
The Sultan’s World: An
unexpected interaction
between the Ottoman
Empire and Italian
Renaissance

The intricate relationship between the Ottoman Empire and Renaissance

Italy stands as one of the most untraveled yet profoundly significant

cultural exchanges of the fifteenth century.

Following the prosperity of the Italian Renaissance in Florence, a

transcultural interaction between Venetian artists and Ottoman rulers was

emerging. This phenomenal correlation between the Ottoman Empire and

Italian Renaissance certainly resulted in the formation of a long-term

association so could it be possible that this remarkable exchange was

significantly beneficial to a long standing cultural revolution?

In wake of the the Seljuk Turks demise in the early thirteenth century, who

were vanquished by the Mongols led by Genghis Khan, the Ottoman Empire

was established in Anatolia by Osman I (1290–1326), leader of the Kayı tribe.

The empire rapidly expanded across Asia, Europe, and North Africa, and by

1450 had emerged as one of the great global powers. This meteoric rise

positioned the Ottomans as a dominant force at the crossroads of Europe

and Asia, creating an environment ripe for the exchange of ideas, goods, and

Procession of the True Cross, Piazza San Marco by Gentile Bellini 1496. Accademia Galleria, Venezia
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culture. 

For centuries, the West has continuously regarded the Ottoman Empire

through a lense of deep-seated cultural and religious divides. Yet, the fall of

Constantinople and the hegemony of Istanbul were not merely

transformative for the Ottoman Empire; they marked a defining juncture for

Renaissance Italy as well. This shift reverberated through Europe, sparking

intellectual and artistic exchanges that would irrevocably alter the

continent’s cultural landscape, posing great relevance to the development of

Renaissance Italy.

Daniel Goffman, Professor and Chair of History at DePaul University,

critiques the prevailing scholarly narrative that frames early modern

Ottoman civilisation as stagnant and derivative, rather than recognising it as

creative and productive. The standards against which the Ottoman Empire

is judged in such evaluations of Western Europe, shaped by the intellectual

and humanist transformations of the Italian Renaissance. 

The Medici family & the fall of Constantinople

A particularly wealthy patron, banking family and political dynasty of

Florence, the Medici family or also known as the House of Medici,

commissioned a large portion of Florentine art during the prosperous high

renaissance proceeding the late 15th century. The Medici’s utilised their

leverage during the beginning years of Ottoman infiltration and negotiated

access to trade with the Byzantine city of Constantinople in 1439. Lorenzo

“The Magnificent” de ’Medici saw this as a potential connection between

East and West which, to him, was deemed as critical. Constantinople as a

population rejected the agreement and as a result the Italian state refused

any military assistance to the Byzantines during the war against the

Ottomans. 

The Emperor of Constantinople, Constantine XI Palaiologos had little

power and was outnumbered substantially by the Turks. The Ottomans

eventually sieged the city in 1453, the Medici’s trade consensus was

terminated and the fall of Constantinople with its remaining Byzantine

statelets led to many scholars resorting to refuge in Western Europe, with a

vast portion settling in Italy. Humanists, poets, writers, architects,

philosophers and scientists were among the refugees who fled to Italy.

They brought with them, for the first time, the complete works of a Fifth-

century Athenian philosopher, Plato. This particular philosopher was to

influence the views of many humanists resulting in a magnificent re-birth of
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studies centred on the nature and the importance of humanity.

The works of Plato eventually led to the development of a Neo-Platonist

school of philosophy in Florence.  The Platonic Academy was established in

1462 at Villa Medici in Careggi, Florence, by Marsilio Ficino under Cosimo

de Medici’s direction.

The academy’s mission was to revive the ancient Athenian Academy of

Plato, bringing together philosophers, writers, and artists. Key figures

included Ficino, Pico della Mirandola, Poliziano, and prominent Medici

family members, Giuliano and the latter, Lorenzo de ‘Medici.

Following the fall of Constantinople in 1453, Byzantine scholars joined the

academy, granting access to newly translated Latin texts of Plato that had

been largely forgotten in the Middle Ages. This revival of classical learning

and Neoplatonism fostered a pedagogical focus on developing both the

physical and spiritual aspects of individuals, aiming to shape each person as

uniquely as a work of art. 

This flood of refugees from Constantinople found sanctuary in various

Italian city-states. Greek scholars who fled Constantinople brought original

copies of the works of Aristotle, an ancient Greek philosopher and

polymath. This scholarly knowledge of Ancient classics and newfound

knowledge allowed prospective humanists to have a deeper understanding

of the philosophers and writers before them. 

