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The topic and aim of the research 

My dissertation takes a closer look at the period of the fourth Ottoman–Venetian War (1570–

1573). The history of the war is by no means unheard of in history writing: there are many 

monographs and studies written about this topic, on the Battle of Lepanto alone, there is a 

whole library’s worth of research, awaiting those that are interested. However, this is not to 

suggest that all details of the events are wholly discovered or reassuringly clarified. In my 

dissertation, I bring attention to the disputed or less researched details of Cyprian War, such 

as the history of Cyprus before the Ottoman era, the attitude of locals towards the Ottoman 

occupation and its possible reasons, why the island became a desirable target, the cartographic 

skills of Ottomans at the time, the diplomatic and military preparations before the war, the 

role of Joseph Nasi, who is believed to have started the war, the assessment of the victory at 

Lepanto, the consequences of the Ottoman occupation of Cyprus, and finally, the impact the 

war had in Hungary.  

 

The method and results of the research 

Out of the Turkish sources used, the most important ones are the mühimme defteris (empirical 

commands in the name of the sultan) given in various different cases. From the time period 

between 1570 and 1573, in published and non-published sources, about a thousand commands 

are about the war matters. Out of the published ones, number 3, 4, 5, 6, 10 and 12 are relevant 

to the topic at hand. Regarding the non-published books, I have studied number 8, 9, 11, 13, 

14, 15, 16, 18, 19, 21, 27 and 62. The information from these sources are perfectly 

complemented by the partly informational, partly propagandastic Ottoman victory reports and 

chronicles. From the latter, I relied mostly the works of Peçevi, Selaniki and Katib Çelebi. 

From the Western sources, I mainly used the memorandums of those that participated in the 

war, as well as some material from the Österreichisches Staatsarchiv Turcica and Batthyány 

Archives of the National Archives of Hungary, which consisted of the letters of people who 

fought for the Habsburgs doing diplomacy and/or military tasks. Other than these, the 

chronicles of Ferenc Forgách and Miklós Istvánffy can be used to learn about the impact of 

the war on Hungary. Handouts, as well as many literature and art pieces inspired by the war 

are important sources as well. 

1. The attitude of the Cypriots towards the Ottomans 

Thesis: In the island of Cyprus, which was one of the leaders of the Crusades, the French, 

and then Venetian rule that came before the Turks have ruined the relationship between the 
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Catholic leaders and the Orthodox natives to such an extent, that the Cypriots saw the 

conquering Ottoman armies as saviours, and even helped them with military operations.  

One of the events that led to the Latin–Cypriot dispute is considered to be the unsuccessful 

church union of 1439, which failed to benefit the relationship between the two parties: the 

Latins continued to oppose marriage, funerals and other religious services with the Greeks. 

The growing opposition can be observed in Cyprian history writing: in the middle of the 15th 

century, the famous writer Leontios Machairas’ chronicle called „Recital Concerning the 

Sweet Land of Cyprus” is both against the pope and Islam. Originally the Greeks and the 

union were hoping for help against the Turks from the Catholic rulers in Europe, which turned 

out to be unsuccessful, but they experienced that the Islam threat could be avoided by paying 

taxes, it resulted that in the eyes of the natives, oppressed by the Catholics in everyday life, 

the Islam seemed less horrible than the Venetian domination. However, it is obvious that the 

Cypriots were in a highly vulnerable situation: they could only choose between their 

oppressor Venetian masters and the Ottomans. The latter, according to the mühimme defteris, 

made various promises to the natives, and made threats in cases of defiance. The Cypriots did 

not wish to sacrifice their lives for a regime that gave them such few rights, and the Venetians 

did not trust natives enough to give them weapons, even under the threat of war. Most of the 

Cypriots were supportive of the Turkish armies throughout the whole war, even their Italian 

masters could not stop them. After the Turkish victory, some Venetians disguised themselves 

as Greeks in order to escape, which shows the special situation the natives were in. 

2. The reasons why Cyprus became a target 

Thesis: Cyprus was an ideal target for the all the Ottoman leaders. 

The sources used for this chapter are mainly Ottoman chronicles, the writings of Ebussuud 

Efendi, and victory reports.  

