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The most important visual record of life at the Topkapi 
is the magnum opus of an enigmatic dragoman, 

Mouradgea Ignatius d’Ohsson (1740–1807).
Philip Mansel introduces a new book that rescues 

from obscurity both Mouradgea and 
the sumptuous illustrations he commissioned

BEHIND PALACE DOORS

Above: Windows on the East  
Two first-hand accounts of the Ottoman Empire appeared in Paris in the 1780s. 

Both authors enjoyed royal patronage, but they took very different stances. 
‘Tableau général de l’Empire othoman’, by Mouradgea d’Ohsson, was a sympathetic guide 

to court life, politics and customs. The frontispiece of his first volume, published 
in 1787 (above left), was a pointed riposte to the fiercely anti-Turkish ‘Voyage pittoresque 

de la Grèce’ (1782) by a future French ambassador to the Sublime Porte, 
Auguste, Comte de Choiseul-Gouffier (above right). Volumes II and III of Mouradgea’s 

‘Tableau général’ would follow in 1790 and, posthumously, in 1820
 

Right: Lunch with the grand vizier 
 Mouradgea commissioned this painting from Louis-Nicolas de L’Espinasse (1734–1808) 

for his ‘Tableau général’. The grand vizier (centre, his back to the wall) is 
lunching with a European envoy (his back to the viewer) in the divan chamber of the 

Topkapı. The shadowy figure of the Sultan listens in from behind a grille high up in the wall. 
As dragoman, or official interpreter, to the Swedish ambassador, Mouradgea would 

have been familiar with the scene: dragomans were key power brokers in any negotiations. 
De L’Espinasse based this impeccable rendering – in pen and grey ink, watercolour 

and gouache – on a painting by the Ottoman court artist Konstantin Kapıdağlı. 
It would become the basis for Plate 232 in Mouradgea’s ‘Tableau général’

The illustrations in this article are from ‘Enlightening Europe on Islam and 
the Ottomans’, by Carter Vaughn Findley. For details, see page 102
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enthroned in the Yalı Kiosk at the entrance to the Golden Horn. Built in 1599, the long-vanished kiosk would have been 
visible with a telescope from the Swedish embassy, where Mouradgea worked. A valuable record of Ottoman court ritual 
and palace architecture, this view (Plate 172 in the ‘Tableau général’) is again the work of de L’Espinasse based on a 
now-lost painting by Kapıdağlı. On the skyline are the domes of Ayairene, Ayasofya and the Sultan Ahmet (‘Blue’) Mosque

Presentation to the Sultan of the Grand Admiral and his squadron commanders in a palace kiosk
The departure and return of the Ottoman fleet were always marked by a solemn ceremony in the presence of the Sultan in 
the grounds of the Topkapı. Mouradgea informs us that the Grand Admiral (Kapudan Pasha) is setting off on a tour of 
the Aegean Islands. He has stepped off his white ceremonial barge to be robed and to prostrate himself before the Sultan, 
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Above ‘Bureau public’ This coloured drawing by de L’Espinasse was the basis for Mouradgea’s ‘Bureau Public’, presumed to be based on 
an original by Kapıdağlı. The classic Ottoman Baroque interior is flooded with light from two tiers of windows. A rare illustration of the inner 
workings of Ottoman bureaucracy, it shows scribes hard at work in the Office of the Imperial Divan. Bearded senior clerics consult documents 
while seated against the walls on high cushions. In front of them, apprentices are busy writing manuscripts, their implements set out on 
low chests. Presiding in the centre is the chef de bureau with his advisers. The image was engraved as Plate 178 of the ‘Tableau général’
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Top left The Swedish royal coat of arms as its appears in the 
‘Tableau général’. Mouradgea dedicated the first volume to 
‘Gustav III, King by God’s Grace of the Swedes, Goths and Vandals’

Left Mouradgea in ‘Swedish dress’ wearing the Royal Order of Vasa, 
portrayed by Lorens Pasch the Younger (1733–1805) 

T
he Tableau général de l’Empire 
othoman is a masterpiece: three 
richly illustrated volumes of 
insights into Ottoman manners, 
beliefs and ethics by an 

intriguing – but undeservedly obscure – man 
of letters, Ignatius Mouradgea d’Ohsson.

