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Rich Men, Poor Men:
Ottoman Printers and Booksellers Making Fortane or
Seeking Survival (Eighteenth-nineteenth Centuries)

Otlin Sabev (Orhan Salih)
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, Institute of History, Sofia

“Are not the rich and poor brothers?” asked the young King,
“Ay,” answered the man, “and the name of the rich brother is Cain.”

Oscar Wilde, 7he Young King

It is an elementary truth that men of different occupation or different social
background have different amounts of income and enjoy different standards
of living, Further, within a given social stratum, professional group or even a
family there are financial differences between its members: some of them earn
or dispose of more money than the others. Yet, during one’s lifetime there are
sunny days, and rainy days too. In the course of time history saw emerging and
declining societies, states, social or professional groups, families and individu-
als; and much prosperity and poverty as well. Although such a difference seems
to be more than natural, it has always been an important reason for jealousy,
social clashes and fratricides. The Biblical parable of the two brothers Abel and
Cain is perhaps the best-known example of that. Prosperity and poverty, how-
evet, have different meanings, understandings and interpretations, as Oscar
Wilde’s epigram cited above suggests. What is common between them is that
they cannot be taken for granted.

In the middle of the 15th century the readers and book lovers in western
Europe enjoyed the birth of a new brother in the family of those involved in
book production: the printer. Soon the newly emerged brother threatened the
livelihood of all the traditional manuscript copyists and became one of the
symbolic figures of the early modern times. The elder brothers, however, were
not happy at all. A late 15th-century Dominican friar, Filippo De Strata,
claimed, for example, that “the pen is a virgin; the printing press is a whore”.!

! Filippo De Strata, Polemic against Printing, Shelagh Grier and Martin Lowry (eds.), quoted
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In the Middle Ages manuscripts were copied for the sake of God and hence
were believed to be an emanation of moral and as well as of orthographical
purity. In other words, manuscripts were esteemed as virginally pure and per-

fect objects. On the contrary, not only in the very beginning of European
printing but also even centuries later printed books were considered a cor-

rupted object because of the initial orthographical imperfectness of the print-
ing technology itself. Thus some people, especially those involved in manuscript
copying, blamed the printed books for being a devil’s product. Apparently not
everybody welcomed the coming of the printing press and it is more than
certain that printing did not replaced the manuscript tradition immediately
and without any resistance.?

The situation long after the introduction of Ottoman Turkish typography
in the 1720s was the same. Even over a century later it seems that printing was
still considered advocatis diaboli. For example Charles White, who visited
Istanbul in 1844, observed that the Istanbul booksellers esteemed, on the one
hand, the manuscript copyists as deserving a place in paradise, and con-
demned, on the other, the printing press as being made of the poisonous ole-
ander plant.’

At the initial stage of the introduction of printing manuscript copyists and
printers were competitors and rivals rather than brothers cherishing the best
feelings for one another. In the Ottoman case the booksellers® were closely and

2

from Sabrina A. Baron, “The guises of dissemination of early seventeenth-century England.
News in manusctipt and print”, in The Politics of Information in Early Modern Europe, ed. by
B. Dooley and 8. §. Baron (London and New York: Routledge, 2001), pp. 41-56.

? For the long-term co-existence of the scribal and print culture see Robert A. Houston, Lit-
eracy in Early Modern Europe. Culture and Education 1500-1800 (London and New Yotk: Long-
man, 1988), pp. 160-3; Adrian Johns, The Nature of the Book: Print and Knowledge in the Making
(Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1998); Diederick Raven, “Elizabeth
Eisenstein and the impact of printing”, European Review of History — Revue européene d'histoire,
6/2 (1999), pp. 223-34; Brian Richardson, Printing, Writers and Readers in Renaissance Italy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 9; Nicholas Hudson, “Challenging Eisen-
stein: recent studies in print culture”, Eighteenth-Century Life, 26/2 (2002), pp. 83-95; Assa
Briggs and Peter Burke, A Social History of the Media: From Gutenberg to the Internet (Cambridge:
Polity Press, 2003), pp. 15-73; David McKitterick, Print, Manuscript and the Search for Order,
1450-1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003 and 2004).

