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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

There are a number of transliteration systems for Ottoman Turkish and modern Greek, the two languages that predominate here, as well as for Bulgarian and Romanian, terms and names from which also appear from time to time in this book. I have tried to stick with a basic modern Turkish rendering of Ottoman Turkish words and a simplified modern Greek transliteration style whenever possible for terms and phrases. As far as proper names, phanariots are particularly hard to standardize, behaving as linguistic chameleons as much as political ones (e.g., the Soutso/Soutzo/Suçu/Drakozade/Souzzo family). For the better-known families, I have opted for the most commonly used variant of their name, and for the lesser-known clans, I have tended toward the modern Turkish phonetic rendition whenever possible. For Stephanos Vogorides, I have chosen the Greek variant (rather than Stoiko Stoikov, his original name, the Bulgarian variant of his adult name Stefan Bogoridi, or the Turkish Istefanaki Bey), and I have done so for Kostaki (Constantine) Musurus (rather than Kostaki Paşa, Musurus Paşa, or Constantine Mousouros) as well. For nonphanariots, I have opted for the modern Turkish variant of names (Mehmet Ali rather than the Arabic variant, Muhammad Ali, for instance). Finally, when I provide multiple variants for a term, T. signifies Turkish; G., Greek; B., Bulgarian; R., Romanian; and Sl., Slavic.

Christians with Greek names were often referred to in Turkish by their Greek diminutive form. Someone named Constantine (Konstantinos) in Greek, for instance, would be called Kostaki, the diminutive Greek form, adapted into Turkish. This book abounds with characters such as Manolaki (Emmanuel → Manolis → Manolaki) Efendi, Istefanaki (Stephanos → Stefanaki → Istefanaki) Bey, and Yanaki (Ioannis → Yanni → Yanaki). Not wanting to lose this pattern of linguistic/cultural transmission and adaptation and also not wanting to confuse the reader, I have included the diminutive nicknames when relevant but placed the fuller name in brackets after the first mention of that name.

For place names I have tried to stay with the Turkish variant, which is why I refer to the Ottoman capital as İstanbul rather than Constantinople, despite the fact that in the nineteenth century it was commonly known in English as Constantinople. For other places, which lie outside of Turkey today, I have tried to provide the standard national variant (Ioannina in Greece) but have provided the Turkish variant (Yanya) in brackets.

Since I have opted for the use of Turkish diacritics, I provide below a guide to Turkish pronunciation:



	a

	like o in oz




	e

	like a in hay




	i or İ

	like ee in meet




	ı or I

	like u in muddle




	o

	like ow in low




	ö or Ö

	like the German ö




	u

	like oo in tool




	ü or Ü

	like the French u




	ç or Ç

	like ch in chimney




	ğ

	soft “g,” hardly pronounced




	ş or Ş

	like sh in shed
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MAP 1. Ottoman Empire, 1683–1913.
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MAP 2. Moldavia and Wallachia, 1774–1812.
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MAP 3. Moldavia and Wallachia, 1812–1829.
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MAP 4. Moldavia and Wallachia, 1829.


PREFACE

[image: line]

The View from the
Edge of the Center

The origins of this book lie in a fundamental split in the way we remember the Ottoman Empire. For much of the twentieth century, the prevailing assumption was that the “Ottoman legacy” was one of authoritarianism, ethnic strife, and economic and cultural backwardness in the Middle East and Balkans. More recently, scholars have begun to hark back to a cosmopolitan multiconfessional Ottoman Empire, where Jews, Christians, and Muslims lived virtually free of communal strife under the umbrella of a flexible and accommodating Ottoman state. Were the Ottomans a force for stagnation and repression that kept the modern world at bay, or were they early modern pioneers of tolerance and cosmopolitanism?

The implicit question in this debate is whether the Ottoman Empire was behind or ahead of the (western European) norm. The one view, that the Ottomans were behind, is based on entrenched orientalist stereotypes that date back to the Ottoman period itself. The other view, which implies that they were ahead of their time, and thus ahead of Europe, with their tolerance for a multiconfessional subject population, springs from a strong revisionist impulse. Adherents of both views have a wealth of evidence from which to draw. It is the very acceptance of these terms—ahead/behind, regressive/progressive—however, and of the implicit norm against which to compare the Ottomans that necessarily limits us to two diametrically opposed visions.

A major aim of this study is to shift the terms of the debate about the Ottoman past. It achieves this aim by turning to what has been a black hole between tolerance and violence. Chronologically, this means the first half of the nineteenth century, when the supposed fluidity and tolerance of the early modern period shifted into an era of top-down attempts to reform, modernize, and Westernize and ultimately into mass and state-perpetrated violence. In retrospect we can also see that this period was the common starting point for three now-separate historical trajectories that would undo the empire over the course of the long nineteenth century (1789–1922): that of nation-state formation in the emergent Balkans, imperial modernization initiated from İstanbul, and European colonial projects that brought into being the modern Middle East. This period, in fact, is perhaps the central pivot in the statist master narrative that still haunts the modern field of Ottoman history: the narrative of rise (fourteenth to sixteenth century), decline (late sixteenth to late eighteenth century), and Westernization (the long nineteenth century). Indeed, the early nineteenth century is still implied to be the turning point between centuries of decline (even for those who have switched to its revisionist variants, such as decentralization, transformation, and change) and the new trajectory of top-down modernization (or Westernization) that would revive the empire for another century before its final demise in the wake of World War I.1 And yet, as pivotal as it is, this period, and in particular the reign of Sultan Mahmud II (1808–39), has never been studied in depth.2

What has been seen as a prolonged transition period, however, roughly between the 1770s and the 1850s, contained an entire lifetime of crises and transformations. What follows is a close look at these crises and transformations in and for themselves, not merely as a starting or stopping point on the way to successful (or unsuccessful) modernization, nation-state formation, or the final demise of the empire and the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1923. What follows is an attempt to grasp experiences of Ottoman governance during the fraught decades between the 1770s and the 1850s.

In order for us to appreciate the range of experiences that were possible in the Ottoman early nineteenth century, a broadened definition of the political is necessary. Oftentimes, who and what constituted “the state” is taken for granted as a unit of analysis in scholarship on the Ottoman Empire and is assumed to coincide with formal categories of status and power in the Ottoman period. In this period more than in many others of Ottoman history, it was glaringly clear that the state was not an autonomous actor, nor was it an “independent cause of events.”3 The state could hardly even be considered an “it,” in fact, breaking down into constituent institutions and competing factions at several points in these decades.

Therefore, we must broaden the field of analysis in order to understand not only who and what constituted the Ottoman state but also how the institutions, networks, and individual personalities that functioned within the state were in flux and being shaped by forces and ideas outside the formal state apparatus. In an important sense, this study is a response to the calls of scholars such as Timothy Mitchell to historicize the distinction between state and society.4 Using Rifa’at Ali Abou-El-Haj’s plea for a comparative framework for analyzing crises and changes in the middle Ottoman centuries as a starting point, this study also takes inspiration from Abou-El-Haj’s and Cemal Kafadar’s calls to move beyond national(ist) versions of Ottoman history and to examine the syncretic and multiconfessional aspects of Ottoman governance through the centuries.5

Pushing beyond the binary division between “state” and “society” as much as that between “nation” and “empire,” then, this book explores the practice of Ottoman governance in a time when the disjuncture between political realities and political discourse persisted for decades (ca. 1770–1860). On a microlevel I focus on an individual who operated both within and between institutions in order to practice governance in the absence of a formal share in the Ottoman ruling apparatus. In this individual life, as in the “life” of the empire, we begin to see the grave political crises of the 1820s in an arc of change with a kind of discursive crisis that took place in the early 1850s. Ottoman governance at the dawn of the nineteenth century was operated by individual actors using family and patronage relationships to forge projects across formal institutions and confessional divides. The series of revolutions that shook the Ottoman Empire in the first three decades of the nineteenth century—from the Greek-hetairist rebellions to the abolishment of the janissary (Ottoman infantry) corps and the rise of Mehmet Ali from Egypt—grew out of these realities of governance.6 The restoration of the Ottoman sultanate was achieved in the 1830s only through a new ordering of governance. This new ordering synthesized Great Power, imperial, and often provincial and confessional politics and involved an inversion in the relative importance of diplomacy and domestic military power. The trumping of diplomacy over domestic military power would transform the calculus of Ottoman governance from within and lead, in stages, to the formation of the modern Middle East and Balkans throughout the subsequent century. Finally, the impasse of the 1850s occurred when the changed realities of international, imperial, and confessional politics could no longer be accommodated with the Ottoman discourse of empire. Out of this impasse emerged the 1856 discursive framework of the Tanzimat, which would dominate the subsequent twenty, if not the remaining sixty-five, years of the empire’s history.

SEEING LIKE A QUASI STATESMAN

In many ways the world I am trying to capture is unimaginable today—an impossibility within modern frameworks of political belonging.7 The project arose from an encrypted memorandum I stumbled upon while conducting research for my doctoral dissertation. After spending the better part of three weeks deciphering and translating the document, I discovered it was in effect an apologia written by an Ottoman loyalist who had found himself at the center of the international crisis that led to the Crimean War and who happened to have been Orthodox Christian.

In justifying his unwavering loyalty to the Ottoman sultanate despite his having been Christian, the apologist-statesman reviewed his long career in defense of the well-protected domains of the sultan. Among many moments, he focused in particular on what was to him the climactic moment of 1821–22, when, in the heat of Greek secessionist rebellions, he found himself in a “supreme dilemma” as the governor of Ottoman Moldavia. The terms by which he described his dilemma—as one of whether to flee to Russia or to appease the janissaries clamoring at his doorstep to demand their grain rations—were nothing less than a radical departure from those of any modern historiography, Ottoman or national, with which I was familiar.

To begin with, I wondered, why did this dilemma have so little to do with the sentiments or even the military forces fighting in support of Greek statehood, despite taking place in the midst of what we now recognize as the first phase of the Greek War of Independence? Why was an Ottoman Christian in the 1850s attempting to justify his stance against not only the Greek national project but also the Russian Empire, so often portrayed as the coreligionist “protector” of Orthodox Christian Ottoman subjects since the eighteenth century? What could he have to gain with such a stance? And what could janissaries and grain rations have to do with a Christian’s dilemma over loyalty to the Ottoman state?

This apologia supplied me with a series of trails to follow, drawing me into a quest to understand this world of Ottoman governance as experienced and imagined—in all its contradictions and immediacy—by its own practitioners and on its own terms, perhaps beyond those of modern historiography of the Ottoman Empire or the nation-states that emerged out of it. After I spent years of research in no fewer than eleven archives spread across six countries and containing documents written in five languages, the resulting book illuminates a political history in the broadest sense, told from a perspective at the imperial center of İstanbul but not the perspective of the sultan and his vezirs.

The life, career, and writings of one man have not only served as a map for my research, but have come to frame this book—none other than the Christian Ottoman apologist mentioned above. Stephanos Vogorides, also known as Istefanaki Bey in his Ottoman milieu, was born in the 1770s as Stoiko Stoikov in a town in Veliko Turnovo, a region in central Bulgaria today. As a young man he shifted away from his Bulgarian-speaking origins and assimilated into a Greek-speaking milieu, marrying into phanariot circles before 1821.

The term phanariot refers to the quarter in İstanbul—Phanar (T. Fener; G. Phanari)—where the Orthodox Patriarchate was and is located and the area where phanariots had their residences and therefore their base of power, because they dominated the lay and sometimes the clerical offices of that institution. While the term phanariot has a range of connotations in Ottoman, Balkan, and Arab historiographies, I use it loosely to mean Phanar-based elites and their retinues or affiliates. They differed from nonphanariot Orthodox Christian elites (such as local notables [T. kocabaş[image: i]; G. demogerontes] and wealthy merchants) because they held offices associated with the Ottoman central state or the phanariot administration in Moldavia and Wallachia or both and were therefore servants of the Ottoman state in addition to being merchants or Church functionaries. They did not, however, enjoy the official askeri, or tax exempt, status of their Muslim functionary counterparts.

Originally a creation of the phanariot ascendancy in Ottoman governance before 1821, Vogorides bounced back from the crises of the 1820s that decimated many of the networks associated with phanariots in İstanbul and many Ottoman provinces. He remade himself to become indispensable not only to Sultans Mahmud II (r. 1808–39) and Abdülmecit (r. 1839–61) but also to an emerging generation of “neophanariot” statesmen and diplomats who were his protégés. Further, and perhaps most important, he made himself indispensable to Stratford Canning, the British ambassador in İstanbul. He did all of this from his base in İstanbul and under the deceptively trivial title of prince of the autonomous island polity of Samos. His life and career are nothing less than a tutorial on the nature and vicissitudes of Ottoman governance in the decades before the 1856 declaration of the Tanzimat reforms, themselves so often the starting point of scholarship on the Ottoman nineteenth century.

In an age of innovation and challenges to the imperial status quo across Europe, Vogorides was the leader of no movement—either popular or intellectual. He in fact resisted the calls of his contemporaries to join secessionist movements from Greek to Bulgarian and Romanian. On the surface he seems an aberration, even by the standards of his day—both as a Bulgarian-born phanariot and in a broader sense as a Christian Ottoman loyalist during and after the movement for Greek independence. And yet there were many like him who quietly remained in the arena of imperial politics, above the masses of non-Muslim Ottoman subjects and below the top-ranking Ottoman statesmen of their day.

It is revealing that Vogorides has largely been overlooked by modern scholarship of the Ottoman nineteenth century, receiving only rare and passing mention, and that only for his appointment as the first Orthodox Christian representative to the Meclis-i Vala-yı Ahkam-ı Adliye (Supreme Council of Judicial Ordinances) three years before his death, at the age of eighty-six, in 1856.8 While perhaps an important watershed in the forward march toward representative institutions for a modern, secular, liberal (Turkish) state, this was in fact one of the least consequential of his achievements. The erasure of Vogorides from modern scholarship is not surprising, perhaps, given the traditional focus on institutions; writing Vogorides back into history thus sheds light on the ways in which the institutional focus has skewed our perceptions of Ottoman politics.