The story starts in 1709 when Ahmed III 
invited Charles XII, King of Sweden, to take 
refuge in the Ottoman capital after his 
defeat in battle by Peter the Great of Russia. 
He and his retinue of courtiers remained as 
guests of the Sultan for five years.

The experience ignited a fascination with 
all things Ottoman among Charles’s large 
entourage, and led to a new understanding 
in the West of the aesthetics and politics  
of a great Islamic empire. Seventy-five  
years later, this interest would inspire 
Mouradgea’s Tableau général, described  
by the historian Carter Vaughn Findley in 
his new book, Enlightening Europe, as  
“the most authoritative, most profusely 
illustrated work of the Enlightenment on 
Islam and the Ottoman Empire”. 

Ottoman court art was crucial to the 
Tableau général. After moving to Paris in 
1784, Mouradgea commissioned his plates 
from the best Paris engravers. These were 
largely based on contemporary Ottoman  
paintings – factual but somewhat naive  
– subtly redrawn by renowned French 
artists. We know that Mouradgea’s  
father-in-law, Abraham Kuleliyan,  
a powerful banker, took “42 large  
pictures” from Istanbul to Paris for  
him – all now lost. Fortunately, many  
of the French paintings (several  
shown on these pages) still survive.
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S
ome people belong to one 
country. Ignace Mouradgea 
d’Ohsson belonged to three: the 
Ottoman Empire, where he was 
born in 1740; France, where he 

died in 1807; and Sweden, for which he 
worked for most of his life. His careers 
were as varied as his identities. 

Son of a wealthy Armenian merchant 
and his French wife (Claire Pagy, of a 
Levantine family from Smyrna, some of 
whom still live there), he became a 
merchant, interpreter, diplomat, writer 
and political reformer. He was at once 
Armenian, Catholic (some Armenians 
acknowledged the authority of the Pope), 
Ottoman, French and Swedish. From 
1763 to 1784 he was dragoman for the 
Swedish Legation in Istanbul under the 
brothers Gustaf and Ulric Celsing, who 
succeeded each other as minister between 
1750 and 1780. Their superb collection 
of Istanbul views by Jan van der Steen 
was recently sold to a Qatar museum. 

Sweden and the Ottoman Empire 
had been allies since the 1650s, as both 
powers dreaded Russian expansion. 
Dragomans, like diplomats, were bridges 
between countries, and Mouradgea 
helped establish diplomatic relations 
between Spain and the Ottoman Empire. 

Ennobled in 1780 by King Gustav III 
of Sweden, Mouradgea, a freemason  
with many “brothers”, acquired a new 
identity as “M le chevalier d’Ohsson”, 
from his uncle’s sobriquet “Tosun”, 
Turkish for “robust” or “bull-like”. He 
was one of the first, and most gifted, 
Istanbullus to achieve the goal of 
transforming into a Western European.  
In Paris in 1784 he met the King,  p94  

Beşiktaş, the Sultan’s summer palace on the Bosphorus, and his ladies’ caiques 
This painting by de L’Espinasse records the annual exodus from the Topkapı in May. A flotilla 
of caiques, each with two dozen oarsmen, bears the concubines in curtained kiosks past the 
pavilions of the Palace of Beşiktaş, on the shores of the Bosphorus, where the court will spend 
the summer. The women will alight at the jealously guarded entrance to the harem (left), seen  
in a detail from Plate 169 of the ‘Tableau’. Kapıdağlı, no doubt the source of this highly 
accurate depiction, was able to paint murals in the Topkapı’s empty harem in their absence

Mouradgea d’Ohsson: 
the ultimate cosmopolite
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the many chimneys of the palace kitchens. De L’Espinasse clearly worked from a detailed original, presumably by Kapıdağlı, 
whose own oil painting of the ceremony hangs in the Topkapı. It is uncertain why the scene was never engraved for the ‘Tableau’ 

