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HISTORIA OTHMANICA: SOURCES AND PERSONAL MEMORIES 

Ioana Costa1 

Abstract: Historia Othmanica is not only a text with a difficult history, from its 
first redaction to the editions of present time, but also a complex work, structured on 
manifold levels. The double series announced in the title (“greatness” and “decay”) is 
eventually doubled by the notes that illustrate, somehow more conspicuous than the 
“history” itself, the scientific and human personality of Dimitrie Cantemir. Each note he 
inserted is the outcome of an enormous amount of information, filtered by the experience 
and intuition of a scientist and highlighted by the observations of a vivid spirit. From this 
perspective, the “history” attests an increasing vigour from one chapter to another, from 
Incrementa to Decrementa, from a difficult bibliographical synthesis to personal 
experience and recollection. The portrayal of Constantin Brâncoveanu is mostly based on 
direct knowledge, with precise genealogical data, detailed in an extensive note. 
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The destiny of the Cantemir family was impressed with the seal of volatility, which 
seemed to be the only constancy throughout the life of its members. Different 
countries, different political scenes, different cultural environments favoured a 
never-ceasing change of fate on a span of three generations, which enclosed the 
founding and perish of their political and literary dynasty. Dimitrie Cantemir is the 
nodal point of this rare human configuration. 

His father, Constantin Cantemir, was preceded by generations that meant 
nothing in the history and are therefore absent in the documents that survived and, 
most probably, in the documents ever written. He presumably was a peasant, in the 
prestigious alternative of razes; bearing on his face and body the scars of many 
battles, Constantin Cantemir grew to be boyar and entered the highest families of 
the country; in 1685, at the age of 73, after participating in many campaigns of the 
Great Turkish War, assisting the Othmans in their campaigns against the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth and the Habsburg Monarchy, he was invested voivode 
(id est, Prince) by the Aula Othmanica. The step was immense and changed for 
ever (that means the succeeding two generations) the fate of his family. The fact 
that Constantin himself was illiterate and could only write his own signature 
(though remarkably competent in speaking foreign languages), as a trustful 
chronicler of his time acknowledged, is most likely to be the punctum mouens of 
the brilliant education he offered his two sons. He never thought of himself as the 
supreme accomplishment of the Cantemir family, but much more, as the 
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foundation of a dynasty. The political treatises he secretly signed included this 
stipulation. The dynastic dream was the forceful legacy he left to his descendants. 
Dimitrie, his younger son, reigned twice, for less than one year (in 1693, for five 
weeks, and in 1710-1711, being succeeded and preceded by his elder brother, in 
1695-1700 and 1705-1707). Nevertheless, he got far more recognition than his 
father, who reigned about ten times longer. While still a teen (15 or, maybe, 12 
years old), in 1688, he was sent to Istanbul, as a guaranty of his father’s loyalty 
toward Aula, observing the convention and the long established practice. He had 
already benefited from the lessons of an outstanding Greek teacher, Ieremia 
Cacavela, judiciously chosen by Constantin Cantemir. In Istanbul, the fruits of 
these first lessons are enormously multiplied by his eagerness for knowledge and 
the motivating cultural challenge. The ample and intricate netting of his personality 
is set out here: modern sources now briefly describe him as a philosopher, 
historian, composer, musicologist, linguist, ethnographer and geographer. He 
became in 1714 member of the Societas Scientiarum Branderburgica, afterwards 
known as Academy of Berlin. This institution played a decisive role in the genesis 
of two major works Cantemir wrote in his mature age: Descriptio Moldaviae, a 
geographical, political and historical presentation of the Moldavian state, and 
Historia Moldo-Vlahica, an erudite work on the origins of the Romanians from 
Moldavia, Wallachia and Transylvania. Considered as a unit with two inseparable 
facets, these writings put forward a horizontal, synchronic description of Moldavia 
and a vertical, diachronic one.  

The same fertile decade (the second of the 18th century) witnessed the 
genesis of another work of Cantemir: “History of the Growth and Decay of the 
Othman Empire” (Incrementorum et decrementorum Aulae Othman[n]icae siue 
Aliothman[n]icae historiae a prima gentis origine ad nostra usque tempora 
deductae libri tres). This enormous work had a convoluted editorial destiny, 
closely connected to both its complex structure (from the standpoint of dimensions, 
various levels, quotations in languages little and badly known in Europe) and, 
principally, to the tribulations of his author and of his descendants. Though 
completed, it remained unpublished for a long time after the death of Dimitrie 
Cantemir. His son, Antioh, took the manuscript from Russia, where his father spent 
the last part of his life, to Western Europe, while being Russian envoy to London 
(and, successively, minister plenipotentiary in Paris). Thanks to the filial 
commitment, the work circulated throughout Europe as a manuscript and, finally, it 
was printed in translation in 1734 in London and, subsequently, in Germany and 
France, remaining the prime European book on the Othman Empire up to the 
middle of the 19th century. 

