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Holding High the Hanseatic Cross in the Levant: Andreas
David Mordtmann and the Diplomatic Milieu of Istanbul

Tobias V€olker

Department of Near Eastern Studies, University of Vienna, Vienna, Austria

ABSTRACT
This article unearths the little-known history of the Hanseatic legation in
mid-nineteenth-century Ottoman Istanbul through a close reading
of the career and writings of its head of mission Andreas David
Mordtmann. A trained Orientalist, Mordtmann ventured well beyond the
social and spatial boundaries that seemed to confine the select and
inward-looking diplomatic milieu of Pera. He travelled extensively
throughout Anatolia and had close relationships with notable Ottoman
high-officials and intellectuals. After the legation was disbanded
in 1859, these contacts secured him employment in the Ottoman state
service. Applying a transcultural approach, the article examines
Mordtmann’s overlapping and often conflicting roles of diplomat and
scholar in the light of recent scholarship on nineteenth century diplo-
matic culture and (German) Orientalism, paying particular attention to
his complex position as an observer with multiple and shifting political,
cultural, and professional affinities. Uncovering the mental and material
worlds of this Orientalist-turned-diplomat-turned-Ottoman will not only
shed new light on some of the intricacies of diplomatic life in Istanbul,
but also show how it was ultimately more ‘locally embedded’ than pre-
viously presumed in the literature.
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The fate of the Hanseatic legation that existed in Istanbul from 1842 to 1859 was inextricably
linked to the personal career of its head of mission, the German Orientalist Andreas David
Mordtmann (1811–79). As representative of three northern German city states, he represented a
fairly new type of diplomat: a civil servant of middle class background with republican beliefs
among the diplomatic corps made up predominantly of aristocratic members; an academic who
had been given his job because of his Orientalist expertise rather than through family ties and
class privilege; an intellectual who did not shy away from getting involved with local culture,
and who used the acquired skills and personal contacts for a career in the Ottoman
state service.

A parallel reading of the legationʼs history with Mordtmannʼs eventful biography provides an
illuminating case study of the policies pursued, and the administrational challenges faced, by
diplomatic representations of small, politically neutral states in the highly dynamic political envir-
onment that was mid-nineteenth-century Istanbul. On the level of diplomatic practice, an exam-
ination of how Mordtmann sought to combine his roles as Orientalist and diplomat, and what
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that meant for his scholarship and his conduct in office, has wider implications for the meaning
of diplomatic professionalism and the way it changed over time. Tracing Mordtmannʼs cultural
and political networks that included a wide spectrum of Ottoman intellectuals also highlights
the often undervalued local dimension of diplomatic life in Istanbul. Finally, located in the larger
history of German Oriental studies, Mordtmannʼs example illustrates how the ʻautodidacts and
travellersʼ 1 with their ethnographic and socio-political findings were increasingly marginalized
within the mainly philologically oriented Academy, while the more practice-oriented Orientalist
knowledge they produced was in high demand with Foreign Ministries and newspaper editors.

The first part of the article will trace the history of the legation and discuss its particularities
in the context of recent scholarship on diplomatic culture, diplomatic actors, and diplomacy as
social practice.2 The logistics of running a small but fully functioning mission and the material
aspects of Mordtmann’s existence are explored, and his subsequent career as a ʻWestern expertʼ
in the Ottoman service is analysed in the light of his manifold involvement with intellectual life
in mid-nineteenth-century Istanbul. The article then addresses Mordtmann’s overlapping roles of
diplomat and Orientalist, assessing how ethnographic research, intelligence gathering, and jour-
nalism intersected in his writings and what this meant for his Orientalist work and his profes-
sional self-perception. Finally, through an analysis of his attitude towards the diplomatic milieu
in Pera, and his discursive stance on Ottoman reform and the Eastern Question paradigm,
Mordtmann is framed within the transcultural reference field of his manifold affiliations and shift-
ing loyalties, locating his views and actions in the broader context of Orientalist knowledge pro-
duction and Euro-Ottoman diplomatic history.