CORNUCOPIA  89  

The Muayede Ceremony, Topkapı Palace In a ceremony of magnificent precision, an army of dignitaries pays homage to the 
Sultan, enthroned at the far end of the Second Court. A Janissary band in the foreground provides rousing music. On the right are 
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Celebrating a royal birth Women musicians play for a new mother and palace ladies in the Harem. Mouradgea’s detailed description was no                    doubt gleaned from the Chief Black Eunuch, whose financier was his father-in-law. De L’Espinasse clearly relished depicting the sumptuous chamber
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An Imperial Retreat Harem ladies serve the Sultan and his family a meal in a garden kiosk. The scene is concealed from prying eyes 
by a wall of curtains patrolled by black eunuchs. De L’Espinasse’s painting, signed ‘DL, 1790’, is the only known record of the 
occasion: the plate is missing in every copy of the ‘Tableau’. Perhaps it was lost in the 30 years before the third volume was published
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The game of ‘djirid’ From the time of Ahmed III in the early 1700s, 
the Sultan would set out each Monday and Thursday, weather 
permitting, to one of many kiosks dotted around the meadows and 
forests of Istanbul. These outings gave the all-male retinue of the 
Enderun, the inner court of the palace, a chance to exercise and  
hone their martial skills and horsemanship, above all in the mounted 
javelin sport of ‘djirid’ (jereed). 

Jereed involved contests between two palace teams, the ‘Bamiadji’ 
(okra men) and ‘Lakhanadji’ (cabbage men), a rivalry originating in 
the 1420s, when the Ottoman ruler Çelebi Sultan Mehmed held court 
at Merzifon in northern Anatolia, famed for its cabbages. His son the 

future Murad I lived at nearby Amasya, known for its okra, and the 
two cavalries adopted the vegetables as their insignias. 

Jereed could be dangerous, as the detail from Plate 171 (opposite) 
illustrates. Selim III’s grand vizier İzzet Mehmed Efendi, who fought 
Napoleon in Egypt in 1799, was just one grandee who lost an eye. 
Outsiders attended these events, especially those held in the Belgrade 
Forest, where many ambassadors lived in summer. 

Mouradgea relates that food was served to spectators and court 
alike, and prayers were held at the appointed times. The horse and 
foot races, wrestling and jumping contests were rounded off with 
singing, and provocative performances by Greek dance troupes

 p86  a great patron  of the arts, who  
was visiting his friends Louis XVI and 
Marie Antoinette. Gustav III encouraged 
Mouradgea’s plans for a book on the 
Ottoman Empire and gave him the idea  
of showing portraits of sultans hanging in  
a tree – literally a family tree. Mouradgea’s 
opus, like many others on the Ottoman 
Empire, received official French patronage, 
and probably subsidies: France was  

the oldest ally of both the Ottoman Empire 
and Sweden.

Driven by his exceptional energy and 
versatility, and the financial backing of his 
wealthy father-in-law, Abraham Kuleliyan, 
from 1784 Mouradgea worked on the 
Tableau général de l’Empire othoman, 
which Carter Findley rightly admires for its 
design and illustrations, as well as its 
abundance of accurate information. The 

Abbé Parent de Vassy, from the Sorbonne, 
was assigned to edit the text, smoothing  
out Mouradgea’s French prose. 

His inside information reveals the  
history and structure of the Ottoman 
palace, government, army and navy, and 
explains the role of the ulema (religious 
scholars) and the many dervish orders and 
their  relations with Christians – who 
 were more often humiliated, by  p100   
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Opposite, top Abdülhamid I’s Library
Plate 32 of the ‘Tableau’ carefully captures 
precise details of the new library built for 
Abdülhamid I, who was on the throne when 
Mouradgea left for Paris in 1784. Istanbul 
had some 35 public libraries, he wrote, each 
with as many as 5,000 manuscripts. The 
Topkapı housed a further 15,000 volumes 

Opposite, bottom Raghib Pasha’s library 
Plate 33 of the ‘Tableau’ shows the innovative 
public library endowed by Koca Raghib Pasha, 
a noted intellecual and author who was 
grand vizier from 1757 to 1763. Mouradgea, 
then a young man, would have known 
him personally, as his father-in-law, Abraham 
Kuleliyan, was the pasha’s financier 

Above The grand vizier breaking his 
fast with ministers in Ramazan 
It was a long-standing custom for grand 
viziers to host members of the ruling elite 
on all but seven nights of Ramazan. 
The highest officers of state, seen here in 
Plate 39 of the ‘Tableau’, would attend 
the fast-breaking on the third night. 
Based on the work of Kapıdağlı, who 
decorated many of the rooms in the 
Topkapı, this engraving of the candlelit 
scene marries Ottoman accuracy of detail 
to French mastery of light and shade

