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Abstract: Research objectives: The first aim of this study, which deals with the supply
process of the eunuchs, who formed the backbone of the harem organization in the Ottoman
Empire and the Crimean Khanate, is to determine how the career of the eunuchs began in
the palace of the sultan or the khan.

Research materials: The main sources of data for this research are documents held
within the Department of Ottoman Archives of the Presidency of the Republic of Turkey
Directorate of State. Upon these documents, Ottoman and Crimean chronicles of the period
were examined and evaluated.

Research and novelty of the research: Both the Ottoman Empire and the Crimean
Khanate established harem organizations and started employing eunuchs soon after the
foundation of the state. These people, who were called eunuchs or castrates and had lost
their masculinity due to natural or unnatural causes, were the backbone of the harem organ-
ization. It was found that the main method for supplying eunuchs to the harem was purchas-
ing them from specialized merchants. Both states made efforts to identify children who had
lost their masculinity due to natural causes and employ them in the harem. More over, in a
very rare event in Ottoman history, Gazanfer and Cafer Aghas volunteered to be castrated
out of a desire to be close to the Sultan during the reign of Selim II. The Ottoman admin-
istration paid special attention to social as well as physical characteristics of the eunuchs to
be employed, and, for example, preferred that they learn Turkish in the Ottoman harem,
under their own supervision. It was also observed that the Crimean Khanate attached great
importance to the harem organization as in the Ottoman Empire. However, it has been re-
vealed that the institutionalization in the harem organization was underdeveloped than in
the Ottoman harem and that at least some of the eunuchs were part of the khan's entourage
and moved away from the palace when the khan was dethroned. It’s also been revealed that
sometimes the information in the primary sources contradicts with the documents produced
by the bureaucracy of the period. It’s been determined that a special emphasis was placed
on the shaping of the eunuchs with the Ottoman high culture, and those who somehow lost
their manhood, even if they were Muslims, lost their individual identity and were trans-
formed into an officer belonging to the state.
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Introduction

In Turkish-Mongol states, the ruling dynasty was considered to be sacred. In semi-
nomadic Turkish states on the steppes, this dynasty was the Ashina family, and in
Mongol states, it was the family of Genghis Khan and his male lineage. In all the states
that succeeded one another from Goktiirks to the Ottoman Empire and from Genghis
Khan’s empire to the Crimean Khanate, shedding the blood of a member of these dyn-
asties was considered to bring bad luck. Because of this belief, which arose from the
notion that the dynasty had sacred origins, dynasty members both in the Ottoman Em-
pire and in Mongol states were killed by triangulation [18, p. 71-79]. How, then, to
protect this sacred blood that passes from father to son? Historically, the answer to this
question was found in preventing all physical contact between mothers of future rulers
and other men.

Informed by this thinking, rulers from ancient ages onwards have built quarters in
their palaces where no men were allowed other than themselves. Called harem [24,
p- 132] in Turkish-Islamic states, these places were designed to be secluded areas,
while providing easy access to the ruler himself. In addition to the Sumerians, Babylo-
nians and Assyrians, who founded the first states in Mesopotamia, the Egyptian Empire
and the early states established in Anatolia had harem-like institutions. The Persian
Empire in modern-day Iran and the Chinese Empire in the Far East also had harem
organizations in the palaces of their rulers [6, p. 1-185].

As structures called harem started to be built in the palaces of rulers, strong guards
were needed to make sure that women living in these quarters were not disturbed by
stranger men and kept secluded from others. This inevitably brings to mind the famous
Latin saying “Quis custodiet ipsos custodes / “Who will guard the guards themselves?”
Applied to this case, the problem is how to prevent the guards hired to protect women
from having contact with the women they guard as males. The answer to this question
was found in male servants called eunuchs [30, p. 1; 12, p. 4-7] who had lost their
masculinity or whose sexuality was taken from them.

Throughout history and in diverse regions of the world, kings and emperors who
ruled over societies with wildly different cultures and beliefs employed castrated male
officials for their harems. The first examples of castrated males being used as servants
were seen in Sumerian states founded in Mesopotamia. Eunuchs also served in the
harem quarters of the palaces of Babylonians and Assyrians, who lived in the same
region. Kings of the Hittite Empire, which was the first big state to be established in
Anatolia, also employed castrated officials in their palaces [6, p. 195-304]. In the Far
East, on the other hand, the Chinese Empire was the state that made the heaviest use of
eunuchs. A large number of castrated officials served in the emperor’s palace from
ancient ages to the beginning of the 20" century. Use of eunuchs was a common prac-
tice in the palaces of Persian kings and in Indian lands as well. On the other hand,
Greek states and the Roman Empire employed eunuchs too [7, p. 11-14, 19-21; 27,
p. 185-189; 11, p. 11-33].
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In the history of Islam, harem-like organizations did not exist during the reigns of
Prophet Muhammad and the first four caliphs because rulers of the Islamic state at that
time lived in humble dwellings. The first harem organization in the history of Islamic
states was founded during the reign of the Umayyad dynasty, but the institutionaliza-
tion and development of the harem took place under the Abbasid rule. Called Harim
Dar al-Khilafa, the harem featured prominently in the political life of the Abbasid state
[21, p. 97; 24, p. 132—-133]. From the Abbasids onwards, the harem became one of the
main institutions of the Islamic state.

The first Turkish-Mongol states, which had a semi-nomadic life style, naturally
did not have an institutionalized harem organization. Harem organizations were first
seen in Uyghurs, who transitioned to a sedentary way of life and started building pala-
ces. As the Turks converted to Islam and sedentary living became the norm, harem as a
part of the palace started to spread as well. Seljuk [24, p. 134; 34, p. 299], Mamluk [35,
p. 101] and Safavid [8, p. 27-30] states all had elaborate harem organizations.