* Charles White, Three Years in Constantinople or Domestic Manners of the Turks in 1844 (Lon-
don: H. Colburn, 1845}, vol. 3, pp. 155-6, quoted from Yahya Erdem, “Sahhaflar ve Seyyahlar:
Osmanlrda Kitapeilik?, in G. Eren, K. Cigek and C. Oguz, Osmanls, vol. 11 (Ankara: Yeni Tiir-
kiye, 1999), pp. 720-38.

# Mehmet Zeki Pakalin, “Sahhaf”, in Tarib Deyimleri ve Terimleri Sozlighi (Istanbul:
Milli Egitim Bakanligi, 1954), vol. 3, p. 92; Ismet Binark, “Eski Devrin Kitapilars: Sahhaflar”,
Tiirk Kiitiiphaneciler Dernegi Biilteni, 16/3 (1967), pp. 155-62; Arslan Kaynardag, “Eski Esnaf-
larimizla — Bu Arada Sahhaflikla [lgili Bir Kitap: Letaifei Esnaf”, Kiisiiphanecilik Dergisi, 3
(1992), pp. 67-72; Erdem, “Sahhaflar ve Seyyahlar”; Omer Faruk Yilmaz, Tarih Boyunca Sahhafirk
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vitally related to the manuscript copyists and the early Ottoman printers were
presumably nothing but unwelcome new players in the playground of book
business. And business is almost all about money, whether making a fortune
or seeking survival. From that point of view it is interesting to see compara-
tively how Ottoman manuscript sellers, on the one hand, and Ottoman print-
ers, on the other, made their living out of the book business during their
co-existence in the 18th and 19th century.

The inheritance registers provide a good opportunity to see the material
condition and standard of living of a particular professional group, namely
here that of the booksellers and printers. Comparison between the traditional
booksellers, who well into the middle of the 19th century were associated with
the manuscript trade, and the printers could reveal the impact of print culture
on the social status of those who were involved in the book business. More-
over, from the middle of the 19th century on the Ottoman manuscript sellers
became also printers or publishers, thus destroying the boundary that existed
previously between the traditional booksellers and the printers. From this
point of view it is interesting to sec whether there were changes, more or less
significant, in the material condition of the manuscript sellers-turned-print-
ers, and if so, how printing technology affected their business and in what way,
be it positive or negative.

It is important to remember, however, that we are not in a position to
understand the exact state of affairs since we have only those inheritance
inventories that have by chance survived the vicissitudes of time. At the initial
stage of such a study, it is appropriate to focus on the Ottoman capital for at
least three major reasons. First, we have at our disposal a rich collection of
inheritance inventories of people who resided in Istanbul. Moreover, a special
collection comprising the inventories of the people of askeri status exists
because their inheritance cases were brought before a special court (Kusmer-i
Askeriye Mabkemesi). Since all Ottoman booksellers and most of the printers
enjoyed the same status it is safe to look at that collection, in which one can
find sufficient registers of such people. Second, the Istanbul booksellers’ guild
was the largest in comparison with other parts of the empire. Let me just recall
here that according to Evliya Celebi in mid-17th-century Istanbul there were
300 booksellers and their guild had 50 bookshops.” Although the figures
themselves could be exaggerated, they are, I would argue, used not to give the
exact number of the Istanbul booksellers in middle of the 17th century, but to

ve Istanbul Sabbaflar Carsist (Istanbul: Sabhaflar Dernegi, 2005); Ismail Eriinsal, “Osmanlilarda
Sahhaflilk ve Sahaflar: Yeni Belge ve Bilgiler”, The Journal of Ottoman Studies, 29 (2007),
pp. 99-146.