Left Mouradgea’s books
Plate 39 shows the books and manuscripts 
Mouradgea took to Paris for reference. 
His son Constantine would leave them to 
Lund University Library in 1850. The 
historian Carter Vaughn Findley, who 
examined them for his book ‘Enlightening 
Europe’, suggests they were insufficient for 
Mouradgea, whose writing was often 
propelled by the paintings he had 
commissioned from Kapıdağlı and other 
artists. This drawing is by Jean-Baptiste 
Hilaire, who accompanied the French 
ambassador, the Comte de Choiseul-
Gouffier, to Istanbul in 1782 and worked 
both for him and for Mouradgea 
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This page How Ottoman women dressed
Mouradgea dedicated eight plates to  
women’s fashions. His text includes a detailed 
description of their hairstyles and head 
coverings ‘extending high above the head,  
and coming to a point with a tuft of silk, gold 
wire or fine pearls’. Elsewhere he notes 
regional variations such as black veils in Egypt  
and Syria. Of this group of Muslim women  
in Istanbul, three are noblewomen and one 
(bottom right) is a palace lady
Top left A woman of rank (Plate 75) dressed 
in a short-sleeved fur overgarment for winter, 
drawn by Hilaire, possibly in Istanbul 

Top right A woman in spring attire (Plate 76) 
by Jean-Jacques-François Le Barbier (1738–
1826), who never visited the city and would 
have used originals supplied by Mouradgea
Bottom left A drawing by Hilaire of a 
woman in summer attire, which still involved 
several layers of clothing (Plate 77) 
Bottom right Mouradgea describes this 
woman (Plate 78) as ‘Femme Esclave’, a female 
slave. The artist is unknown. Similarly dressed 
figures are seen carrying trays of food to the 
Sultan in the garden scene on pages 92–93

Above The Purse-Bearer
The ‘Tchantadji’, or Purse-Bearer (Plate 162), 
who accompanied the Sultan when he left  
the palace, bears an embroidered leather sack 
of gold and silver coins. Mouradgea took  
pains to illustrate and write about numerous 
offices of empire. Others include the ‘reis 
efendi’ (de facto foreign minister), the  
master of the wardrobe, the ‘bostancı’  
(the gardeners, who in fact policed the city), 
the eunuchs guarding the harem, and the 
deaf-mutes who sat outside the door when  
the Sultan met his grand vizier

Right (top, centre and bottom) 
Gifts to Mecca 
Each year the Sultan appointed an official, 
the ‘sürre emini’, to bear treasure to Mecca 
and Medina. His departure from the palace 
remained one of the most magnificent 
ceremonies into the 20th century. These 
delightful drawings by Hilaire illustrate the 
extent to which the mules and camels were 
caparisoned. In Plate 48 (right) a camel is led 
symbolically by the Chief Black Eunuch, 
whose responsibilities included supervising 
the charitable foundations supporting the 
Holy Cities of Mecca and Medina
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Above The Public Baths 
Baths were taken ‘two, three, or even four 
times a week’, wrote Mouradgea. ‘Every city, 
every town, every village, however poor, has  
its public bath.’ Mouradgea’s Istanbul-born 
wife, Eva, was the source of much of his 
knowledge of the baths, including the painful 
massage given to women after childbirth – Le 
Barbier depicts a new mother swathed  in a 

blue cloth in the centre of this oil painting 
(Plate 13 of the ‘Tableau’). The engraver 
Cochin, a classic Enlightenment figure, 
warned the Paris artists not to ‘Frenchify’ their 
work. Yet Le Barbier could not resist depicting 
his figures in the fashionable Neoclassical style. 

Unlike the ‘stark naked’ bathers described 
by Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, who 
inspired Ingres’ famous painting ‘Le bain 

turc’, the women here are for the most part 
covered – in red or blue ‘Peschtumals of silk, 
linen and cotton’. 