During his lifetime, Vogorides had a conflicted relationship to several ethnicnational projects for autonomy if not secession, including the Greek-hetairist, Serbian, Romanian, and Bulgarian movements between the 1830s and 1850s. The rare mentions he receives in Greek and Romanian historiography portray him as a villain, in the former case for his resistance to Greek national interests, and in the latter case for his and his son Nicholas’s thinly veiled attempt to sabotage the 1856 plebiscite for the union of the two Romanian principalities, a defining moment in Romanian nation-state formation. He enjoys more, if conflicted, attention in Bulgarian national historiography, principally because he was the grandson of Sofroni Vracanski, the archbishop of Vratsa—the first self-proclaimed Bulgarian archbishop in a Greek-dominated Church hierarchy and the individual credited post facto with sparking a Bulgarian cultural revival that would eventually lead to independent statehood.9 And yet the conflict lies in the fact that Vogorides was hardly a consistent champion of Bulgarian causes himself. This series of national movements has often served as the main plotline for scholarly treatments of Balkan and Ottoman Christians in the nineteenth century. From the perspective of Vogorides and phanariots such movements appear only obliquely, as challenges, crises, and even annoyances to a much larger and more entrenched imperial system of thought and governance.

Framing a structural and historical analysis around a biography animates the question of agency in a period that is often seen as merely neoabsolutist (as Mahmud II took back the reins of power) and as the starting point of “top-down, outside-in” reforms.10 Vogorides’ actions—indeed his political existence—cannot be explained within a purely structural or ideological matrix. He did not have to practice Ottoman governance, either before or after the 1820s. As he himself would explain in the apologia mentioned above, he had many opportunities to abandon his post as a loyal servant of the sultan, whether it be to escape to the Russian Empire, join forces with Greek revolutionaries (as his own brother Athanasios did), or simply pick up and move to any number of European states. From our perspective the question that persists is why he would continue to practice Ottoman governance when so many competing national ideologies were at play and dynastic loyalty was no longer sufficient to justify a Christian’s adherence to Ottoman politics. What were the duties of servitude, as he refers to them? Most fascinating are the many moments his personality bursts through in his correspondence, forcing us to identify with him across the political and historical gulf that seems to separate the early nineteenth from the early twenty-first century.

To approach the phanariot ascendancy before 1821 and the reconstitution of phanariot power after the 1820s from Vogorides’ vantage point allows a glimpse into his own grand ambitions and strategies as well as into the experiences of those with more humble projects—limited to one province, institution, or patron—that fit into or worked against Vogorides’ phanariot scheme. While Vogorides’ biography and writings frame the book, several other—Muslim as well as Christian—individuals’ lives and careers are sketched out in the following pages. Vogorides’ maverick predecessor Mavroyeni Bey, phanariot functionary-chronicler Dionysios Photeinos, Ottoman statesman-turned-villain Halet Efendi, Vogorides’ nemesis Aristarchi Bey, and more prominent figures such as Husrev Paşa, Mehmet Ali Paşa of Egypt, and even Sultan Mahmud II are all featured so as to demonstrate the interconnectedness of Ottoman governance as well as the limits and possibilities of action in an age of institutional—and ideological—flux. These were all men who violated, changed, or established formal institutional boundaries in an age that is as fascinating for its indeterminacy as it is for its formative place in the creation of the modern Middle East and Balkans.

GOVERNANCE: TOWARD
A NEW POLITICAL LANDSCAPE

On the broadest level of the study, governance—rather than state, sovereignty, or government—is the operative concept. By governance I mean the project of keeping a political order in place, including the formal state apparatus but also the many relationships in society involving institutions, networks, individuals, customs, and beliefs that contribute to upholding that order. This concept sets up the broader canvas necessary to see the Ottoman state in its historical and cultural context and in a larger comparative framework of empires. By extension it allows for a discussion of lived governance, formal structures of power, and the multiple and changing discourses of politics that were available in the early nineteenth century, all in the same analytical field.

Michel Foucault has of course written the most illuminating studies of power and “governmentality” with reference to the French and a broader European context, noting that power is dispersed in myriad ways and not “localized in the State apparatus.”11 To apply the related term governance to an Ottoman context is to take inspiration from this work but to set a framework that captures the specificity as well as the universal dimension of power in the Ottoman Empire in the first half of the nineteenth century. We may be talking about processes that resemble those in European experiences of “modernity” and are certainly talking about a crucial period of transformation in the nature of power in the Ottoman context, and yet in trying to capture the levels of unarticulated change in the Ottoman Empire to project the term modernization or modernity is to accept its many implications about twentieth-century paths of development. Similarly, to assume that in this period the loci of changes were the prison, the hospital, and the asylum is to project a universal modernity onto the Ottoman Empire before it had necessarily entered the same discursive arena with western Europe. For an Ottoman context, I am exploring the possibility that the arenas through which we can track changes in the calculus of power were those of diplomacy and the military, and I track those through the lens of phanariots and related groups, such as janissaries and ayans.

Neither Vogorides’ career nor the larger phanariot ascendancy that made his career possible took place strictly within the confines of Ottoman state institutions. Rather, both Vogorides and his phanariot associates operated with actors and institutions associated with the Ottoman state and yet did so without formal status as “askeri,” or official members of the ruling apparatus. The term governance, then, allows us to capture phanariots’ political landscape in full and compels us to expand our understanding of the political, encompassing all of the common alternatives—state, society, and economy, as well the realms of locality, family, military force, diplomacy, and foreign relations and the gamut of roles played by religion, from doctrine to practice and ceremonial—as legitimating forces for the social and political order.

Within the broad concept of governance, I differentiate at several points in the book between formal, official politics—which includes formal positions and titles, state-sanctioned meetings and social events, official receptions of ambassadors, and official memos and documents sent between official representatives of state or individual agents—and unofficial, informal politics, by which I mean meetings that occurred in private residences, with or without the express consent and sanction of the central state, meetings that were ordered to be covert or informal, that involved individuals without official political positions, and that were arranged to convey information on behalf of official state actors.

My point in drawing this distinction between formal and informal politics is to pinpoint the space in which phanariots operated—the gap between political ideals and political realities. And this is what makes the early 1830s a pivotal moment in the book: while on the one hand a formal apparatus of Ottoman diplomacy was emerging (which superseded the informal matrix of diplomacy conducted through the members of the phanariot system), on the other hand, various actors used, manipulated, and circumvented those men in formal positions of power through informal negotiations and information gathering. While certainly all systems of governance feature such a gap between formal structures and informal practices of politics, what makes the Ottoman case stand out are the ramifications this had for the political and confessional order of the empire, for that empire’s changing relationship to the “Great Power” states around it, and ultimately for the way the subsequent decades of the empire’s history played out.

When we consider phanariots in the broad political landscape of governance rather than the state, we begin to see that they were not the only Ottoman elite that was proliferating at the interstices of formal state and religious institutions and local communal structures. But theirs is a case that brings to the fore the dilemmas and contradictions of Ottoman governance more dramatically than the cases of their more familiar janissary (Ottoman infantry) and ayan (provincial notable) contemporaries, cases that mirror the phanariot ascendancy in a number of important ways. These Muslim Ottoman groups, the former centered around formal military institutions and the latter around formal provincial administrative institutions, were also remarkable for their instrumentalization of existing institutions toward new ends, which were likewise threatening to the interests of the formal central state.12 But, whatever the dramatic class and political shifts were that they signified, those of janissaries and ayans were underway in an intra-Muslim (and ultimately intra-askeri) context. They certainly threatened the military and administrative capacity of the formal structures of state, but as Muslims (even when they disagreed about the meaning and obligations associated with this) they did not threaten the fundamental consensus of Ottoman governance as articulated since at least the sixteenth century—the formal predominance of institutions and adherents of (Sunni) Islam over non-Muslims (and non-Sunni Muslims) in and for the Ottoman state.13

While the Greek Revolution, or War of Independence, from a national perspective is outside the purview of this discussion, the post-1821 phanariot ascendancy within Ottoman governance is crucial; this second ascendancy was perhaps even more remarkable than the first one. The Greek War of Independence was a bloody, prolonged civil war between Greek-aligned rebels and Ottoman loyalist forces, which was perceived in national historiographies from Greece to Turkey, if not at the time by Ottoman statesmen, as a betrayal on the part of the Orthodox Christian community. It ended in the cession of territory under Great Power guarantee and the establishment of the kingdom of Greece. Better-known phanariots joined this new national enterprise, even as many other phanariots managed to recoup their strategic functions deep within the project of imperial governance. In doing so they reconstructed patronage networks in a shifting institutional landscape, even while continuing to employ an operational logic similar to that before the conflict. Neither the janissary corps, which was formally and violently abolished in 1826, nor ayans, whose power was squelched in many regions by the second decade of the nineteenth century, could be said to have had the same resurgence.14 After the 1820s, then, phanariots in their Ottoman context present a paradox for those focused on the forward march of centralizing and modernizing reforms, looking like a holdover from an earlier age of governance or an aberration in an age of Tanzimat institutional encroachment. As will be clear in the following pages, they demonstrated an ability to adapt to manifold changes and an ability to survive and prosper well into the supposedly new age of reforms.

ARCHIVES, EMPIRE, AND
THE HYBRID VANTAGE POINT

This project would not have been possible without the foundations of scholarship on the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries laid by Ottoman historians as well as Balkan/southeast European and Middle East history scholars.15 While this project builds on a synthesis of their work, it occupies what is a fundamentally new perspective, situated at a historical crossroads : the period conventionally understood to be the chronological intersection between Ottoman “decline” and “Westernization,” in the spaces between Greek, Bulgarian, Romanian, Turkish, and Egyptian national narratives and even between the larger categories of military, national, regional (Middle East and Balkan), international, and confessional trajectories of Ottoman history. The task of writing a postnational history of Ottoman governance has demanded the dissolution of longstanding divisions regarding archives and empire that have dominated Ottoman, Balkan, and Middle East studies over the past several decades.

George Steinmetz has noted the need for multiple theoretical strategies and perspectives to analyze properly any specific modern state in its full complexity.16 Applying that to the specific context of Ottoman governance in the early nineteenth century, the new perspective put forward here amounts to a hybrid vantage point on Ottoman governance. Phanariots, and Vogorides himself, were operating not only between rulers and ruled but also between Ottoman and national. Fundamental to capturing their hybrid vantage point is a synthesis between Ottoman state archival sources and Greek-language phanariot sources.

Students of Ottoman history are often taught that official, state-generated documents in Ottoman Turkish constitute the most authoritative and definitive source for the history of that empire.17 Sources in other languages—be they Greek, Armenian, Ladino, Kurdish, or even Arabic—are assumed to be of use only for particular religious-ethnic or local communities, not to revise the core narrative of the Ottoman state. This assumption may hold if we are tracking official policy outcomes, formal power arrangements between the central state and provincial or social-occupational groups, or even less formal patterns in crucial economic affairs such as tax farming. And yet, I argue that one reason we have missed the complex realities of politics at the turn of the nineteenth century is that scholars have neglected the role, both productive and destructive, of phanariots—and the significant volume of Greek-language as well as Ottoman-language sources they left behind—in the day-to-day work and the high politics of the empire.

By placing a dialogue between Ottoman- and Greek-language sources at the center of this study, a virtual first in the context of Ottoman imperial and Balkan national traditions, this book opens new vistas onto Ottoman governance in a period scholarship has long taken for granted. Ottoman Turkish sources from the Başbakanlık Devlet Arşivleri (Prime Ministry State Archive) and Topkapı Sarayı Arşivi (Topkapı Palace Archive), as well as the Archivele Statului (National Archives) in Romania, provide a window into the official operations and language of governance in the empire. They also supply much evidence for the direct involvement of phanariots in Ottoman governance and the changing political realities in which they were engaged. Greek-language sources from the ecumenical patriarchate in İstanbul (even though only a small portion of these are accessible to researchers), phanariotauthored chronicles, and correspondence among phanariot Christian diplomats and interpreters in the service of the Ottoman Empire bring to life the informal relationships and processes crucial for the practice of Ottoman governance at this time.

Research for this project involved not only integrating Ottoman Turkish- and Greek-language sources but also an intimate knowledge of the blended nature of phanariot Ottoman identity through the unique and hybrid language they employed in creating and maintaining their connections and power. While we have few if any examples of personal or candid correspondence among Muslim Ottoman officials in this period, phanariot correspondence reveals the more candid (and messier) side of political life that Muslim Ottomans must have also experienced.18 Given that they were translators and interpreters, phanariots often tacked back and forth between their two major languages—Ottoman Turkish and Greek—in their writings to each other. At times they wrote in a secret code—wherein numerals represented Greek letters, which were used to spell Ottoman Turkish words—knowing that those outside their ranks would have no hope of understanding. At other times they improvised their own transliteration system of Ottoman Turkish words and phrases into a Greek alphabet (placing three dots over a Greek sigma to make the Arabic/Turkish letter shin, in imitation of the three dots that would represent that letter in the Arabic/Ottoman alphabet, for instance). These details are crucial for understanding the depth of integration that was possible in this world, which scholarship has falsely tried to imagine and understand as either distinctly Greek or as Ottoman and therefore Turkish.

The papers of Stephanos Vogorides and his son-in-law Constantine Musurus are a treasure trove for addressing questions of lived Ottoman governance in the nineteenth century. Vogorides’ undoubtedly tremendous personal archive did not remain intact; one biographer noted, “Upon the death of Vogoridi, his archives were scattered. For more than a year, the cinnamon, salt, and pepper sold by boutiques in Arnavutköy and Bebek [Bosphorus villages] were wrapped in paper from it.”19 Constantine Musurus’s personal papers, however, including his correspondence with Vogorides, were preserved and eventually sold to the Gennadeion Library, in Athens, by an İstanbul Greek collector in the early 1970s. The Greek- and French-language papers had already been well-known if rarely used by scholars. I also discovered that some eight hundred additional papers existed in Ottoman Turkish. These added another dimension to the study, together providing a magnifying glass into the daily work of Ottoman governance, from the island of Samos to Jassy, in Moldavia, and from İstanbul to London and Vienna.20 As a whole they show, for one, that the larger Ottoman story does not begin and end in the Prime Ministry Archives of İstanbul (as important and abundant as those archives are) and cannot be fully appreciated without the experiences, activities, and vantage point of Ottoman Christian elites, some of whom, such as the dragomans and diplomats expounded on in the following pages, had key roles to play in the official (and sometimes more important, unofficial) operations of imperial governance in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

British and French consular reports are also most useful for this study for their vantage point as outside observers of Ottoman governance and also precisely because of Vogorides’ regular contact with such diplomats. They also demonstrate the changing role of diplomats in İstanbul from observers to participants in Ottoman governance in the early 1830s, a change that constitutes a crucial turning point in the argument that follows. The memoranda sent from İstanbul to the British and French foreign ministers indicate how consuls on the ground understood the changes and workings of Ottoman governance and reflect the new political calculus that was coming to determine Ottoman decision making by this decade. As a result of employing these sources, some of the analysis that follows may appear similar to a well-established literature on the Eastern Question, and yet this is only part of the story as told from the perspective of phanariots at the interstices between international, imperial, and provincial arenas of Ottoman governance.

