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Islam and the Ottoman Empire in Greek Geography Books
during the 18th-19th Centuries
18. ve 19. Yüzyıllarda Yunan Coğrafya Kitaplarında İslam ve Osmanlı İmparatorluğu
George N. VLAHAKIS*
ABSTRACT
Geography is a science which if properly used may give us the most accurate picture of the world or part of it, not only now but also in the past.
In this sense geography is a historical science. In that sense we argue that geographical information in books or journals could be valuable, though
usually ignored, sources of details concerning the image of “the other” in a context close to the notion of otherness as has been proposed by
M. Bakhtin. In fact, Greek geography books of the 18th-19th centuries could be used as vehicles for a dialogue between the Christian and Muslim
populations in the Ottoman Empire during the aforementioned period. In the present paper we aim to give an account of the way Islam and the
Ottoman Empire is described in the Greek geography books before and after the establishment of the independent Greek state. We argue that
through this comparison we may understand not only the value of geography as a discipline but also the role that textbooks of geography and
maps can play in the rhetoric, political and ideological, in different periods and how sometimes the content of such books is based not only on
scientific data but also on interpretations related to the political situation.
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ÖZ
Coğrafya uygun bir şekilde kullanıldığında sadece içerisinde bulunduğumuz dünyanın en gerçeğe yakın resmini bize sunmaz, aynı zamanda onun
geçmişi ile ilgili de bilgi sağlar. Dolayısıyla coğrafya bir tarihi disiplindir. Bu noktadan hareketle kitaplarda ve süreli yayınlarda sunulan coğrafya
bilgisi her ne kadar genellikle göz ardı ediliyorsa da M. Bakhtin’in ifade ettiği üzere ötekilik düşüncesine yakın bir şekilde “ötekinin” imgesine
yönelik detaylara sahip değerli bir kaynaktır. Gerçekte, 18. ve 19. yüzyıllara ait coğrafya kitapları söz konusu dönemde Osmanlı İmparatorluğunda
bulunan Hıristiyan ve Müslüman nüfusları arasındaki diyaloğu anlayabilmek için araçlar olarak kullanılabilmektedir. Bu çalışmada bağımsız Yunan
Devleti’nin kurulmasının öncesi ve sonrasında ait Yunan coğrafya kitaplarında İslam ve Osmanlı İmparatorluğunun ne şekilde sunulduğunu
incelemeyi amaçlıyoruz. Yapılacak olan karşılaştırma ile sadece coğrafyanın bir disiplin olarak değeri anlaşılmakla kalınmayacak, coğrafya kitapları
ile haritaların farklı dönemlerde retorik, politik ve ideolojik anlamda üstlenebilecekleri rol de görülecektir. Aynı zamanda da ilgili kitapların
içeriklerinin sadece bilimsel bir veri olmadığını dönemin politik durumuna ilişkin yorumları da ihtiva ettiği anlaşılmaktadır.
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1. Islamic Science in Greek Texts
In his classical paper History and the present condition of Geography, David Harvey (1984) described with great
thoroughness the important role of Geography as a tool to understand in as deep a way as possible the status of a society
within a certain context and period. He explains with a series of well-based arguments that Geography is not just a
descriptive science but on the contrary a science with a historical character and a political impact. Though this reception
of Geography has been weaken through the years, probably purposely, it was the reason Geography was treated as one of
the most significant sciences during the Age of Enlightenment and during the course of the 19th century.
This is obvious by the way Geography is presented in the monumental and influential Encyclopedie by Diderot and
D’ Alambert in a series of editions which included about 25,000 copies in total just before the end of the 18th century
(Withers, 1993).
In volume VII published originally in November 1757 one may read the following definition of Geography:
“Geography should be seen under three different period headings: 1st, Ancient Geography which is the description of
the land from the time of the development of the Ancient peoples up to the fall of the Roman Empire; 2nd, Geography
of the Middle Ages from the fall of the Empire up to the rebirth of letters; 3rd, Modern Geography which is the current
description of the Earth from the rebirth of letters to the present day. One distinguishes further the areas of Geography
as Natural, Historical, Civil and Political, Sacred, Ecclesiastical and Physical”