Selim, like other sultans, had to conquer after taking the throne, to consolidate his power. A 

successful war, could bring glory and progress not just for him, but for the participating 

viziers, commanders and even soldiers. To ensure success, it was essential to choose a 

suitable target: Cyprus lay closely to the main Ottoman lands, due to its strategic location it 

could bring trading, military and even religious advantages, as it secured pilgrim roads, and it 

would have put the grave of Umm Haram, a relative of Mohamed, under Muslim supervision. 

As a reason for the war, Ebussuud Efendi Shaykh al-Islam wrote a jurist evaluation, which 

has not been examined in detail. We can see from the fetva, that the Porta used Islam 

historical rights as the ideological reason for the war, which had been valid since the first 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shaykh_al-Isl%C4%81m


4 

 

Arabic occupation of Cyprus (by Osman Khalifa, 647). This reasoning came up during 

negotiation with Signoria: Selim asked to take Cyprus from the Venetians based on historical 

rights, stating that it had once belonged to the Egyptian sultan, who offered all incomes to 

Mecca and Medina: therefore because of the Christian domination, significant Muslim places 

experienced a loss of income. Venice accepted none of the reasoning of the Ottomans, and 

believed that because the Turks broke the peace for no reason, they had the right to ask the 

European leaders for help.  

In the fetva, and the victory report sent across the empire after the war, it is a repeated 

argument that the peace with Christians must be kept only when it is beneficial for Muslims. 

The authors could have meant the inefficiency of the agreement, which could be seen in the 

harm the Christians had caused the Muslims, such as the pirate raids that is described in detail 

in the mühimme defteris, and/or the advantages of occupying Cyprus. Muslim societies could 

be motivated easily by the jihad, because according to Islam it is not only a fair and rightful 

war, but it is duty as well. It was justifiable and promised more spoils to choose a European 

target. However, Western wars always seemed more difficult, so it was important that the 

ruler of Cyprus was one of the militarily weakest Christian states, Venice. In the case of the 

Signoria, a Turkish attack could affect all territories from the Adriatic Sea to the Greek 

islands, and to organise the protection of these areas would have required so many people, 

equipment, and the improvement of forts that they would not have been able to afford. 

Additionally, there was no incentive during the time of peace for such investments, raising 

money was slow, they would rather have spent it elsewhere. The threat of war sped up the 

preparations, but the shortage of time did not leave many opportunities. The Venetians’ 

strategy, which was to wait for exact reports, and only start raising people and weapons, 

increase taxes after, proved to be unsuccessful. Consequently, on the eve of the Turkish attack 

the forts were not finished, the soldiers were too few and not well armed against the well-

equipped Ottoman armies. 

Taking this into consideration, in my opinion, the statement that some of the experts make  

(Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall, Hüseyin Kabasakal, Erhan Afyoncu, Colin Imber, İdris 

Bostan, Feridun Bilgin, Kate Fleet), that Sokollu Mehmed, who had received exact 

information on the European situation, in fear of the rise of his rivals, had been against the 

whole war, and therefore advised the sultan to choose targets that did not promise much 

success, like the intervention in Spain in protection of the moor uprising, is unrealistic. This 

view is based on the contemporary Venetian scout reports, but we have no reason to assume 
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that these conclusions are more than simple diplomatic tricks that the Porta used to negotiate 

with the Signoria, or that the second most powerful man in the Ottoman Empire would be 

honest in front of the representors of the enemy. The way I see it, it was important to Sokollu 

to take part in a successful strategy, after the failed Don-Volga sewage system plan that cost 

him huge amounts of money. It is undoubtedly true that there were personal conflicts within 

the Ottoman leaders, between the grand viziers and their clientele who have served multiple 

generations of sultans, and advancing new political generation who lacked real power at the 

time. The success of the Cyprian war was mostly due to the navy commander turned pirates, 

who had experience in sea battles (such as Piyale, Uluç Ali), and for the pashas (Müezzinzade 

Ali, Lala Mustafa), who were somewhat cut off from the sultan by the grand viziers, it was a 

chance to prove themselves and advance their careers. Sokollu, in fear of his opponents 

getting stronger, could not have stayed in the background, or could not have risked his 

position by opposing the wishes of the sultan. It further proves that he did not wish to stay in 

the background, that the propaganda report of the sultan following the Cyprian victory, 

mentions that the nephew of Sokollu Mehmed, Ferhad bey of Klis, played a significant role in 

the success of the war, but mentions Lala Mustafa by name only at the commander 

promotions, and the executer of the only victorious plot at the battle of Lepanto, Uluç Ali, is 

not even mentioned in the text. The whole Ottoman leading party tried to benefit from the 

Cyprian war, so a successful war was in the interest of all groups. 

