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EYÜP SULTAN AND THE GIRDING OF
THE SWORD CEREMONIES OF

OTTOMAN SOVEREIGNS
(TAKL‹D-‹ SEYF)



Throughout history, whenever a new
sovereign took the reins of power in his hands,
ceremonies that today we call ‘coronation’ or
‘enthronement’ were held for the purpose of
declaring that the new ruler was the lord of all
and every thing.  These ceremonies were
renowned for their characteristic pomp and cir-
cumstance.  It was all this pomp that brought
people to respect the entity, both as an individ-
ual and as an institution, and to become its sub-
jects.  At the same time, the happiness and pride
related to being the subjects of such a powerful
and magnificent sovereign were carefully
emphasized.  In addition to these sociological
observations, one must also note the presence
in such ceremonies of religious factors like reli-
gious symbols and the clergy; the purpose of
this was to underscore that the authority over
society was based on divine permission.  A
good example of this is the Sed coronation cer-
emony of ancient Egypt, where Buto the god-
dess of the North and Nekhbet the goddess of
the South were assumed to have given the
pharaoh his crown.  In later ages, the kings
were crowned by the Pope or by people repre-
senting the Pope.  Even in the 20th century,
when the Shah of Iran R›za Pehlevî was
crowned, he kissed the Quran in the hands of
the chief cleric ‹mam Cuma.

The situation in the Ottoman Empire, which
lasted more than six centuries, was totally dif-
ferent.  As long as the Empire was in existence,
the sultans descendant of Osman Gazi, mem-
bers of the Ottoman Dynasty (Hanedan-› Âli
Osman), organised cülus (accession) ceremonies
symbolising their accession to the throne and
bi’at (oath of allegiance) ceremonies symbolising
the acceptance of their sovereignty.  Since
throughout history, crowns have never existed
among the regalia of the Turks, the Ottomans
did not use them and thus coronation cere-
monies were not carried out. Nevertheless there
were approximate Ottoman versions of coronation
ceremonies: the girding of the sword (taklid-i seyf)
ceremonies, mostly performed at Eyüp, and the
ensuing sword procession (k›l›ç alay›).  It is these

taklid-i seyf ceremonies that are the subject of the
present article.

The facts that these sword processions were
magnificent, that the swords used were among
the Islamic sacred relics (emanat-› mukaddese),
that the people girding the Sultan with the
sword were very high level clerics and that the
place where these ceremonies were held was a
sacred place like Eyüp, reinforce the thesis that
this ceremony was the Ottoman version of coro-
nation ceremonies.  Professor Uzunçarfl›l›, while
describing Ottoman court organisation, has
clearly stated that the girding of the sword was
equivalent to European coronations.  Also, in his
book titled Saray ve Ötesi (The Palace and the
Rest), Halid Ziya Uflakl›gil compared the gird-
ing of the sword to coronation ceremonies and
pointed out that the magnificence of the cere-
mony was not matched by a magnificence of the
route of the procession, concluding that, “The
sword procession, the inner meaning and sym-
bolism of which was similar to the girding itself,
should have been of the same nature.  Or else it
should have been abolished.” Osman Ergin,
writer of Mecelle-i Umur-u Belediye (Code of City
Administration Affairs) has studied the girding
of the sword from the point of view of Akhi reli-
gious trade guilds, coming to the conclusion
that this was very similar to the ceremonial gird-
ing (fled ba¤lama) of the apprentices with the sash
(fled) symbolising the guild, by the masters of the
trade.  In his study titled Bir Türk Kurumu olan
Ahilik (Akhi Guilds as a Turkish Institution),
Prof. Dr. Neflet Ça¤atay has stated that these
similarities were a question of perception.