During that period most of the Balkan Peninsula was under Ottoman administration. Since the fall of Constantinople
(1453) the Sublime Porte ruled the Christian population south of the Balkan mountain range. Among this population
a large part spoke the Greek language and had a strong feeling that it was the descendant race of the ancient Greeks,
therefore they had developed a Greek national identity. A number of scholars, most of them members of the Greek
Orthodox Christian clergy having studied in Europe, came in acquaintance with the European Enlightenment and
gradually adopted, albeit partially, its philosophical, ideological and political principles forming what nowadays
historians consider as “Modern Greek Enlightenment”. In fact this term was introduced in the early twentieth century
by K.Th. Dimaras, a very influential historian of literature at that time, and has been accepted and used since then by
all the main historians of the period.
Modern Greek Enlightenment typically started in 1750, but practically this intellectual movement appeared at least as
early as the 1730s when a number of Greek speaking scholars went for advanced studies to European Universities, most
of them at the famous Italian University of Padua where they studied mainly natural sciences (Vlahakis, 1998). There they
became familiar with Newtonian Physics and experimental method introduced by the great reformer of natural philosophy
at this University, Giovanni Poleni (Vlahakis, 1993).
Geography was without doubt one of the sciences which attracted the interest of the Greek scholars. The main reason
was that through Geography they believed that they would be able to understand the historical and contemporary position
of the Greek nation in the world and particularly in Europe, where they believed that the nation belonged. It is interesting
that Anthimos Gazis (1758-1828), a very prominent Greek polymath of the time and editor of many scientific books,
wrote in the introduction of the second edition of Meletios Mitros’ Geography (Meletios, 1807, p. ζ΄) that “Geography
and History not only decorate human beings but also make them real citizens and useful for politics and society.”
Some very simple statistics may reflect the importance of Geography for Greek scholars and educators. About 700
manuscripts related to Geography have been found, while from the 190 scientific books published before 1821, 37, that
means 20%, were books of Geography or maps (Vlahakis, 1995).
Before the Modern Greek Enlightenment one may find some sporadic publication with astronomical and geographical
interest. One of particular interest would be Nikolaos Sofianos’ (Corfu 1500-Rome 1552) Περί κατασκευής και χρήσεως
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κρικωτού αστρολάβου (On the construction and use of a hooded astrolabe) (1539). Some years later, in 1540, Sofianos
printed one very interesting map of the Greek speaking lands at that time in Greek and Latin. (Figure 1)

Figure 1: Nikolaos Sofianos’ map of 1540 titled Totius Graeciae Descriptio

Later we have a manuscript on astrolabe written during the late 17th century by Theophilus Corydaleus (1570-1645), the
best Greek philosopher of the period, based on a work originally written by al-Zarqâlî (f 1087) in Toledo, Spain in 1070,
translated into Latin by Gerhard of Cremona in 1187 and later into Greek by Georgios Lapithis (1330-1340) (Tsiotras,
1999, p.13).
There are also references that another scholar, known mostly for his work on mathematics, Methodios Anthrakitis
(1660-1736) also wrote a treatise on the description and use of an astrolabe before the mid-18th century.
This slight connection of Greek scholars with Islamic astronomical tradition becomes more evident through two books
which were published during the “peak” of the Modern Greek Enlightenment.
Responsible for both books was an open-minded scholar and medical doctor Dimitrios Alexandridis.
Alexandridis studied medicine, natural sciences and geology in Iena and later became the publisher of one of the most
popular Greek newspapers “Hellenic Telegraph”. Alexandridis was fluent in foreign languages, including Arabic and
Turkish. Thus, in 1807 he published the two aforementioned books
a) Δύο πίνακες γεωγραφικοί: Γεωγραφικός πίνακας Νασσίρ Εδδίνου Πέρσου και Γεωγραφικός πίνακας Ουλούγ-Μπέϊ
Τατάρου (Two Geographical Tables: A geographical table by the Persian Nassir Eddin and one by Ulug Begh the Tatar)
b) Αμπουλφέδα Ισμαήλ, Βασιλέως Απαμείας εκ των γεωγραφικών πινάκων περιγραφή Χορασμίας, Μαουραλνάχρης,
ήτοι των πέρα του ποταμού Ώξου τόπων, Αραβίας, Αιγύπτου, Περσίδος έτι Δε και της Περσικής και Ερυθράς
θαλάσσης (Abulfeda Ismael, King of Apamea, descriprion of Chorasmia, Mawaralnah etc.)
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Figure 2: The title pages of the two books published by Dimitrios Alexandridis