5 Evliya Celebi, Seyabarname, vol. 1 (Dersaadet: Ikdam Matbaas, 1314/1896), p. 525.
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emphasize their extent. Ignace Mouradgea D’Ohsson observed the same
considerable numbers in the 1780s.¢ Thirdly, Ottoman printing was intro-
duced first in Istanbul in the first half of the 18th century with the so-called
Miiteferrika press and afterwards the number of printing houses operating in
the Ottoman capital increased first slowlywand then so rapidly that after the
reign of Mahmud II (1808-39) and by the end of the 19th century at least
77 printing houses publishing in Ottoman Turkish were in operation.” In
other words, Istanbul housed more booksellers and printers than anywhere
else in the then Ottoman empire, and we have available a comparatively rich
documentary basis for the study of their material condition and the extent of
their well-being.

In the current article I will present my findings based on the study of the
inheritance inventories of 13 Istanbul booksellers (s#hhaf) and printers
(basmaci) that I found in the Archive of the Grand Mufti of Istanbul (Iscanbul
Miiftiiliigii), and the inheritance registers included in the collection of the so-
called Kismet-i Askeriye Mabkemesi.® All the information I have derived from
these sources in relation to the topic of the present study is presented in the
table in the appendix. Five of the booksellers studied were contemporaries of
the first Ottoman printer, [brahim Miiteferrika. Their inheritance inventories
are dated between 1730 and 1747, while the Miiteferrika press operated
between 1726 and 1747. We also have extant the inheritance inventory of
Ibrahim Miiteferrika himself.” Three othei inheritance inventories belong to
booksellers who died in the years 1804, 1805 and 1806, that is, when Otto-
man printing revived as the result of a decisive state policy aimed at support-
ingand developing the printing facilities for important military, administrative
and social purposes.'® However, the booksellers at that period still dealt mostly

¢ Ignace Mouradgea D’Ohsson, Zitbleau géinéral de IEmpive Othoman, vol. 1 (Paris: Imprime-
rie De Monsieur, 1787), p. 298.

7 See the list of these presses in Ahmed Negih Galiptekin (ed.), Osmants Kaynaklarma Gire
Ltanbul. Cami, Iekke, Medrese, Mekteh, Tiivbe, Hamam, Kiitiiphane, Matbaa, Mahalle ve Seldtin
Imaretleri (Istanbul: Isaret Yaymlar, 2003), pp. 974-83.

¥ Their inheritance inventories are to be found in the following registers (defter): Defter
No: 56 (fol. 7b), 70 (fol. 9a), 93B (fol. 25a), 93A (fol. 93b), 98 (fol. 39a), 98 (fol. 74b), 802
(fol. 57b), 802 (fol. 55b), 820 (fol. 24b), 1879 (fol. 44a), 1879 (fol. 13a), 1934 (fol. 12a), and
1934 (fol. 28a). I would like to express my gratitude to Prof. Dr. fsmail Eriinsal for his generos-
ity in providing me with information about those of the inventories which date from the
19th century.

* A wansliteration in modern Turkish orthography of its Otcoman text is provided in Orlin
Sabev, lorahim Miiteferrika ya da Hk Osmaniy Matbaa Seriiveni (1726-1746). Yeniden Degerlen-
dirme (Istanbul: Yeditepe Yayinevi, 2006), pp. 350-64.

' For a detailed study of late-18th- and early-19th-century Ottoman printing see Kemal
Beydilli, Zairk Bilim ve Matbaacilsk Taribinde Mithendishine, Miihendishine Matbaas ve Kiitiip-
hanesi (1776-1826) (Istanbul: Eren, 1995).
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with manuscripts. And finally, we have available four further inheritance
inventories of Istanbul booksellers, dating from the early 1880s and 1892, by
which time all the Istanbul booksellers were united in a common trade com-
pany (Sirket-i Sabhafiye-i Osmaniye), which already actively printed and dis-
tributed books.!" In other words, our last four cases have to do with
booksellers-turned-printers, who represent one of the major developments in
19th-century Ottoman printing,

