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Abstract
States must have interpreters, translators, and diplomats to better organize their
diplomacy and defend their interests. The training of these professionals is a matter of
the State and of national security. This is as true for the States of modern times as for
the Empires of ancient times. In this article, we will focus on the Translation Bureau (Tercüme Odası) that the Ottoman Empire created specially to train dragomans (translators
and interpreters). We will see how the graduates of this Bureau, which was a school,
made it possible to modernize the Ottoman Empire through their translation and diplomat activities.
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Introduction
The teaching of foreign languages, the training of translators, of interpreters
and of diplomats are subjects of interest to States to better organize their diplomacy.
For this, they can create institutions and conduct special policies. Because often it is
about national security. These are areas that must be under the control of the State.
This is a subject that has also interested the States in the ancient times. This is even
more visible in the history of the Ottoman Empire where, because of religious and cultural considerations, there has been no thoughtful policy in this area. Because of this,
there have been betrayals from interpreters and diplomats of foreign origin working for
the Ottoman Sultan. To put an end to all this, the Ottoman Empire decided to create
an institution dedicated to teaching languages and training translators and interpreters
who, after years of service, became diplomats. In this article, we will approach this
subject by quickly flying over the dragoman institution of the Ottoman Empire before
focusing on the Translation Bureau (Tercüme Odası) which was, by its functions, a
breeding ground favorable to this training process. In the Ottoman Empire, there were
two types of dragoman (translator and interpreter): Dragomans of the Imperial Divan
(Divan-ı Hümâyun Tercümanları) and Dragomans of Foreign missions (Sefaret tercümanları). We will focus on the first group because the Translation Bureau is linked
more to these dragomans than to translators and interpreters working for foreign missions based in Constantinople.
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1. Dragomans of the Imperial Divan

T

he Ottoman Empire
ignored the West
until the 18th century because it considered it "distant,
harmless, as unattractive as it
was of interest, hardly worthy of
attention." When the Ottomans
felt the need to "know some realities of the land of the infidels",
they turned to "their ordinary
informants - Jewish merchants
and Greek Christians of the
Empire, renegades or foreign
diplomats stationed in Istanbul". According to them, "European languages, too numerous
and despised as barbaric dialects", as well as "the history or
geography of Western states"
did not deserve their interest. In
the Ottoman Empire, intellectuals did not try to learn Western
languages. The development of
grammars and dictionaries was
also absent. For mastering a
foreign language was a sign of
social inferiority, and the use of
infidel handwriting was an act
of godlessness. The few works
that existed in the Ottoman Empire "had touched upon Europe-

an history were content to offer
a simple chronological enumeration of popes and kings." (Solnon, 2009: pp. 259-260).
It was therefore difficult
for an Ottoman of Muslim faith
in this hostile situation to learn
foreign languages, not to say
the languages of disbelievers
and enemies, and to become
a dragoman. But that had not
stopped the Sublime Porte
and the foreign missions from
finding dragomans. The Sublime Porte first had recourse to
renegades, Christians converted to Islam - Poles, Austrians,
Hungarians, or Greeks-, and
to non-Muslim subjects of the
empire, Christians, or Jews,
supposed to know Western languages. The contempt in which
the Ottomans held them prohibited them from having recourse
to interpreters of Muslim origin. For foreign missions, certain members of the Christian
families of the Ottoman Empire served as interpreters and
translators (Solnon, 2009: p.
275).
Opinions differ on the ex17