The main point we should clarify, as far as
our subject is concerned, is why it was chosen to
underline the sovereignty of the Sultan by
means of the taklid-i seyf and thus why the main
object of the ceremony was a sword.  The choice
could have fallen just as well on other weapons
like the gürz (iron mace) or the fleflper (six edged
halberd), which traditionally denote wealth,
nobility, rank and supremacy or on sacred sym-
bols like the tu¤ (horsetail attached to a helmet
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or flag-staff) or the alem (banner or metal object
like a crescent or star, attached to a flag-staff)
and the ceremony could have been named
accordingly.  To understand this point, we
should study the conceptual meaning of the
sword in Turkish society, within the context of
social, political and military history.

As it is well known, the sword has very
ancient origins and a symbolic value present
even in our days in certain ceremonies.  This
deeper meaning and symbolic value of the
sword was even stronger in Turkish societies.
The fact that the sword had a definite place in
society as a cultural value, since the very earliest
Turkish societies and in addition to its more
prosaic function as a weapon, put it in a privi-
leged position among weapons.  There are many
examples underlining the importance of the
sword in pre-Islamic Turkish societies.  A statue
of a Hun warrior on horseback, found in the
Second Paz›r›k fortification of the Altays, had a
sword hanging on the saddle.  References to the
sword are present in a very old manuscript writ-
ten with the Göktürk script and a Göktürk
inscription mentions how Kül-Tigin killed six
warriors with a lance and the seventh with his
sword.  As is the case in many other Turkish
tribes, the K›rg›z also used the sword as an ele-
ment fortifying an oath of allegiance.  During
such ceremonies they placed a sword between
the two people swearing allegiance to each other
by saying Bu gök girsin, kaz›l ç›ks›n (Let it enter
clean and come out bloodied).  In the shaman
religion, which was one of the main Central
Asian religions of Turks, when the shaman
prayed for safety from Erlik Han, the evil spirit,
he described him as having a sword made of
‘green iron’.  This is the first example of the
sword being mentioned in a religious context.
This same concept appeared during Islamic
times as Seyfullah (sword of God).

After the Turks’ conversion to Islam, the
sword gained in importance, both conceptually
and as far as its shape was concerned.  In
Kutadgu Bilig (Yusuf Has Hacib 1070, Section

VI), which was one of the first works of the
Turks’ Islamic period, the vizier ÖGDÜLMÜfi,
called on his ruler KÜNTOGDI IL‹⁄: “Oh my
ruler!  Three things are necessary for the rule of
a country and of a state.  A sword on the right
hand, a favour to be bestowed on the left and
sweet words in the mouth. A pen will be as
much needed as the sword is.  A conqueror of
provinces, conquers them with his sword, but
administers them with his pen.”  As one can
clearly see from these expressions, a strong rela-
tion existed between the sword on the one hand
and the social, political and cultural aspects of
society on the other.  Kaflgarl› Mahmud men-
tions the sword in a proverb included in his
work Divan-› Lügati’t Türk:

“K›l›ç tat›ksa ifl yunç›r, er tat›ksa er tunç›r.” (If
a sword gets rusty, it will not serve its purpose,
if a warrior gets rusty, his blood will degener-
ate)

In the Book of Dede Korkut (a Turkish epic)
Bams› Beyrek, who had fallen in love with Banu
Çiçek, swore by asking to be “carved up by my
own sword” if he failed.  Also in the Book of
Dede Korkut, Salur Kazan stated, “I have taken
my invincible sword and fought with it, con-
sumed with the love of the religion of
Muhammad”, thus pointing out not only the
strength of his sword, but also the fact that he
has been using it for a noble purpose.  When
Sultan Mehmed the Conqueror, after the con-
quest of Istanbul, swore to safeguard the colony
in Galata, he did not omit mentioning his sword,
by swearing on the ‘honour of the sword with
which I am girded’.

These examples stressing the significance
and importance of the sword can be repeated
many times over, in contrasting fields like pop-
ular poetry and Divan (classical) poetry, Central
Asian wall frescoes and Anatolian folk paint-
ings, tombstones and monumental structures,
symbols on flags or banners and the Ottoman
coat of arms, names of persons and of places.
All these examples could even be subjects of
separate studies.