The Istanbul mission in the context of Hanseatic foreign policy

The implementation of the Hanseatic mission in Istanbul was part of a coordinated foreign policy
of the northern German city-states of Hamburg, Bremen and L€ubeck. After the slow dissolution
of the Hanseatic League in the seventeenth century,3 the three cities had maintained diplomatic
relations with several European powers to advocate their commercial interests and defend their
sovereignty against the encroachment of neighbouring German principalities.4 This network of
representation was massively expanded in the early nineteenth century, when mercantilist
restrictions on overseas trade were eased.5 The more than 200 new Hanseatic outposts in
Europe, Asia and the Americas served primarily commercial needs and were run almost exclu-
sively by honorary consuls, but in the Ottoman case the Porte insisted on a diplomatic represen-
tation in Istanbul as a prerequisite for opening consulates in other port cities of the Empire.6 The
negotiations were initiated in 1836,7 leading up to an Agreement of Friendship, Trade and
Shipping that was signed in London in 1839, one year after the British treaty of Baltalimanı on
which it was largely based.8 In 1842, the formal requirement of a diplomatic representation was
met by the assignment of the Spanish minister resident Antonio L�opez de C�ordoba (1799-1854)
as Hanseatic charg�e dʼ affaires.9 Yet, while C�ordobaʼ s chancellery could have attended to the
needs of the Hanseatic ships, the Cities decided to appoint a German-speaking chancellor,
thereby establishing the Hanseatic mission as a separate administrative unit.10 In 1845, they com-
missioned their candidate of choice, the Orientalist Andreas David Mordtmann.11

Born in Hamburg in 1811 into an impoverished middle-class family, Mordtmannʼs main qualifi-
cation for the job was his proficiency in Oriental languages that he had acquired autodidactically
as he could not afford a formal academic training.12 In 1839, these language skills attracted the
attention of the influential Hamburg politician Karl Sieveking (1787-1847),13 who conducted the
negotiations with the Porte. He took Mordtmann under his wing and in 1845 suggested him for
the newly created post in Istanbul. For Mordtmann, the appointment represented an opportunity
to finally see the ʻOrientʼ, improve his Turkish and do research on the ground.
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For the Hanseatic Cities the mission constituted an experiment as their only outpost with full
diplomatic character outside Europe. Unlike earlier maritime republics, most notably Venice,14

the Hanseatic Cities did not have the intention nor the power to play an active role in Ottoman
high politics. Instead, they promoted neutrality, freedom of trade and republicanism as mutually
dependent corner stones of their foreign policy, stressing their role as warrantor of international
commercial exchange in times of Great Power conflict.15 This reiteration of old tropes about the
survival of small republics in times of imperialist competition seemed – after the Napoleonic
occupation and in face of continuing challenges to their independence within the German con-
federation – like the proverbial whistle in the dark. The Cities, however, relied on the relative sta-
bility of the Vienna system and the rivalry between the Great Powers to protect them.16 Unlike
other small states whose claim to neutrality often got into conflict with their colonial aspirations,17

the Hanseatic Citiesʼ activities in the Eastern Mediterranean did not pose a threat to any of the
bigger players, and for several years, they managed to manoeuvre successfully along the fault lines
of imperial politics as a confederation of exclusively trade-oriented free towns.18 Mordtmann as
their representative acted as a full member of the diplomatic corps, and even though his actual
tasks were not that different from those of European consuls in the Ottoman Empire, his diplo-
matic rank granted him access to information channels that otherwise would have been barred to
him.19 The detailed dispatches he was thus able to produce were repeatedly praised by his
employers, and intensely missed after 1859 when the Hanseatic representation had been trans-
ferred to the Prussian minister who provided scarce and inconclusive reports.20

