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JOHN R. WALSH 

'John Walsh retired in. 1980 as Senior Lecturer i.ıi Turkish at 
the.University of Edinburgh after a thirty-year teaching career. In 
a . field where numbers are few, demands high,. and scholarly re­
putations ·but slowly acquired, Walsh succeeded single~handedly in 
establishing Edinburgh as a recognized centre for the study of Ot­
toman Turkish literatll!e, gaining the respect and adıniration çf col­
leagues in Turkey as in west~rn Europe and North America. 

Bornin Hartford, Connecticut in 1919, Wa.l.sh grew up in New 
York, and came to Europe with the United Stat.es army during the 
Seç6nd World War, His introduction to oriental studies- a one-term 
course in Arabic, T1ırkish and Islamic history at the School of Orien­
tal and =African Sb} di es, University of London, in Iate 1945 - was at 
~he instigation of the · US military authorities. Though brief, this 
offered a tantalizing glimpse into another cultural and intellectual 
world, an4 determined· the nature of his future career. Demobilised 
from the, army in 1946, Walsh opted for a full four-year degreP- at 
SO.AS, graduating with first class honours in Turkish in 1950. The 
patte;rn of this undergraduate training set the style and standards 
of his · academic future: Ara bi c, · Pcrsian and Turkish were studied 
in rı;tore or less equal proportions for the first three years, suppor~ 
ted by classes on Islamic history and institutions; only in the fina! 
year was Turkish studied exclusively, ·with language and literature 
classes gJ:ven by Mundy,· Wittek and. ~at, and history thi:ough Wit­
tek's fa.mous sem~ar. Perhaps the fundamenta:l lesson ·Iea.rnt from 
such a curriculum was that the tı::ue Ottomanist :is quite other than !1 
Turkologist, and requires a command of all three major Islamic lan­
g:uages of· the Middle East. This is the harsh reality which . was, 
~d is, instilled kindly but rigorously into the mind of ·every young 
researcher who. seeks his advice. 

.· Th~ Turkish post af EdinburgP, was one ~f the postwar initiati­
ves taken in the wake of the 1947 Scarborough 'Report which recom-
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mended expansion in oriental studies in British universities. Walsh · 
was invited to be the first holder of this post (then at New College, 
Edinburgh) in 1950. However, despite government concern for the 
maintenance of academic expertise in areas such as Turkish, public 
interest was minimal and stu~ents_ everywhere slow to appear. In 
the early years of his appointment Walsh was able to devote con­
siderable time to laying the practical foundations for his discip­
line in its new environment. An extended period of research in ma­
jor libraries throughout Turkey during 1951-52 brou.ght a new. ·ac­
quaintance with the country and its scholars, and a large haul of 
books and microfilıns for his p~rsonal collection and for the ~~ 
burgh library. An avid book collector, b,e acquired over the following 
years an incomparable côllectioh of reference and secondary works, 
of histories, divatns and mün§eat collectioris in Ottoman; and of the 
major European sources relating to the Ottoman empire, both tra­
velogue and. history, from the 16th century onwards. During. the 
1950s, he also spent time cataloguing manuscripts. An early artiCle, 
.'The Turkish manuscripts in New College, Edinburgh' ( Oriens XU 
(1959), 171-89) lists a smail collection of twenty volumes in Otto­
ı:iı.an and eastern Turkish collected c, 1819-25 iri Astrakhan by a 
Scottish missionary. A later, much larger project, the listing ·of 

1 
c. ~60 Turkish manuscripts at the John Rylands Library, Univer-
sit~\ of Manclıester, though virtually complete, reınains unpub­
lishe,d. Meanwhile, he had published in transcription a short text ·by 
Mustafa Ali from · the sole Ottoman manuscript in the National 
Library of Scotland, 'Müverrih Ali'nin bir istidanamesi' (Türkiyat 
Mecmuası XIU (1958), 131-40). 