[ will conduct my comparative analysis here from four main perspectives.
The first will focus on an overall view of all the 13 cases taken into consider-
ation in order to trace the developments in material conditions and standard
of living that occurred throughout the 18th and 19th centuries. The second
analysis will deal with [brahim Miiteferrika and his contemporaries. Thirdly,
I will compare the traditional booksellers of the 1730s, 1740s and early
19th century with late 19th-century-booksellers-turned-printers. And finally,
my fourth analysis will compare the first Ottoman printer’s material condition
with that of his late 19th-century colleagues.

The material condition of the booksellers and printers is examined taking
into consideration the following information provided in their inheritance
inventories: bookshop or printing house equipment; number, total value and
average value per copy of the books listed; number, total value and average
value per item of the goods listed; value of real estate, i.e. a house, if any; value
of slaves, if possessed; value of the loans given and refunded; outlay, including
burial expenses, dowries, debts paid and court fees; and the sum remaining
after deductions (sahhii’l baki), number of heirs and average sum for each
of them.

The latter does not represent the actual division of the remainder among the
heirs because in accordance with the stipulations of the Muslim law of inher-
itance ( feraiz) the heirs received not equal but different shares of the remain-
der depending on the nature of their relation to the deceased. For instance, if
the heirs were a wife and a child the remainder was shared in proportion 1:7.
However, I preferred to recalculate the actual shares as stated in the inventories
in averages in order to facilitate the comparison between the cases and to get
some rough idea about the fortune that the dead booksellers and printers left
to their heirs. In addition, again for the sake of comparison, I have rounded

" For the so-called Sirket-i Sahbafiye-i Osmaniye see Fatmagiil Demirel, “Osmanlida Bir
Kitap Sirketi Sicket-i Sahafiye-i Osmaniye”, Miiteferrika, 25 (2004), pp. 89-97; Mehmet O.
Alkan, “Osmanli’nin Biitiin Sahaflar1 Bitleginiz! “Sirket-i Sahafiye-i Osmaniye”. Osmanli Déne-
minde Sahaflar ve Yayinladiklar Kitaplar”, Miiteferrika, 29 (2006), pp. 3-44.

12 See Said Outiirk, Askeri Kassama Ait Onyedinei Asir Istanbul Tereke Defierleri (Sosyo-Ekono-
mik Tablil) (Istanbul: OSAV, 1995), pp. 98-100.
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off all the values and given them in gurug, the Ottoman monetary unit which
became the leading unit by the middle of the 18th century." It must be
pointed out that in our seventh case related to the bookseller Es-Seyyid El-
Hac [smail Efendi we deal with the appendix (zey/) of his inheritance i inven-
tory written down some eight months later and in which only the total value,
the refunded loans, the outlay, the remainder and the shares allotted to the
heirs, respectively, are given, but not the books and goods possessed. The latter
were obviously stated in the original inventory which I failed to find. How-
ever, the appendix is worth considering because of the large amount of the
remainder according to which Es-Seyyid El-Hac Ismail Efendi appears to be
one of the rich booksellers in the present study.

When all the 13 cases are studied from the point of view of the above-men-
tioned criteria, the striking finding is that in terms of value in most cases the
books as a commodity and the bookshop or printing house equipment are the
major part of the booksellers” and printers’ property. In eight out of 12 cases
(in which all the five printers are included) they constitute more than 80 per-
cent of all the property, while in the remaining four cases they represent
roughly half of the whole property (between 45 and 59 percent). This propor-
tion between the items related to the book business and the other goods and
properties shows that usually the bgoksellers and printers invested heavily in
their book business and in eight cases these investments exceeded even the
remainder to be shared by the heirs (cases 1,2, 3, 6, 8, 9, 12, and 13). In two
other cases the investments are almost the same as the remainder (cases 10 and
11), while in two cases the remainder is only slightly larger then the invest-
ments (cases 4 and 5). As for the 18th- and early 19th-century cases, in which
the remainder surpassed the investments, the heirs enjoyed much bigger
shares. In the late 19th-century cases, however, the picture is somewhat varied
since the value of the shares depended on the number of the heirs. It is normal
to assume that the fewer the heirs are in number, the bigger the share they
could enjoy. However, the amount they could receive depended not only on
their number, but also on the value of the remainder.