A series of five interludes is interspersed throughout the book. These interludes sketch the life and career trajectory of Stephanos Vogorides and, in the post-1830 period, that of his archrival Nicholas Aristarchi. Vogorides’ path through Ottoman governance (and struggle against Aristarchi) is a thread of continuity connecting the long-term changes underway before 1821, the breakdown in multiple arenas of the 1820s and their restoration of the 1830s, and the discursive impasse of the 1850s that led to the second round of the Tanzimat.

Six chapters open out from Vogorides’ personal story and provide a kind of sociology of empire to complement and contextualize his biography of empire. Chapter 1, “The Houses of Phanar,” focuses on the pre-1821 phanariot ascendancy, arguing that the phanariot project within Ottoman governance at the turn of the nineteenth century, like the houses of the Phanar quarter in İstanbul, had a deceptively simple exterior that hid intricate and lucrative relationships to the larger world of governance. It was in this phanariot “house” that Vogorides came of age and learned his operational logic, and chapter 1 demonstrates both the coherence of a phanariot project in Ottoman domains and the parallels and connections between that project and better-studied projects of Muslim Ottoman provincial notables and janissary members at the same time.

Shifting from the structures of the phanariot ascendancy, chapter 2, “Volatile Synthesis,” moves to the contingencies of Ottoman governance in crisis—as seen from the phanariot house. This chapter follows a series of lives, Christian and Muslim, that were intertwined with one another and bound up in often surprising ways with the project to launch a new Ottoman military between 1791 and 1808. Arguing that the period following the “failure” of the New Order reforms was not so much a pause as a volatile synthesis between factions that had been on opposing sides of the reform issue, I demonstrate this through the conjunction of interests that brought phanariots and master courtier Halet Efendi into close cooperation between 1808 and the outbreak of rebellions in 1821. These were the years of Vogorides’ education, training, and induction into phanariot networks, and as such they left an indelible imprint on his understanding of and approach to politics in the subsequent four decades of his career.

Chapters 3 (“Demolitions”), 4 (“The Struggle for Continuity”), and 5 (“Diplomacy and the Restoration of a New Order”) go on to use—and extrapolate—a phanariot perspective on the larger world of Ottoman governance. This phanariot perspective continues, even though the 1820s saw the demise of the phanariot house and the transformation in relationships of governance that extended into the early 1830s. In one sense, this is meant to be a close-up look at a period that has not been ignored so much as taken for granted in modern historiography, a period of momentous events, such as the first successor-state based on a national principle (the Greek kingdom) was established, the nominal military force of the empire was abolished, and the sultanate was nearly usurped by Mehmet Ali (Muhammad Ali) from Egypt. All three events constitute the starting points of divergent historical narratives—Balkan national movements, imperial (military) modernization, and the formation of the modern Middle East. But for those living at the time, all three conflicts were experienced in the same historical moment and interpreted in the same framework of governance.

The 1820s and early 1830s were also the most decisive—and risky—period in Vogorides’ life and career, when his loyalty was tested and his skills in politics and diplomacy were stretched to the limit. Each of the three chapters thus takes a different level of change: the day-to-day violence in İstanbul in the 1820s that led to the demise of the phanariot (and janissary) house (chapter 3); the undoing of major structures of governance and the solutions devised by the central state to remake structures of diplomacy and military in new ways (chapter 4); and the formation of a new politics of diplomacy in İstanbul that signified a new order of governance, both imperial and international (chapter 5). Taken together, the changes detailed in these three chapters help explain how the world had changed and what allowed men such as Vogorides, his friends, and rivals from before 1821 to find renewed relevance and step back into niches of power within Ottoman governance in the 1830s and beyond.

Returning to Vogorides at center stage, chapter 6 (“In the Eye of the Storm”) zeroes in on the political, and ultimately discursive, crisis that he—and the Ottoman Empire—faced in the early 1850s, when international conflict loomed in Ottoman domains. The disjunctures of international, imperial, and confessional politics culminated not in an Ottoman military crisis, or in one of provincial administration, or even in Balkan nationalism, but in a kind of discursive and jurisdictional crisis revolving around custodianship of Christian Holy Sites in Ottoman Palestine. This crisis, which led soon after to the Crimean War and ultimately to the 1856 promulgation of the Tanzimat, prompted Vogorides, for the first time it seems, to try to claim a place for himself as an Orthodox Christian, Ottoman loyalist whose position would not be blurred with that of Russia, the premier Orthodox Christian power involved in the dispute. His emergent ideology would soon be buried by the administrative-political framework of the Tanzimat, a product of Great Power politics as much as Ottoman imperial necessity. But his very attempt to form a kind of ideology to weather the storm is a fascinating reflection of what must have seemed possible at that moment.

I seek to demonstrate in the following chapters that there is a history of governance before (and outside) the institutional and discursive framework of the Tanzimat. To do this is not to belittle the transformative potential of the Tanzimat or its tremendous consequences for the epistemic framework, institutional structures, and even day-to-day practices of governance post-1839 and more profoundly post-1856. Indeed it was the legal and ideological framework of the Tanzimat that brought the Ottoman Empire into a common political arena with the competing and allied states of Europe, for better and worse “bring[ing] the Ottoman Empire into the modern world for the first time.”21 The goings-on of the first half of the nineteenth century, through the eyes of a group—and an individual—that was institutionally excluded from power and yet as intimately bound up with Ottoman power as any Muslim group could be, are remarkable for taking place before the onset of a deliberate integrationist project (with a concomitant discourse of integration). The fact that so many changes could happen, with so little political language to articulate and accommodate such changes, can only make the subsequent Tanzimat experiment seem at once more significant—for the discourse that accompanied it—and less novel, given this “prehistory” of integration. Here is a story of Ottoman governance before the telos of the Tanzimat.


[image: line]

Stephanos Vogorides’ Apologia

November 1852

Enlightened by the theory of the Evangelical Logos,1 which commands us to render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s (idol worshipers though they were then), to love one’s neighbor as thyself, even the Samaritan who does not glorify the Resurrection as we Christians do, and to avoid anything that brings about scandal, abnormality, or disorder to human society, where divine Providence deigned to form us out of nonbeing, I have thus always been bound not to give occasion for discord, for responsibility and accusations of suspicion against Christians of the Ottomans (under whom God has subjected us for our sins). I am shamed to give my fellow Christians an example of submission and forbearance, so that our most holy Christian religion not be blasphemed by the exploitation of some other Christians. I never failed to take care in executing the political duties that were incumbent on me, nor to be bought out by or take advantage of the circumstances of the day that come with this awareness.

If I had had a tender and coddled upbringing like the phanariots and most of the Ottoman ministers in İstanbul, I surely would not have been able to tolerate so many dangers, and I would have fled or been killed, like so many of my phanariot compatriots. Having as I did this physical and moral upbringing, I was able to remain constant in the duties of my servitude when the revolution of the Greeks [Graikon] broke out in 1821, when I was already of a vigorous age, and during the wars against the French in Egypt, and then again later when I found myself in Rumelia with the imperial army against the Russian forces, emboldened by the booming of the cannons and rifles not to shy away from dangers and wars, and the times I was thought to be Rumeliot and a compatriot of the Bulgarians, and when the paşas were politically asleep, and when I was invited by Hypsilantis and the other commanders of the apostasy of the Greeks to join them, I remained steady in the duties of my servitude. Otherwise, neither Moldavia and Wallachia nor Turkish Europe [Tourkike Evrope] would be in their current state of submission and obedience. It was I who roused the paşas on the Danube and caused them to take the necessary military and defensive measures in time. Let me say something else that might seem paradoxical to those who have had a different upbringing and have different convictions from us local Christians:

It was the time when the janissaries came and flooded into Moldavia [in 1821–22], saying it was to fight the apostates,2 but in reality to fight the impending invasion of the enemy Russians, and when the hetairist Greeks had been expelled by me to the other side of the river Pruth, that the Greeks propagated the rumor from across the river among the janissary sycophants at my side, that supposedly I as the kaymakam in collusion with the Russians was selling the Russians the grains of Moldavia in order to leave the janissaries to desert from hunger. It was at this time that, one night, the ustas [oustades], or the elders/notables [prouchontes] of the janissaries, were gathered together to demand money from me so as not to complain about the ringing of the [church] bells in the city. At that moment a Greek [Graikos] from among the archons and someone who was honestly well-disposed toward me, whom I had dispatched to be on guard and to gather information from Bessarabia [across the Pruth] and notify me so that I could arrange the paşas appointed to the Danubian region in a timely manner, and subsequently to notify the Sublime Porte of my actions, came and whispered into my ear (in the presence of the ustas). He said that General Insoff (Dutch by genos and military commander of the Russian troops in Bessarabia) sent him to come and tell me secretly that the then-Russian ambassador Baron Stroganoff had suddenly left Constantinople, and that Russian forces were awaiting orders from St. Petersburg at any moment to cross the Pruth and expel the janissaries and other Ottoman forces, and that I, the kaymakam, will be in great danger when that happens, and that the hetairist Greeks that I threw out, accompanied by the Cossacks on the road, will cut me up into pieces, and that if I leave with the janissaries they will murder even their own vezirs/commanders in the retreat, and that he had information that the all-powerful Christian-killer [Christianomachos] in Constantinople, Halet Efendi, was looking for an opportunity to slit my throat, and that if I were to leave immediately for Russia, they would honor me with the title général en chef, of equal status to my title of kaymakam bestowed by the sultan in Moldowallachia, and the imperial court [in Russia] will reward and compensate me with land and money. I, in a state of great agitation, sent the ustas away on a pretext and with great warmth dans un moment si suprême turned to the all-powerful and all-merciful God and said inside myself that, if divine Providence had deigned to make me born Russian, then I should have been born in Russia. Since I was created in Turkey [Tourkia], I will owe a great explanation to God if, because of my flight to Russia, I gave a blessed cause for Halet Efendi to murder many Christians, and would justify his anti-Christian and murderous policy, allowing him to allege that, since Stefanaki became a traitor [G. haines; T. hain], the Sublime Porte should not trust any Christian subject. . . . Weighing all of this I stayed and fought then and subsequently, swimming through so many dangers, but by the grace of God I have been saved until now. Great is the Lord, and miraculous are his works. I neglect to describe other great, faithful, and warm labors of mine over the past fifty years.
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FIGURE 1. Portrait of Stephanos Vogorides. Photograph courtesy of Christos Landros.

So what would the Duke of Wellington, that man rare in history for his moral and martial virtue, who has completed works of the utmost importance for England and is worthy of the honor bestowed on him by his ethnos in life and in death, do if he were in my place, if he were serving an anti-Christian ethnos, which looks askance at the loyalty [sadakat] of a Christian and can’t bear to believe that the Christian can be most well-behaved and most loyal toward the Sublime Porte? Would he put up with it and try to save Moldavia and Rumelia, that is to say Turkey, from all of the misunderstandings and inroads of fanaticism or not? It is this problem I would like my old and good friend Mr. [Stratford] Canning to answer for me.3


1
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The Houses of Phanar

It was with difficulty that I could collect my scattered senses when the time came to step into the nut-shell, all azure and gold, which waited to convey the [dragoman]’s suite to the [Phanar]. . . . Each stroke of the oar, after we had pushed off from the ship, made our light caick [T. kayık] glide by some new palace, more splendid than that which preceded it; and every fresh edifice I beheld, grander in its appearance than the former, was immediately set down in my mind as my master’s habitation. I began to feel uneasy when I perceived that we had passed the handsomest district, and we were advancing toward a less showy quarter. My pangs increased as we were made to step ashore on a mean-looking quay, and to turn into a narrow, dirty lane; and I attained the acme of my dismay, when, arrived opposite a house of a dark and dingy hue, apparently crumbling to pieces with age and neglect, I was told that there lived the [phanariot] lord. . . . A new surprise awaited me within. That mean fir-wood case, of such forbidding exterior, contained rooms furnished in all the splendor of eastern magnificence. Persian carpets covered the floors, Genoa velvets clothed the walls, and gilt trellis work overcast the lofty ceilings. Clouds of rich perfumes rose on all sides from silver censers. . . . The persons of [phanariot] grandees were of a piece with their habitations. Within doors, sinking under the weight of rich furs, costly shawls, jewels, and trinkets, they went forth into the streets wrapped in coarse, and dingy, and often thread-bare clothing.1

Orientalist hyperbole aside, phanariots were engaged in a paradoxical imperial enterprise from the late seventeenth century until 1821. They were a composite Orthodox Christian elite that grew out of the social and political fabric of Ottoman governance. Their rise to power flew in the face of religious dogma and political ideology underpinning Ottoman governance, which forbade Christians a formal share in Ottoman sovereignty. Their political success transcended (and often effaced) their mercantile origins and connected them with Ottoman governance in several ways: as translators, purveyors, tax farmer–governors, and diplomats and through their association with the Ecumenical Patriarchate in İstanbul, itself deeply connected to Ottoman administration. Phanariots had built a house (and households) of their own within Ottoman domains. In a taxonomy of elites at the turn of the nineteenth century, theirs was a house that shared many features, not just with diasporic merchants and social groups of contemporary Eurasian empires, but also with the major Muslim Ottoman social groups operating all around them—and with them—in the provinces and the imperial center.

Phanariots in the Ottoman Empire have received much less scholarly attention than Greek mercantile elites in the larger Mediterranean world, with whom it is of course tempting to frame a comparison. Both enjoyed prominence in precisely the same period and were connected by ties of commerce, blood, and local origins.2 The well-known story of the Greek merchant diaspora, operating from London to Marseille through Odessa, which amassed the capital, built the information networks, and imported the ideas necessary for a secessionist revolution and the establishment of an independent Greek state obscures the fact that there was also a Greek-identified elite who were products and agents of Ottoman governance.3 This was an elite that can hardly be termed part of a diaspora, for its members were increasingly involved in the work of Ottoman governance and were concentrated at the Ottoman metropole, which had, of course, once been the chief city of Byzantium. Phanariots did not belong to the imperial ruling house, nor did they share the dominant religion of Sunni Islam. And yet, while other transregional networks of “middleman minorities” could be deeply involved in the political economy of the states that gave them shelter, phanariots went well beyond this arena to serve as functionaries—governors and diplomats—for the Ottoman state, and thus confound the national and diasporic frameworks. It should not be a surprise, then, although it has been all but ignored up to now, that phanariots deployed a number of strategies to gain status and legitimacy—and wealth—within the political culture and economy of the Ottoman Empire. Key to these strategies was not just the mobilization of family relationships but also the formalization of those relationships in a specifically Ottoman Turkish idiom.