Another aspect of ·waısh's . early years in Edinburgh ·was his 
study of other non-Middle Eastern or Islamic languages which 
might in any way prove liseful for the Ottomanist: These üıcluded, 
in addition to the Hebrew he had ·begun at SOAS, such geographically 
dispersed languages as Mongolian and Serbo-Croat. Italian; however, 
proved to be the most appropriate to one of his main interests, that 
of how the Ottomans represented their state in hiStorical writing. 
In 'Giovanni Tommaso Minadoi's history of the Turco-Persian wars 
of the reign of Mll!a-d III' (Proceedings of the 25t1ı Interiıational 
Oongre..w~ of Orientalists, Mosoow 1960, Moscow 1963, ll, 448-54), 
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he. sho~ed how. the contemporary account of a Venetian observer 
in Aleppo could be used to good effect for comparative purposes 
with the Ottoman chronicles of the period. Later, in 'The revoJt of 
Alqas .Mirza' (WZKM -68/1976, 61~78), he used letters in Persian 
from a collection of early Safavid in§a to illuminate the chronology 
and circumstances of a specific incident in the 1540s. 

Perhaps the most widely-read and influential of Walsh's 
writing is his principal article on this theme, 'The historiography 
of Ottoman-Safavid relations in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen­
turies' (in B Lewis and P M Holt (eds), Historians of the Middle 
EastJ London 1962, 19'7-211). A piece of bold, suggestive writing 
full of well-founded reflections and critica! insight, this is an essay 
in methodology and precepÜon of history which faces in many di­
rections. Firstly, Walsh stressed that any piece of conscious his­
torical writing, whether rich or poor in explicit factual content, is 
in itself a part of the historica~ record : 

'Historiography is as much the result as it is the record 
of events, and · ... react[s] variously to the circumstances 
in which it is produced, in accordance with the temper of 
its times. In its prejudices and its assumptions, in its 
omissions no less than in its contents, it is the reflection 
of the inconstant human· situation, and even where if is 
least informative it S11PPlies us with data which no explicit 
statement could convincingly express, and which, perhaps, 
are as valuable to the understanding of the past as the 
dates and deeds.' 

Culturally and chronologically dlstant, ·both Ottoman and Safavid 
writers applied different historiographfcal conventions to those of 
the modern historian. Without an underştanding of these, and of the 
outlook of the society which produced ~d received them, the value 
of these texts cannot properly be assessed. Tone is equally as im­
portant as content, especially in a work which has war as its central 
theme and, as in at least the Turkish a<:counts of the Iate 16th cen­
tury Ç>ttoman-Safavid conflict, one which is inspired by the spirit 
of religious and political polemic. 

Above all, Walsh. maintained, Ottoman historiography was a 
major literary genre, aiıd must be interpreted primarily iİı terms of 
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its literary tradition. It was, in fact, the principal vehicle for 
'creative' prose writing, and as such was subject to strict literary 
conventions, in terms both of concept and of the expectations of its 
audience. Much historiog-raphy has a distinct moral purpose : 

'In all may be seen the same preoccupation with events in 
themselves, and these events are invariably given an in· 
dividual human motivation. The paradox here is that the 
individuals are rarely presented as personalities, but rather 
remain obscured behind the tired formulae of praise 
or blame ... events are invaria:bly se]f.contained, and rarely 
escape from a narrative cantext which literary considera· 
tions have made selective and artificial to the point of 
a:bstraction; ... interpretation is ·confined to drawing a 
.moral or confirming a revealed truth.' 

In order properly to. understand an~ appreciate such histories 'where 
method is often makeshift and fa:cts are always discretionary', both 
the literary ambience and the psychologies of individual ·authors 
muşt be taken fully into account. In all historiography, but parti­
cularly in conventional Ottoman texts, 'it is in the degree that they 
express the feeling of ·events that [such works] have their chief 
value as a . presen~ation of the past'. In other words, Ottoman his­
toriography is less aböut 'what ·really happened' andmorean expres­
sian of the interests and · concerns of the state's gove:ı;ni.i:ı.g elite. 