In this article, the examples cited from the documents and chronicles will rectify
the deficiencies in the literature by embodying what happened in the procurement pro-
cess of the eunuchs, the most important element of the harem organization in the Turk-
ish-Islamic states. The information passed along from the documents and chronicles
will contribute to the understanding of the supply process of the eunuchs in the Otto-
man Empire as well as the Crimean Khanate and the palace organization of the Islamic
states and the role of the eunuchs in different cultures. For instance, while the inaccu-
racy of the information in some sources, such as the search for ugliness in eunuchs is
revealed [2, p. 25-26; 31, p. 30, 155]1, the existence of a conscious policy for eunuchs
to adopt Ottoman high culture is also perceived from the documents®.

The Emergence of the Harem Organization and the First Eunuchs Employed
in the Ottoman Empire and the Crimean Khanate

We know that harem organizations existed in Ottoman rulers’ palaces from the
earliest years onwards. Where there is a harem, there must be castrated servants as
well. However, because of the lack of sources about the harem on the first centuries of
the Ottoman Empire, we cannot say anything definitive about the foundation and de-
velopment of the harem organization, nor about the eunuchs employed in the harem.
The oldest record on the employment of eunuchs in the Otoman Empire is found in a
document bearing the name of Sultan Orkhan (reign 1324-1362), dated March 1324
[36, p. 281]. The document states that Tavasi Serefeddin Mukbil, a freed slave of the
Sultan‘s, was appointed as the trustee of a foundation established in the town of
Mekece. The word favasi preceding the name Serefeddin shows that the person in
question was a eunuch. Was Tavasi Serefeddin serving at the Sultan’s harem, or was he
a personal assistant of Orkhan 1?7 We cannot say anything definitive about this issue.
However, the mere mention of Tavasi Serefeddin’s name in the document is sufficient
proof for the presence of eunuchs in the Ottoman bureaucracy from the reign of
Orkhan I onwards.

' For the statements that ugliness is sought in eunuchs see [2, p. 25-26; 31, p. 30, 155].

% The most basic data on this subject, as seen in the documents, is the order of the Ottoman
administration that the eunuchs to be sent to the palace should not speak Turkish. The most
important example of the eunuchs' defense by adopting the classical Ottoman culture was the
opposition of Agha of Dariissaade (Agha Of the Abode of Felicity) el-Hajj Beshir's opposition to
Nadir Shah’s proposal on making Jafarism the fifth Islamic sect in the Ottoman Empire. The
demand that eunuchs to be sent to the palace should not speak Turkish lasted until the latest
years of the empire. For the life of Hac1 Beshir Agha, see [32; 13].
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According to one view, Orkhan I was the first to have a separate harem organiza-
tion and employ eunuchs in the harem quarters of the Ottoman palace [22, p. 48], but it
has also been argued that employing eunuchs in the harem became common practice
during the reign of Mehmed I (from 1413 to 1421], or in another account, during the
reign of Murad II (from 1421 to 1451). White eunuchs, called Akagalar, served in
different departments of the Sultan’s palace, including the harem [30, p. 1]. Black eu-
nuchs employed in the palace, called Karaagalar, were likely fewer in number in this
period compared to Akagalar. This is because until the conquest of Egypt by Selim I
(reign 1512-1520), it was easier to resource white eunuchs in the lands ruled by the
Ottomans. When Egypt became part of the Ottoman Empire in 1517, it became easier
to access black eunuchs. As a result, a larger number of black eunuchs started to be
emgloyed in the harem organization. Another reason might be that from the end of the
16' century onwards, the Ottomans’ advance into Europe has slowed down, and con-
sequently, they were not able to take as many prisoners in wars and raids.

During the reign of Suleiman the Law-giver (from 1520 to 1566), the harem has
gained further influence over Ottoman state bureaucracy and politics thanks to the
famous Hurrem Sultan originating from the present-day Ukrainian territory. Through-
out the reign of the successors of Suleiman II, the power of the harem extended beyond
the walls of the palace, and it became one of the main factors in the politics of the state.
Naturally, this has also strengthened the position of eunuchs serving in the harem. In
particular, when Habeshi Mehmed Agha [15], one of the Karaagalar, was appointed
the Chief Harem Eunuch [3, p. 1-3] in 1574, black eunuchs started to acquire more
power. Moreover, when Murad III (reign 1574-1595) appointed Habeshi Mehmed
Agha, the Chief Harem Eunuch, as the minister responsible for Mecca and Medina
foundations in 1586 [10, p. 233-238], chief harem eunuchs gained the power to control
one of the most important sources of revenue in the country. This has continued until
the introduction of the Ministry of Imperial Foundations [25, p. 521-523] in 1826,
during the reign of Mahmud II (from 1808 to 1839). From the beginning of the 17"
century onwards, the number of white eunuchs in the Ottoman harem declined, where-
as the number of black eunuchs has markedly increased. In the 18" century, all eu-
nuchs who served in the harem organization were Karaagalar, a fact that did not
change until the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire.

When it comes to the Crimean Khanate, on the other hand, there have been only a
limited number of studies on the presence of a harem organization in the khanate. The
destruction of the khanate’s archives in the Russo-Turkish War of 1736-1739, limited
the number of studies on the administrative structure of the khanate in general and on
the harem in particular. The Crimean Khanate, which rose during the disintegration of
the Golden Horde, has become a subordinate political entity of the Ottoman Empire
soon after being established.

The state culture and management approach inherited from the Golden Horde
started to be a gradually replaced by Ottoman influence. It has been argued that the
practice of having a harem in the palace organization and employing eunuchs in the
harem had their roots in the Golden Horde state [19, p. 23-24].