3. The Role of the Ottoman Cartography in the Cyprian War 

Thesis: Maps played an important role in the war preparations: the cartographic knowledge 

of the Ottomans contributed greatly to the success. 

The occupation of the island of Cyprus had been planned by the Ottomans for a long time. 

This statement is supported by a text and a map about Cyprus in the Kitab-i Bahriye, written 

in 1525, that I have analysed, which shows the Ottoman sailors’ knowledge of the island at 

the time. The book paints an alluringly rich and lonely picture of Cyprus, and it gives detailed 

guide for ships to the island – as well as all the other areas mentioned in the book. In my 

opinion, the book covers all the needs of the Turkish fleet of the 16th century, which mainly 

consisted of galleys (kadirga) and galliots (kalite) that could adapt well to the deep waters of 

the Mediterraneum. Based on this, I believe that the book of Piri Reis could have been used to 

the advantage of the Ottoman leaders to find new targets, this was probably the reason why 

Ibrahim Pasha, the grand vizier of Suleyman ordered the book. There are three atlases (the 

Walters Maritime Atlas, the Atlas of Ali Macar Reis and the Atlas-i Hümayun) that focus on 
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the area of the Mediterranean Sea, which were made only in a few years, presumably at the 

end of the 1560s and the beginning of the 1570s. The work of Ali Macar, that he wrote from 

the 7th August to the 4th September in 1567 during the time of 975 Safar, is particularly 

interesting, since he presented it to sultan II. Selim in the seraglio during the preparations for 

the Cyprian War. The atlases, that mostly depict the Mediterraneum, shed light on the 

Ottoman expectations, that did not believe that the discovery of the New World, or the 

Atlantic sailing was of particular importance, since the sultans of the Ottoman house was 

influenced mainly by the legend of Alexander the Great and the Byzantine legacy.  

4. The role of Joseph Nasi in the Cyprian Declaration of War 

Thesis: The view that the Cyprian War was started because of Joseph Nasi, is mostly based on 

the antisemitism and personal prejudice against doing business with Jewish people of the 

contemporary European (particularly Venetian) sources, which prejudices were cleverly used 

by the Turkish diplomacy.  

Contrary to European rumours, after occupying the island, Joseph Nasi did not become the 

king of Cyprus, and it cannot be proven based on the sources, that this had ever been the plan 

of the Ottoman leaders. Based on my research Nasi, despite all his influence, was nothing 

more than the helper of the Ottoman foreign policy with European experience. The sultans did 

not give him more power than that, only financial stability. His influence, which seemed 

unlimited from Europe, the mühimme defteris set a different tone. They mention his good 

relationship with the sultan, but they also show the limits of his power, like his failure to tax 

the people of Naxos, or his incompetency in dealing with the raids on the island (Saban Reis 

in 1568, Uluç Bey in 1572). As soon as he overstepped the limit of his power, the assigned 

Ottoman officers reported it to the sultan, as we can see from the command sent to Mahmud 

Beylerbeyi in Alexandria. His power was threatened by not only the Ottoman officers, but his 

emerging supporters as well, which is proven by his conflict with David, who was later 

banished to Rhodos. Therefore, despite his personal opinions, Nasi had to cooperate with 

every member of the Ottoman leadership, and help make the empirical plans happen. He did 

not set any conditions: he was not only not integrated to the political elite, but the empire as 

well: he did not follow Islam, he could not speak Turkish, and did not sit on the meetings of 

the divan. For these reasons, we cannot assume that the possible rivalry with Sokollu Mehmed 

had a significant influence on foreign policy. The attack of Cyprus was not a spur of the 

moment decision: Selim had planned to take the island even as the heir to the throne, and had 
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collected useful information for many years. It is better to look at the Cyprian War as a part of 

the Ottoman political power, rather than a personal ambition. 

5. The preparations for the war 

Thesis: After the Don–Volga sewage system plan had failed due to diplomatic preparations 

not being thorough enough, the Ottoman leaders wanted detailed preparations in the case of 

Cyprus. Even though they chose a close and relatively weak target, the planning of the war, 

the mobilisation and supply of armies affected the whole empire, and proved to be difficult 

for the subjects. 