With the conquest of Constantinople, the Ottomans expanded significantly

into Central Europe and the Mediterranean. They triumphantly retrieved

political alliances, diplomacy and trade and evidently, the Ottomans

developed cultural relations with the Western Christian world. Both the

Sultans and art patrons had a great role in the transcultural interchanges,

enriching each culture’s artistic expressions and conventions. 

In Sabine Engel’s excerpt in Ottoman Features in Venice from The Sultans

World, the Italian city-state of Venice came to be regarded as the “gate to

the orient” over the centuries. During the late 13th century the Venetians

initiated contact with the expeditiously expanding Ottoman Empire.

One prominent feature which distinguishes Venice from its European

counterparts was the permanency of the ambassadors and merchants’

premises in the most significant cities of the Middle East. Similarly, many

Ottoman travellers spent time in Venice, either for commercial or

diplomatic purposes. By the 16th century, Venice had become a hub for
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oriental luxury goods as well as a source of intelligence on all matters

Ottoman. 

The advent of a new emperor

A rather determined 21 year old, Sultan Mehmed II (r. 1451-81) possessed a

keen interest in antiquity and European art. He had close relations with

Florence, granting capitulations to the Florentines in 1460 for the Ottoman-

Italian trade. Subsequently, he was the first Ottoman ruler to enter into

cultural exchange into the Italian city-state of Venice. 

The Sultan followed the developments in renaissance art through to the

1470’s and disclosed his desire to commemorate his very own image (much

like the Greek and roman rulers) with medals and portraiture as a result of

cultural and diplomatic exchange. The concept of immortalising himself

motivated the Sultan to invite numerous Italian artists to his court. 

It is feasible to interpret this historical relationship between the Ottoman

Empire and the Italian Renaissance as both multifaceted and multileveled.

Author Mikael Bøgh Rasmussen considers that both sides learned from each

other and adopted traits from each other’s cultures into their own and It

seems that for both cultures it was favourable exchange.

This cultural exchange, of European classification within the Ottoman

Empire and of Ottoman form and style in Europe, had altering implications

in social, economic, spiritual and political terms.

The dispatched artist

The Sultan’s art patronage left deep traces in both the west and the east.

This newly appointed ruler of the Ottoman Empire was now ruler of

Constantinople, therefore, was also Emperor of the Rûm (Roman emperor

to rule the world in his own hands).

Consequently, it was crucial for the Sultan to gain writers and artists to

reflect and compliment his position.  In 1479 the Sultan eventually sent a

request to Venetian rulers for a portraitist and the dispatched artist was

Gentile Bellini, their most celebrated painter who had recently completed a

series of portraits of the doges of Venice.  Bellini’s paintings exhibit

records of his view of the Turks which appears unhampered by prejudice

due to the dissimilarity in culture, religion, dress and language. 
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Ensuing his diplomatic mission, Bellini arrived in 1479 to Istanbul and was

commissioned to produce landscape paintings and design a portrait medal

of Sultan Mehmed II with the most significant artwork Bellini produced

being the bust portrait of the sultan The Sultan Mehmet II (figure 1).

The Sultan’s image was undoubtedly of immense importance to Mehmed II

just as it was to Bellini, the three-quarter profile of the sultan is set against a

dark background much like the doges in the artists exemplar portraits.

This particular portrait adorned with a renaissance style arch, inscribed

victor orbic translating to the conqueror of the world and Mehmet II is

framed with classical-style motifs, acanthus leaves, vases, tendrils and

scrolls. 

According to the National Gallery of London, Gentile Bellini displays

references to Venetian art disclosed through the illusionistic pillars closely

resembling the doorway of the Venetian church of San Zaccaria Bellini

Figure 1. Gentile Bellini, The Sultan Mehmet II, 1480, Oil (19th-century repaint) on canvas, perhaps transferred from
wood, 69.9 x 52.1 cm
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resembling the doorway of the Venetian church of San Zaccaria. Bellini

incorporates three golden crowns on either side of the arch to further award

praise to the Sultan as the crowns perhaps represent Greece, Trebizond and

Asia, the three realms which Mehmed II ruled. As ruler of the greatly

expanding Islamic Ottoman Empire, the Sultan was one of the most

powerful rulers in the world when his portrait was painted in 1480. 

During his time in Istanbul, Italian painter Gentile Bellini immersed himself

in the rich visual culture of the Ottoman court, producing works that

blended European techniques with Turkish themes, including themes of

Turkey and documented Turkish dress within scenes of the bible in his

paintings.