Plates 12 and 13 are illustrations of ritual 
cleanliness. To stress the role of decorum, the 
French text revived arcane terms with classical 
connotations – ‘la lotion’ for the washing,  
and ‘lustration’ to suggest the purification 
rites associated with ancient pagan sacrifices

Left A Muslim gentleman at his ablutions
Cleanliness could not wash away sin, Mouradgea 
noted, but was a prerequisite for prayer. Plate 12, 
redrawn by Hilaire from an Ottoman prototype, 
appears in the ‘Tableau’ together with Plate 13, 
‘The Public Baths’ (above). Mouradgea’s 
collaborator, the master engraver Charles-Nicolas 
Cochin, insisted that etching be used lightly to 
achieve subtle ‘clair-obscur’ and indicate colour

 p94 insults and clothing prohibitions, 
than mistreated. 

The Tableau was published in Paris in 
three splendid illustrated volumes in 1788, 
1790 and – leapfrogging the publishing 
desert of the Revolution and the Empire – 
1820. Like Mouradgea himself, the work 
was helped by the triangular alliance 
between France, Sweden and the Ottoman 
Empire, which – defying differences 
between Catholics and Protestants, as well 
as Christians and Muslims – was at its 
height during Mouradgea’s years in Paris. 
The handsome Swedish Count Axel von 
Fersen was the lover of Marie Antoinette.  
Gustav III received an annual subsidy from 
France, and was planning an attack on 
Russia with Ottoman help. 

The book was printed at the Imprimerie 
de Monsieur – “Monsieur” being Louis XVI’s 
pro-Ottoman, pro-Gustavian brother, the 
Comte de Provence, later Louis XVIII. 
Politics, literature, the arts and personal 
tastes and ambitions all reflected and 
reinforced the Franco-Ottoman-Swedish 
alliance. Gustav read the first volume, 
which was dedicated to him, in 1788, 
perhaps as he sat on his Turkish divan in 
Haga, his favourite Neoclassical pavilion 
outside Stockholm, while planning his 
attack on Russia.

Even the frontispiece reflected the alliance. 
The future French ambassador to the 
Ottoman Empire, the Comte de Choiseul-
Gouffier, in an outburst of youthful 
Philhellenism, had published in 1782 the 
first volume of his Voyage pittoresque de la 
Grèce, with a frontispiece showing a figure 
of Greece in chains, awaiting liberation by 
Russia. In a deliberate riposte, Mouradgea’s 
frontispiece followed the official French 
policy of support for the Ottoman Empire. 
It shows the Prophet Mohammed in front 
of the Kaaba in Mecca, with a copy of the 
Koran in his hand. Islam, d’Ohsson asserted, 
was a rational religion with codified law, 
and the Empire was ready for reform under 
enlightened leadership. The book was 
shown to the young Selim III after his 
accession in 1789, to counteract the impact 
of the Voyage pittoresque de la Grèce, which 
the British ambassador had naturally drawn 
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Above This engraving of a ‘namazgâh’, 
an outdoor place of prayer (Plate 16), was 
probably based on a drawing Hilaire made 
during his travels in the Ottoman Empire

Opposite Mouradgea’s arrival in 
Paris in 1784 coincided with a visit by  
Gustav III of Sweden, who was so 
taken with the set of sultans’ portraits 
shown to him by Mouradgea that he 
commissioned this Ottoman family 
tree. It should have been in the ‘Tableau’ 
but may have been too expensive to 
engrave. Mouradgea had been ennobled 
in 1780 – his Swedish crest graces the 
cover of Findley’s book (see below) 

to the attention of the Ottoman authorities. 
The book’s message was that the Ottoman 

Empire was not a lawless despotism, but a 
well-ordered state. It had vast resources, 
helped by foreign Muslims’ acceptance of 
the authority of the Sultan as their Caliph. 
It needed only “one great man, we shall not 
cease to repeat it, to give this empire a new 
face”: that man was the future Selim III, 
already in touch with Louis XVI, who 
would ascend to the throne in 1789. 