To support these claims, in my dissertation I look at the events in foreign policy, for which the 

main sources were the Turkish empirical commands as well as chronicles written in 

Hungarian – especially about Transylvania and the Ottoman Hungary. The key to the success 

of the war was that during the battles in the Mediterraneum, the Ottomans would not be 

forced to fight on two or more fronts. Even though they managed to make peace with their 

biggest enemies, the (Austrian) Habsburgs and the Persians, and to overcome the uprisings in 

Basra and Yemen, there was an unexpected conflict in Transylvania between the Porta and 

Maximilian II due to the death of János Zsigmond. The Turkish diplomacy acted fast, and 

prevent the Habsburgs from increasing their influence in Transylvania. 

There are many interesting details about the war preparations, such as the organisation of the 

mobilisation and the supply in the mühimme defteris. The commands tell us that the 

enormous demand for soldiers mostly affected the areas of the Anatolia, Rumelia and Aleppo. 

The benefice properties and increases (terakki) after the fall of Nicosia and Famagusta show 

that soldiers were recruited from all over the empire. The mühimme defteris mostly inform us 

about the rewards of lower rank soldiers, the income of the tanners was between 2000 and 

6000 akçes, averaging 3000 akçes. The rewards given out were higher than that of a local 

raid, which shows that taking part in the war meant an opportunity for greater advancement. 

The proposers usually participated in the battles themselves, and recommended their own 

people for various rewards. Many people were sentenced to be sent to the galleys, which 

shows the increased demand of the sultan’s fleet for rowers. The timber needed for the 

building of the fleet was brought in mainly from the area that now belongs to Kastamonu, the 

hemp from Tire in İzmir, and the iron needed for the fleet – just like for other wars – from 

Samakov that now belongs to Bulgaria. In the transport of this equipment, the harbours of 

Kavala and İzmir played the biggest part. The supply of food was secured from the areas close 

to Cyprus, while most of the gunpowder came from Egypt and Baghdad. The reinforcement 
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of the army was done through the ports of Trablus and Payas. The war affected the island of 

Rhodes the most, as they had to oversee protection and intelligence tasks as well as provide 

supplies. Even though the great territory and various resources of the empire made it possible 

to cover all needs of the war domestically, the mühimme defteris mention some organisational 

difficulties. They mention that the cities of Sinop, Varna and Ahyolu were behind with the 

ship building, which they attributed to the lack of tools and workers, there is talk of abuse, 

desertion, and epidemics. However, it is a fact that the royal commands always reflect on 

some type of problem, so they mention mostly what did not work properly, they are rarely 

written to praise those who carried out their tasks perfectly. These sorts of appreciative words 

are usually found in the text of promotions, or propagandistic victory reports, chronicles. 

The commands tell us that the Port concentrated on the protection of the heartland, primarily 

to the German pacified areas, as well as to the supervision of the Greek and Adrian shores that 

were particularly in danger because of the Venetian war. This assured that the subjects could 

not rebel successfully even after the defeat at Lepanto. 

6. The evaluation of Lepanto 

Thesis: The euphoria and disappointment of the contemporaries over Lepanto was due to the 

apocalyptic world view, which became popular again with the Turkish conquests and the 

rising Protestantism. The expectation of miracles and the faith in a near apocalypse made the 

significance of Lepanto even bigger in the eyes of the public: the contemporaries felt the 

expulsion of the Turks and the reclaiming of the Holy Land to be really close. All these 

popular beliefs mattered little to the European leaders who saw their situation clearly.  

Even though the apocalyptic prophecies and the handouts written during the Cyprian war all 

encouraged the cooperation of the Christians, the European rulers seemed to have acted 

against the public morale. In my opinion, the standoff after Lepanto was due to the Christians 

„overwinning” on the 7th October 1571, and the arising situation surprised them as much as it 

did the Turks. The victory came at a psychological moment, when every condition was given 

for a successful battle: the ambitious Spanish commander willing to cooperate, the strong 

Spanish fleet was available due to the consolidation of the Netherlands, the contingent of the 

Venetians and the pope was ready to attack than the year before, and the Turkish fleet was 

exhausted by the end of the battle season. These conditions (or at least part of them) could 

only be met again, if all world-powers suddenly abandoned their foreign policy intentions, 

and all of Europe cooperates to fight the Turks. This coming true was absurd, mostly because 

the Ottomans were only secondary enemies of Europe – in spite of all rhetorical tricks. The 
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battles fought for independence, or for lands on the continent, caused by the rise of 

Protestantism, seemed like a closer and more significant problem than the Ottoman conquests. 