In modern scholarship on the Ottoman Empire, phanariots have been accounted for within the framework of millets. The system of millets—confessional nations that were the basis for Ottoman administration—was once accepted as a mechanistic explanation for how the Ottoman system could sustain a multiconfessional subject population. In this vein scholars have long argued that non-Muslims inhabited their own autonomous communities and had little interaction with the Muslim state apparatus throughout the Ottoman centuries. The millet system has become a subject of debate over the past generation, however. Newer work has suggested a more fluid administrative apparatus, arguing that there was no fully institutionalized millet framework until the Tanzimat reforms of the mid-nineteenth century.4 The very terms of this debate reflect a preoccupation with formal institutional and legal definitions. Such definitions shed little light on the social realities of Ottoman governance, particularly at century’s turn when formal institutions were by all accounts in profound crisis.

One would not want to deny that confessional identity had a tremendous impact on phanariots’ activities and possibilities. Certainly in the legal arena there were basic divisions between Muslims, who were adherents of the ruling state religion, and Christians and Jews, who enjoyed the in-between status of zimmi, or People of the Book, both protected and shunned as second-class subjects. The Orthodox Church apparatus and doctrines no doubt overshadowed the lives of Orthodox Christians in the Ottoman Empire. Indeed, the identity of phanariots may have been first and foremost as Christians in a Muslim-dominated state. Recruitment into phanariot networks occurred through Church affiliations in addition to family relations and more formal schooling opportunities in the principalities and elsewhere.

And yet beyond the scope of any real or imagined millet system, a significant faction of phanariots was in the midst of consolidating transregional households—comparable to those of their Muslim peers in structure and function—by the turn of the nineteenth century. If we have an understanding of phanariots’ rise, the internal composition of their households, the range of connections they sustained to the broader matrix of Ottoman governance, and the strategies for legitimization they employed within Ottoman political culture, a picture emerges of an imperial project that was, on the surface, fleeting but remarkably durable and adaptable to shifting realities within. Like the British Empire in India that dwarfed phanariots’ project and that of their Ottoman superiors, phanariots even made the transition from mercantile to territorial control over their domains in the late eighteenth century. While in the British case this led to indirect and eventually direct imperial rule over an entire subcontinent, in the phanariot case, their house split by 1830 into a Greek nation-state kingdom and a new kind of enterprise within Ottoman lands.

A quantitative and comprehensive study of political involvement or even kinship patterns among phanariots, as among ayans and janissaries, is hardly a possibility given the fragmentary evidence available. This is not merely because records have been lost but also because the very phenomenon of the phanariot ascendancy—like the ayan phenomenon and the range of de facto janissary roles in Ottoman governance—was not fully institutionalized.5 While families formed webs of patronage ultimately replaced by institutions such as the Tercüme Odası, or Translation Office (est. 1833), they did so in what seems to have been an improvised way, and this is reflected even in the little we can glean about kinship patterns.6 Thus, anecdotal evidence from contemporary chronicles, personal correspondence, secondary sources regarding phanariot genealogies, and Ottoman state archival sources that make reference to particular offices and functions performed for the Ottoman state is necessary in capturing both the ramshackle exterior and the plush interior of the phanariot house.

THE OFFICIAL STORY

Situating the neighborhood that was the phanariots’ power base in İstanbul encapsulates much about their rise: Phanar was conveniently located near the many docks of the Golden Horn, where crucial provisions arrived in the capital. It was a short boat ride from Topkapı Palace, the imperial palace and seat of the sultanate, and an even shorter one across the bay to Kasımpaşa, where the imperial shipyards and arsenal were located. Phanariots derived their power from the operations going on at all of these sites: from their commercial activities and emergence as local elites on Aegean islands (administered by the Ottoman admiral) and in İstanbul in the seventeenth century, their accumulated knowledge of medicine and European languages useful to the Ottoman imperial project, and their political relationships to and offices in the Orthodox Church, which had special authority over dispersed Christian populations in the empire.

This phanariot house was built thanks to the changes both in the regional political-economic landscape and in the structures of Ottoman imperial governance from the later seventeenth century. Historians of the Ottoman Empire have long noted the shift from a military to bureaucratic state emerging from the crises of the mid-seventeenth century.7 This entailed changes on countless levels, such as revenue collection and expenditure, provincial administration, trade and food provisioning, and writing about politics and statecraft.8 But perhaps most important for the emergence of phanariot elites in this transformation was the 1699 Treaty of Carlowitz, which signaled the closing of the Ottoman frontier with Europe, the end of an expansion-driven regime, and the first official cession of territory to Christendom.9 This treaty prompted a realignment of Ottoman diplomacy and a reconfiguration of administration in the border areas and populations as well as in the diplomatic apparatus in İstanbul. It also coincided with the rise of Russia as a major power and threat to Ottoman ambitions for expansion and eventually political survival. Together, these changes offered a host of building materials for an aspiring Orthodox Christian elite, such as the phanariots, with linguistic and political knowledge useful for diplomatic intercourse with the states of Christendom.

A handful of individual phanariots and families had already attained positions of great influence in the decades before Carlowitz. Panagiotes Nikousios, a native of the formerly Genoese island of Chios, and Alexandros Mavrocordato, from an already prominent İstanbul family with roots in Chios, were the two major examples of this.10 The Mavrocordato family, like several other emerging phanariot families in the seventeenth century, apparently accumulated capital from a monopoly of particular commodities, such as salt, meat, and grain, which were crucial to provisioning the capital city of İstanbul. They then used this money to purchase titles in the Orthodox patriarchate Church of St. George in the Phanar district of İstanbul, “a practice which eventually gave them complete control of the Patriarchate and its various functions.”11 In contrast to Indian portfolio capitalists seizing on disconnected regional state formations in the Mughal Empire, phanariots seized on the sinews still holding the empire together—such as the Orthodox patriarchate—in which they were formally eligible to participate as Orthodox Christians.12
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MAP 5. İstanbul/Constantinople, early nineteenth century. From William Shepherd, Historical Atlas (New York: Henry Holt, 1911), 93.

At the same time that particular families were accumulating wealth and influence within the Ottoman imperial domains, members of these families also seem to have been sent abroad, often to Italian cities, to study medicine. This was the case with Panagiotes Nikousios, who studied in Padua, as well as with Alexandros Mavrocordato, who studied first at the College of St. Athanasius, in Rome, and then went on to study medicine at the Universities of Padua and Bologna. Upon their return to İstanbul, both took up positions teaching at the Patriarchal Academy and entered the service of the Ottoman grand vezir as physicians. Once they began working as physicians, they enjoyed privileged access to the grand vezir, who eventually came to see the usefulness of their expertise in the Italian language for the burgeoning area of diplomacy. Despite their many similarities, here phanariots differ yet again from the “portfolio capitalists” of early modern India. The latter were brought down by European competition, whereas phanariots rose to power on the waves of change brought about by increasing European involvement in the commerce and politics in Ottoman domains.13

Both phanariot pioneers, Panagiotes Nikousios and Alexandros Mavrocordato were granted the office of grand dragoman during the grand vezirate of Fazıl Ahmed Köprülü (r. 1661–76), himself a member of the dynasty credited with restoring Ottoman imperial governance during the crises and rebellions earlier in the seventeenth century. This fact points to two key conjunctures. First, it was with the Köprülü Restoration that a model of politics based on the military-grandee household expanded beyond the sultan’s palace throughout the Ottoman provinces.14 We indeed find that many prominent Muslim Ottoman families of the eighteenth century—associated with ulema (religious learning and jurisprudence), bureaucratic office, regional commerce, and the military—traced their origins to the late seventeenth century.15 As their dominance of the Orthodox patriarchate led to a monopoly of the office of grand dragoman and the top administrative offices of Moldavia and Wallachia (in 1711 and 1716, respectively), phanariots borrowed kinship practices—and terminology—from their vezir and ayan counterparts.16

In the aftermath of the Treaty of Carlowitz, particular phanariot families on the rise were strategically placed to capitalize on what was no doubt an unpleasant reality for members of the Ottoman central state—that negotiators could command the power to defend the empire, a power that military men once enjoyed. Not only did these families share Orthodox Christianity with the Russian Empire, which made them both valuable and threatening, but also some of those families from the formerly Genoese island of Chios had maintained ties with Italian states and possessed the ever more important knowledge of European languages such as Italian and French.17

With the accession of Nikousios and then of his protégé Alexander Mavrocordato to the office of grand dragoman, trade in information became central to phanariot political livelihood and the basis for their further expansion of power. By the second decade of the eighteenth century, Alexandros Mavrocordato’s son Nicholas was appointed voyvoda (T. bey, voyvoda; G. hegemonas, pringips; Sl. voivode, hospodar) of Moldavia and then Wallachia, crucial provinces in the continuing territorial conflicts with the bordering Habsburg and Russian empires. These provinces were together known as the Danubian Principalities (T. Eflak and Boğdan; G. Moldovlachia), and bordered both the Austrian and Russian Empires, comprising much of present-day Romania.

These four supreme positions of dragoman and voyvoda served as the skeleton of what I am calling the phanariot house. The two voyvodas of Moldavia and Wallachia managed tax collection, provincial administration (including church administration of the many lucrative monasteries), policing of the imperial boundaries with Russia and Austria, and foreign relations conducted at the border. From the mid-eighteenth century onward, the voyvodas of these two provinces also had special agreements with the sultan to provide ever more grain and meat for the imperial capital and, in times of war, for the Ottoman military.18 As tax farmer–governors in these principalities, they co-opted and married into the local Romanian-speaking class of boyar landowners and supplied the Ottoman military and its capital of İstanbul with crucial food provisions and maintaining dense patronage relationships to Orthodox Church institutions so prominent in these provinces.

Back in İstanbul, the dragoman of the court was the liaison between European envoys and the sultan and his inner circle, as well as between the Orthodox patriarch (and his lucrative empirewide ecclesiastical administration) and the court.19 The dragoman of the fleet, the final office to be created and granted to phanariots, was second in command to the kapudan paşa (Ottoman admiral) and was de facto the administrator of many Aegean islands and Anatolian coastal localities. He was also responsible for naval operations, including shipbuilding and warfare. In order to be translators, they were required to be proficient in European languages (usually Italian and French) in addition to the elsine-i selase, or the Three Languages—Arabic, Persian, and Turkish—that constituted Ottoman Turkish.20

Finally, several other dragoman positions were of strategic importance but were not as formalized as that of the divan and the fleet. These included the dragoman of the imperial army (tercüman-ı ordu-yu Hümayun) and dragoman of the Morea (T. mora tercümanı).21 Such positions allowed phanariots to broaden their patronage networks into Ottoman military circles on the one hand and a range of localities, each with its own contending elites, on the other. Given these interlinked patronage networks, few degrees of separation existed in practice between monks on Mt. Sinai, merchants in Anatolia, diplomats in İstanbul, soldiers on the Danube, sailors in the Aegean Islands, administrators at the imperial arsenal and mint, and scribes in Bucharest. This is not to imply that these figures were all phanariots per se (monks and sailors, for instance, were not) but rather to point out that a vast range of contacts—across what we now call the Balkans, the Aegean Islands, and Anatolia, and even the trade entrepôts, churches, and monasteries of Egypt, Syria, and Palestine—was possible through these phanariot networks. For example, should a phanariot need information or goods from a monastery such as St. Catherine’s of Sinai, contact was quite easily established given the many monasteries under phanariot control in the principalities that St. Catherine’s held. Family and patronage connections among such groups could be mobilized for an exceptionally wide range of pursuits, whether for personal profit or state gain, the distinction between which grew increasingly fuzzy.

PHANARIOT INTERIORS

Dionysios Photeinos, a midlevel phanariot functionary in the first two decades of the nineteenth century, provided us with a window into the social composition and internal workings of phanariot networks—a tour of the plush interior of the phanariot house. He did this through his three-volume history, Historia tes palai Dakias to nyn Transylvanias, Wallachias, kai Moldavias (History of the Former Dacia, or the Current Transylvania, Wallachia, and Moldavia), published in 1818–19, just months before Greek-hetairist insurrections broke out against the Ottoman sultanate. It contains the fullest—and latest—elaboration by, for, and about the phanariot house.

Photeinos actually worked on two histories in his spare time. One, never completed, was a history of the Ottoman sultans from Mehmed II to Mahmud. The other was the three-volume Historia tes palai Dakias under discussion here.22 At first glance, Photeinos’s use of Dakia, or Dacia, in the title of his completed oeuvre for Moldavia, Wallachia, and Transylvania seems odd, since the name is neither the Ottoman demarcation of the area nor a national category, but rather a Roman administrative label. But it also evokes the Russian empress Catherine the Great’s (and the Habsburg emperor Joseph II’s) “Greek plan,” of a few decades earlier, to create an independent kingdom out of Moldavia and Wallachia under that name.23 The reference to Dacia in the title, together with much of the content of Photeinos’s history, betrays not only a classicizing tendency typical of his well-educated contemporaries to the north and west but also an elaborate, if incipient, imagination emerging from phanariot involvement in Ottoman governance. This imagination was neither national, in the sense that would emerge in the course of the nineteenth century, nor simply an Orthodox Christian commonwealth vision of uniting with Russia and resuscitating Byzantium.