The costly logistics of diplomacy

After his arrival in Istanbul in January 1846, Mordtmann rented a small room in a side street off
the Grande Rue de P�era (todayʼs _Istiklal Caddesi).21 . De C�ordoba resided in remote B€uy€ukdere
and confined himself to representative tasks while leaving the daily grind to Mordtmann. In
October 1847, the Spanish minister was called back to Madrid and appointed Mordtmann as
Hanseatic charg�e dʼaffaires ad interim,22 a provisional arrangement that would last for four full
years. The Cities approved of the assignment, but did not amend Mordtmann’s contract or his
salary. In politically turbulent times, with the prospect of the foundation of a German nation
state within reach, they were happy to refrain from a permanent commitment and hence avoid
additional expenses.23 Every autumn, Mordtmann’s contract was renewed for another year,24 and
it was only in 1851 that he received a permanent contract and was officially promoted to the
rank of charg�e d’affaires, with the chancellery raised to the status of a consulate general.25

Markus M€osslang and Torsten Riotte considered the geographical expansion of the European
diplomatic system to include non-European, often overseas territories as one of the major struc-
tural changes transforming diplomatic culture and practice in the nineteenth century.26 While for
bigger European states, the actual impact of this expansion on the size of the services was sur-
prisingly modest,27 for minor powers the massive extension of their consular network often
meant an extraordinary financial and logistical burden. One factor that made diplomatic adminis-
tration particularly time-consuming and costly in the Hanseatic case was the political structure of
the federation. Every decision had to be approved by three senates and three chambers of com-
merce, which for the senators in charge meant a lot of tactical manoeuvring and financial bar-
gaining. The resulting cumbersome and often erratic nature of Hanseatic foreign policy for
Mordtmann meant permanent job insecurity and a very weak position in terms of salary
negotiations.

The legation’s tight financial constraints forced Mordtmann to restructure the service after his
promotion without actually spending more money. He insisted that under the specific conditions
in Istanbul, a mission had to consist of at least two members of staff, as the minister could not
perform ʻdecreeingʼ as well as ʻexecutiveʼ functions.28 A head of mission might act as his own
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dragoman, as, according to Mordtmann, was common practice in Istanbul,29 but a chancellor
seemed indispensable. Mordtmann was aware that a second salary far exceeded what the Cites
were willing to spend, so he came up with the proposition of appointing a nominal chancellor, a
ʻstage extraʼ (Figurant) as he called it.30 He claimed that the actual work was easily manageable
by one person, while the chancellor only had to provide his signature when prompted to do so.
In the following years, he installed several of these nominal chancellors who in exchange for
their services received free board and lodging at the legation premises that were actually the
Mordtmann family home.31

The whole set-up was highly unusual even for a small diplomatic mission. It is understandable
why Mordtmann, with his exceptional language skills, thought he could act as his own inter-
preter, but his claim that this was ʻcommon practiceʼ is highly doubtful. Far more problematic
however, was the transfer of the legation to Mordtmann’s private quarters. It was not unusual
for the family of a diplomat, and for members of staff such as the chancellor to live at the prem-
ises of the mission, but primarily the site had to serve representational purposes.32 In the
Hanseatic case, it was a petty bourgeois home in a medium-sized flat that was used as a diplo-
matic venue, a mission ʻ run from the parental bedroomʼ as some scornful members of the
German community in Istanbul commented.33

Finding appropriate candidates for the chancellery also turned out to be more difficult than
expected as in Mordtmann’s view none proved ʻmorallyʼ adequate to live under the same roof
as his wife and children. One incurred considerable debts, another had to be dismissed when it
became clear that he had been found guilty of ʻpederastyʼ by a German court.34 A third one
sent defamatory letters about Mordtmann to the Cities, discrediting him as morally and person-
ally inept with the obvious intention of taking over his post.35 Eventually, in 1858, Mordtmann
resorted to appointing his nineteen-year old son, turning the legation entirely into a fam-
ily business.36

By that time, however, the initial high esteem of his employers had given way to growing dis-
content over his permanent pleas for more money and the poor performance of the legation.37

Hanseatic decision-makers were quite aware of the direct relation between the constant under-
funding of the mission and its lack of respectability, and in 1859 therefore decided to permanently
close the legation, assigning the representation of the Cities to the Prussian minister instead.38