act date of the birth of the Ottoman dragomanship. It is said to
have appeared in the Ottoman
Empire towards the end of the
14th century (Orhonlu, 1993:
p. 176). This service would be
created during the time of Fatih Sultan Mehmed (Mehmet II
the Conqueror for Europeans)
and which the Ottomans used
during the time of the Turkish
speaking Greeks (Şakiroğlu,
2011: pp. 490-492).
Following the development of the Ottoman dragomanship from the 16th century onwards, four categories of
dragomans appeared within
the Ottoman administration:
Imperial dragomans (Dîvân-ı
Hümâyûn Tercümanları); Dragomans of the Army and the
Fleet (Ordu ve Donanma Tercümanları); Dragomans from
Ottoman embassies and consulates abroad (Elçilik ve Konsolosluk Tercümanları); Dragomans of the Courts of regions
(Eyalet Mehkeme Tercümanları) (Runciman, 1985).
Between the 16th and
17th centuries, the Ottoman
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Empire benefited from Jewish dragomans or
Christians in its relations with the West. They
knew western languages and traditions. In the
absence of rivalry in this area, they thus fulfilled
these functions of dragomanship (Polatcı, 2013:
p. 44).
The position of Dragoman in Chief (tercüman başı) of the Sublime Porte was established in the middle of the 17th century by the
Grand Vizier Köprülü Fazıl Ahmed Paşa (Runciman, 1985). The Dragoman in Chief had the
following functions: interpreting the interviews
of the Sultan and the Grand Vizier with foreign
envoys, translating letters from foreign missions
sent to the Sultan and the Grand Vizier during
receptions, participating in the meetings of the
Grand Vizier with foreign envoys and the preparation of the minutes of these meetings, participation in Ottoman delegations sent abroad, interpretation during bilateral negotiations, drafting
of all kinds of documents sent to Western powers. The Dragoman in Chief did not stay at the
Palace in Constantinople all the time. He was
part of the peace treaty negotiation delegations.
He could also go abroad on a special mission
(Polatcı, 2013: p. 45).
After the 17th century, Ottoman subjects
of Greek origin were preferred to Jews. Some
researchers explain this preference by the increase of the Russian population in the Balkans
and the increased contact of the Slavic subjects of the Ottoman Empire with the Russians
(Polatcı, 2013: p. 44). Thus, in 1669, the Greek
Panayotis Nicoussios (Παναγιώτης Νικούσιος)
was appointed to the position of Dragoman in
Chief of the Sublime Porte (Runciman, 1985).
Some sources indicate the year 1661 as the
date of the appointment of the Dragoman in
Chief of the Porte (Dalègre, 2002: p. 88). Thus,
in the 17th century, the position of Dragoman in
Chief became the monopoly of the Greeks living
in Constantinople in the Phanar district, which
housed near the Church of St. George the seat
of the Ecumenical Patriarchate (Solnon, 2009:
p. 276). They were called the Phanariots, such
as: The Mavrocordatos (Μαυροκορδάτος); The
Kallimachis (Καλλιμαχης); The Ghikas (Γκίκας);
The Hypsilandis (Υψηλάντης); The Karadzas
(Καρατζάς); The Mourouzis (Μουρούζης).
Thus, until 1821 all the Dragomans in
Chief were chosen from among the Greeks (Or18 | CitScience

honlu, 1991: p. 16). The Sultan stopped trusting
them after the events of 1821 (called the revolt of
the Greeks by the Ottomans and the war of independence by the Greeks) (Dalègre, 2002: p. 89).
These events made Mahmud II to doubt the loyalty of the leader of the Greek Dragomans, Constantine Mourouzis (Κωνσταντίνος Μουρούζης)
(February-April 1821), to the point that he was
dismissed and executed. Letters written by him
to rebels in Eflak and Bogdan (Wallachia and
Moldavia) were intercepted by the Ottomans
(Akyıldız, 2011: p. 504). His successor, Stavrakis
Aristarchis (Σταυράκης Αριστάρχης) (April-June
1821), was also dismissed, but was fortunate
enough to suffer only exile at first. But he was
also murdered on the road to Bolu; no Greek
translator and interpreter ever served in the
Imperial Diwan again. It was Bulgarzâde Naci
Yahya Efendi (1821-1824), of Muslim faith, who
was appointed to the position of Dragoman in
Chief of the Imperial Diwan (Divan-ı Hümâyûn
Baş Tercümanı) thus succeeding the long line of
Phanariot Greeks who fell out of favor after these
events of 1821. Before, he taught at the School
of Engineering. In his new position, he was assisted by his son Rûhuddin Mehmed Efendi
(Akyıldız, 2011: p. 504). Fourteen Dragomans in
Chief held this position until the end of the 19th
century (Kuneralp, 1997: p. 479). From 1837 to
1858 four future Grand Viziers (Ali, Fuad, Saffet, Arifi) and three senior officials (Emin Muhlis, Nurettin Mustafa and Kabuli) were appointed
Dragoman in Chief (Kuneralp, 1997: p. 479). The
position of Dragoman of the Divan was abolished
in 1908 with the proclamation of the constitution
(Kuneralp, 1997: p. 483).