The book was distinguished by the quality 
and abundance of its illustrations, all of 
which are reproduced here by Findley. They 
were mostly composed by two French artists, 
Nicolas de L’Espinasse and Jean-Baptiste 
Hilaire, from drawings by the Ottoman artist 
Konstantin Kapıdağlı that were supplied by 
Mouradgea. They were engraved in Paris, 
initially under the supervision of Charles-
Nicolas Cochin, with the inscription apdr, 
“avec privilège du roi”. They reflect the 
vitality of the unfamiliar world of Ottoman 
painters. Far from following a Muslim 
prohibition on paintings, wealthy pilgrims 
to Mecca often took painters with them to 
record the Holy Places. Sultans regularly had 
their portraits painted, as Selim III did by 
Kapıdağlı. Western view-painters living in 
Istanbul included Antoine van der Steen, 
who worked for the Swedish ambassador 
before 1780, and Luigi Mayer, who worked 
for the British ambassador before 1793. 

The plates commissioned by Mouradgea 
provide what Findley calls “uniquely 
valuable pictorial evidence” of Ottoman 
parades and ceremonies; officials and their 
costumes; Muslim women, veiled and 
unveiled; the different costumes of 
Albanians, Greeks, Bosnians; Greek dances; 
Dervish exercises; Muslim prayers, mosques 
and calendars; and the relics of the Prophet 
in Topkapı Palace. He also shows the grand 
vizier’s tribunal at work in the divanhane  
in the Topkapı and scribes working in the 

Sublime Porte. Only an insider/outsider like 
Mouradgea could have commissioned such 
a collection and have them engraved in Paris. 
There are even intimate details of harem life 
– back in Istanbul, his family had financial 
relations with the Chief Black Eunuch, who 
was in charge of the Harem. One print 
shows the ritual of the Sultan having a bath, 
helped by numerous female attendants; 
another shows a European envoy lunching 
with the grand vizier in the imperial divan.

Mouradgea, in addition to his other 
careers, was also a political reformer. Posted 
as a Swedish diplomat to Istanbul in  
1792–99, he wrote memoranda for the 
Sultan and helped found the Ottoman 
Academy of Military Engineering. However, 
Selim III requested Mouradgea’s recall,  
as he believed he had become “completely 
inclined towards the French” and a 
Republican, and the French Republic had 
invaded the wealthy Ottoman province of 
Egypt. He lived off a small Swedish pension 
outside Paris with his second French wife, 
born Amélie Belliard de Vaubicourt, until 
his death in 1807. His son Constantine, a 
Swedish diplomat, arranged the publication 
of the third volume in 1820 (perhaps 
with help from Louis XVIII, to whom 
the artist Antoine Ignace Melling had just 
dedicated his superb Voyage pittoresque de 
Constantinople in 1819). 

Findley has produced a fascinating, 
definitive study, important for the histories 
of diplomacy and book production as well 
as Ottoman studies, and a fitting sequel  
to his books Ottoman Civil Officialdom:  
A Social History (1989) and The Turks in 
World History (2005). The difficulties of 
finding first-hand information on such an 
elusive, multifarious and peripatetic man as 
Mouradgea are suggested by the amount of 
research Findley has conducted in archives 
in Istanbul, Venice, Paris, Nantes and 
Sweden. Long quotations from Mouradgea’s 
text are accompanied by hundreds of 
reproductions of the prints in his book. 

Mouradgea’s life and books (there was 
also a history of the Ottoman dynasty) show 
that alliances, translation and tolerance were 
no less characteristic of Ottoman-European 
relations than conflict and ignorance. 
Hopefully, one day both the Qatari owners 
of the Celsing collection of pictures (now, 
shamefully, hidden from public view) and 
Mouradgea’s Swedish descendants, who still 
own some of the pictures he commissioned, 
will allow them to be exhibited. No one who 
sees these pictures, or reads this book, could 
dispute that the Ottoman Empire, however 
different in government, language and faith, 
was artistically, commercially and above all 
diplomatically closely linked to Europe. 
Ottoman history is also European history.u
 
Philip Mansel’s latest books are ‘Aleppo: 
The Rise and Fall of Syria’s Great Merchant 
City’ (IB Tauris 2016, 2017) and ‘King of 
the World: The Life of Louis XIV’ (Allen 
Lane and University of Chicago Press 2019)

Enlightening Europe on Islam and the 
Ottomans: Mouradgea d’Ohsson 
and His Masterpiece, by Carter Vaughn 
Findley (Brill 2019, £66), is available 
from cornucopia.net/enlighteningeurope
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