A key to understanding Photeinos’s horizons lies in the multiple meanings of the term Romaios (T. Rum), meaning Roman (and by extension what we would call Byzantine) and Orthodox Christian subjects of the Ottoman sultan. The term has also been used as a geographic signifier in Arabic and Persian for what we now call Anatolia (Rum) and in Ottoman for what we now call the Balkans (Rumeli [Rumelia]). It would seem, then, that Photeinos and presumably his fellow phanariots took the connection to the Roman Empire seriously and were implying that their patrimony was not a Byzantine one (in the Greek national sense) but instead a Roman, truly imperial one. Add to this a passage from The History of the Ottoman Empire, penned early in the eighteenth century by proto-phanariot Dimitri Cantemir, under the heading of “Muhammad’s magnanimity,” and we begin to see the conjunctions inherent in belonging to an imperium that had blended Roman, Greek, and Ottoman Islamic elements: “For I call not them Greeks who are born in Greece, but those who have transferred the Grecian learning and Institutions to themselves. It is justly said by Isocrates in one of his Panegyricks, I had rather call them Graecians, who are Partakers of our Discipline, than those who only share with us the same common birth and nature.”24

Given these “Rum” horizons, it makes sense that Photeinos would narrate the history of Dacia as a geographic entity and administrative district, peopled and ruled by a succession of groups over the ages, with the Ottomans neither the natural sovereigns nor merely foreign interlopers in the region. He begins with the area’s first human habitation as narrated by historians in the fourth century B. C. By the third volume, which begins with the founding of the principality of Moldavia in the fourteenth century and covers the entire Ottoman period (from the fourteenth to the nineteenth century), particularly when he reaches the events and reigns he personally witnessed, the descriptions are, as one would expect, more detailed and complex in their presentations of Ottoman and phanariot politics. One is even reminded of Kritovoulos’s pragmatic notion of political power in his fifteenth-century History of Mehmed the Conqueror. There, the Byzantine-turned-Ottoman panegyrist and historian portrays the Ottomans at once as successors to the Romans (Byzantines) and as analogues to the Romans in their triumph over the Jews, writing,

Who does not know that since men have existed the kingly or ruling power has not always remained in the same people, nor has it been limited to one race or nation? Like the planets, rule has gone from nation to nation and from place to place in succession, always changing and passing, now to the Assyrians, the Medes, the Persians, and then to the Greeks and Romans, according to the times and epochs establishing itself in a place and never returning to the same. . . . There is therefore nothing astonishing if the same things happen and are endured now also, and the Romans [Byzantines] lose their rule and prosperity, which pass on and are transferred to others, just as they came from others to them, so forever preserving the same nature and order or events. . . . This is what Josephus the Hebrew recognizes in his book about the capture of Jerusalem. He praises the skill and valor of the Romans, and exalts them truthfully in his discourse.25

In regard to the immediate horizons of phanariots in the early nineteenth century, one of the many illuminating features of Photeinos’s work on Moldavia and Wallachia was the list, or katalogos, of “philokalon kai philomouson syndrometon,” or “subscribers who were lovers of beauty and letters,” that precedes the history.26 This list of subscribers not only documents the specific—phanariot—audience for Photeinos’s work but also in doing so provides important clues as to the intricacies within the sphere of Orthodox Christianity of the Ottoman Empire. Stephanos Vogorides, then just at the peak of his pre-1821 career as a phanariot, appears as a subscriber to the work. Both Vogorides and Photeinos had attended the Princely Academy of Bucharest (founded by phanariot pioneers, the Mavrocordatos, in the early eighteenth century), and both studied with the same teacher, Lambros Photiades. And they served together in the Wallachian-Moldavian administration at the time; Vogorides is listed in the book as archon megalos postelnik (foreign minister) of Moldavia along with eight others.

In the list of subscribers, in addition to Vogorides we also see many who would go on to fight for Greek independence and, more strikingly, the traces of the processes of socialization and acculturation into a phanariot—and by extension Ottoman—political culture of which he and many others were part. The list includes approximately 350 individuals, divided into forty categories, which together form a sociopolitical portrait of the group I am calling phanariots in the 1810s. The resulting portrait reveals both identity and difference within the world of Orthodox Christian Ottoman subjects as well as between that world and the larger Ottoman world in which it was embedded.

The subscribers are organized into categories that are ordered at once according to administrative hierarchy, geography, and profession. Presiding at the top of the list are the “most high and pious princes” (hegemones), which include the reigning phanariot prince of Moldavia, Skarlatos Voyvodas Alexandrou Kallimaki (Skarlato Kallimaki) (r. 1812–19), and the two phanariots who were vying for the vacant throne of Wallachia at that moment, “Alexandros Voyvoda Soutso” and “Alexandros Voyvoda Hantzeris Han” (Alexandros Hançerli). After this illustrious group comes the geographical designation “in Bucharest,” made up first of a beyzade (prince; son of a prince) and two major generals, then twenty-one categories of officials of the Wallachian princely administration. Sixteen of these groups of officials are also called “archons,” and their subdivisions include a combination of Romanian, Byzantine-ecclesiastical, and Turkish titles, from banoi, vorniks, and kloutziarides, through logethetes and megaloi vestiaroi, to ağas and serdars—reflecting the range of idioms being melded into this phanariot world. After these official functionaries come the professions: oi exohotatoi giatroi (his excellencies the doctors), the timiotatoi pragmateutai (the most honorable merchants), the ellogimiotatoi didaskaloi (the most learned teachers), and finally the members of the hierou katalogou, or clergy.

After this assemblage of social groups in Bucharest comes a mixed social group of fourteen, all in Craiova (a commercial city west of Bucharest), and then six distinguished Constantinopolitan archons, including the current grand dragoman of the “ruling Ottoman kingdom,” Michael Soutso, the former grand dragoman Iakovos Argyropoulo, and the grand postelniks Iakovos Rizos-Neroulos (with his four sons) and Alexandros Mavrocordato.27 The Istanbuliote subscribers are sandwiched between the categories of Bucharest and Jassy, the latter being Moldavia’s capital. The categories of officials in Moldavia—territorially the smaller of the two principalities—mirror those in Wallachia, in that they are organized hierarchically, although they display some extra categories, such as the archontes megaloi postelnikoi (quasi-foreign ministers), and there are fewer officials (57 names) than for Wallachia (about 150 names). Finally, there are four geographic categories: in Galatsi (a port city on the Danube in Moldavia—containing six names), in “Peloponnese” (the Morea—four names), in “Patras” (Paliai Patrai—eighteen names), and in Vienna (three names, one of whom is noted as having subscribed through an acquaintance in Wallachia).

The subscriber categories reveal that there were both an explicit structure associated with phanariot rule, expressed in the hierarchy of offices under the two phanariot voyvodas, and an implicit social and geographical structure, which held the principalities to the Ottoman capital and to particular localities, such as the Morea (Peloponnese) and even—at least through a few individuals—Vienna (the only city mentioned from outside Ottoman domains). But how did individuals fit into and, presumably, move through this structure? To address this question, we can examine this same subscriber list as a snapshot of 350 individuals at particular locations on their way up the hierarchy.

The life of one Iosipos (Joseph) Moisiodax (ca. 1725–1800) has attracted the attention of intellectual and cultural historians of southeastern Europe. Moisiodax was, like many phanariots, an Orthodox Christian of Vlach-speaking origins, from today’s northern Bulgaria. Again, like many of his fellow countrymen that engaged in trade in central Europe, he became hellenized, and he entered the Orthodox Christian clergy, in which knowledge of Greek, the language of the Church and letters, was a necessity. This process of hellenization was hardly unique to Moisiodax, whose case reinforces the earlier arguments of scholars such as Traian Stoianovich regarding the hellenization of Bulgarian-, Romanian-, Vlach-, Albanian-, and Serbian-speaking Christians as a vehicle for social mobility into the Balkan Christian mercantile classes in the eighteenth century.28 However, rarely have attentions focused on the Ottoman context; rather, the focus has been on how the motivation to learn Greek and, for some, to identify oneself as culturally “Greek” related to entering Christian merchant networks or the Christian clergy or both, all as a kind of implicit preparation for national awakening.

Linking this world of Greek or hellenized merchants and clergy to the larger world of Ottoman governance, however, allows us to see an additional dimension—not only the daily social and political realities of these Balkan Christians as Ottoman subjects, but also the symbolic, cultural, and political connections that were forged between phanariot retinues and networks on the one hand and elements of what is considered specifically Ottoman governance on the other. That more complete picture, in turn, reveals that another career path was taking shape for Orthodox Christians in the late eighteenth century: the path into the retinues of phanariot princes and dragomans. This, like the paths to commerce and the clergy, necessitated hellenization, for the Greek language enjoyed primacy among the phanariot nomenklatura, as it did in the Greek Orthodox Church and in the networks of Greek merchants. Hellenization meant for these people, as it meant for Stephanos Vogorides, learning Greek letters, but also changing one’s name to fit Greek linguistic and cultural conventions.

The most famous cases of this hellenization were the voyvodas themselves, such as “Skarlatos Voyvodas Alexandrou Kallimaki” (Skarlato Kallimaki). The Kallimaki family was originally Romanian-speaking and hellenized into the phanariot elite in the later seventeenth century. They were thus well placed to qualify for the office of prince when “indigenous” Romanian boyars were ousted from power and phanariots gained ascendancy in ruling the principalities in the second decade of the eighteenth century.29 The Ghika family, also listed in the top category of Photeinos’s roster, and therefore the top echelon of phanariot society, had migrated from “Albania” to the Ottoman capital in the seventeenth century. Their ancestor Georgios was said to have been a childhood friend of Mehmed Köprülü, founder of the Köprülü dynasty of grand vezirs that was credited with restoring Ottoman power in the second half of the seventeenth century.30 In a striking parallel between processes of social mobility among those who remained Christian and those who converted to Islam from Christianity, the Albanian Ghika family remained Christian but hellenized, while the Albanian (T. Arnavut) Mehmed Köprülü was a Muslim convert from Christianity who then assimilated into the Ottoman ruling class through the slave (devşirme-kul) system—and likely suppressed his Albanian origins in some contexts.31 A biographer of the Ghika family suggests Georgios joined Mehmed Köprülü’s faction in ıstanbul in 1653 and achieved commercial and political successes with the latter’s support.32

Beyond these prominent phanariots who shifted “ethnic” identities within the bounds of Orthodox Christianity were lower-ranking officials with hellenized Romanian names, such as Nicholaos (Nicholas) Philippeskos (archon ağa of Bucharest and an important patron of Photeinos’s) and Pavlo Patresko (archon serdar).33 There were also hellenized names indicating more complicated social shifts, such as Konstantinos (Constantine) Tattareskos (containing the word Tatar with a hellenized Romanian -escu ending), Skarlato Tzerkezis (with a hellenized -is ending to the Turkish designation for a Circassian [Çerkez]), Skarlato Stoigianneskos (“Stoian,” a common Serbian/Slavic name, hellenized into “Stoigiannes,” with a Romanian -escu and a Greek -os), and Ioannitzas (Ioannis) Tsalikovitz (with a Greek rendering of the Serbian/Slavic -ovich ending to the Turkish çelik, meaning “steel”).

Other names indicate origins geographically remote from the Danubian Principalities, demonstrating that geographic mobility often accompanied social and ethnic mobility. One example is of a man of possibly Turkish-speaking Christian origins, Radoukanos Karamanlis (denoting origins in central Anatolia, where Christian populations were overwhelmingly turcophone).34 Another is Gregorios Mavrodoglous (with a hellenized Turkish -oğlu ending, common among the Karamanli of Anatolia). Even names of Armenian origins exist, such as Gregorios Balianos (with the title of archon megalos vornik) (also known as Krikor amira Balyan [1764–1831], the Armenian palace architect for the Ottoman state and the father of Garabed amira Balyan, architect of Dolmabahçe Palace in the mid-nineteenth century) and the archon Logothetes Gregorios Baltzianos, not to mention those of closer-to-home Vlach origins, such as Archon Grammatikos Manuel (Emmanuel) Vlachides.35

Finally, in addition to the one name with known Bulgarian-language origins, Stephanos Vogorides, there are several with indications of geographic origins, such as the archon Serdar Georgios Laskari Peloponnesios (from the Morea, or the Peloponnese), the “eugenestatos kyrios Andreas Soteriou Lontou ek Vostitsis” (from Vostitsa), the ellogimiotatos didaskalos Demetrios Ithakesios (“the most learned teacher Demetrios from the island of Ithaka,” placed among those on the list living in the port town of Galatsi), and the archon hatman of Bucharest Konstantinos (Constantine) Karydes ho Kyprios (the Cypriot).

These examples show, first, that hellenization was going on beyond the spheres of commerce and the clergy, which have heretofore been the focus of scholarship. But they also illustrate the ways that the phanariot administration of Ottoman Moldavia and Wallachia was serving as a portal for Orthodox Christians—of both Greek- and non-Greek-speaking origins—to enter the world of the phanariot and, by extension, Ottoman governance. Their titles, though derived from Byzantine Church and Romanian contexts as well as Ottoman Turkish sources, were important to their names and identities, and in most cases a hellenized name was a prerequisite to belonging in the Ottoman imperial administration, through employment in a phanariot retinue. Also, in addition to performing their “day jobs” as voyvodas, vestiars, or ağas, at least 350 of them seemed to be subscribing to and reading works of history that reflected their social and political outlook as Christian Ottoman subjects and phanariot functionaries associated with Moldavia or Wallachia or both.

There were not only multiple strata but also multiple processes of social mobility underway among these strata, all within the Orthodox Christian sphere. So far, this only reinforces the millet paradigm that places Christians in separate, autonomous confessional communities, set apart from Muslims and from participation in Ottoman governance. In addition to the social and “ethnic” mobility practiced by humbler Orthodox Christians at work under phanariot princes, however, those princes and commoners alike were themselves hard at work striving for Ottoman cultural and political status and linking up with the larger world of Ottoman governance. This begs the question of how the phanariot house looked to the outside—Ottoman—world. Were phanariots convincing to others in their attempts to blend into Ottoman political culture?
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FIGURE 2. Inscription at St. Spiridon Hospital, Iaşi (formerly Jassy), Romania. Author’s photograph.

The House of Phanar—as Seen from the House of Osman

No “phanariot dossier” sits in the Ottoman state archives. This indicates, for one, the lack of systematic consideration that phanariots received from their Ottoman superiors. It also implies that the phanariot house, like the houses of Phanar, had a curious place in the official landscape of Ottoman governance. We know that early phanariot pioneers such as Alexandros Mavrocordato, appointed minister of the secrets (ex aporiton) in the wake of his successful performance at the Treaty of Carlowitz, were the confidantes of earlier sultans and therefore enjoyed their attention and trust. But by the reign of Selim III (r. 1789–1807/8), this sultan had developed a deeply conflicting stance toward what he called the “phanariot clique” (fenarlı takımı).