2. Creation of the
Translation Bureau

I

nternational relations in the 19th century increased the role of translators and interpreters in Ottoman diplomacy. In order to train civil
servants mastering foreign languages and the
future dragomans of the imperial divan as well
as those of the Ottoman missions abroad, Sultan Mahmud II (1808-1839) created, in 1821,
near the Sublime Porte, the Translation Bureau
(Babıâli Tercüme Odası). In addition to training
future interpreters, this Office was also responsible for translating French works (Akyıldız, 2011:
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p. 506).
It was Bulgarzade Yahya Naci Efendi, the
grandfather of Ahmet Vefik Paşa who was appointed the first Turkish Muslim dragoman (mütercim-i evvel) of this Translation Bureau. The
period of dragomans of Turkish Muslim families
begins with his appointment. This Bureau was
in fact a school which prepared translators and
interpreters, and which took as an example the
language schools of the West. The people who
attended this school, especially when Mustafa
Reşid Paşa was the Grand Vizier, held important positions at the top of the state including Ali
Paşa, Fuat Paşa and Ahmet Vefik Paşa (Timur
Ağıldere, 2010: p. 695).
In 1823, after Bulgarzade Yahya Naci
Efendi, Ishak Efendi, now a Muslim, was appointed head of the Translation Bureau. He had been
sent three times to Europe (France) to gather information on the West. Upon his return, he had
held the position of Fleet translator and interpreter. In addition to a few modern languages, he
was fluent in ancient Greek and Latin. He was
one of the pioneers of modernization in the technical field. His work Mecmua-i Ulüm-ı Riyaziye
which spoke of mathematics and natural sciences was composed of 4 volumes (Bilim, 1990: pp.
36-37). Under his leadership, the Translation

Bureau gained popularity and quality. The number of students enrolled as well as the workload
have also increased.
It was at this time that the Bureau was
organized into two parts (Bilim, 1990: p. 37): a
language school for civil servants who learned
foreign languages (Lisan Odası) and a workplace for graduates of the same Office (Tercüme
Odası) (Akyıldız, 2011: p. 504).
Among the students of this Bureau, there
are two people who have played an important
role in the modernization of the Ottoman Empire:
Mehmet Namık Paşa, reformer, having held several positions of ambassador, he is at the origin
of the diplomatic tradition. He also helped found
the Military School; Sir James William Redhouse,
he spent many years in the Ottoman Empire and
wrote two dictionaries (Ottoman-English, English-Ottoman). He received a medal from the Ottoman Sultan for these dictionaries (Bilim, 1990:
p. 37). When selecting former graduates at the
Translation Bureau (Tercüme Odası), special
attention was paid to those who knew French.
The number of translators has been increased.
In addition to Arabic and German translators,
Russian, Serbian and Bulgarian translators have
been hired by the Translation Bureau (Akyıldız,
2011: p. 506).

19

19 | CitScience

2021 он Нэгдүгээр улирал

3. Development of the Translation Bureau

I

t was from 1833 that the
Translation Bureau developed. The treaty of Hünkâr
iskelesi was signed the same
year with the Russian empire.
Some time after Mahmud II began to send ambassadors to
Western countries. Because
at that time, in international
relations, diplomacy was as
important as war. All of these
political developments, the increase in diplomatic ties as
well as the need for Ottoman
missions abroad have required
people fluent in foreign languages. New students have
been accepted to this Bureau
among which: Ali Paşa, Fuad
Paşa and Ahmet Vefik Paşa
(is the grandson of Bulgarzade
Yahya Efendi) who have held
positions of Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Grand Viziers. They
were leaders of the reformist
elite. This shows the importance gained by the Translation Bureau which was seen as
a good springboard in the careers of young students (Bilim,
1990: p. 38).
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Officials from the Translation Bureau accompanied the
ambassadors sent by Mahmud
II to European cities such as
Paris, London, Vienna, etc.
Thus, these translators and
interpreters had the chance to
improve their foreign languages and establish contacts with
diplomatic circles. On March
11, 1836, Mahmud II replaced
the institution of Reîsülküttâblık by Hariciye Nezâreti (Ministry of Foreign Affairs). The
Translation Bureau thus came
under the latter's control. This
has increased the prestige of
the Translation Bureau (Bilim,
1990: p. 39). The administration increasingly needed diplomats fluent in foreign languages. By 1841, the team of this
Bureau consisted of 30 people
(staff and translators) (Akyıldız,
2011: p. 505).
The Translation Bureau
also developed during the Tanzimat period. It was a period of
reform in the Ottoman Empire
that began in 1839 and ended
with the First Constitutional Era