Crimean khans built palaces in different places such as Kirkyer, Salacik and Ulakli
but the main palace that has come to symbolize the khanate over time and become an
important physical heritage was the Hansaray in Bakhchisaray. Initial construction of
the Hansaray began during the reign of Mengli I Giray (1466—1515), and it became the
permanent residence of the khans during the reign of Sahip I Giray (1532-1551). We
also know for certain that during the reign of Sahib I Giray, the palace had harem quar-
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ters, called Kizlar Sarayr (Girls’ Palace). Hansaray had special quarters reserved as
residence for harem eunuchs [14, p. 59-63].

Diplomatic correspondence between the Crimean Khanate and the Grand Duchy
of Moscow shows that four eunuchs served in Hansaray in 1630 s. Moreover, Kalgay
and Nureddin, the second and the third most powerful positions in the khanate, also
had one eunuch each in their palaces. According to Mustafa, a Crimean ambassador in
Sweden in 1669, there were 12 eunuchs serving in Hansaray, and it was rare for the
Ottomans to gift a eunuch the khanate. The famous Ottoman traveler Evliya Celebi,
who might have personally met Mustafa Agha, also witnessed the presence of black
eunuchs in Hansaray. French consul Claude Charles Peyssonnel, who stayed in Crimea
between 1754—1758, reported that there were six eunuchs in the palace, with two de-
signated as chief eunuchs (Kizlar Agasi)’. Moreover, from the Crimean sicils (juridical
records), we know that there was a chief eunuch called Ramazan during the reign of
Islam III Giray (1644-1654) [29, p. 96]. Sicil records also show that a Reyhan Agha
who passed away before February 1676 was a eunuch who served in Hansaray”.

I. Eunuchs Who Lost Their Masculinity Due to Natural Reasons

There were two main processes used for supplying eunuchs to the harem in the Ot-
toman Empire and the Crimean Khanate. The first was to identify boys who had lost
their masculine organs due to various illnesses and employ in the service of the harem.
This was very rare, and is difficult to document. However, we do have two examples,
one from the Ottoman Empire and the other from the Crimean Khanate. The first ex-
ample is from the year 1588. The Imperial Harem has learned that Hasan, son of
Dervis, born in the Filye neighborhood of Karahisar-1 Sarki, was a eunuch at birth. We
do not know who informed the capital that the boy could be employed in the palace. It
is likely that the kadi of the town reported the case to Istanbul. The central government
ordered the kadi that the boy be immediately sent to Istanbul, and any objections from
the relatives of the boy or local officials be disregarded’. Unfortunately, we were not
able to find any information on whether Hasan, son of Dervis, has actually arrived in
Istanbul or served in the palace. This notable rescript about Hasan, son of Dervis,
shows that the Ottoman central government was capable of ordering the boy to Istan-
bul, by force if necessary, even though he was not a slave.

The other example regarding the employment in the harem of boys who lost their
masculinity at birth or at an early age comes from the Crimean Khanate.
Staatsbibliotek in Berlin has a manuscript of Tarih-i Said Giray, written by Said Giray
Sultan, one of the members of the Giray family, the ruling dynasty of the Crimean
Khanate, which provides an account of the life of Dervis Agha, who was the chief
eunuch at, Hansaray, up until his employment in the harem. Dervis Agha himself was

3 [37, p. 266-267; 19, p. 28-29]. An edict sent to Mikhail Fedorovich during the reign of
Canibek Giray, dated 1634, mentions eunuchs, and an edict issued one year later, during the
reign of Inayet Giray, states that there were four eunuchs who served in the harem, a figure
repeated in 1636. These edicts also contain information confirming that Kalgay had his own
eunuch [17, No. 24/p.174, No: 30/p.195; No:31/p.203, No. 35/p.216; No:40/ p. 248 For
Kalgay’s eunuch, see [17 No0.40/p.255].

* Otdel Rukopisey Rossiyskoy Natsional’noy Biblioteki, Fond 917, No 21, folia 70a, Saint
Petersburg.

* Cumhurbaskanligi Osmanli Arsivi (Presidential Ottoman Archives, henceforth COA)
Bab-1 Asafi Divan-1 Hiimayun Sicilleri Mithimme Defteri (The Sublime Porte and Imperial
Council Sicils and Muhimme Registers, henceforth ADVNSMHM.d). no: 62, page no:189 re-
script no: 427.
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the one who told the story of his life to the author of the chronicle from his childhood
until his employment in the harem”.

Dervig Agha was born in the city of Solhat, also known as the Staryi Krym. Born
as a regular boy, Dervis Agha had normal development of his male organs until the age
of five. When he reached the age of twelve, he was supposed to be circumcised like all
Muslim boys. In the circumcision ceremony, which involved a number of other boys as
well, the surgeon to perform the circumcision noticed that Dervis Agha did not have
his male organ, and notified his family of the child’s special condition. When Saadet
III Giray (reign 1717—1724) heard of the event, he employed Dervis Agha in the harem
of Hansaray. After the deposition of Saadet III Giray, Dervis Agha went to Rumelia
with him. Upon the death of the deposed Khan, Dervis Agha entered into the service of
Salih Giray, and upon his death as well, he served Halim Giray (reign 1756-1758).
During the reign of Halim Giray, he returned to Bakhchisaray and became the chief
eunuch of Hansaray. Having performed the hajj in these years and learned perfect Ara-
bic during his pilgrimage, Dervis Agha continued to serve as eunuch in the harem after
his return [28, folio 95a]. Given the information in this biography, Dervis Agha’s ser-
vice in the harem of Hansaray may have started when Saadet III Giray’s reign begin,
which is to say in 1717 at the earliest or in 1724 at the latest, which indicates that he
may have been born in 1705 at the earliest. Another point is that the people he served
after Saadet III Giray’s death were the sons of the deposed khan. Given that Halim
Giray’s reign started in 1756, Dervis Agha served in the harem of the same family for
about forty years’. His departure from the harem together with the deposed khan shows
that the harem organization in Crimea was not institutionalized, unlike the harem of the
Topkapi Palace. In other words, Dervig Agha was not a permanent eunuch of the harem
of Hansaray, but a member of Saadet III Giray’s household.