In one undated memo written by Sultan Selim to his grand vezir sometime between 1800 and 1807, the sultan condemns the phanariot clique for “pursuing their own aims and spreading false rumors.” He asks his grand vezir, “Why can’t you and your servants take notice and try to put a stop to this?” and wonders, “Can’t anything have an effect on these infidels?” (Bu kafirlere hiç bir şey tesir etmez mi?) He goes on to say that this is what can be expected of this Wallachia and Moldavia set (Böyle şeyler Eflak ve Boğdan takıumından çıkar), ordering the vezir to kill those involved in the conspiracy in order to “open the eyes” of the others (gözlerini açsunlar sonra kenduleri bilur).36

Despite the sense of powerlessness and frustration evident in the sultan’s memo, there is much evidence that phanariots were held in high esteem by sultans and their advisers. A draft of an irade (sultanic decree) from the same period (A.H. 1216; M. 1801–2) declares that appointments to Ottoman embassies in Europe should be made from among the “princes, sons of princes, boyars, and sons of boyars” (beyzadeler ve beyzadeler oğulları ve boyarlar ve boyar evladlarına), all of whom were part of the existing Wallachia and Moldavia service.37 While appointments to European embassies were never made from among phanariot princes and boyars exclusively, they did constitute an important contingent of the diplomatic service under Selim III.38 The memo outlines specific rules to be put in place that would weave these phanariots into the existing bureaucracy, for instance, their terms of office, how their previous ranks and salaries as dragomans or voyvodas would affect their status when their terms as ambassadors ended, and who they would be allowed to take with them for staff (including wives and other family members).39 In an attached memo, originally written in code by a Muslim patron of phanariots, the author notes that Orthodox Christians, already “intermixed” (ihtilata) with the work of diplomacy, were “now our number one infidel millet in terms of loyalty” (ancak al-küfr milla-i vahide[-i] ma sadıkınca rum ta’ifesi).40 He goes on to say that those from among the Orthodox Christian ta’ife who are of “gentility by birth” (kişizadelerinde), that is, the sons and grandsons of former voyvodas of Moldavia and Wallachia (evlad ve ehfad ve kişizadelerinden), are well suited to do such work by dint of their demonstrated loyalty and “inquisitiveness.”41 He even goes on to say that it is not suited to Muslims to live for long periods in Christian kingdoms (ehl-i İslamın memalik-i nasarada tul müddet ikametleri uyamayup), whereas for Orthodox Christians in such employ this “comes with ease” (suhulet).

A third document comes from a slightly later period (A.H. 1225; M. 1810–11), just after Sultan Mahmud II took power in the wake of the executions of his predecessors Selim III and Mustafa IV at the hands of janissaries—and in the midst of Russo-Ottoman hostilities. It is not a formal document but rather the scrawl of a high state official trying to pin down which phanariot families were allied with which foreign powers, and indeed which family members were holding which high office at that moment. It reads, for instance, “They accuse the following of being Russian-aligned: Moruz Aleksandır Bey (Alexandros Muruzi)—four-time voyvoda; called French-aligned: Suçu Aleko Bey (Alexandros Soutso), currently voyvoda of Wallachia; they accuse the following of being Russian-aligned: Moruz Bey’s (Muruzi’s) second brother Dimitraşko (Demetrios), today the dragoman of the imperial army.”42

Phanariots, whose allegiances were apparently unclear to their Ottoman superiors, nevertheless regularly submitted dispatches in Ottoman Turkish to the highest of state functionaries. In these they relayed the goings-on of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars just over their borders or advised on matters of diplomacy and proper state etiquette toward foreign powers.43 From the perspective of the official documents they generated that made it into the Ottoman archives, phanariots were suppliers of necessary, strategic intelligence to an Ottoman state that was itself becoming increasingly enmeshed in intraimperial continental politics. But the documents produced by officials of the central state portray a far more ambivalent phanariot role in the project of imperial governance. Their Ottoman superiors seemed unable to fully accommodate the contributions of phanariots as a group (takım) into their explicit ideology of statecraft, even as the points of engagement between phanariots and the matrix of day-to-day Ottoman governance proliferated.

Collecting information was crucial to the phanariot repertoire, and for this phanariots did receive acknowledgment from Ottoman authorities. By 1800, the task of phanariot voyvodas-cum-ambassadors in Europe was repeatedly acknowledged in Ottoman documents as “procuring of news” (celb-i havadis).44 In an early nineteenth-century investiture ceremony for Wallachian and Moldavian voyvodas, the sultan explicitly charged the initiate with the following duties and concomitant privilege, which lay at the core of the entire phanariot enterprise: “The arrangement demanded of you from my imperial pantries [coffers] is this: you bring back news from the European parts; the office of voyvoda of Wallachia is granted to you with full freedom and plenipotentiary powers; in return, your loyalty is demanded.”45

While, as we will see, their contemporary Muslim Ottoman elites in the Balkans, Anatolia, and Arab lands were necessary for revenue collection and domestic stability, phanariots supplied crucial information from abroad through posts in the border provinces, in their capacity as dragomans, and eventually in naval service alongside the kapudan paşa. The often exorbitant taxes they were allowed to collect in the Danubian Principalities were a perquisite they received in exchange for procuring information and supplying staple foodstuffs, such as grains and meat, to the Ottoman capital.

By the end of the eighteenth century, phanariots had set up far-reaching webs for the transport of information and goods. Such webs were staffed by relatives stationed in İstanbul, the Danubian Principalities, and beyond. Ottoman authorities described them in this way: “Members of the Rum ta’ifesi who are in the Wallachian and Moldavian service, like a chain [zincir mesellu], have continual contact with their families across long distances,” and countless yol tezkeresi, or travel documents, confirm this.46

Family members served a variety of purposes in this chain. Male relatives (sons, brothers, and sons-in-law) of the reigning voyvodas in Wallachia and Moldavia were kept in captivity in İstanbul as hostages (esir) to ensure loyalty, and since they were in communication with their families and important conduits of information, they might be interrogated whenever the Ottoman authorities found it useful.47 The position of kapıkahya (or kapıkethüdası) was an important office, often filled by a male family member (with ties of blood or marriage) of the reigning voyvoda.48 The kapıkahya was the representative of the voyvoda to the Sublime Porte and would remain in İstanbul (in his own residence) and regularly visit the Porte to convey information from his superior in the provinces and to keep abreast of goings-on at the palace that might affect the voyvoda.49

Women family members, too, were deemed important, even in official documents, for securing information. Arguing in favor of phanariot voyvodas-cum ambassadors bringing their wives with them to their posts, an anonymous official noted, “Given that it is obvious that in Europe the ta’ife of women have great insight, ambassadors should be permitted to have their wives and families accompany them, so that the latter can procure information (from the wives of European statesmen).”50 Family relationships, then, were acknowledged even from the outside to be key to the task of information management between phanariot elites and the Ottoman central state.

Performing Ottoman Governance

Despite their conflicting policies and feelings toward phanariots as they ascended to power, leaders of the Ottoman state continued to participate in ritualized performances that symbolized and even idealized phanariots’ role in imperial governance. Phanariot historian Dionysios Photeinos has again provided us with a vivid entrée into the interconnections between phanariots and this matrix of governance with his description of their investiture ceremony—a ceremony that would have warmed the hearts of both the emperor Justinian and Eric Hobsbawm.51 Held for phanariot voyvodas leaving İstanbul for their provincial seats of power in Bucharest and Jassy, it was a vivid representation of the phanariot house, expressed in the idiom of Ottoman political ritual.52

The two voyvoda positions were the crowning glory of the phanariot network. Like the offices of grand dragoman and dragoman of the fleet, they were of near royal status. In one Ottoman document from around 1801–2, these voyvodas were declared to have been considered equal in rank to the kings in Europe (saye-i Padişahide memleketeyn-i merkümeteyn voyvodalığı Avrupa’da kral payesinde itibar olunduğuna).53 Voyvodas enjoyed free rein in setting taxes and eventually in setting up a civil code in their respective provinces. They thus could deem themselves autonomous Christian rulers, even if under the authority of the sultan, and in many ways their ceremony was similar to visits of foreign envoys to the Ottoman court.

Ritualized acts symbolizing affiliation, submission, and sovereignty were performed at several places in İstanbul, on the road to the provincial capital, and at significant sites in and around Bucharest or Jassy, revealing the many sites and actors that melded phanariot networks with the larger matrix of Ottoman governance.54 The İstanbul portion of the investiture ceremony began with a ritualized invitation ceremony to summon the initiate and transport him by water along the Golden Horn from his Phanar residence to the grand vezir’s quarters near Topkapı Palace.55 At this point the initiate would already have selected his cabinet, the retinue of twelve or more officials who would follow him to his post and man his upper administration. Together they would meet with the grand vezir and secure his official appointment in preparation for the investiture ceremony the following day. On the way back to his Phanar residence, the initiate and his now sizable procession, including Ottoman military figures, a military marching band, and his own retinue, would stop for a benediction ceremony at the patriarchate complex, also in the Phanar district, during which the patriarch and the members of his Holy Synod would approve the voyvoda’s appointment.56 The Byzantine ceremonial was thus contained within a larger Ottoman ritual framework.

The investiture ceremony itself, continuing the next day at Topkapı Palace, took several hours and included a ritualized meal. Accepting the sultan’s food had, since the gazi days, been an Ottoman sign of loyalty to the sultan, which is why, when the janissaries rebelled, they banged pots and why Topkapı Palace was designed so that the smoke from the chimneys could be seen from far away, giving visual form to the fact that so many people in the palace were accepting the sultan’s food.

In the phanariot ceremony a special soup was shared with representatives of the Janissary (yeniçeri) Corps in the palace’s outer courtyard. The symbolism of sharing this meal was manifold. Phanariots would be responsible not only for feeding the janissaries who went on campaign but also, it seems, for working with those who doubled as merchants in the peacetime state-administered grain trade from the principalities to İstanbul via the ports of the Danube and the Black Sea.57 Cooperation was signified by the act of sharing a meal—janissaries formed ocaks, or units, that cooked and ate together—and in this way the phanariot initiate was inducted into that community as well. This portion of the ceremony even included the initiate being shown the esame defteri, or pay register of the janissaries, and “giving assent” to it.58

The core moment of the ceremony was the carefully staged encounter with the sultan. Its similarities to audiences that foreign ambassadors would have with the Ottoman sovereign demonstrate the dual nature of phanariot voyvodas as both autonomous rulers and administrator-subjects of the sultan. A document, known as a telhis, asking for an audience would be delivered to the sultan, and the sultan would sign off, allowing the initiate to be escorted in.59 The sultan would vest the voyvoda with the kaftan and kuka hat that symbolized his office and recite the pact to which the initiate would agree: The initiate would “bring back news” from Europe, receiving the office of voyvoda and the power that went with it in exchange for loyalty to the sultan.60

The very apex of the phanariot network, then, was held in place by a contractual relationship with the person of the sultan: the seemingly simple tradeoff—information and loyalty for regional political autonomy—in practice meant that the voyvoda was to maintain a many-tiered relationship with the merchants, soldiers, and officials involved in the Ottoman administration.

The initiate would then travel once again back to his residence in the Phanar and assemble his Princely Council, making the preparations for a journey of several weeks or more, depending on the weather conditions, to Bucharest or Jassy. After completing these preparations, he would set off with a procession of hundreds and be cheered by hundreds more as he departed the capital and went on to make ritualized rest stops at particular villages and towns along the way. This was a peacetime mimicry of the many military campaigns (replete with military marching music for the duration) that had not long before traversed the same lands to fight ayans, Russians, or Austrians.

When the new Wallachian voyvoda’s procession neared Bucharest it would stop at the Vacaresti Monastery (built early in the eighteenth century by phanariot predecessors, the Mavrocordatoi) on the city’s outskirts, assemble, and prepare for the entrance into the city and the arrival at the voyvoda’s court that adjoined the city’s cathedra1.61 While the Church was a minor presence in the İstanbul portion of the ceremony, limited to the benediction ceremony in the Church of St. George, it took center stage in the provincial phase. The monastery and cathedral acted as pivotal sites in the principalities, tolling church bells replaced the Ottoman military music in İstanbul, and the archbishop maintained continuity in the province between old and new voyvodas and led the delegation to greet the new initiate upon his arrival in the city. Once arrived, the voyvoda would greet representatives of the various local social strata and his cabinet and hold a reception at his new palace, replete with coffee, sweets, and hookah. His wife, whose title was domna, held a reception in her salon for the ladies of the retinue. Thus, a ceremony that had begun in the sultan’s chamber in İstanbul was ended in the voyvoda’s personal court in Bucharest. In the final act, the new voyvoda vested his new officials with kaftans, mimicking his own investiture with the kaftan and kuka hat by the sultan.62 The phanariot house, in its ceremonial expression and ideal form, was nested into the mansion of Ottoman sovereignty while in İstanbul and allowed a more expansive presence in the provincial capitals, which in their geographic remoteness constituted another kind of interior.

PHANARIOTS—AND OTHER OTTOMANS?

The phanariot specialization in procuring information made them functionally unique among eighteenth-century Ottoman elites and invites comparisons with members of trading diasporas who transcended Ottoman realms and rose to power at the same time. But their house was built in Ottoman domains, from Ottoman materials, and as such they also found it useful to adopt strategies and symbols of legitimacy to blend into the Ottoman political environment in which they thrived. Two questions remain: How did the phanariot house connect to and compare with contemporary Ottoman houses—not just the imperial house, but those of ayans and even janissaries; and, in what ways were phanariots consciously fashioning themselves as Ottoman households?

The two major sociopolitical groups that were relevant to phanariots were, like them, composite groups whose political and economic activities in Ottoman governance extended far beyond their official titles and functions. Phanariots shared analogous features with provincial ayans and the hanedans, or dynasties, they formed. But they also were connected through a range of activities—from the ceremonial to the economic—with the Janissary Corps, which had by the late eighteenth century penetrated nearly every institution of Ottoman state and society. Examining phanariots alongside ayans/hanedans and janissaries in turn clearly shows that phanariots borrowed strategies from new elites while enmeshing themselves in domestic trade and politics long dominated by janissaries.

The ayan phenomenon is the central lens through which historians have viewed eighteenth-century Ottoman governance.63 Ayan families began to dominate several sectors of governance in their respective provinces in the late seventeenth century onward.64 Military power, tax farming, bureaucracy, and commerce were all combined in a patchwork of family dynasties across Ottoman lands. This has generally been seen as the period of decentralization for the Ottoman Empire before efforts to recentralize state power, first by Selim III, then by Mahmud II (r. 1808–39) and his successors. But what looks from the ayan or the central state standpoint to be decentralization (or privatization) appears from the phanariot perspective, which entails a consideration of both the imperial center and provincial administration, to be an intricate kind of integration.65 A profile of these two groups—phanariots and ayan—in the course of the eighteenth century points to several parallels.