The material world of a ʻMiddle-Classʼ diplomat

A study interested in diplomatic culture should also address what Jennifer Mori has called the ʻ
realities behind diplomacy at the grassroots level: housing, pay, marriageʼ .39 Mordtmann had
been married to Christine Brandemann since 1836 and was the father of four children when he
left Hamburg in 1845.40 He took his eldest son with him to Istanbul.41 His wife followed with the
remaining three children in December 1847.42 It is hard to believe that the family all lived in one
room, with the father also working from there, but he does not mention moving house until half
a year later when their home burned down.43 Mordtmann managed to find a bigger flat for the
same rent,44 overlooking the Russian diplomatic mission on the Grande Rue de P�era.45 His wife
was pregnant at that time with her fifth child, a sixth one followed in 1852.46 When in 1855 the
lease ran out and the family was faced with a huge rent increase, they were forced to move to a
place ʻseveral minutes away from the centre of affairsʼ.47

Throughout his entire diplomatic career, Mordtmann always struggled to make ends meet
and accumulated substantial debts, repeatedly having to request extraordinary allocations from
the Cities to cover for him.48 In an 1857 letter, he provided a detailed account of his finances.49

His main income was his salary, the equivalent of 40,000 piasters per annum. Rent and subsist-
ence amounted to 67,000 piasters, with an additional 15,000 piasters for the education of his
children, which meant that he spent twice as much as he actually earned. Mordtmann insisted
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on sending his sons to prestigious German universities, providing them with the higher educa-
tion he himself had been denied, while his daughters were instructed by a private teacher
in Istanbul.50

The emerging image is that of a middle-class family devoting a major part of the family
income to allow for the upward social mobility of their children. To encounter such a social set-
ting within the upper echelons of the diplomatic corps illustrates that, even though the nine-
teenth-century diplomatic world was still ʻrestricted to a relatively small and exclusive group of
(… ) predominantly aristocratic membersʼ,51 at the margins new actors appeared, bringing with
them social change, and social tensions.

Mordtmannʼs financial worries compelled him to look for other sources of income. Initially he
had thought it appropriate to refrain from journalistic activity while in diplomatic service. In
1855, however, he reactivated his contact with the publisher von Cotta and began to write for
two of his papers.52 In the geographical review Das Ausland, Mordtmann published the journals
of his Anatolian travels,53 and for [Augsburger] Allgemeine Zeitung, one of the most influential
German newspapers, he contributed background reportages about Ottoman political affairs.54

While these journalistic undertakings were scarce,55 and only marginally contributed to the fam-
ily income,56 they put into relief how diplomatic practice in the nineteenth century could open
up to new fields of professional activity. Mordtmann kept writing for Allgemeine Zeitung after he
left diplomatic service, eventually becoming their main Istanbul correspondent and making jour-
nalism his main source of income in the 1870s. For diplomats, the transformation of the public
sphere through the rise of mass media meant they had to monitor the press, while international
correspondents challenged the monopoly on information of traditional diplomatic networks.57

Mordtmannʼs manner of recycling and adapting the content of his dispatches for his newspaper
articles shows how ʻnewsʼ reporting and diplomatic intelligence gathering in some cases could
become closely linked and how, after leaving diplomatic service, using one’s expertise for a jour-
nalistic career was a viable option.

Life after diplomacy

There were other skills Mordtmann had acquired during his years as a Hanseatic representative
that in his later professional life turned out to be door openers. In 1860, he used his good con-
nections with Ottoman high officials to secure himself a position as a judge at one of the mixed
commercial courts (ticaret mahkemesi).58 The Minister of Trade _Ibrahim Edhem Pasha (1818-93),59

in the petition that proposed Mordtmannʼs appointment, praised him as a renowned specialist
in European commercial law.60