While on the one hand the concept of sword
was being enriched in meaning, its physical
aspect was also being enriched by means of
intricate decorations.  These decorations took
the shape of various patterns, inscriptions
carved with great care within medallions or car-
touches, in the kûfi, talik, sülüs or celî sülüs
scripts and sometimes of a mühr-ü Süleyman (a
geometrical figure, Solomon’s seal).  The
inscriptions included the name and title of the
owner of the sword or elements that were
thought to instil sanctity to the sword and
power to both the sword an the warrior, like
some of the names of God (‹sm-i Celâl), verses
from the Quran or hadis (sayings of the Prophet
Muhammad or recordings of his acts).  The most
famous hadis-i flerif (noble hadis) in this context,
is the one that refers to the Prophet
Muhammad’s sword Zulfikar, which he is said
to have given to Hz. (abbreviation of Hazreti
used as a title for exalted personages) Ali during
the battle of Uhud (625), when his own sword
broke and to the bravery of Hz. Ali with this
sword: “Lâ Fetâ illâ Ali, Lâ Seyfe illâ Zulfikar”
(There is no one braver than Ali and there is no
sword but Zulfikar).  As it has become clear
after all this, the nature of the sword girding cer-
emony called taklid-i seyf and the fact that a
sword was considered as the symbol of transfer
of power, instead of the more usual crown, were
not coincidences.  They were consequences of
the sanctity of the sword, which went as far back
as pre-Islamic times and to the intimacy
between sword and Turks.

Many sources state that the taklid-i seyf and
the following sword procession were done on
the basis of the Resm-i Dirin-i Selâtin (ancient
ceremonies of the Sultans) or of the Kanun-u
Selâtin-i Kiram (laws of the noble Sultans), but
do not specify what these rules and laws were,
nor when they started to be applied.
Nevertheless Professor Uzunçarfl›l› informs us
that in the Nimeti Efendi Regulations and in
some protocol books, there are sections devoted
to sacrificial slaughters and to the granting of
favours during these ceremonies.  In addition to

this, it is also certain that the ceremony was
organised according to the wishes of the new
Sultan, in accordance with traditions.

Both the sword processions and the way the
Sultan arrived at and left from Eyüp Sultan
changed through the centuries. Some Sultans
came by sea and left overland, while others
came overland and left by sea. The use of these
two different routes was a visual way of under-
lining the fact that the Sultan ruled both the
lands and the seas.  Sultan-ül Berreyn ve Hakan-
ül Bahreyn Es’sultan ‹bn’üs Sultan (Sultan of the
lands and Lord of the Seas, Sultan son of a
Sultan), this was one of the titles of the Sultans
that were spelled out in written documents,
before his name or his tu¤ra (monogram).

After the conquest of Constantinople, these
ceremonies were always held at Eyüp Sultan.
The choice of this place as the site of these cere-
monies was due to the desire to be in the good
graces of an extremely important Muslim Saint
like Hz. Eyyüb el Ensarî, who would, it was
hoped, have helped the Ottoman Sultan during
his lifetime and interceded for him in the after-
life, to the desire to ascend to the throne with
Hz. Eyyüb el Ensarî as heavenly witness, but
also to the desire to underline the religious
aspect of Ottoman rule and thus increase its
authority.  It was because of this last point that
the individual girding the Sultan with the sword
were personages like the Nakib-ül Eflraf (title
which means chief of the descendants of the
Prophet and which was given to the representa-
tive at Istanbul of the Sherif of Mecca), the fieyh-ül
‹slâm (Ottoman official responsible for matters
of canon law) or other very high level Ottoman
scholars.  As examples we could mention Emir
fiemseddin Mehmed Buharî for Murad II,
Akflemseddin for Sultan Mehmed the
Conqueror, Üsküdarl› Aziz Mahmud Hüdai for
Murad IV, Nakib-ül Eflraf Kazasker
Abdürrahim Efendi for Abdülmecid, fieyh’ül
‹slam Hayrullah Efendi for Abdülhamid II and
finally the Senussi Sheikh Seyyid Ahmed, who
came to Istanbul from Bengazi on a submarine,
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for the last Sultan Mehmed VI Vahideddin.

