari .
  Sajdi ; Akkach a.
  Saydam ; for community control in Sofia, Kayseri, Aleppo and Damascus, see Gradeva 

; also Tok .
  Marcus ; Rafeq .
  Ertuğ . For non-Muslim stokers in Muslim quarters, also see BOA C.SH  (/Z 

/). 
  Zarinebaf-Shahr .
  In addition to numerous MA and PhD dissertations on the Üsküdar court records, multiple 

volume editions of sixteenth- to eighteenth-century sicils have been published recently.
  Aynural ; Demirtaş .
  Artan . Nevertheless, in the secondary literature one can still find the repeated claim that 

eating out was rare in the Ottoman realm.
  Lewicka .
  Ibid.
  Evliya Çelebi : I, , fol. b.
  Sariyannis . For a beng-pusher at the Bahçekapısı hamam who was exiled to the Molova 

fortress: BOA C.ZB  (/R /). 
  Sariyannis .
  Ahmed Cavid : –.
  Jews were clearly targeted in this period. A Jewish woman accused of seducing young boys 

was exiled to Selanik: BOA C.ZB  ( B ); Jewish musicians were banned from 
performing for women in Jewish households in the absence of their husbands: BOA C.Adliye 
 ( R ).

  BOA Hatt-ı Hümayun  ().
  Christie’s : .
  BOA C. ZB  (). 
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  Kermeli ; Semerdjian ; Sariyannis .
  Sajdi : .
  Masters : .
  Sariyannis –: .
  Ze’evi : .
  Rafeq ; Semerdjian .
  Ben-Naeh : ; cf. also Zarinebaf-Shahr . 
  In line with the existing literature, Hamadeh (b) connects the phenomenon to an inten-

sified search for leisure, entertainment and pleasure at the time. She also argues that the 
emergence of public gardens was a state-sponsored development which aimed to control and 
contain public life. This approach undermines the much complicated process of royal lands’ 
dissolution into public and private property.

  Artan a.
  Behrens-Abouseif ; Raymond .
  Meier .
  Akkach : .
  Evliya Çelebi : I, b, a, b, b, b, a.
  The closest are perhaps geşt ü güzar and nüzhetgâh. Hamadeh (b: ) seems to use 

‘promenade’ indiscriminately. 
  When its water resources or produce were misused, state officials acted promptly: BOA C. 

Saray ; C. Saray .
  Shefer-Mossensohn : .
  Marcus : .
  Watenpaugh : .
  Karacan : , –, also , . 
  Von Schlegell : –.
  Ibid.: –. Rafeq (: –) has noted boasting about homosexuality in Damascus. 
  Sint-Nicolaas et al. .
  Majer b.
  Artan and Schick .
  Renda , .
  Zilfi .
  Akkach a: . See also Akkach : .
  Hamadeh b: .
  Sılay ; but see Erimtan’s later critique () of Republican historiography on the reign 

of Ahmed III. The ‘Tulip Age’ is a misnomer intended to describe a cultural opening up 
to the West in the first quarter of the eighteenth century, accompanied by an intensified 
sense of leisure, entertainment and pleasure among the ruling elite as well as the public at 
large, displayed through courtly pageants in the parks, gardens, kiosks and palaces of the 
capital. 

  Sılay : . Hamadeh (b), too, relies on the Zenannâme miniatures, as well as on the 
work of nineteenth-century European artists such as Melling (d. ), Allom (d. ) and 
Bartlett (–) to delineate eighteenth-century gardens and public life. The styles of such 
artists, and what they were prepared to see and depict in the Ottoman capital, deserve more 
careful scrutiny. On realism in Ottoman poetry, see also Schmidt a, b.

  Schick ; Kuru .
  Hamadeh , . 
  Studies on women’s legal position and their active participation in social and economic 

activities are too many to cite here. 
  Zilfi ; Hamadeh b.
  Artan b.
  Andrews .
  Sılay : ; Zilfi .
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  For clothing regulations issued in ,  and , see Ahmet Refik b: –, 
–; c: , –. 

  Zilfi .
  Quataert : . Finkel (: –) has also interpreted Nevşehirli Ibrahim Paşa’s 

 attempt to curb the new vogue as a response to uncertainties. 
  Quataert : –; : –.
  Artan , b.
  Şimşek . Period chroniclers carefully noted, albeit without any note of approval, that 

Mehmed IV’s hunting entourage included the female members of his family. They saw this 
neither as promoting a new kind of social conduct, a new civility, nor as a marker of going 
public. 

  Fleischer : –.
  Topkapı Sarayı Müzesi B.  and İstanbul Üniversitesi Kütüphanesi T. . 
  Chester Beatty Library .
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