Of the booksellers and printers studied here only three invested in equip-
ment: [brahim Miiteferrika and Es-Seyid Mustafa Esad Efendi, who possessed
their own printing houses, and Sahhaf El-Hac Mustafa, who had proportion-
ally high investments in his bookshop. The other booksellers-turned-printers
presumably printed at the printing house of their common company. How-

13 See §cvket Pamuk, A Monetary History of the Ottoman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000), pp. 159-71.
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ever, the two printing house owners left the largest remainders to be shared by
their heirs, who as a matter of fact, were the fewest in number, that is, two, as
compared to the other cases.

As stated above, in all the cases studied by far the overwhelming percentage
of the investments was made in books. The calculation of the average value per
copy shows that the booksellers dealt with books whose average value varied
between three and seven gurus in the 18th and early 19th century and around
11 to 13 guruy in the late 19th century. There are two exceptions. The first one
is Sahhaf [brahim Sadullah Efendi (1806, case 9), the average value of whose
books was higher, that is, 20 gurug, simply because he apparently traded mainly
expensive Koran copies, as listed in his inventory. In fact, among the cases
studied he left the smallest remainder, that is, only 39 gurug, the price of one
of the Koran copies listed. Obviously Sahhaf Ibrahim Sadullah Efendi’s book
business was a complete fiasco, since he invested a great deal of money in
expensive Koran copies, on the one hand, and had a great many debts, whose
value even surpassed the value of his books (665,636 gurug), on the other. The
second one is Sahhaf Hafiz Ahmed Efendi (1892, case 12), who had many
copies of inexpensive books printed at the printing house of the Istanbul
Booksellers' Company so that the average value of his books is only 0.4 gurus.
As a whole, it seems that investment in cheaper books was less risky and more
profitable since they could sell more easily and were more affordable.

All the studied cases show that in general booksellers and printers were not
inclined to live in luxury. Quite on the contrary, most of them were people
of modest substance. It must be pointed out, however, that in ten out of the
13 cases the deceased left minor children which could mean that they died at
a relatively young age. Ibrahim Miiteferrika is probably an exception, since
although he left a minor daughter he is known to have died at a mature age.
Being born in the early 1670s he must have been over 70 years old while on
his deathbed in 1746 or early 1747. With the exception of Ibrahim Miitefer-
rika we may be dealing mostly with cases in which the deceased had no chance
to live longer and to make a greater fortune, if it is true that the more you live,
the more you earn. In fact, the reason that we have their inheritance invento-
ries is precisely because upon their deaths they left minor children, for this was
one of the few cases in which someone’s property would be inventoried by the
Shari’a court.

A cursory glance at the household goods listed in their inheritance invento-
ries shows considerable modesty in terms of number and value. Ibrahim
Miiteferrika possessed the largest number of goods, but their average value
was comparable to that of contemporary booksellers so that he too led a
rather modest lifestyle. The late 19th-century booksellers-turned-printers also
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possessed limited numbers of goods whose value was much higher simply
because of the inflation throughout the 18th and 19th centuries.

Only three of the booksellers and printers studied possessed their own
house: Sahhaf Ibrahim Efendi (whose house seems to have been rather
inexpensive and hence modest because of its price of 133 guruy, case 2),
Ibrahim Miiteferrika (whose house is valued at 2,500 gurug, case 5), and
Sahhaf Es-Seyid Mustafa Esad Efendi (the value of his house is not explicitly
stated, case 13).