. Finally, · howev·er much the study of Ottoman history may be 
directed increasingly by archival considerations, mere ac.cum.ulation 
of facts alone is ultimately sterile. Without the insights into opinion 
and ethos provided by historiographical criticism, 'the docum.ents 
aiıd statistics· are as lifeless as the hands that wrote them'. With 
this as his guiding principle, Walsh steered research students who 
came to Edinburgh thinking they would study history :into the 
rather different sphere of historiography, into the establishment and 
the critica! evaluation of abasic text. Work on the Selimname lite­
rature, on Ottoman-Hungarian campaigns of the 1590s, and on the 
unpublishe~ seetion of Selaniki's history was all inspired by this 
concern. 

A c~ntrib~tion to Walsh's histarical study which is not explicit 
in his :wiitin.g but which nevertheless provided an essential pers~ 



5 

pective, ·came from his regular undergraduate teaching of· Islaınic 
history from the 7th to the 20th centuries, and from his postgra­
duate guidance in seminars and research supervision. Jointly with 
Professor W. Montgomery Watt, he supervised several doctoral 
theses on subjects as diverse as early Umayyad power struggles, 
Tabari's history, the. theological school of Abu Hanifa, l2th century_ 
Islam.ic Spain, and the origins of Wahlıabism. Vvlıilst on the one 
lıand constrained to undertake such broad responsibilities by the 
small size of the Edinburgh department, on the other lıand Walsh 
has always ·been acutely conscious of the continuity and traditions 
of his principal discipline, with a grasp of broad essentials which 
frequently escape the scholars of a younger generation, who .are 
perhaps more privileged in the availability of · research materials 
but more circumscribed in their interpretative horizons. 

Walsh's interest in the literary aspects of historical writing 
developed naturally into si'Udy of the· de'!elopment and aesthetic of 
the inşa style . of rhetprica:l prose in which a number of Ottoman 
histories were written. Although on in.şa,_ in its primary meaning 
of epistolography, the Ottomans ·produced ?. substantial corpus of 
instruction manuals and collections of exemplary letters; miim§eat 
mecmuaları, modern scholars have largely viewed such writing as 
the convoluted contrivance of an artificial culture and have accord­
ingiy neglected them. However, taking the view that no literary 
form will survive unless it has an appreciative audience, Walsh 
strove here, as in his studies of (liva.n poetry; to see into the mind 
of the Ottoman litterateur, in prder to understand the -cültiıral values 
which underlay the creation and enjoyment. of the inşa style, both 
in correspondence and in other literary •forms : · 

' 

'That there is a fallacy in neglecting one of the most speci­
fic and clıara.cteristic of the cultural activities of Ottoman 
civilization is too apparent to require demonstration; and 
even those :who are · disposed to igilore the aesthetic docu­
mentation of the past must stiiı accept responsibility for 
a correct understanding of texts, the language and style of 
which, even when disclaiming a~tistic intent, derive their 
ideals and standards from the great masters of prose.' 
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His interest has ranged over the entire period of classical Otto­
man irt§aJ from the Iate 15th century Gül§en-i irt§a by the Nakşbendi 
şeyh Mehmed b. Edhem, to the mürt§eat of Nabi (d. 1712; his eriti­
cal editions of both works remain unpublished}, and to the com­
pilation of one of th:e last major exponents of the genre, the poet 
and stylist Kani (d. 1791; cf. Encyclopaedia of IslaJmJ 2nd ed., IV, 
544} . Supervision of a doctoral thesis on Ottoman contributions to 
Islamic rhetoric from the standpoint of the Iate-Tanzimat literary 
debate was an extension of this interest; anather aspect was explo­
red in a thesis comparing the development of literary Persian and 
Turkish in the Kalile ve Dimne stories. Foremost of Walsh's own 
research in this field is his work on N ergisi (d. 1635}, perhaps the 
pre-eminent Ottoman prose stylist. An edition of Nergisi's ~ollected 
letters, 'The Esalibü '1-mekatib (Münşe'at} of Me!ı}ned Nergisi Efen­
di' ( Archivum Ottomanicum I/1969, 213-302}, and unpublished edi­
tions of Nergisi's hamse and his panegyric account of Murtaza 
Paşa's 1626 Hungaria.n campaign, ElJVa.şfu Jl-kiimil fi al;_viili Jl-veziri 
Jl-~adilJ have been prepared. Sustained literary critica! assaults on 
irt§a texts of this nature would yield much of value on Ottoman 
seli-perception and image, aspects of the past which often seem un­
naturally static and alien. 