In fact, Mordtmann had no legal training whatsoever and had learned everything he knew
about international law from his previous diplomatic employment. Foreigners living in the
Ottoman Empire enjoyed, due to a system of treaties known as capitulations, extraterritorial priv-
ileges, the most important of which was a special jurisdictional status.61 For Mordtmann this
meant that it was part of his official duties to try his Hanseatic compatriots. In the nineteenth
century, Britain in particular had established an elaborate system of hierarchically arranged con-
sular courts,62 but Mordtmann functioned, according to need, as prosecutor, lawyer, judge, or
court of appeal. He had to handle cases of insolvency, lawsuits about liabilities and fraud, inherit-
ance disputes, acts of marriage and matters of citizenship. As with the study of languages, he
proved to be a staunch autodidact and a fast learner. Soon he caused his superiors legislatorial
headaches by pointing out inconsistencies between legal practice in the Cities and the particu-
larities of extraterritorial jurisdiction.63

His expertise enabled him, after 1860, to become an active participant of the Ottoman reform
process he hitherto had only commented upon. As part of his employment at the commercial
court, he got appointed to several important commissions drafting new legislation,64 most
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notably a new maritime law that was promulgated in 1863.65 Mariya Tait Slys has pointed out
that the re-codification of Ottoman law according to European standards was part of an export-
ation of hegemonic legal cultures and ideas that went along with the strong impetus of a civiliz-
ing mission,66 a notion Mordtmann confirmed when he claimed to join the Ottoman
administrative elite in its fight against ʻ ignorance and fanaticismʼ .67 Indeed, legal experts not
only played an important role in influencing the perception of ʻOrientalʼ legality in Europe,68 but
also, like Mordtmann, as consultants or even active participators in Ottoman reform processes.69

In 1871, Mordtmann was removed from his post by the new grand vizier Mahmud Nedim
Pasha (1818-1883) who purged the ranks of the administrative elite after taking office.70 In the
following years, he intensified his journalistic and academic activities. Finally, in 1877, the expert-
ise he had acquired through his ethnographic fieldwork earned him an appointment as lecturer
for geography, ethnography, and statistics at the prestigious School of Civil Service (Mekteb-i
M€ulkiye), a professional college that attended to the education of the administrative elite.71 He
held that position for only eighteen months before he died in Istanbul on 31 December 1879.

Territorial demarcations: Orientalist learning in a diplomatic setting

How did Mordtmann attempt to reconcile his overlapping roles as diplomat and Orientalist? To
answer this question, a brief consideration of his pursuits as an Orientalist scholar is necessary.
Every summer, Mordtmann took time off from his diplomatic post and set out for several weeks
of exploratory travels throughout Anatolia, visiting excavation sites and conducting ethnographic
investigations. His perceived familiarity with local customs and languages made him a sought-
after contact person, and sometimes tour guide for German travellers passing through Istanbul.
The diaries of his trips that he prepared for publication in Das Ausland constitute an interesting
example of the Western travelogue genre as they reflect the author’s intense engagement with
local society and culture.72 His mode of travelling followed a pattern established by other
Western Orientalists of his time who saw themselves as explorers rather than tourists. Like the
famed Victorian adventurer and ethnographer Richard Burton (1821-1890) before him,73

Mordtmann tried to blend in with the local population, sitting ʻquietly among the peasants or
nomads, listening to their talk and often pretending not to understand their languageʼ . 74 On
such occasions he ʻtravelled in strictest incognitoʼ , but when investigating the administrational
practices of the political elites, he used his ʻofficial position to get access to the pashas, prefer-
ably surprising them in the middle of their daily dutiesʼ.75