% For a transcription of the chapter that narrates the story of Dervis Agha’s life, see [28, fo-
1i0.95 A] “Aga-y1 dariis-saade Dervis Aga mezbir Eski Kirim’'da mdderinden hadim tevelliid
idiib peder ve maderi dahi haline vakif olmayub zira dlet-i reciiliyyetden bes yasinda usak olana
kadar alameti olub hatta bu fakire kendii nakl eylemisdir ki on iki yasina geldigimde peder
mdderim beni oglanciklar ile siinnet etmege verdikde siinnetci takye kaparim zu’muyla zir-i
pirdheneme giriib bevsede el urub eline bir sey girmeyince ferdgat eyledikde peder mdaderimin
ol zaman ma’liimlart oldu. Hasili ol vakt pederimiz Saadet Giray Hdan merhiimun vakti olub
han-1 merhiima isitdirdiklerinde andirub harem agast idiib ba’del-azl Rumiline bile geliib han-1
merhiimdan sonra Salih Giray Agaceye intisab onlar da merhim oldukdan sonra veliyy-iin-
niamin harem agaligi ile kam-ydb olub (ba’de veliyy-iin-niam hdnlik ile Kirima tegriflerinde
harc-rah viriib hacca irsal idiib ol yolda lisan-1 arabi dahi vafir tahsil idiib sag salimm riicii’1
Dervig agalik lafzina el-haci kelimesin ildveyle kesb-i seref eylemisdir sah) hdla vakt-i tahrirde
taht-gdh-1 havakin olan Baggesarayda veliyy-iin-niamin Harem Agaliginda hizmetde der-kdrdwr
hakka ki mezbiir dciibe-i asr ve nddire-i dehrdir. Zird gerge ki (ciiceler besyardir. Lakin béyle
maderinden bi dlet ve bi hayd tevelliid iden nddirdir ve ciicelerin de ekseri sah) (maderinden
hadim idenler bisydrdwr ldkin kimin ¢enesi sagir olsa bagsi kendiden nigsane ve dest ii palart kasir
olsa da parmaklart hiyar berzen gibi sahdanedir. Amma ki aga-yr mesfiir miindsib azdya
malikse td be-kadem diinbesinden md-add bir uymaz yeri yokdur. Ol yeri hayli biiyticek
diigmiisdiir. Hakk bu ki akil ve okur ve yazar husisdn tuhfetiin-sahdni kesret isti’'mal itdiginden
bir fakihin yaninda agzin agmaga (cant yokdur) ne cant var. Bundan ziydde tavsife kalem dii-
zebdne ruhsat verilmedi”. We would like to take this opportunity to thank Ismail Biilbiil, who
let the authors see his unpublished work on Tarik-i Said Giray Han. Also, see the valuable work
of Barbara Kelnner-Heinkele on Tarih-i Said Giray Han, and the part about Dervis Agha [16,
p. 62, 101].

7 For more information about the reigns of Saadet Giray III and Halim Giray [20, p. 83-85;
95-96].
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Sample Document on the Supply of Natural Eunuchs* 1 Transliteration

Omer Efendiye teslim olund.

F12 R (Rebiiilaher) sene (9)96

Ba miisvedde-i Omer Vav

Karahisar-i Sarki Kazisina hiikiim ki,

Nefs-i Karahisar'da Filye mahallesinde Hasan bin Dervis nam emred oglan
mader-zad Tavasi olub Siidde-i Saadet’te istihdam olunmaya kabildir deyii i’lam
olunmagin buyurdum ki: Vusil buldukda mezbiiru, miisariinileyhe kosub ber-vech-i
istical Siidde-i Saadetime génderesin mezburun bu canibe gelmesine akrabdsindan ve
gayridan kimesne mani olursa asla te’alliil i niza itdirmeyiib emriim iizere ber-vech-i
istical isal idestin deyii emr-i serif yazilmigdur.

(Document on Hasan bin Dervis, dated March 1, 1588) Translation

Consigned to Omer Efendi.

2 R (Rabi al-Thani) year (9)96 (1 March 1588)

Draft written down by Omer the Vav

Qadi of Sebinkarahisar is hereby ordered:

Having learned that Hasan, son of Dervig, in Filye neighborhood within the bor-
ders of Sebinkarahisar, was born a eunuch and is suitable for employment at my har-
em, [ order you to send the person in question to my palace without any delay, upon the
receipt of this order. If a relative of the aforementioned person or someone else tries to
prevent him from being sent to the palace, do not let them, and make haste to send him
over without allowing any trouble to be made or excuses raised, as per my order®.

A A Y T S w4 25 ¢ G

_D\_/ N ‘-r:‘}:'_. 3 \

s;"
.)a&

~

II. Employment of Castrated Eunuchs in the Imperial Harem

By far the most common method for supplying eunuchs to rulers palaces, on the
other hand, was finding and purchasing eunuchs whose masculinity was destroyed by
experts. Castration was banned within the borders of the Ottoman Empire [33, p. 3].
However, we cannot argue that this ban was always enforced. Slaves brought to slave
markets in Egypt were castrated either in camping grounds on the way [27, p. 191] or
in Egypt [30, p. 2]. Castration was performed either by Coptic monks or Jewish sur-
geons. Those who survived the surgery were sold on slave markets and started to serve

* In this article the transliteration of the following Ottoman Turkish texts are based on a
modified form of the International Journal of Middle East Studies.
¥ COA, ADVNSMHM.d no: 62, page no:189 rescript no: 427.
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in the harems of imperial elites, not least in the harem of the sultan himself. People
forced to undergo this surgery were usually young. This was because castrating prepu-
bescent boys was easier, and their scars healed faster. Nevertheless, castration opera-
tions did not have a high rate of success.