The princeps edition of the Latin manuscript had to wait until the beginning 
of the 21st century: it was published by Dan Sluşanschi (Amarcord Publishing 
House, 2001), after being printed the facsimile of the Harvardiense manuscript 
(Lat. 124) by the Roza Vânturilor Publishing House, in 1999. The first Romanian 
translation from Latin belongs to the same scholar, Dan Sluşanschi (Paideia 
Publishing House s.a. [2011]); the entire archive of professor Sluşanshi regarding 
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the Cantemir’s work is housed in the Sluşanschi section of the New Europe 
College in Bucharest. 

The divisions of the Historia Othmanica are clearly indicated by the title: 
there are two large chapters on the Incrementa (pages 1 to 246 in the Harvardiense 
manuscript) and one even larger chapter on Decrementa (pages 247 to 530, 
ibidem). The work is doubled by the author’s own annotations, both on Incrementa 
(279 pages, ibidem) and Decrementa (206 pages, ibidem). This different approach 
of the material leads to two distinct styles, a rigorous one largely relying on the 
bibliography in history and a lighter, more subjective one, including numerous 
personal memories in the annotations. Both partitions include elements that are 
seemingly characteristic for the alternating style: while Historia registers some 
facts that are part of Cantemir’s own experience (at the Othman court or as 
Moldavian prince), the Annotationes are filled with precise information, frequently 
offered together with the bibliographical data, mostly in a critical perspective. The 
shift from Historia to Annotationes and vice versa is accomplished by notes on 
specific words, sometimes in a multilevel structure, which bulks out different 
information, logically connected and subjectively chosen, and, on the other side, by 
announcing inside the history some larger details quod singula suo loco in nostris 
Annotationibus invenire Lector potuerit (Praefatio, 3.12). This entire edifice, with 
several stages and ranks, bears the seal of Cantemir’s personality and direct 
experience. 

Given the personal inference, based on straight knowledge, the balance of 
Incrementa versus Decrementa slightly favours the more recent facts he knew 
directly. This subjective way of considering the Othman history is much subtler 
than a simple intrusion of personal memories: he is continuously checking and 
double-checking the available sources, confronting them, ultimately, with his own 
judiciousness toward history. The very catalogue of availability for an erudite like 
Cantemir is impressive. Historia Othmanica might be read, philologically, as an 
inventory of sources with critical comments and explicit emendations. 

In a general approach of historiography, Cantemir specifies his own 
perception of sources in the segment best qualified for a self defining, in the 
Praefatio, organised in three chapters that represent an introduction to the immense 
material included in Historia: “Hegira compared to the Christian era”, “On the 
people and name of the Turks”, “The origin of Aliothman people”. These chapters, 
both general and containing precise data, are preceded by a paragraph announcing 
the structure of Praefatio that might be perceived as a necessary captatio 
beneuolentiae: the text is nevertheless sincere, seeming much more than a topos, no 
matter how illustrious – as Thucydides opened his “History of the Peloponnesian 
War” similarly, asserting and accepting for his work the impossibility of attaining 
the complete truth, even after a meticulous investigation. Leaving aside the specific 
writings, Thucydides laid a hand on their very sources, the direct testimonies. He 
was forced to admit that the witnesses used to have different perceptions of one and 
the same fact, each of them choosing (willingly or unwillingly) only one facet and 
keeping in the memory only what subjectively was interesting or was remodelled 
after the personal course of events. In a totally sincere assertion, Thucydides admits 
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to be himself influenced by the fluctuations of memory and perception, identical to 
any other witness. Cantemir knows too that might be blamed for not inscribing the 
perfect truth, just like all other historians and witnesses. He defends himself within 
the limits of human knowledge, as “even the facts that happen in front of us can not 
be completely accounted and with no errors”. Consequently, restoring the remote 
origins of the Othman people and events is even more subjected to sources that can 
hardly be checked, “as they succeeded many centuries before, among people that 
were so barbarian and unaccustomed with human settlings”. The severe acceptance 
of his own status as witness has as counterpart the constantly critical approach of 
the bibliography, in a programmatic manner, as he explicitly states in the final part 
or Praefatio: “we intend to present and to correct the things wrongly said or written 
by not a few historians, highly praised”. The final judgment remains in the lap of 
the reader – that is supposed to be experimented, a diakritikótatos, as he calls him, 
using a superlative form of an adjective that is already related to a paramount 
quality, diakritikós (from the verb diakríno, signifying originally the capability of 
separating the parts and consequently, of examining and discerning the elements).  