The swords used for these ceremonies were
the swords kept as part of the emanat-› mukaddese
(sacred relics), which had belonged to the
Prophet Muhammad, Hz. Ömer or Halid Bin
Velid, or swords of previous Sultans like Osman
Gazi, Sultan Mehmed the Conqueror and Sultan
Yavuz Selim.  While some Sultans were girded
only with one of the sacred swords, others were
girded with both a sacred sword and the sword
of one of their ancestors.  This served the pur-
pose of underlining the fact that the new ruler,
just like his ancestors, held both spiritual and
temporal power.  As spiritual ruler he was the
Caliph of Muslims and Z›llullah-› fil Âlem ve fil
Arz (God’s shadow on the Universe and on the
Earth).  As temporal ruler he was the sovereign
of all lands and people under the domain of the
Hanedan-› Âli Osman (Ottoman Dynasty).

We may summarise by coming to the con-
clusion that by means of the taklid-i seyf, the
Sultan declared his authority in matters reli-
gious and national, with the Sacred sites of Eyüp
as a backdrop and in this way not only legit-
imised his authority, but also in a way estab-
lished a solemn covenant, which had divine
approval, between ruler and subjects.

REFERENCES

1. BAfiAR, Zeki - Tarihte, T›p Tarihinde Yemin, Ankara, 1972.

2. CEVDET KUDRET - Bugünkü Türkçemizle Dede Korkut,
Istanbul, 1983.

3. ÇA⁄ATAY, Prof. Dr. Neflet - Bir Türk Kurumu olan Ahilik,
published by the Turkish Historical Society, Ankara, 1989.

4. ERALP, T. Nejat - Tarih boyunca Türk Toplumunda Silâh
Kavram› ve Osmanl› ‹mparatorlu¤unda Kullan›lan Silâhlar,
published by the Turkish Historical Society, Ankara, 1993.

5. GÖKYAY, Orhan fiaik - Bugünkü Dil ile Dede Korkut,
Istanbul, 1963.

6. KAfiGARLI MAHMUD - Divan-› Lügati’t Türk, translated
by Besim Atalay, Ankara, 1943.

7. KURAT, Prof. Dr. Akdes Nimet - Göktürk Ka¤anl›¤›, pub-
lished by the Faculty of Languages, History and Geography,
Ankara, 1952.

8. ORKUN, Hüseyin Nam›k - Eski Türk Yaz›tlar›, Istanbul,
1940.

9. ORKUN, Hüseyin Nam›k - Eski Türkler Nas›l Yemin
Ederlerdi, Resimli Tarih Mecmuas›, Vol. I, Istanbul, 1940.

10. PAKALIN, Mehmed Zeki - Osmanl› Tarih Deyimleri ve

Terimleri Sözlü¤ü, published by the Ministry of Public

Education, Istanbul, 1983.

11. fiEHSUVARO⁄LU, Haluk - Osmanl› Padiflahlar›n›n K›l›ç

Kuflanma Merasimleri, Resimli Tarih Mecmuas›, Vol. I,

Istanbul, 1950.

12. UZUNÇARfiILI, Professor ‹. Hakk› - Osmanl› Devletinin

Saray Teflkilat›, published by the Turkish Historical Society,

Ankara, 1984.

13. YUSUF HAS HAC‹B - Kutadgu Bilig, facsimile reproduc-

tion of the Vienna copy, translated by Reflit Rahmeti Arat,

Ankara, 1947.