The first book consisted of two geographical tables. The first was composed by Nassir Eddin (1201-1274) a Persian
astronomer, called the Thussi or Khodjah (‘doctor’), who was born in the Khorasan in 1201 and died in 1274. Edin was a
polymath with a special skill in mathematics and astronomy. According to his biographers he developed many mathematical
instruments and he published a number of books on different subjects like ajrīd al-ʿaqāʾid, al-Tadhkīra fī ʿilm al-hayʾa,
Akhlāq-i Naṣīrī, al-Risāla al-astūrlābiya, Sharḥ al-ishārāt. But the book which Alexandridis actually translated was the
Zīj-i Īlkhānī (“ilkhanic Tables”) which was completed in 1272.
The next table which was incorporated in Alexandridis’ publication was that of Mīrzā Muhammad Tāraghay bin Shāhrukh,
known in the West as Ulugh Beg (1394-1449). Ulugh Beg was a Timurid Sultan with a particular interest in astronomy and
mathematics. He cultivated his skills in trigonometry and spherical geometry and built a famous observatory in Samarkand.
The table that Alexandridis put in his book was Zīj-i Sultānī (Persian: )زیج سلطانی.
This was the Zij astronomical table and
ِ
star catalogue that was published by Ulugh Beg in 1437 as a result of the observations made by him and other astronomers
like Jamshīd al-Kāshī and Ali Qushji, at the Sarmand Observatory.

Figure 3: Part of Nassir Eddin’s tables in Greek and Arabic
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The second book published by Alexandridis in the same year was also an old Arabic work published byAbū-l-Fidā’
Ismā‛īl ibn ʽAlī ʽImād-ud-Dnī (1273–1331) about Chorasmia (Khwarazm) which is an oasis in the delta of Amu Darya
river in western Central Asia.
Though both books could be considered scientifically outdated there must be a reason which could explain why they
had been chosen to be translated and published by Alexandridis. One may argue that he wanted to show that there was a
continuity in the way Islamic astronomy treated the study of the heavens with that which had started in ancient Greece. In
other words, perhaps he wanted to show that Arabic and Greek science and civilizations, in extenxo, were not rivals. This
hypothesis could be strengthened furthermore by the fact that after five years Alexandridis published in 1812 a GreekTurkish dictionary and a Greek-Turkish grammar textbook. In our view this was not just a symbolic gesture but it also
has a deeper significance. As both Greeks and Turks lived together under the Ottoman administration it was imperative
that they should understand each other and communicate in the best possible way. This could not be achieved if both
populations could not speak each other’s language.