Any research into Ottoman cultural and intellectual develop­
ment must take into account its fundamental religious aspect, jn 
terms ·both of the le-arned hierarchy of ulema and of mysticism. Part 
of Walsh's contribution in this sphere has been in biograplıical 

study, with brief notices in the Encyclopaedia of Islam on, for 
example, the learned dynasti~s of Fenarizade (15th and 16th cen­
turies) and Dürrizade (18th and 19th centuries) and on Nevizade 
Ata'i; a thesis was also prepared under ·his guidance on 17th cen­
tury ulema in Şeyhi's biographical dictionary. To tliese may be 
added further supervised work on Ottoman legal and re)igious de­
velopments in the early 17th century. In larger pa~, J;ıowever, 

Walsh's contribution has •been to reveal the influence of the telcke 
in modulating the tenor of Ottoman divan poetry. 

In 'Yunus Emre: a 14th-century Turkish hymnodist' (Nurnen 
Vll/1960, 172-88; reprinted in Yunus -,gm1·e and his wystical poetryJ 
ed. Talat Sait Halman, Blooınington, Indiana 1981, 111-26}, Walsh 
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showed how Yunus Emre's poems, conceived in the heterogeneous 
religious environment of 13th and 14th century Anatolia, consciously 
reflected 'Islam as adapted to the spiritual needs of the people' in 
an area but superficially Islamicised and with a · strong liturgical 
tradition. Yunus offered a form of religious practice more sympa­
thetic and acceptable than the 'uncompromising ıintellectualism' of 
'text-book Islam'. 'Communal, assertive and confessional, simple and 
reiterative, spontaneous and unaffected', Yunus' hymns must also be 
considered as distinct from the self-consciolıs, artistic didacticism 
of other forms of religious verse. Written for use in tekke services, 
'accompanied by the singing and daneing of the congregation', the 
hymns of Yunus and his imitators offered an attractive vehicle 
within Islam for the lyrical expression [of] innate religious- ·sen­
timents' at the popular level. 

A similar reaction to the social and intellectual straitjacket 
of religious orthodoxy may be detected in later Ottoman divan 
poetry. In his study of ·the 15th century poet Sarıca Kemal ('The 
divançe-i Kemal-i Zerd (Şarıca Kemal)', Jaurnal oj Turkish Studies 
3/ 1979, 403-42), Walsh concludes : 

'Imitative, mannered and artificial though it may seem, 
divan poetry was the response of the Ottoman spirit to 
the stultifying, joylEiss religiosity which at all periods posed 
a threat to . human values; as also, it was the revulsion 
of the Ottoman mind from the obscurantist banalities and 
siovenly style of popular religious verse. To be a poet was, 
a:bove all, to a.Ssert a sqcial attitude, and it was men of the 
cast of Şarıca Kemal who first wrought to make of poetry 
a means whereby this philosophy could be expressed in the 
face of an inimicable orthodo~.' 