Only in two of the cases studied do we find entries of the value of female
slaves, who were used as domestics. Again [brahim Miiteferrika owned three
expensive female slaves of Georgian origin, and his contemporary Sahhaf
El-Hac Mustafa possessed a half share of the value of a female slave (case 6).

The two also possessed some cash: upon his demise Ibrahim Miiteferrika
lefc 110 gurus, and Sahhaf El-Hac Mustafa 40 gurus. However, although the
latter had a half share of a slave and some cash, he had many debts to pay
(77 percent of the value of his property) so that he eventually left to his two
heirs a property whose value was comparable to his other colleagues who were
no more than men of modest substance. The cash that Ibrahim Miiteferrika
left upon his demise was more considerable but still insufficient to buy even a
small, modest house, for instancg. This sum would be insufficient even if
Ibrahim Miiteferrika wished to buy a new press because the total value of his
six used presses was estimated at 700 gurug; chat is, 117 gurug per press.

In this respect Sahhaf Es-Seyyid Mustafa Esad Efendi, our last case, seems
to have been the richest and luckiest of all the booksellers and printers consid-
ered in the current study. He left cash to his heirs to the considerable value of
66,090 gurus, a sum that surpasses several times the total value of the property
of his three contemporaries. This sum seems to have been enough not only to
buy new presses, the price of one of which is estimated at 200 gurug, bur also
large and luxurious houses. However, Sahhaf Es-Seyyid Mustafa Esad Efendi
had to pay rather large debts valued at 129,325.5 gurug, so that in the end the
remainder to be shared between his two heirs was even less than the value of
his books. His heirs must have been enormously lucky because all his books,
as well as his other possessions, were sold and they were able to share the sum
received after deducting the debts and court fees, that is, 633,296 gurus. It
must be pointed out that Sahhaf Es-Seyyid Mustafa Esad Efendi’s relatively
good material condition has something to do with the legacy he received from
his father, the prominent Ottoman printer Karahisari El-Hac Ali Riza Efendi.
Bookselling and printing seems to have been a family business, since Mustafa
Esad Efendi’s son by his first wife, Mehmed Sevket Efendi, was also a book-
seller, as stated in the inheritance inventory. On the other hand, besides his

O. Sabev / Oriens 37 (2009) 177-190 185

book business Sahhaf Es-Seyyid Mehmed Kemaleddin Efendi (case 10), who
also left a considerable inheritance, had another source of regular income as a
librarian at the prestigious library of the sultan Mehmed the Conqueror in
Istanbul as stated in his inheritance inventory. In addition, it is unclear whether
the considerable amount of the remainder left by Es-Seyyid El-Hac Ismail
Efendi (case 7), calculated at 19,000 gurus and exceeding by at least roughly
ten times those of his early-19th-century contemporaries, was due to his pre-
sumably outstandingly profitable book business or for other reasons such as,
for instance, family legacy or other considerable sources of income. Interest-
ingly, all the richer booksellers and printers in my study (cases 7, 10, and 13)
appear to be seyyids, that is, persons belonging to the group of those claiming
to be descendants of the Prophet Muhammad. It could be just a mere coinci-
dence. However, this fact could serve as an indication for a specific social
background providing more opportunities for a prosperous life.