Castration could be performed in a number of ways. Some of the methods used
were called crushing, twisting, partial shaving, and complete shaving. Crushing and
twisting were methods usually reserved for animals. For the crushing operation, testi-
cles were laid on a warm surface to soften them. Once the testicles were softened, pres-
sure was applied by hand, in a gradual manner, until the testicles were deformed [5,
p. 186]. The twisting operation was performed using specialized equipment. Partial
shaving and complete shaving operations, on the other hand, were far more common.
In partial shaving, the testicles were removed but the penis was left. This meant that the
castrated person could still urinate with comfort. In complete shaving, on the other
hand, both the testicles and the penis were entirely removed. A wooden or metal pipe
was then attached so that the castrate could urinate [1, p. 35].

As mentioned above, eunuchs employed in the harem in the first centuries of the
Ottoman Empire were mostly white. These white eunuchs were supplied from among
war prisoners or purchased from slave markets. As the supply of white eunuchs dwin-
dled and their costs increased, black eunuchs started to be brought via Egypt [12,
p. 27]. The task of supplying eunuchs to the Ottoman harem was usually given to gov-
ernors of Egypt. This can be observed from Ottoman archive documents. An order sent
to the Beylerbeyi of Egypt in 1574 requests twelve eunuchs for the harem’. When
many of the eunuchs who served in the harem died because of the plague that broke out
in Istanbul in 1722, the sultan sent an order to the governor of Egypt asking him to
find 30 or 40 eunuchs and send them to the capital 1mmedlately %A couple of years
later, in another order sent to the governor of Egypt in 1726, the sultan asked the gov-
ernor to find about 20 eunuchs for his harem, children and adults, and send them to
Istanbul at once''. In another order sent in 1737, the > governor of Egypt is again asked
to provide 25 eunuchs to be employed in the harem'?. Another order sent to the gover-
nor of Egypt a few weeks later commands, using a harsher tone this time, that all eu-
nuchs found in Egypt be sent to Istanbul without any delay". In 1747, Raghib Mehmed
Pasha, the Governor of Egypt at the time, was asked to prov1de 20 eunuchs for the
sultan’s harem'®. Another order from 1789, 51m11ar1y to previous orders, asks the gov-
ernor of Egypt to send eunuchs for the harem'. From time to time, Ottoman sultans
tasked people other than governors of Egypt with supplying the eunuchs needed for
their harems. An imperial edict attributed to Abdul Hamid I (reign 1774—1789), noting

0 COA, A. DVNSMHM.d no: 26, page no: 226 rescript no: 645, 11 Jumada al-Thani 982/29
September 1574.

' COA, Bab-1 Asafi Divan-1 Hiimayun Sicilleri Misir Mithimme Defteri (The Sublime
Porte and Imperial Council Sicils and Muhimme Registets on Egypt, henceforth
ADVNSMHMd). A.DVNS.MSR.MHM.d, no: 3, page no: 98, rescript no:273, Early Jumada al-
Awwal 1134/ 17-26 February 1722.

""" COA, A.DVNS.MSR.MHM.d, no: 3, page no: 283, rescript n0:699, Early Jumada al-
Awwal 1139/ 27 October — 5 November 1726.

"2 COA, A DVNSMHM.d no: 144, page no: 221, rescript no: 706, mid-Rajab 1150/ 4—13
November 1737.

5 COA, A.DVNS.MSR.MHM.d, no: 5, page no: 139, rescript no:391, Late Ramadan
1150/12-21 January 1737.

4 COA, A.DVNS.MSR.MHM.d, no: 6, page no: 158, rescript no:371, Late Rabi’ al-
Awwal 1160/2—11 April 1747.

" Topkapr Saray1 Miizesi Arsivi (Archive of Topkapt Palace henceafter TSMA).e, docu-
ment no: 805/73, Date 10 Rajab 1203/ 6 April 1789.
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the decline in the number of eunuchs employed in the harem, asks the Grand Admiral
of the Navy to find eunuchs from Egypt and bring them to Istanbul. Following the
order, the Grand Admiral found 18 eunuchs and sent them to the capital by sea'®.

To find the eunuchs needed for their harems, Ottoman sultans have also worked
with slave traders and citizens who had eunuchs, in addition to requesting them from
officials. According to a document kept in the archives of Topkapi Palace Museum'’,
an official named Sadik negotiated with the owners of two black eunuchs, one a child
and the other an adult, following orders. He remarked that the eunuchs were not fit to
be employed in the service of the sultan, but he still made an attempt to purchase them.
When the owner of the older eunuch demanded 2000 kuruss, Sadik countered with an
offer of 1500, which was declined by the slave trader. He was of the opinion that the
older eunuch could be purchased by paying a couple hundred additional kuruss to the
slave trader. The woman who owned the younger eunuch, on the other hand, asked for
3000 kuruss. She claimed to have paid 2500 kuruss for the young eunuch, whom she
had purchased when performing the hajj. Sadik, tasked with the purchase, found the
younger eunuch to be a bit expensive even though he had a cute appearance, and rec-
ommended purchasing the older eunuch.