The precise recipe for each ayan family was different, but it always included military force and most often the purchase of life-term tax-farming rights.66 Beyond that, commercial connections, bureaucratic posts, and connections to the Muslim hierarchy (or Christian, depending on the demography of the province) were handy. As the official Ottoman infantry and cavalry eroded by the eighteenth century, ayan became crucial providers of military manpower for the central state in domestic and cross-border conflicts. As one ayan or their variant, a derebey, rebelled against the Ottoman center, an alliance of other ayan would battle the rebels with troops raised from their localities. This prompted frequent migration of both military and civilian populations, and it became increasingly difficult to distinguish between the two.

Phanariots were related to but distinct from the cast of ayan characters that rose to power during roughly the same period. The origin myth for both groups is intriguingly similar. In the phanariot case, Panagiotes Nikousios was said to have been rewarded with the office of grand dragoman for his assistance to Grand Vezir Fazıl Ahmed Köprülü during the Ottoman siege of Crete in 1669, thereby making the first foray into the Ottoman court. One generation later Alexandros Mavrocordato, as a reward for his service as the Ottoman delegate (with Reisülküttab Rami Mehmed Efendi) at the Treaty of Carlowitz in 1699, succeeded Nikousios as grand dragoman and was made minister of the secrets (ex aporiton). His son Nicholas Mavrocordato was appointed the first phanariot prince of Moldavia (1711) and then Wallachia (1716). With the removal of indigenous Moldavian and Wallachian notables (boyars) from the candidate pool for princely positions, İstanbul-based phanariots enjoyed eligibility to be invested with this office from İstanbul and to travel to their province to rule almost as they pleased. The period of phanariot ascendancy had begun.

As for the ayans, some, such as the Pasvanoğlu family, were originally the agents of İstanbul-based tax farmers who were called in to fight off the banditry in the countryside, which had been caused by sekban troops demobilized in the wake of hostilities with Austria between 1683 and 1699.67 This “began the process of official recognition and an increase in importance of the ayan in the eighteenth-century Ottoman Empire.”68 While the ayans started at the territorial margins and phanariots at the imperial center, both were invited by actors within the struggling Ottoman state to take on roles in Ottoman governance in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Both began with individualized personal connections to powerful officials and eventually earned their own formal power by performing military or diplomatic-political feats highly valued by the central state elite.

Many structural barriers set phanariots apart from ayans. First among these was the absence of direct and formally sanctioned access to military force from the phanariot repertoire. They did maintain private militias in Wallachia and Moldavia and assisted as front-line interpreters in the many Ottoman military campaigns against the Austrians and Russians at the turn of the century. They even raised their own armies at a few key points in the later eighteenth century. But their power did not rest on their military capacity, and therefore they did not become provincial strongmen—or threats to the power of the central state—in the same way that ayans did.

Unlike Muslim ayans, phanariots were not eligible to acquire iltizam, life-term tax-farming systems that developed during the eighteenth century.69 And yet this did not prove to be an insurmountable obstacle to their rise. Phanariot voyvodas and other high officials not only circumvented such prohibitions by securing appointments as mutasarrifs and mütevellis, or administrators, of such tax farms.70 They also managed to accumulate land in the form of möşyes, and the privilege of collecting taxes and levying peasant labor associated with it, in Wallachia and Moldavia, as well as a monopoly on the okna, or salt mines, in these principalities.71 This meant taking advantage of the liminal administrative and legal status of the Danubian Principalities with respect to Ottoman administration proper: autonomy gave them, as Christians, license not only to administer the principalities but also to imitate the means of accumulating power and revenue that their Muslim counterparts enjoyed in Ottoman lands.

Despite their formal exclusion from the iltizam system, phanariots who served as dragomans were generally well enmeshed in another way in the intricate webs of credit and patronage surrounding Ottoman governance in this period: their salaries were raised from the proceeds of several mukata’as, or tax farms. The grand dragoman was paid his annual salary not from imperial funds (mal-ı miri) but from the personal tax yields of the Moldavian and Wallachian voyvodas.72 Ambassadors, whether Muslim or Christian, also received payments (hediye pohçaları ve atları—gift pouches and horses) through an arrangement that involved the Darphane, or the imperial mint, and individuals such as the “merchants [bazirgan] İskerlet and Düzoğlu” at the turn of the nineteenth century.73

In addition to collecting taxes and sending them to the capital, voyvodas were under many other obligations that tied them to the imperial system, such as giving annual holiday cash gifts (‘aidiye) to no fewer than sixty-nine high Ottoman officials, according to the A.H. 1212 (M. ca. 1797–98) register. Totaling thirty thousand kuruş, these gifts ranged from eighty-five hundred kuruş to the grand vezir down to thirty kuruş to the kaftan-keeper and his assistant.74 Each time an appointment or promotion occurred, specific payments were to be made. For instance, when one Todoraki (Theodore), the older son of one Tuğsuz Kamaraşoğ1u, was recommended for appointment as an apprentice (çirak) dragoman, twenty thousand kuruş were offered to the grand vezir, ten thousand to the kapudan paşa, and a little present (hediyecik) to his servants, with Todoraki’s future service being his gift to the kethüda bey (interior minister) and reis efendi (foreign minister).75

These gift-giving practices hint at another important feature of the house of Phanar:that in order to sustain transregional influence, phanariots cultivated more connections in and through İstanbul than their monoregional ayan counterparts seem to have done. Individual ayans would often employ a representative at the capital to pursue their interests, or they were dependent on the titles and tax-farming licenses they garnered from the imperial center, but phanariots were interpreters for the sultan, grand vezir, and other high officials and were therefore integrated into the practice of foreign relations between the Ottoman court and European states. While ayans such as Ali Paşa of Ioannina, the Karaosmanoğulları of İzmir, and Osman Pasvanoğlu of Vidin struck out on their own by conducting their own diplomacy directly with European envoys, phanariots conducted the sultan’s diplomacy for the sultan.

We see these transregional and even international connections in the ways phanariots used the patronage of Muslim Ottoman officials in İstanbul to climb the social and professional ladder. For example, in A.H. 1215 (M. ca. 1800–1801), one Manolaki (Emmanuel), who had served in the retinue of İsmael Ferruh Efendi since his time as Ottoman envoy in England and was now among the kapıkethüdas, or representatives to the Ottoman court of Wallachia, wrote a petition on behalf of his son Yanko (Ioannis). Yanko was a dragoman of unspecified rank, and his father Manolaki petitioned to arrange his pay schedule with the chief accountant.76 Another case shows Sultan Selim III pondering in another note to his grand vezir in A.H. 1220 (M. ca. 1805–6), whether to admit Kallimaki Bey, then voyvoda of Moldavia, into the retinue of (Alemdar) Mustafa Paşa, a pivotal figure in the upheaval of 1807–8.77

Phanariot Hanedans

We have seen how phanariots were both distinct from provincial ayans and analogous to them as aspiring Ottoman elites, and how phanariots were connected on several levels to imperial networks of credit and patronage. In addition, phanariots also seem to have self-consciously fashioned themselves as Ottoman households by the later eighteenth century. Although barred from access to titles and status with a particularly Muslim valence, they were able to attach themselves to Ottoman political culture through confessionally neutral terms, first among which was hanedan.

The term hanedan is of Persian derivation, meaning literally “a great tribe [or] family.”78 Once it passed into Ottoman Turkish usage, it was used as a conventional label to refer to those ruling families going back to the Abbasid dynasty and to the Ottoman dynasty itself (hanedan-ı Al-i Osmani). It does not seem to have been used as a legal-administrative term within the classical Islamic Ottoman order of askeri (rulers) and re’aya (ruled), within the world of officeholders and scribes (kalem), among ulema (religious-juridical experts), or among the elite askeri (men of the sword). Furthermore, it did not confer or confirm such status as could, for example, entitle a provincial family to a de jure privileged position within the central state. And yet, the term hanedan gained currency for phanariots in the eighteenth century at the same time that its use spread throughout the Ottoman political system. And I argue that its adoption is one of many signifiers of their integration into the imperial regime.

Phanariot hanedans featured important structural differences from Muslim hanedans. Since as Christians they could not own slaves, their households comprised family members and servants whose obligations arose from social patronage. As a result, their households and those of other elites, such as those in Egypt during Mamluk and post-Mamluk Ottoman rule containing legally imported slaves from the Caucasus, cannot simply be equated. And yet it is clear that they were striving for legitimacy and status by fashioning themselves as hanedans.

The writer of an Ottoman irade around 1800 claimed that the “beys, sons of beys, boyars, and sons of boyars . . . are not descended from merchants and shopkeepers but are counted among the greatest dynasties [hanedans].”79 It seems likely that, at least in the case of beys and their sons, if not in the case of boyars (who were indeed indigenous to Wallachia and Moldavia and whose power had long rested on their landholding), their commercial origins were obscured to elevate them to the higher status of state officialdom.80 The irade went on to say that voyvodas of Moldavia and Wallachia were “acknowledged in Europe to have a rank equivalent to that of kings” and used the term hanedan to render a European concept of landed nobility into an Ottoman idiom.81

The social composition of phanariot hanedans points to a number of convergences with contemporary Muslim Ottoman hanedans. These dynasties, based in Wallachia, Moldavia, and İstanbul, like members of the Ottoman imperial and vezir households and those of eighteenth-century Egypt, were drawn from different areas of the empire and were of diverse ethnic-linguistic origins.82 Even the most prominent phanariot families established already since the late seventeenth century had gone “transethnic” as well as transregional as a prerequisite to achieving power. In addition to the Ghika and Kallimaki families mentioned above, the Aristarchi family, originally Armenian, had come to İstanbul in the late seventeenth century from the Black Sea coast as sarrafs, or accountants, and had hellenized by the later eighteenth century.

Despite the many structural differences that divided them, transregional phanariot households and their more monoregional Muslim Ottoman counterparts exhibited some of the same strategies to augment their power and status. In eighteenth-century Aleppo, “the upper stratum of [Muslim] Ottoman provincial society was drawn from families associated with . . . respected careers: religious learning, mercantile activities, and service to the Ottoman state.”83 Career paths of members of phanariot families reflected a similar strategy, not of specialization, but of diversification, as one brother entered the clergy, and another the service of an Ottoman military or scribal official or an already prominent phanariot grandee, and a third went into commerce or became, for instance, a physician. Accumulation of a range of offices and titles, then, allowed for the building of influence by providing ever wider access to information, expertise, and valuable goods. For these monoregional Aleppan elite families, “economic power . . . was not grounded in a single form of wealth, such as land or merchant capital, that would link them together through shared economic interests. . . . Instead what they had in common was the diversity of economic resources they controlled. They had acquired their wealth in different ways: by engaging in commerce and money-lending, by appropriating rural surpluses as tax farmers and owners of rural property, and by controlling waqfs.”84 Indeed we can say all of these things for phanariots as well, replacing only the term waqfs (Muslim pious foundations) with Church properties throughout the empire and in particular in the Danubian Principalities and the term tax farmers with voyvodas, who were essentially tax farmers on a grand scale. While Muslim Aleppan families diversified within the local economy and provincial government of Aleppo, phanariots diversified across professions but also across regions and ethnicities.

The common strategies phanariots and their Muslim Ottoman contemporaries employed do not stop there. Throughout the empire in the eighteenth century, the two groups also held in common the trend of acquiring family names “with the -zade and -oghlu [-oğlu] suffix attached to a name or nisba being the usual form.”85 If we recall Photeinos’s list of subscribers to his history, it is clear that many phanariot families also came to add the Turkish -oğlu or even the Persian -zade suffixes to their names just at the time they began to be termed hanedan. The Hançerlizade (alternately known as Hançerli[s], Hantzeris, and Hançerlioğlu) family, İskerletzade Aleksandır (whom we would recognize as Alexandros Mavrocordato, but who by the late eighteenth century chose to be called İskerletzade, or the Turco-Persian rendering of “son of Scarlatos”), and the phanariot-affiliated Armenian Düzoğlu (also known as Duzian) family are all evidence of this trend.86 Ottoman documents at times referred in passing to hanedanzadelik, or the quality of being descended from a hanedan—better translated as “nobility,” confirming that the choice to add -zade and -oğlu to one’s family name signified such pretensions for Christians and Muslims alike.

Maintenance and expansion of hanedans through marriage and fictive kinship alliances also reflect parallels between phanariots and Muslim Ottoman elites. Men who were already prominent in phanariot networks would marry their daughters or nieces to aspiring men, bringing them into the household and larger network. The father-in-law or uncle would then be responsible for providing opportunities for the son-in-law or nephew (damat) and in turn would receive a client. Jane Hathaway notes the same pattern in eighteenth-century Egypt and points out that it is similar not only to European dynastic practices but also to the sultans’ practice of marrying a princess to a prominent vezir, thereby admitting him to the House of Osman.87 In the case of godparentage, the specific custom of baptizing a child is a Christian practice, but the logic of expanding and reinforcing the patronage network through fictive kinship seems to have parallels in both the Ottoman imperial and Egyptian cases.88 One need only consider the prevalent ghulam/köle system of elite slavery in the eighteenth-century Ottoman Empire, whereby a Muslim grandee would accumulate slaves, often from the Caucasus or the Balkans and, much like a godfather would his godchildren, train them as client-protégés in his household, eventually placing his slave progeny in key positions of power.

Phanariots even emulated their Muslim Ottoman counterparts in the realm of cultural and artistic patronage, demonstrating their aristocratic ambitions. In 1808, İskerletzade Aleko (Alexandros Mavrocordato) commissioned a nasihatname, meaning a work of “advice literature,” belonging to the Persian Ottoman genre akin to Mirrors for Princes. His name is the Ottoman Turkish rendition of Alexandros Skarlatou Kallimaki, and he was likely the father of Skarlatos Voyvodas Alexandrou Kallimaki, the reigning prince of Moldavia in Photeinos’s 1818 list of subscribers. This nasihatname was written in Ottoman Turkish and followed precisely the formula of works composed for and commissioned by Muslim Ottoman dignitary-patrons at the time. That Kallimaki chose at all to commission a nasihatname begs the question of whether he saw himself as a sovereign in need of advice or accepted that the sultan was the only sovereign. This question is complicated further by the fact that the work was commissioned in 1808, just as Sultan Selim III was executed by the janissaries and Sultan Mahmud II took the throne as a young boy. It is intriguing to consider whether Kallimaki was hoping to usurp an even greater share of sovereign power in an Ottoman idiom.