2. The Ottoman Empire in Greek Geography Books
Mikhail Bahktin (1895-1975) is one of the most important Russian philosophers of the 20th century. He introduced
among others the notion of “otherness” meaning quite abstractly that the “other” is just a different view of us. For the 18th
to early 19th century Greeks this “other” was the Turks, so close and at the same time so distant; so similar and at the same
time so different. Therefore it is of interest how Greek scholars describe their “other self” in their books of Geography.
Though there were several Geography books, most of them were related to historical Geography since the main task of
the Greek scholars was to prove the continuity of the Greek nation from antiquity until their time. Most probably the best
book of History Geography at that time was Konstantinos Koumas’ homonym book, actually an annotated translation of
“Kurzer Entwurf der Alten Geographie” originally written by Friedrich Nitsch and published in 1810. But naturally there
were also several books related to political Geography. We shall concentrate our attention on one of the best geographical
books of that kind written by Daniel Fillipidis (1750-1832) and Grigorios Konstantas (1753-1844) under the title Νεωτερική
Γεωγραφία (Modern Geography) and published in Vienna in 1791. This was a book based on Geographie Moderne
written by Nicolle de la Croix (1704-1760), Paris 1748 and in “Geographie Ancienne et Geographie Moderne” part of
the Encyclopedie Methodique published by Charles Joseph Panckoucke (1736-1798). In addition, the two Greek scholars
added large parts describing their homeland as well as places they had visited.
It was a book where the reader could understand the spirit of the European Enlightenment in many matters. The French
Revolution had started just two years previously, in 1789, thus the Greek authors were very influenced by it. In this
spirit they expressed a sharp criticism in all the social systems which had an authoritative or even totalitarian character
like the Church and the political administration of the region. According to them the official church was corrupted and
the population had been left in an abyss of ignorance and superstition. For the authors of these books there was no real
difference between Greeks and Turks, especially those belonging to the lower social strata. They considered that the
totalitarian rule of the Sublime Porte based on an outdated political system was not only useless but even dangerous for
the communities in the region, no matter if they were Muslim or Christian, and as a consequence even the existence of
the Ottoman Empire was in danger.
Their disguise opposition for any despotic administration was the reason that they proposed that people in Germany
and Russia should unite and revolt and this was also an indirect message for all the millets of the Ottoman Empire.
As they mentioned, it was financial instability and anxiety about everyday life that caused all those who could to try
to emigrate to the West to find safer conditions.
The issue of religion is also discussed in this book from this very particular perspective.
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They argue that the “hate” between Greeks and Turks based on their different religions was structured because of the
ignorance and superstitions which prevailed among the lower class within both nationalities. This ignorance was cultivated
by the religious circles, both the Christians and the Muslims, in order to keep the two nations divided and to use them
according to their interests.
This use of religion as a political tool, according to Fillipidis and Konstantas, had to be stopped and a more tolerant
society had to be formed. The proper way to achieve this was the education the Turks and the Greeks.
Another Greek scholar who published a book of Geοgraphy was Nikephoros Theotokis (1731-1800). Though the book
seems to also be a kind of compilation of foreign sources around the mid-18th century and was edited by Anthimos Gazis
prior to its publication in 1804 we do not yet know the originals. Theotokis was one of the leading Greek scholars and
also wrote very important books on Mathematics and Physics. He is considered to be the first supporter of Newtonian
thought in the Balkans.
In this particular book Theotokis (and consequently Gazis) repeats the same main ideas about the political system and
the richness of natural sources.
As Theotokis was in favor of the deliberation movement of the Greek population from the Ottoman administration his
remarks about the Turks were mixed, but in a way objective. He considered them to be lazy on the one hand, not fond of
hard work, and generous and good merchants on the other. He thought that they were ignorant but at the same time people
who very much liked the good taste of life. It is of interest that these were his opinion also for the Greeks.

Discussion and Conclusion
As it has become evident, by means of Greek translations, there was a continuous presence of Islamic scientific knowledge
since the early years of the establishment of the Ottoman Empire in the region. Later, during the so called Modern Greek
Enlightenment, it seemed that under the influence of the French Enlightenment and the French Revolution, a spirit against
the authoritative administration system based on the Sultan appeared. This spirit was not actually against the Turks but
against this particular way of ruling the Empire. In the eyes of the Greek scholars Turks and Greeks, despite their different
religion, a difference which was used for the manipulation of the people, shared many common characteristics. According
to some of these scholars, they could have both lived in the same lands, not only without any problem but also flourishing
and developing at the level of the European nations, if they had just had the proper administration.
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