Bellini’s influence rippled through Venetian art. Other Venetian artists

Vittore Carpaccio (figure 2) and Bernardino Pinturicchio placed realistic

Turkish figures, costumes and carpets in few of their works, an undeniable

proof of their popularity.

More than artistic curiosity, Bellini’s sultanic portraiture stands as a symbol

of cultural diplomacy. His detailed renderings of Mehmed II mark a pivotal

moment in East–West relations, an exchange of visual language that not

only bridged empires but reshaped the iconography of power and identity

on both sides. 

It’s evident that both sides were eager to blossom a worthy political and

trading relationship and Bellini was on both a diplomatic and artistic

mission to symbolize the concord orchestrated by the Venetian Republic

and the high-octane Ottoman Empire. 

Local artists working in the Sultans ateliers took much inspiration from

European masters under patronage by Mehmet II namely Nakkas Sinan Bey,
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FIgure 2. Vittore Carpaccio, Baptism of the Selenites, 1507, tempera on panel, School of San Giorgio degli Schiavoni,
Venice
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a local artist of the Ottoman court who translated European visual idioms

into the medium of miniature painting. In this artist’s miniature paintings,

the traditional western painting modeling and shading is transformed into

linearity with Islamic elements.

A profile portrait of the sultan with a rose (figure 3) attributed to Shiblizade

Ahmed from the same time also employs western shading to indicate three-

dimensional depth and volume drawing attention to the Sultan’s turban and

face. Contrastingly Ottoman artists had conventionally painted flat,

unmodelled planes. 

Gentile Bellini’s year and a half long journey in the Ottoman capital

commended him as the father of an ‘Orientalist Style’ that emerged in

Venetian painting. Comparably, Bellini did not produce any images of

Ottoman society, architecture or social life. Bellini did various studies of

individual Turkish people in daily costume, subsequently forming the

depictions of Turks for the west to perceive for themselves. 

18

Figure 3. Attributed to Shiblizade Ahmed, Portrait of Mehmet II, c.1480, opaque pigment on paper, 39 × 27 cm, Topkapý
Sarayi Muzesi, Istanbul, H 2153, fol.10a. © Sonia Halliday
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A bridge between East and West

The Ottomans held a genuine fascination with Western ideals, an

admiration reflected in their correspondence and collaborations with

Renaissance artists like Gentile Bellini. This cultural curiosity was not one-

sided. Across the Mediterranean, Europeans were beginning to acknowledge

the potential for unity grounded in a shared secular reverence for classical

antiquity, a culture that transcended borders.

This moment of mutual recognition introduced a tension: should Europe

persist in framing itself as a distinct and superior civilisation, or concede to

the deepening cultural, economic and political ties with the East? The

growing entanglement with the Ottoman world forced a reckoning with

long-held narratives of difference and dominance.

With a burgeoning Ottoman presence in Europe and the overthrow of

Constantinople the Europeans were clinging to the notion of the

Renaissance and its denotation of an innovative ‘rebirth’ that was achieved

Figure 4. Photographs. Workshop of Gentile Bellini, Standing Ottoman, late fifteenth century, ink on paper, 30 × 20 cm,
DAG, Louvre, Paris. Photo: © RMN/Michèle Bellot.
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by the inundated rediscovery of ancient Greece and Rome’s genius. It is

discernible that without any correspondence with the east with their ideas

and the inevitable influence of a predominantly Islamic world, the European

constitution of renaissance that we know today would have been entirely

different. 

The association between the Ottoman Empire and Italian Renaissance is

often overlooked, but it is comprehensible that the two established a long-

term association. The fall of Constantinople has questionably partially

fabricated the Italian Renaissance as the dissolution of the Byzantine

Empire allowed hundreds of scholars, humanists, poets and writers to settle

in Italian city states.

Ottoman ruler Sultan Mehmed II and Italian renaissance artists produced a

merge of cultural conventions and artistic practices. Gentile Bellini’s

temperate paintings may be evidence of a reputable merge between Italy

and the Ottomans in the fifteenth century and the Sultans curiosity and

permeability towards Western European culture signify the beginning of a

cross-cultural integration. 

The Sultan’s cultivated interest in the West catalysed a broader visual and

cultural presence of the Turks within European art. Beneath the surface of

commerce, Venetian and Ottoman merchants came to recognise a shared

ambition: mutual prosperity through trade.

In setting aside doctrinal and cultural distinctions, both sides tacitly

embraced the notion that intellectual and artistic exchange could serve as a

powerful bridge between worlds. 
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