Ottoman sultans wanted the eunuchs to be employed in their harems to have cer-
tain qualities. Archive records from different periods provide clues as to the qualities
sought in eunuchs. The twelve eunuchs requested from Egypt in 1574 were to be from
the region of Habesh and not speak any Turkish'®. The orders from 1722 and 1737, on
the other hand, describe the qualities of the eunuchs to be purchased for the imperial
harem as follows: hidmete yardr resik’'u’l-kadd hiisn til-viicuh makbilii ‘I-kamet ve
matbii ‘u ‘I-lehce mergiib 'ul-leh ve memdiihu ‘I-haslet”. In other words, they were to be
tall, well-built, have nice bodies, and be well-spoken and well-mannered people. Obvi-
ously, the sultan wanted the eunuchs to be employed in his palace to be trained under
the strict discipline of the imperial harem. Two different orders from a much later time,
also sent to the governor of Egypt and found in muhimme registers, provides clues as
to the physical and character traits sought in eunuchs to be employed in the imperial
harem of the Ottoman palace.

Sample Document 2 Text

“Nu’man Cavusa

Musir beglerbegisine hiikiim ki:

Atebe-i ulyamda hizmet i¢iin Tavasi lazim olmagin on iki nefer Habest ve Nubiyali
Tavast gonderilmek emr idiib buyurdum ki vusil buldukda emrim miicebince on iki
nefer Habest Tavasi tedarik idiib irsal eyleyesin. Amma gonderilen Tavasi acemi olup
Tiirkge bilir olmaya.

Translation

To Numan Cavus

Beylerbeyi (governor general of the eyalet) of Egypt is hereby ordered:

Given that eunuchs are needed to serve at my palace, I have ordered that twelve
eunuchs from Habesh and Nubia be sent. Upon the receipt of my order, find 12

' COA, HAT, no: 19/862.

" TSMA..e, document no: 154/26-4.

'8 COA, A DVNSMHM.d no: 26, page no: 226, rescript no: 645, 11 Jumada al-Thani
982/28 September 1574.

' COA, A.DVNS.MSR.MHM.d, no: 3, page no: 98, rescript no:273, Early Jumada al-
Awwal 1134/ 17-26 February 1722; COA, A . DVNSMHM.d no: 144, page no: 221, rescript no:
706, mid-Rajab 1150/ 4-13 November 1737.
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eunuchs from Habesh and send them over. However, the eunuchs to be sent should be
novices and not speak Turkish™.

5
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Sample Document 3 Text

“Musir Valisine hiikiim ki:

Rikab-1 hiimayianumda bir mikdar Tavast agalarin liizam ve iktizas: olmakdan nast
bundan akdem irsali babinda emr-i serifim seref-sudir bulunmusdu ancak mahrise-i
Misir’da fevt olan iimerd ve Zabitan ve sair rii’esd makilelerinin ddirelerinde
makbulii’l-leh¢e miintahab Tavasiler oldugu ihbar olunmagla ve o makille fevt
olanlarin dairelerinde her ne mikdar Tavasi bulunur ise ciimlesini acaleten ve
miisara’aten rikab-1 miistetabima irsal ve isal eylemen fermanmim olmagin igbu emr-i
serifim 1sdar ve ile irsal olmusdur. Imdi vusiiliinde fermamm oldugu iizre zikr olunan
miiteveffalarin dairelerinde bulunan Tavasiler bir neferi giriiye kalmamak vechiyle
ciimlesini muaccelen bir an evvel rikab-1 kam-yabima irsal ve isale fevka’l-hadd sa’y-1
dikkat eylemen babinda ferman-i ali-sanim sadir olmusdur buyuruldu gibi. Evahir-1 N
(Ramazan) sene 1150

Translation

“The governor of Egypt is hereby ordered.:

A previous order was issued for some eunuchs to be sent over because eunuchs
were needed at my palace. Now, having learned that some of the rulers, officers, and
leaders who have recently died in Egypt had decent eunuchs in their households, 1
hereby order you to gather and send all of them quickly here. Now, upon the receipt of
this order, do your utmost to make sure that each and every eunuch who served in the
households of the aforementioned deceased are sent to my palace.

Late Ramadan, 1150 (January 1738)"*'.
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% COA, A.DVNSMHM.d no: 26, page no: 226, rescript no: 645, 11 Jumada al-Thani
982/28 September 1574.

2l COA, A.DVNS.MSR.MHM.d, no: 5, page no: 139, rescript no:391, Late Ramadan
1150/12-21 January 1737.
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Sample Document 4 Text

Musir Valisi Vezir Ragib Mehmed Pasa ‘ya hiikiim ki,

Harem-i hiimayin ismet-i makviin-u miiliikanemde istihdam ve i‘mal igiin bir
mikdar Tavaginin liziim ve iktizasi olmakdan nast on bes yasindan yirmiser yasina
varmcaya dek bu sin ve simatda balda-kadd yirmi nefer Tavasi kamet ve inzamlar
mevziun sima ve lehgeleri matbii' sihhat vech melahat-siret ve tabi’ havsalart olmak
vechiyle kemal-i taharri ve dikkat olunarak intihab ve ihtiyar olunub lazim gelen
bahalar: sadr’azam ta’yin ve tahsis kilinan cdaizesine mahsiib olmak sartiyla acaleten
ve sur’aten rikab-1 miistetab-1 hiisrevaneme tesyir ve irsal olunmak fermanim olmagin
is bu emr-i serifim isdar ve ile irsal olunmusdur. Imdi vusiliinde sen ki vezir-i
miisariin-ileyhsin bu babda fuzili tehir ve tevakkuf itmeyiib daire-i hiimdyin ve ismet-i
meshiinumda istihdama seza ve her birinin kamet ve endamlar: gayet mevziin ve bald
ve sima ve lehceleri maklii’ ve hos eda ve melahat-tab’ ve siret ve sihhat-vech ve
talakat-1 havsalart olmak sin i sallart on besden yirmi yasina varincaya dek yirmi
nefer Tavasiyi nihdyet-i basiret ve taharri birle intihab ve ihtiyar eyledikden sonra
sadr’azam tarafina ta’yin ve tahsis kilinan caizeden iktiza iden bahalarin viriib gayet
acele ve sitab ve kemal-i sa’y ve ikbab ile bir an akdem ve bir kadem mukaddem
acaleten ve miisara’aten rikab-1 kam-yab-1 hiimayinuma irsal ve isale bezl-i makderet
ve mikdar zerre ihmal ve tesvi’adan ziyade ......(?) ve verdigin bahdalarini mikdar ve
kemiyyeti ile i‘lam-1 igsaret eyleyesin Tavasi-i mezkir daire-i hiimdyun hizmeti iciin
matlub olunmagin muaccelen vuridu ve her birinin ber-vech-i muharrer sabahat-1
vech-i kamet ve endamlarinin mevzuniyeti ne riitbede ihtimam ve dikkat olunmak icab
itdiigii beyandan miistagni olmagin ana gore ziyade teyakkuz ve intibah iizre intihab ve
ihtiyar ve serian ve acilen sevk ve irsal sa’y-i bi-sumar eylemen babinda emr-i ferman
ali-samim yazilmigdr. Fi Evahir-i RA (Rebiiil-evvel) sene 1160.