in 1876. There were even foreign teachers such as the English Redhouse and the French
Georges Sardou. To prepare
executives fluent in foreign languages, the Translation Bureau
hosted students from various
offices of the Ottoman administration. In addition to French,
the students had lessons in Arabic, Persian, general history,
and mathematics. It was during
the Tanzimat period that the
Translation Bureau reached its
peak. He helped form the elite
of the Tanzimat, whose members held key positions after
leaving this Translation Bureau
(Bilim, 1990: p. 40).
The Translation Bureau
which was under the control
of the Dragoman in Chief of
the Ottoman Empire (Dîvân-ı
Hümâyun tercümanı) was
headed by mütercim-i evvel
(chief translator / chief interpreter). The Bureau existed
until the end of the Ottoman
Empire. In 1885, the staff of
the Translation Bureau was
70 people. The Bureau hired a

2021 он Нэгдүгээр улирал

lot of French graduates. In addition, it has started to recruit
translators and interpreters
from Arabic, German, Russian
and Serbian (Akyıldız, 2011: p.
506).
But this was not an unic
initiative. In 1837, another Bureau was opened in by the
Army (Seraskerlik) to translate Western military literature.
When the latter's translators
had difficulty with certain documents, they would send them
to the Translation Bureau of
the Imperial Divan (Bâbıâli Tercüme Odası) for translation.
In addition to diplomatic documents, the latter dealt with the
translation of legal documents,
articles in foreign newspapers,
laws of interest to the Ottoman Empire and news to be
published in the foreign press
(Akyıldız, 2011: p. 506).
In addition to the translation activities, members of the
Bureau could also be responsible for interpretation during
diplomatic talks. They could
also be sent to customs to inspect documents and books
entering the country (Akyıldız,
2011: p. 506).
Some members of the
Translation Bureau also handled the telegraph. So, in 1855
Mustafa Efendi, Vuliç Efendi and Remzi Efendi were
commissioned to learn this
field from experts the country
brought in from France. Mustafa Efendi "Turkishized" the
French telegraph language.
This new language was called
"Mustafa style communication"
("Mustafa tarzı muhabere")
(Akyıldız, 2011: p. 506).
In 1856, the Transla-

tion Bureau underwent great
changes on the advice of Kabûlî Mehmed Paşa, the Dragoman in Chief of the Ottoman
Empire. Because for a few
years now, the Bureau has not
organized language courses.
Thus, French and English were
taught again. In French, which
was the diplomatic language of
the time, we taught grammar,
geography, history, mathematics, etc. In English, grammar,
translation, and conversation.
English entered the Translation
Bureau following the position
England was gaining on the
international stage. The first
two English translators were
hired in 1857 (Akyıldız, 2011:
p. 505).
The Bureau had a rich library, the date of creation is unknown. There were many Fre
nch and Turkish dictionaries, a
few Arabic, English, Ger
man
and Italian dictionaries, as well
as encyclopedias and books
on history, geography, and law
(Akyıldız, 2011: p. 506).
This is the place where
many politicians and big bureaucrats have come out.
Thus, it served to train future
interpreters and translators as
well as politicians. The former
translated
correspondence
into many foreign languages
and the latter were to carry out
reforms in the country. We can
cite the names of the great politicians of the time (Akyıldız,
2011: p. 506).
Some key figures of the
Tanzimat studied, taught and
perfected their foreign languages there (Bilim, 1990: pp.
40-41). We can see among
these persons Ali Paşa (For-
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eign Minister, Grand Vizier),
Fuat Paşa (Foreign Minister,
Grand Vizier), Safvet Paşa
(Foreign Minister, Minister
of Education, Grand Vizier),
Sarım Paşa (Grand Vizier), Ahmet Vefik Paşa (writer, GrandVizir and grandson of Bulgarzade Yahya Efendi), Fevzi Bey
(one of the founders of the
Telegraph, the first communications agences), Namık Paşa
(Military Attaché in Petersburg,
Ambassador in London), Sadık
Rıfat Paşa (Ambassador in Vienna, Foreign Minister), Agâh
Efendi (journalist, founder of
Tercüman-ı Ahval Gazetesi),
Billurî Mehmet Efendi (First
director of the telegraph, diplomat), Ziya Paşa (writer), Sadullah Paşa (Ambassador in Berlin), Münif Efendi (one of the
founders of Cemiyet-i İlmiye-i
Osmaniye, translator of the
Imperial Divan), Ethem Petrev
Paşa (poet of the Tanzimat period), Mehmet Şekip (Ambassador in London).
Over time, the Ottoman Empire needed more and
more civil servants who knew
foreign languages. However,
the Translation Bureau could
no longer meet the demands.
Thus, a language school was
opened in Mekteb-i Aklâm in
1866. Language courses were
given there: first in French,
then in Greek and Bulgarian.
This school opened in 1862
was closed in 1870 for unknown reasons. At that time,
there was a structural reform
within the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and the Translation Bureau became one of its departments (Bilim, 1990: p. 42).
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Conclusion