Furthermore, one need only look at the churches that phanariot princes had built in Moldavia and Wallachia throughout the eighteenth century to see their striking resemblance to contemporary Ottoman pavilions and other structures in İstanbul.89 The same was true of the villas phanariots were building along the Bosphorus in the eighteenth century alongside those of Muslim Ottoman grandees—a stark contrast to the meager-looking houses they had inhabited in the Phanar district.90

By the turn of the nineteenth century, phanariot affiliates were being appointed ambassadors to the first permanent embassies established by the Ottoman sultanate in London, Paris, and Berlin.91 As part of the Nizam-ı Cedid reforms, which are often heralded as primarily military in character, Sultan Selim III and his advisers also sought to institutionalize Ottoman diplomacy abroad, explicitly discussing how best to do it and whether to appoint members of phanariot hanedans.

Phanariots were in a precarious position throughout the period of their ascendancy, charged with conveying sensitive information between the sultan and European states and thus always vulnerable to accusations of treachery. When such accusations were leveled and the accused fled to Russia or Austria, as was often the case, Ottoman authorities at times punished family members by confiscating property but rarely disqualified the entire family from other offices or physically harmed them. Famous cases of early nineteenth-century ayans, such as Tepedelenli Ali Paşa of Yanya, Osman Pasvanoğlu of Vidin, and Kavalaı Mehmet Ali Paşa of Egypt, point to a pattern of negotiation—and success or failure—for the entire family or dynasty. When Tepedelenli Ali Paşa and Osman Pasvanoğlu fell from power, their sons were prevented from succeeding them; when Mehmet Ali negotiated with the Ottoman Porte in the 1830s and ’40s, his success resulted in the establishment of a hereditary dynasty in Egypt that lasted until the 1950s. Phanariot hanedans could and did remain intact even when an individual member suffered exile or death, and yet they never managed to set up a stable, stationary, landed dynasty in their realms.
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FIGURE 3. Tombstone at Stavropoleos Monastery, Bucharest, Romania, reminiscent of Muslim Ottoman tombstones in style. Author’s photograph.

Phanariots, then, borrowed a number of features and strategies from their Muslim Ottoman counterparts, not least of which were specific practices of instrumentalizing family relationships for political and economic purposes. They built and consolidated hanedans outside the juridical mainstream of Ottoman land-holding and tax-collecting regimes as part of a larger project to gain a kind of de facto legitimacy and importance in the realm of Ottoman rule. A major difference between phanariot and Muslim Ottoman elites, however, was that the phanariot enterprise was carried out on a geographically larger scale. While leaders of households in Egypt, Syria, and other Ottoman provinces diversified within the province (from military to tax collecting and commerce, for instance), phanariots, barred from direct access to military power, built ever denser relationships to Ottoman governance within the imperial capital while they were also cultivating ties beyond the empire, in the border zone of Moldavia and Wallachia as well as in European states and empires.

Muslim “Riffraff” and Christian “Nobility”

Stephanos Vogorides’ apologia, which inspired the structure of the present study, does not mention ayans by name, either as threats or as allies.92 Instead, by his own accounts janissaries played a much more pivotal role in threatening Vogorides’ life and career, and this, I argue, has to do with phanariots’ and janissaries’ participation in many of the same operations of governance, from radically different starting points in society. The fact that both groups met their demise in the 1820s only makes juxtaposing them more intriguing. If phanariots and ayans/hanedans exhibited the common origins and legitimating strategies that were possible between monoregional Muslim elites and a transregional Christian one, a comparison between phanariots and janissaries brings out two very different groups that were transforming Ottoman governance from İstanbul.

Admittedly, even a cursory comparison between janissaries and phanariots seems bizarre—even more so than a comparison of either with ayans perhaps. With a history dating back to the fourteenth century, the Janissary Corps was the elite infantry force, whose special, even sacred, duty was to protect the sultanate and, from the sixteenth century, the caliphate. The corps was designed, it seems, to be the bedrock of Ottoman governance, as close to the core of the state and dynasty as any group could be. Phanariots, in contrast, were institutionally marginal to Ottoman governance, were officially excluded from military activities, and had developed as a group only since the Treaty of Carlowitz in the late seventeenth century. And yet, there were several connections between the two, including structural isomorphisms, functional overlap, and lateral relationships of patronage.

The most striking parallel is the process of proliferation in the ranks of both janissaries and phanariot retinues, a process that became more pronounced as the eighteenth century wore on. The accuracy of estimates remains a subject of debate, but the number of janissaries on active military duty did seem to have been ever on the increase in response to expanding military campaigns, even in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—according to one estimate increasing from five thousand in the fifteenth century to thirteen thousand in the mid-sixteenth century, to twenty-five thousand in 1595, and to forty thousand in the late seventeenth century.93 By this last period, the janissaries had “evolved beyond their role as an elite troop with principal responsibility for escorting and guarding the imperial presence to a position as the indispensable operational corps of the Ottoman army.”94 Still, frequent campaigns on several of the empire’s frontiers maintained janissaries’ connection to military activity.95

The janissary network continued to expand exponentially in the early nineteenth century, thanks to the now legalized habit of selling their pay tickets and thereby expanding the number of official titleholders.96 Thus, by 1826, the year of their dissolution, about 135,000 names were on the books as janissaries. This had been an increase of 23,000 even since 1805.97 Add to the number of titular janissaries those merchants, Christian and Muslim, who were paying for janissary protection in İstanbul and in the provinces, and the number who were involved in some dimension of the janissary complex grows to the hundreds of thousands.

Janissaries were originally drawn from the ranks of civilian subjects in the Ottoman Empire, but recent scholarship confirms that even in the earlier centuries they continued to participate in civilian and religious life when holding the janissary title.98 Two interrelated activities exemplify this: janissaries’ involvement in commerce and craft guilds, and janissaries’ adherence to Bektaşi Sufism.99 There are still more questions than answers regarding the evolution and details of the relationship among janissaries, commerce, and craft guilds, but several scholars have asserted that connections among the three were a widespread phenomenon in several provinces (Egypt, Bosnia, and Crete, for example) and in the capital since at least the seventeenth century.100

The details of janissary adherence to Bektaşi Sufism are also a vast topic in need of further exploration in Ottoman historiography, but it seems that there were associations between each janissary unit and a particular Bektaşi lodge and saint.101 Important for this discussion is that the horizontal connections extending from the formal Janissary Corps into guilds, commerce, and Bektaşi networks expanded the political power at the disposal of the janissary networks by joining military power (both popular and elite) to religious, commercial, and artisanal networks. Thus, like the inhabitants of the phanariot house, who had begun as elites and structural outsiders to Ottoman governance and branched out into the lower social orders of the Balkans, the Orthodox religious establishment, Ottoman court networks, and foreign states and economies, the janissary networks evolved at the interstices of formal military and civil institutions.

In the eighteenth century, the multiple functions and associations of janissaries in society and politics continued while their participation in active military campaigns dropped off considerably. By the 1809 war with Russia, the leader of the janissaries was hard pressed to gather five thousand of his men for the march to battle from İstanbul to far-off Bender, even though more than fifty times as many names were in the formal janissary register. He managed to raise these five thousand men only by paying them extra compensation for leaving their shops.

While janissaries bought titles and failed to show up for military campaigns, phanariot voyvodas handed out new titles with each new investiture. Entire retinues were removed and replaced with others when a new voyvoda was appointed, and yet members of former retinues retained their titles and often found other niches for themselves within the complex. Finally, with the creation of each new office in the provincial administration or in the voyvoda’s personal retinue, the recipient would bring in an officially prescribed number of servants or secretaries or both, as well as his family members.102 Presumably, his previous business associates and patrons would also benefit from his new formal involvement in the phanariot networks.

Both groups—phanariots and janissaries—made concerted efforts to expand their base of associations by pulling in members of lower social orders and new arrivals to the capital. Phanariots accomplished this recruitment through personal, family, and locality connections, which could bring Balkan, Aegean, and Anatolian Christians of diverse ethnic origins into the Ottoman capital and hellenize them. Janissaries achieved the same goal by association with three groups: trainees (yamaklar), janissary guards at foreign embassies in the capital (yasakçılar), and the “riffraff” such as porters, coffee house assistants, and boatmen in the capital.103

Aside from their military duties, which seem to have been increasingly marginal to life as a titular janissary, members of regiments in İstanbul were officially responsible for many aspects of policing, urban security, and the policies and activities of the marketplace and the broader economy in the capital city of the early nineteenth century, as they had been in earlier centuries.104 The janissary commander (yeniçeri ağası) was a member of the imperial council—and thus part of the central state—and was himself responsible for urban security in most areas of the capital city.105 The janissary commander and bostancıbaşı’s troops were responsible for fighting the frequent and highly destructive fires in the capital city.106 The chief butcher (kasapbaşı) was head of an important guild both for the janissaries and for the meat provisioning of the city. The newly established (1792) “grain minister” (zahire nazırı) was the intermediary among countless groups that participated in the grain provisioning of the capital—from local elites of grain-producing areas, through merchants involved in the transport of grains to the city, the Ottoman central administration, and the apparatus for military provisioning, to local distribution networks and the bakers of İstanbul.107

Like provincial ayans, janissaries and phanariots were instrumentalizing their formal titles to expand the scope of their activities and patronage associations by the late eighteenth century. Some local (yerli) janissaries remained in provincial cities like Baghdad, Belgrade, Candia, and Salonica and in fortress garrisons throughout the empire.108 Others were based in İstanbul and, although merchants or craftsmen, had memories of active duty in the 1770s. Still others, who could be engaged in a wide range of professions, had never performed a military drill and only collected their pay and enjoyed the privileges of having a janissary title and paybook. The upper echelons of the formal janissary structure were involved in the decisions and factions of the imperial palace, and the masses of janissaries had distinct customs and associations according to their particular regiment (orta). But for the purposes of this discussion, the focus is on their commonalities: they were each part of a heterogeneous janissary house, because they all held that formal title, collected their salaries, however measly by the eighteenth century, from the Ottoman state, and enjoyed a range of privileges in İstanbul and provincial society.

The phanariots and janissaries were forging connections with each other through ceremonies, patronage relationships in both the elite and the popular strata, and economic-institutional activities by the turn of the nineteenth century. The most obvious point of overlap between the two systems was in the performance of the investiture ceremony for voyvodas of Moldavia and Wallachia. In that ceremony, janissaries played a role in legitimizing the new power of voyvodas and in accepting them into state service. In return the voyvoda-elect would accept the validity of the janissary register, which by the early nineteenth century was no doubt bursting with new names. Leading representatives of the two systems would sit down and eat a meal together during the ceremony, symbolizing their joint participation in and loyalty to the imperial “kitchens” or coffers. Janissaries would also, as part of the ceremonial procession, escort the voyvoda to his court in Bucharest or Jassy and provide protection to him, however symbolic, during his tenure in the provinces.

Merchants and administrators associated with both groups of networks took part in important economic enterprises, such as the elaborate system of grain provisioning to İstanbul at the turn of the nineteenth century. As with the phanariot and janissary cases, the term system for grain provisioning must be used loosely, as it was far from monolithic. In fact, several systems were in place, depending on the geographical source of grains, the period, and whether provisioning was for the palace, for the military, or for the civilian population of İstanbul. In the second half of the eighteenth century, the Kapan merchants, who had “the commercial status of both semi-official and semi-private businessmen” in charge of procuring grains from the provinces and bringing them to the capital, were no longer able to purchase enough grain for the population of İstanbul. At this point the government “assumed direct responsibility for ensuring sufficient grain for Istanbul,” ultimately, in 1793, establishing the Grain Administration (Zahire Nezareti) for this purpose.109 With the creation of the Grain Administration, the methods of procurement and pricing also became more elaborate; the miri system, which had been used exclusively for military provisioning until the mid-eighteenth century, came into use for the provisioning of İstanbul, and the new rayic system was also established.110

Moldavia and Wallachia were among the most important sources of grain for İstanbul after the Ottoman loss of Crimea to the Russian Empire in the 1780s. At the turn of the nineteenth century, in fact, the twin principalities were supplying one-third of the grain for İstanbul.111 Given the administration of these provinces by phanariots, great and small, and the close relationships between janissaries and merchants of all kinds, several points along the grain supply chain likely depended on members of the phanariot and janissary networks in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century.

At the sites of grain production, phanariot administrators and Moldavian-Wallachian notables collected (read requisitioned) the grains, either on the land they owned or in the territory they had been assigned.112 At Black Sea ports such as Ismail, Kalas, and Galatsi, phanariot administrators and associated local merchants met Muslim Kapan merchants (who could also be titular janissaries) and boat captains who had come, with state permission, from İstanbul to pick up grains.113 There, they presumably came into contact with representatives of a customs regime, phanariot or janissary or both, before setting off with their goods.114 When they arrived in İstanbul, they docked at points on the banks of the Bay of the Golden Horn, such as Galata or Unkapanı, and unloaded their grain, either to wholesalers at the Kapan markets or to the state granaries such as that at Bahçe kapısı, the port of entry for Topkapı Palace, and the imperial naval arsenal at Kasımpaşa.115 Recent studies suggest that transport workers at many of these quays were also titular janissaries. The final destinations of the grain meant for the civilian population were the bakeries of the capital, many owners of which were, likewise, titular janissaries.116

Phanariots at the turn of the nineteenth century were, like their ayan and janissary counterparts, fusing several institutions and coming up with novel combinations of operations to further their own ambitions but also to maintain the work of Ottoman governance—in effect, building a new kind of house. Ayans, thanks in part to their military might and regional political legitimacy, could stand tall in their provincial strongholds, building palaces and fortresses that both emulated and threatened the Ottoman center. The house of Phanar, in contrast, was a more disjointed phenomenon: the power being accumulated on the inside, much as it matched the realities of Ottoman governance, could not be advertised to the outside world of Ottoman society. The connections forged by phanariots and the members of their entourages proliferated without much commentary and without a concomitant discourse to justify or augment the power that went with their knowledge. Their presence remained a vernacular one, as they fashioned themselves as hanedans or beys, with only a handful of official high-ranking positions around which to build their house.117

The traces Vogorides himself left behind of his involvement and personal ascent through the house of Phanar amount to a collection of silent appearances, exemplified by the presence of his name on the roster of students at the Bucharest Princely Academy, on a list of subscribers to Photeinos’s history, and his signature as member of the house (hanedan) of Kallimaki on an official Ottoman document. In all likelihood he was a face in the crowd, at most a member of a princely retinue in the investiture ceremony of 1812 described by Photeinos. His silent presence combined with the range of expertise he must have garnered in these years is only further testament to the gap between political realities and representations, between vernacular and high politics, and between the outward structure and the internal activities of the house of Phanar.
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