The Christians who did not live on the border of the Habsburg-Hungarian area, or on the 

Mediterranean shores, could only hear of the Turks, they had probably never met one in real 

life, so they did not think them particularly dangerous. The victory over the Ottomans, as 

cheerful as it was, seemed insignificant in the eyes of the world leaders compared to their 

everyday problems. The Spanish King Philip was almost displeased with his half-brother, 

Don Juan de Austria, for risking the precious fleet at the end of battle season, and his own life 

as well, for the sake of a battle. Even though the battle was successful, it happened at the end 

of the safe sailing season, so they could not make use of the victory, and the winter rest period 

gave a chance for the enemy to recover. Spain, which gave the most important contingent to 

the Holy League, only expected to show its forces at the annual wars, to protect its prestige in 

the Christian Europe, and to keep the Turks away from its shores. The destruction of the 

Ottoman fleet resulted in a new situation, for which Philip could not take responsibility, or 

take care of the financial burdens. Despite the victory, no other countries wanted to join the 

Holy League: those who were not reached by the Turkish destruction were disinterested, and 

those who were, were happy about the truce with the dangerous enemy, and had no intention 

of breaking the peace that was so hard to achieve. The contemporaries could not see the effect 

the battle had on the Ottoman Empire. They could see that only half a year after the 

destruction of their fleet, the Turks had a new one, with the more careful Uluç Ali leading it, 

and the size of the fleet still gave the impression of a strong world power. The peace between 

the abandoned Venice and the Ottoman Empire was a smart and reasonable move to make. 

7. The consequences of Cyprus’ Turkish Occupation 

Thesis: After the occupation of Cyprus, the Cypriots were living under better conditions 

than before. 

The sources for the chapter are the empirical commands for the Turkish settling, the 

population of the island, and the improvement of the economy as well as the writings of 

European travellers about the island. The Cypriots could practice their religion more or less 

freely, and were not banned from certain economic sectors that were highly profitable, which 

allowed a lot of them to become fairly rich, so they could effectively represent their interests 

in the Turkish courts, while according to the mühimme defteris, the Italians that were part of 

the previous regime were limited by various rules. However, living in harmony with the Turks 

later came with some conflict for the Orthodox natives, who began to feel that only their 
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rulers were changed, and the Muslim oppression replaced the Catholic tyranny. The way I see 

it, the main reason for the problems originated from the incorrect economic policies used by 

the Ottomans. They primarily focused on the collection of taxes, not the development of the 

island, and due to the lack of reserves they proved to be helpless against the natural disasters, 

famines and epidemics that arose from time to time. This is where the idea of nationalism that 

became popular in the 19th century, which contributed to the weakening of the Ottoman 

Empire, and eventually to the breaking up of it.  

8. The effect of the Cyprian war in Hungary 

Thesis: Due to the closeness of the Turks, Hungarians were in the possession of more 

information, than the geographically farther European states about the plans of the Ottomans 

and could reflect better on the events of the war.  

According to the sources, the Hungarian politicians, commanders, and people working in 

diplomacy definitely did not expect or hope for the defeat of the Turks. There is no mention 

of them wanting to break the peace with the sultan or joining the Holy League, to drive out 

the Ottomans from their lands. Therefore, the events of Lepanto did not strengthen our 

independence ambitions, on the contrary, the Hungarians agreed with Maximilian, that it 

would be best not to participate in the war to not upset the Turks, as they thought the 

fellowship of the Christians would not last long. In my opinion, this way of thinking was 

caused by the fact that in the previous decades, Hungarians received no significant help from 

abroad: not counting the Habsburg forces, they had to face the Ottoman armies on their own, 

whose strength (and their own weakness) they had experienced multiple times before. Similar 

to other Central and Eastern European countries, the Hungarians thought the near end of the 

Ottoman Empire was unrealistic, they thought it was more advisable to keep the peace, and in 

the meantime, strengthen their castles and forts with reparations and weapons. However, the 

faith in a close apocalypse was popular in Hungary as well, so much that it inspired an 

uprising led by György Karácsony during the Cyprian war, but this was quickly defeated by 

the Turks. 

 

 