We apprehend from the very beginning of Historia Othmanica that the 
approach is scientific and, ultimately, consistent. It is all the same fluctuating from 
the standpoint of data amasses: the later years are more thoroughly documented 
(given the direct contact of the author with the Othman realities) and, naturally, 
more meticulous. The lector is immerged in a text that is progressively richer in 
facts and details, with observations written in the first person. The stylistic charm 
is, on the other hand, constant, as the subjective (but not less scientific) position, 
more and more obvious towards the end of the work, is in a delicate equilibrium 
with the catching legends and fabulous accounts from the first part: everything is 
filtered through the author’s severe judgement. The joy of recounting is strictly 
kept in check by the erudite that embraces the entire world, in all its aspects, 
tending to offer an exhaustive interpretation.  

The history of the Othmans, presented in the manner of annals, is always 
touched by the spirit of Cantemir, either in a human (and sometimes witty) and a 
critical way. In an inventory of Christian authors he used, the mostly praised is 
Laonic Chalcocondyl; the ultimate eulogy is quotation. Hierarchically, he lists, 
after Laonic Chalcocondyl, Iohannes Gaudier, author of Annales Sultanorum 
Osmanidarum (1588), but blamed for the forged accounts and for mixing the 
sources and oral tradition, on his own will. Cantemir actually corrects whenever 
possible the data, such as the names of the Persian satraps (Praefatio §12), 
emending Gaudier’s list with Turkish sources. Saadi Effendi, highly considered by 
the Othmans (§14) and the historian Neszri (§15), are corroborated with data 
offered by other authors. A special place is set aside for Georgios Phrantzes, who 
was contemporary with the fall of Constantinople and, therefore, used to be 
considered a high authority especially for the events related with it. His name 
appears more than once in Annotationes (e.g. 1.5. aa, 1.9.l) and is an excellent 
example of criticizing the sources and understanding the humans: Phrantzes wrote 
his chronicle by the end of his life, while being in exile, without the documents he 
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gained and the works he had previously composed, being weakened by old age and 
sufferings. The compassion shown by Cantemir is more than a generous gesture: he 
is himself, as he explicitly states (Ann. 2.2.tt), a writer that lost his documents and 
is therefore compelled to relay on memory. Taking this confession into account, the 
ensemble of Historia Othmanica is even more astonishing as erudite work; on the 
other side, the personal insertions are to be considered the vigorous arguments of 
an objective author, being himself (as the alleged reader, vide supra) 
diakritikótatos. 

The personality of Constantin Brâncoveanu is an eloquent example for 
author’s insertions in Historia Othmanica. In the main text, this Prince of Walachia 
emerges in two segments of Decrementa, 2.53 and 5.28-30. In 2.53, Cantemir 
narrates the “unexpected treason” toward Othmans, in the episode where 
protagonist is Tekeli, made by Turks Prince of Transsylvania. The second segment 
(5.28) is based on another act of treason toward Aula Othmanica: Brâncoveanu had 
had a secret correspondence with Tzar Peter and is consequently punished by the 
Sultan Ahmed the 3rd, who – advised by the Crimean Chan – entrapped him, helped 
by the rival of Brâncoveanu, Dimitrie Cantemir, made Prince of Moldavia by the 
same Sultan. Annotationes include more generous data, but only as pendent to 
paragraph 2.53 (Ann. 3.2.cc). This extensive note (pages 93 to 98 in the 
manuscript) is a minute account regarding the family and, mostly, the name of the 
Walachian Prince. He used to be known in Europe under three different names, i.e. 
Cantacuzenus, Brancovanus, Bassaraba, and Cantemir thoroughly explains the 
genealogy and circumstances that leaded to that. The final part of this ample note 
(which includes none of the facts that made Brâncoveanu’s reign significant) is 
consistent with the genealogical approach, offering a list of his descendants: the 
four sons that died together with their father under the “tyrannical sword” (filios 
habuit quattuor, Constantinum, Stephanum, Raducanulum et Matthaeum, quos, 
omnes, cum parente tyrannicus gladius absumsit) and is mentioned the only male 
survivor of the entire family, as Cantemir heard (audiuimus), namely Matthaeus, 
the grandson, who inherited, alone, the huge fortune that was scattered throughout 
Europe: quas undique Beatus Princeps in Caesareo, Veneto, Belgico et Anglico 
aerario disperserat, diuitiarum ex asse haeredem. 

Annotationes guarantee the scientific background that is compulsory for a 
work of such amplitude and, simultaneously, is the vivid (and recurrently 
unpredictable) half of this scientific writing. With no monotony whatsoever, 
Cantemir doubles the text of Historia in an effervescence of data, concatenated 
with respect to the logic of the note itself, not to the succession of events described 
in the historical account that observes the annals manner. Each note is the result of 
a huge amount of information, coming both from the sources he consulted 
(writings and oral tradition) and his personal knowledge, achieved in Othman 
Empire and in Moldavia; these data are rigorously filtered by his scientific method, 
his permanent quest for comparing and emending the sources and are calibrated by 
his surprisingly deep sense of humour.  
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