Translation

Raghib Mehmed Pasha, the Governor of Egypt, is hereby ordered:

Given the need for some eunuchs to be employed in the harem quarters of my
grand palace, twenty eunuchs ages 15 to 20, who are tall, well-proportioned, and
healthy, and have nice features and good manners be selected with utmost care and
after close examination, and immediately sent over, with payment to be made on the
basis of the Grand Vizier’s appraisals. Now, upon the receipt of this order -being a
vizier and an agent of the Sultan- carefully select, without any delay, eunuchs ages 15
to 20, who are well-proportioned with nice features, good-looking, well mannered, and
healthy, pay their owners the amounts to be determined by the Grand Vizier, record the
payments made, and make haste to send them over to my palace. Given that these eu-
nuchs are requested for employment at the Sultan’s palace, take utmost care to make
sure that they are well-proportioned and have nice facial and bodily features as ex-
plained, and send them over in a speedy manner.

Late Rabi’ al-Thani 1160 (April 1747)%.

2 COA, A.DVNS.MSR.MHM.d, no: 6, page no: 158, rescript no: 371. This document was
previously used in a Ph.D. thesis by Ayhan Urkiindag, and it was reviewed and re-transcribed
for the present article [32, p. 5-6, footnote 32].
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II1. An Exceptional Case: Voluntary Service As a Eunuch

As noted above, most of the eunuchs who served in the harems of the Ottoman
Empire and the Crimean Khanate were slaves who were forced to be castrated and sold
by slave traders who made a profit out of this. Voluntary service as a eunuch, on the
other hand, was a very rare event, and we were able to find only one example. This rare
example involved Gazanfer Agha, who had great influence over state affairs during the
reigns of three sultans in late 16™ and early 17" centuries. The famous Ottoman histori-
an Hammer had argued that Gazanfer Agha was of Hungarian origin, but recent re-
search conducted by the Italian historian Maria Pia Pedani in Venetian archives
showed that he was of Italian origin. In 1559, a Venetian women traveling with her two
daughters and two sons, on her way to visit her husband working as a clerk in Budva,
was captured when their ship was attacked by pirates. The woman and her two daugh-
ters were released in return for a ransom payment, but the pirates sold the two boys to
Prince Selim’s (reign 1566—1574) palace in the city of Kiitahya. The two brothers, who
converted to Islam, took the names Gazanfer and Cafer, and entered into the service of
Selim II [23, p. 64].

Gazanfer and Cafer soon distinguished themselves among their peers in the ser-
vice of the Prince, and got into his inner circle. When he was about to depart for Istan-
bul from Kiitahya, to be crowned upon the death of his father Suleiman the Magnifi-
cent in 1566, Selim II, the new sultan, asked the brothers to accompany him to Istanbul
and never leave his side. The two brothers were happy to accept the offer, but they had
an important decision to make: would they agree to be castrated? Being so close to the
Sultan and a part of his personal life came with the condition that they agree to being
castrated. Given how unlikely it was for adult men to survive a castration operation,
this decision was a very important one indeed. In the end, the two brothers voluntarily
made this decision, which meant risking their lives and changed their lives completely,
and agreed to be castrated. Following their decision, the two brothers underwent castra-
tion operations performed by the head surgeon [9, p. 948-949]. The brothers survived
the operations™, went on to attend the Enderun and served Ottoman sultans for many

* Gelibolulu Mustafa Ali had written that Cafer did not survive the castration operation,
but new information found out in recent years make it clear that he did survive the operation and
served in the harem for many years. We also know that he served as the Head of the Privy
Chamber, and when their mother came to Istanbul upon Gazanfer’s invitation, Cafer and his
mother visited the Venetian ambassador in Istanbul together. Cafer passed away in late 1582.
[23, p. 65-66].

913



Urkiindag A., Bager A. Finding the Guardians of Royal Blood: Observations on the Supply of eunuchs...
3onoToopabiHckoe obo3penue. 2023, 11(4): 902-917

years to come. Moreover, one of the brothers, Gazanfer, climbed the ladder of success
very quickly, and in addition to being the Chief Harem Eunuch®, he served as the
Head of the Privy Chamber (Hasodaba$1)25 for many years [9, p. 948-949].