Walsh's thesis is that the mystic philo_sophy which provided 
the ethos for Ottoman poetry was influenced less by the cJassie 
works , of P~rsian and Ara bi c literature and more by 'the specifically 
Turkish development of the An~tolian· ta-1'ikats. This theme is pur­
su~d in 'Yunus Eım;e and divan poetry' ( Jaurnal of Twrkish Studies 
7/1983, 453-64). Between the hymns pf Yunus and the gazels of 
later Ottoman poets Walsh identifies a strong connecting strand of 
'humanism', cl early detectable in the verse of 16th-century founders 
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of the divan tradition such as Necati, Zati and B;ayali, and impliçit 
in the work of their successors; The dominant contrast in form and 
style between the coıiıpositions of Yunus and those of the 9-ivruı 
poet often successfully .masks a continuity of concern; it has abs­
cured the fact that the main audience for divan poetry was one 'con­
ditioned [by the tekke poets] to accept a less rigid ati:itude towards 
religion and human behaviour than the orthodox establishment was 
prepared to countenance'. Outwardly, however, the two traditions 
stili appear incompatihle. To the poets of an imperial age seeking 
to create an elegant Ottoman idiom, Yunus' simple Turkish appea.rP.d 
unsophisticated and inadequate, and his verse insufficiently dis­
ciplined. To minds attuned to the demands of the ilmü Jl-belağo~ the 
exemplary rhetoric of the written word, the oratorical character of 
Yunus' simple, repetitive style appear~d harsh. To a governing 
class continually disturbed by the threat of heterodox sedition in 
Anatolia, the hymn tradition with its emphasis upon the extra­
ordinary powers of tlıe provincial dervish had little appeal. Walsh 
points out a characteristic· of divan poetry that, while disdahıing 
this type of disreputable, rabble-rousing dervish, the divan poet in­
variably took as his 'persona' the 'Yunus-type dervish', the one who 
truly seeks union with God: it is in this philosophical sense that 
'the voice of Yunus Emre, i ts accents polished, i ts . vöca:bulary re­
fined' influenced the spirit of divan poetry. 

It is perhaps from his study of· Ottoman divan · poetry that 
Walsh has gained ıthe greatest intellectual.reward and personal satis­
faction. In the latter respect, a long epistolary friendship with Ali 
Nihat Tarlan was particularly valued. Walsh's f~scination with the 
·Ottoman thought-world expressed in this poetry, his sympathy with 
its modes of expression, its · strengths and i ts weaknesses, was 
instantly apparent to his students. Postgraduate research on the 
biographical dictionaries of poets; tezkere-i §uaJr.aı and on the divans 
of the 15th-16th centın·y poets Mesihi and Tacizade ·cafer Çelebi 
was inspired by his enthusiasm. For others, a hint of this under­
standing may··be ·gained not only through the articles riıentioned here, 
but also through his careful translations, notably the seetion 'Divan 
poetry', in The Penguin Book of Turkish V ers e (ed. N ermin Mene­
meıicioğlu, Harmondc;worth 1978, 61-119).. 
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The study of Ottoman litera.ry history according to modern 
\!ritical standards is developing only at a slow pace, both inside and 
outside Turkey. The wealth of material which now lies unread, let 
alone unappreciated, is daunting. Even a sclıolar of Walsh's standing 
besitates to attempt more than an outline of the development of 
Turkish literature. Though intended primarily as introductions for 
the non-specialist, his two articles surveying both Ottoman and 
modern Turkish literature nevertheless contain valuable assessments 
for the more infmmed student ('Turkish literature', in Guide to 
Eastern literatures> eel. D M Lang, London 1971, 153-75; and 'Tur­
key: bibliographical spectrum', Review o.f N atWrıaı Llite-ratures N 1 
1, 1973, 113-32). Other comments on the nature and interpretation 
of Turkish and Ottoman literature lie buried in sharp, discriminating 
book reviews. 

A true scholar is more than the sum of his publications, in 
Walsh's case very much more. His chief concern has always been 
with the development of knowledge and understanding to hand on 
to his students, expecting to see in retunı a broadening of their own 
intellectual and personal horizons. Ultimately, the pedagogic role 
has always taken precedence over that of the researcher. For many 
Turks and non-Turks who have studied with him, the exacting yet 
inspiring standards of a dedicated and generous teacher have trans­
formed nascent enthusiasm into satisfying commitment. A rather 
shy perfectionist with the compensating strength of intellectual con­
fidence, a critica! mentor who yet commands affection and respect, 
in his quest for understanding in ~ vast splıere accepting the reality 
of human inadequacy, Walsh is, perhaps •. practicing the 'philosophic 
humanism' of the Ottoman divan poet. 

Ohr·istine Woodhead 