W

hile the Empire was strong, the Ottomans did not learn Western languages.
Therefore, they employed Greeks and
people of other origins. However, the events of
1821 laid the foundation for the Translation Bureau intended to prepare Muslim translators and
interpreters. But these events were not the real
reason for its creation. The Ottoman Empire had
begun to pursue a policy of balance in international relations, diplomacy was becoming more
and more important. The Ottoman Empire had
also started the process of modernization and
westernization (batılaşma süreci). The creation
of the Translation Bureau can thus be considered as one of the modernization reforms (Bilim,
1990: p. 42).
During the Tanzimat period, this Bureau
became a school which could influence the Turkish language and thought. Although at the beginning he could not contribute to Turkish, towards
the end Turkish borrowed, through his activities,
words, and technical terms from Western languages. It was around this time that the words

"nation, freedom, civilization" entered the Turkish language.
Thanks to numerous translations carried
out by the translators of the Bureau, a new style
has been adopted in Turkish. Long sentences,
expressions, prayers that came at the beginning
of a text were no longer used. They no longer
wrote long, flowery sentences, but short sentences that put the thought forward.
The Translation Bureau also influenced
Western thought emerging in the Ottoman Empire. Thanks to the translating activities of this
Bureau, European thought had entered the
country. The elite of the Ottoman Empire of the
day had graduated from this school, and its graduates held key positions within the Empire (Bilim,
1990: p. 43).
The Translation Bureau has proven to be
more than a language institute: it has been the
cradle of new ideas, a hotbed of liberal-inspired
thought that has spawned a new generation of
state reformers. The aim was to "give the empire
the means to communicate with the West."
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CitiZone

“СИТИ” Их сургуулийн алсын хараа болон 2020-2021 оны хичээлийн жилийн үйл ажиллагааны
төлөвлөгөөнд туссан томоохон ажлуудын нэг бол СитиЗон төсөл юм. Уг төслийн бэлтгэл ажил дуусаж,
эхлэхэд бэлэн болж байна.
СитиЗон төслийн хүрээнд:
•
•
•
•
•

Багш, оюутнуудын дунд хувь хүний хөгжлийн сургалт, лекцүүд;
Багш, оюутнуудын өдөрлөг, чөлөөт уулзалт, бүтээлийн үзэсгэлэн, урлаг, соёл, спортын арга
хэмжээнүүд;
Оюутан, төгсөгчид ажилд ороход, өөрийн бизнесээ эхлэхэд нь дэмжлэг үзүүлэх зорилгоор аж
ахуйн нэгж, байгууллагуудтай хамтран ажиллах, ажил горилогчдод тавигддаг, шаардлагатай
мэдлэг, чадвар, дадлыг эзэмшүүлэх, хөдөлмөрийн зах зээл дээр өрсөлдөхөд нь туслах;
Багш, оюутнуудын санаачлан боловсруулсан инновац, бизнесийн төслүүдийг шалгаруулж, жил
бүр 1-3 төсөлд тус бүр 30 хүртэлх сая төгрөгийн санхүүжилт олгон, хамтран ажиллах зэрэг арга
хэмжээнүүдийг тогтмол зохион байгуулна.
Оюутнууд академик мэдлэгээс гадна практик дадлага, туршлагатай, хувь хүний хөгжлөөр
өрсөлдөхүйц, бие даан ажиллаж, амьдрах чадвартай төгсөх ёстой.

Мэдлэг бол Хүч, Эрх чөлөө - Scientia est Potentia, Libertas

https://www.citi.edu.mn/citizone1/
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