Gazanfer Agha later became one of the most important figures in the Ottoman
capital and brought first his mother and then his sister and other relatives to Istanbul.
His efforts to persuade his mother to convert to Islam were unsuccessful, but his sister
did convert. Gazanfer Agha married her sister to a cavalryman (sipahi), and through his
sister, tried to establish closer ties with the influential women of the harem. Gazanfer
Agha, the voluntary eunuch, became an important figure in the Ottoman palace toward
the end of the 16™ century, with a say on many issues not least on Ottoman-Venetian
relations.
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B IOMCKAX XPAHUTEJIEM KOPOJEBCKOI KPOBMU:
HABJJIIOAEHUS 11O IIOCTABKE EBHYXOB B I'APEM
B OCMAHCKOW UMITEPUM U KPBIMCKOM XAHCTBE
HA OCHOBE MATEPUAJIOB U JOKYMEHTOB

Aiixan FOpkynoaz', Anvnep bawep®

1
Munucmepcmeo HayuonanrbHo20 06pa306aHuUs.
Ywax, Typyus
aurkundag@gmail.com

? Vuusepcumem Agoon Kooowcamene
Agwvonrapaxucap, Typyus
baseralperhidayet@gmail.com

Lenvio 0anno20 uccredosanus, TOCBSIIEHHOTO NMPOLIECCY CHAOKEHUS] €eBHYXaMH, COC-
TaBJISBIIUMHU YacTb CTPYKTypbl rapema B OcmaHckod umnepuud U KpbIMCKOM XaHCTBE,
SIBJISIETCSL OTpEeNIEHUE TOro, Kak OCYUIECTBIISIIACH MOCTaBKa €BHYXOB BO JIBOpEILl CyJITaHa
WIH XaHa.

Mamepuanet uccreoosarusi. OCHOBHBIM HCTOYHHKOM 3TOTO HCCIICAOBAHWS SBIISIOTCS
JIOKYMEHTHI, xpansmuecs B Jlemapramente OCMaHCKUX apXUBOB [ ocyJapCTBEHHOro -
pexropara npu Ilpesuaentre Typenkoi PecryOnuku. Ha ocHOBE 3THX JOKYMEHTOB OBLIH
W3y4YeHBI ¥ IPOAaHATTM3UPOBAHEI OCMAHCKHE H KPBIMCKHE XPOHHUKH HCCIIEAYEMOTO TIEPHOAa.

Pezyromamer u nayunasa nosusma. I Ocmanckas ummepusi, 1 KpbIMCKoe XaHCTBO
BCKOpE T0CJIe OCHOBAHMS CBOMX TOCYIApCTB CO3JAlH CTPYKTYPY rapeMa M Hadajii HCIIOJb-
30BaTh €BHYXOB. EBHYXM, WIM Kak MX €Ille Ha3blBaJl — KacTPaThl, COCTABISUIM KOCTSIK
CTPYKTYpBI TapeMa. BBIACHIIOCH, YTO OCHOBHBIM CIIOCOOOM CHAOXXEHHSI TapeMa eBHyXaMu
ObLTa UX MOKYIKa Yy CIEeHUAM3APOBAHHBIX TOProBIiieB. O0a rocyaapcTBa Mmpujaraiy yCu-
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JMA TI0 BBIABJICHHIO JIETEH, MOTEPSABIINX MY>KECTBEHHOCTh M0 €CTECTBEHHBIM IPUYUHAM,
TPYAOYCTpOICTBY UX B rapeme. B ucropun OcMaHCKOI HMIIepUH OTMEUAeTCs PEIKUi city-
yait 100poBoILHON KacTparuu ["azandepa u Kadep Araca, KoTopble TaKuM 00pa3oM XOTe-
mu npubnm3utbest k cyntany Cemumy II. OcmaHckas agMuUHHCTpalMs yjAensiia ocodoe
BHHMaHHE COIMAIBHBIM, a Takke (PU3MUECKUM XapaKTepUCTUKaM HaHHMaeMBIX €BHYXOB H,
HarpuMep, NpeAroYnTana, YTOoObl OHM W3y4aldd TYpPEIKHH SI3bIK B OCMAaHCKOM TapeMme.
Bruto Takxke 3amMedeHo, uTo KpeIMCKOe XaHCTBO MpHIaBajio OOJbIIOe 3HAYEHUE OpraHu3a-
Uy rapema, kak ¥ B Ocmanckoi nmnepun. OHAKO BBISICHWIOCH, YTO HHCTUTYIIMOHAIN3A-
sl B OpraHu3anuy rapeMa Obuta ciabee, 9eM y OCMaHOB, M, YTO O KpaiHel mMepe HeKo-
TOpBIE W3 €BHYXOB, MPUOIIKEHHBIX K XaHy, TOKHHYJIH JBOpPEL] ITOCIe CBEPKEHUS XaHa.
BoisicHuocs Takke, 4YTO MHOTAA MH(OpManus B MEPBOMCTOYHHMKAX IPOTHBOPEUHUT JIOKY-
MEHTaM, MOITOTOBJIEHHBIM OIOPOKPATHYECKHMMH OPraHaMH TOTO IEepHuoja. Y CTaHOBICHO,
YTO B paMKax BBICOKOW OCMaHCKOW KyJbTypbl 0c00O€ BHHMaHHWE YAEISIOCh (popMupoBa-
HUIO €BHYXOB, a T€, KTO KaKHMM-JIM0O 00pa3oM yTpaTHJI MYKECTBEHHOCTb, JTaKe €CJIN OHH
OBLIH MYyCyJIbMaHaMHU, TEPAJIM CBOIO MHAWBUAYAJIbHYIO UACHTUYHOCTL U NPEBpaAllaIUCh B
odunepoB, MprHaUIEKAIINX TOCYIAPCTBY.

Knrwouesvie cnosa: ncropusi, nokymeHTsl, OcMaHckas umrepusi, KpsIMckoe XaHCTBO,
€BHYX, rapem, paOCTBO
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