Among the richer men Ibrahim Miiteferrika is an exception since he was
not seyyid, yet he was a Hungarian convert to Islam. In comparison with all the
other booksellers and printers studied he had least debts to pay, mainly
monthly salaries for his workers at the printing house, but the books that
remained unsold at his printing house were not auctioned or sold off but left
as a legacy to his minor daughter. In other words, upon her father’s demise she
received no money but printed books and she had the right to receive the
money made on their sale. Even so, il the estimated value of these books
(20,422 gurug) is deducted from the value of the remainder (25,077 gurug) the
value of 4,655 gurus remains to be shared between {brahim Miiteferrika’s two
heirs: his wife and his minor daughter. So, if not able to sell off the inherited
printed books they could still rely on the other property whose value in fact
surpassed by at least ten times the remainders of the contemporary booksellers
studied here. It must be pointed out that in contrast to these men, whose
sources of income seems to have been only the book business, Ibrahim
Miiteferrika received a regular monthly salary for his service at the imperial
court as a miiteferrika, as well as for some additional services in the Ottoman
army and by the year 1738 as a liaison officer attached to his Hungarian com-
patriots, who took refuge in the Ottoman empire. As a miiteferrika he received
300 or 360 gurug per annum and as a liaison officer even more: 600 gurug.
These sums are more than or roughly the same as the remainder left to be
shared between the heirs of [brahim Miiteferrika’s contemporary booksellers.
So, it seems that the first Ottoman printer enjoyed much better material con-
ditions and standard of living than they did. However, it is still unclear whether
and to what degree his relative well-being was due to his service to the Otto-
man state or to his printing activities: probably it was due to the combination
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of the two, since before his death he managed to sell almost 70 percent of the
books produced by his printing house: a percentage that disproves the previ-
ous theories about Ibrahim Miiteferrika’s printing fiasco.'

It could be inferred from the comparative analysis of the 13 booksellers and
printers studied here that after their initial rejection of and opposition to
printing, the Ottoman manuscript sellers accepted that it offered them posi-
tive benefits. The newly introduced and tested printing technology gave a new
professional choice and created a new social behaviour. The 19th-century
Ottoman booksellers preferred to print the books they sold rather than order-
ing their copying or to buy them from the estates of the deceased or from book
owners. This shift seems to have been profitable. At least the cases studied for
the present article show that the late 19th-century booksellers-turned-printers’
material conditions and standard of living were much better than those of
their colleagues who saw the introduction of Ottoman printing. Obviously,
the traditional manuscript sellers could not resist the changing situation and
had no other choice but to use the weapon of their former “enemy”. In other
words their parable differed slightly from the Biblical parable of Cain and
Abel: in the case of Ottoman book business Cain did not kill Abel but adopted

his know-how to become at least a little richer.

@

" For a detailed analysis see Sabev, lbrahim Miiteferrika, pp. 287-303.
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Fur of Lynx and Arable Land:
The Wealth of an Ottoman Tax Farmer in the Early
Seventeenth Century

P4l Fodor
Institute of History of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest

At the turn of the 16th and 17th centuries the tax farmer (miiltezim) was prob-
ably one of the most hated figures in the Ottoman empire. Tax farmers were
used in the collection of the state revenues as carly as in the 15th century, but
their role gained momentum particularly from the second half of the 16th
century. This was due to four major developments: 1. the slow but steady
growth of the imperial domains (bas) of the sultans; 2. the granting of
high offices in combination with tax farming; 3. the spread of entrepreneurial
forms within the traditional system of tax farming, or, to put it in other words,
the merging of administrative functions with tax farming; 4. the evolution of
the corporate estate called ocaklzk. There was a growing need for fiscal contrac-
tors, generating increasingly more intricate business chains, and conversely, a
growing portion of the finances passed into the hands of enterprising tax farm-
ers. To the latter belonged the inspectors of finances (nazir) who originally
supervised the operation of the tax farms. Their main task was to oversee and
endorse the contractors’ accounts. In the course of this work, they often stood
surety for the tax farmers and issued loans to finance the tax farms (sometimes,
they also acted as tax collectors on behalf of the leaseholder they were expected
to supervise). By the turn of the century, this complex function had produced
a new type of nazir: the “bidder-inspector” (nazer-i miiltezim), who, like ordi-
nary tax farmers, received commission in return for huge payments in advance,
for making a higher bid and naming guarantors. The number of tax farms
under his authority also growing (involving all the tax farms of a province
in the extreme case), he assigned all or some of them to sub-contractors
in return for higher bids and advance payment. As time went on, some of
the units controlled by the nazirs separated administratively from the earlier
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