Mordtmannʼs bold quest to know, as he calls it, ʻthe plain bare truth about the Turkish condi-
tionsʼ76 needs to be put in perspective: how did he relate to the larger Orientalist body of work
produced in European learned circles? How were his efforts regarded by scholars in Germany?
How did they influence his diplomatic practice? And how did they differ from the Orientalist
learning acquired by other diplomats? The mid-nineteenth century was a time of consolidation
and institutionalization of the discipline of Oriental studies in Germany.77 The Deutsche
Morgenl€andische Gesellschaft (DGM) was founded in 1845,78 the same year Mordtmann went to
Istanbul, and Orientalist institutes were established at several German universities.79 The concept
of ʻWissenschaftlichkeitʼ – translated by Wokoek as ʻscientific rigueurʼ –80 prevailed as a hege-
monic epistemological paradigm, and in the case of German Oriental studies this was tanta-
mount to a strict philological project of making accessible those sources that were considered
the basic literary canon of the discipline.81 Back in Hamburg, Mordtmann had engaged in this
type of scholarship himself, receiving an honorary doctorate for a translation of a work by the
Arab geographer al-Istakhri.82 In Istanbul, after turning his interest to political and ethnographic
matters, he found himself increasingly marginalized. On the one hand, the editors of the DMGʼs
journal were pleased to print Mordtmannʼs letters about his research ʻon the groundʼ, praising
him as ʻour man in Istanbulʼ .83 On the other hand, Emil R€odinger who held one of the newly

6 T. VÖLKER



created chairs for Oriental studies in Halle snubbed Mordtmannʼ s travel accounts in a review,
denying them any scientific valour.84 The allegation of ʻUnwissenschaftlichkeitʼ constituted a posi-
tive knockout argument, and Mordtmann issued a harsh reply in return, accusing R€odigerʼ s
scholarship of bookish escapism (ʻStubengelehrsamkeitʼ).85

If Mordtmannʼ s ethnographical research interest went against the general trend in German
Orientalist scholarship it was nevertheless appreciated by several respected geographers of his
time. He was asked by Carl Ritter (1779-1859) to contribute to his monumental Erdkunde von
Asien by translating relevant source materials.86 He also corresponded – and on one occasion
even travelled – with the famous explorer Heinrich Barth (1821-65).87 Unlike remoter areas then
being objected to the scrutinizing gaze of the new ʻPhysical Geographyʼ promoted by Ritter and
Alexander von Humboldt,88 Anatolia was no terra incognita. Mordtmann was aware that other
Europeans – missionaries, consuls, traders – had lived and travelled in the regions he traversed,
and he repeatedly referred to their descriptions and gave updates on the demographic and
socio-economic data found therein. The main focus of his travelogues tended to be on the polit-
ical situation in the provinces, agricultural production and transportation infrastructure.

At this point, some pertinent comparative remarks can be made with regard to the aforemen-
tioned British explorer Richard Burton, another ʻOrient loverʼ of humble social origin who aspired
to gain recognition through his scholarly ambitions. Like Mordtmann, Burton immersed himself
intensely into the cultural environments he was describing, and he combined this pursuit of
Orientalist knowledge with a career in the foreign service, first serving in the army of the East
India Company, later as a consul at various posts. Edward Said has famously described Burton as
the epitome of the nineteenth-century ʻOrientalistʼ whose intimate familiarity with the ʻEastʼ
ultimately served the interests of British imperialism.89 This verdict has been repeatedly con-
tested,90 but as Jenna Larson Boyle points out, most of Burtonʼs work was indeed produced in
the context and the interests of the imperial project.91 This certainly holds true for his travel writ-
ings that usually included appendices with surveys of natural resources and local economies. In
Mordtmannʼ s travelogues such ethnographic data took centre stage in the form of statistics
about land usage, regional commodities, and the ethnic and religious composition of the
local population.

Moritz von Brescius has recently argued that German scientific travellers in mid-nineteenth
century, lacking a formal empire of their own, nevertheless actively contributed to the ʻarchive
of imperial knowledgeʼ ,92 often working within other imperial systems to conduct their
research.93 This certainly, in complex ways, also applies to Mordtmann who recycled the content
of his travel journals in diplomatic dispatches and newspaper articles. When editing the material
for his Hanseatic employers, he added asides on potentially profitable investment opportunities
to be passed on to merchants operating in the Eastern Mediterranean. His political commentaries
that featured prominently in the Allgemeine Zeitung reached a much broader audience. How on
such occasions diplomatic intelligence and ethnographic research fed into journalism that aimed
to influence German public opinion can be illustrated by the way Mordtmann dealt with a
widely debated issue of his time: the prospects of German settlement in the ʻOrientʼ.

The Hanseatic Cities were major gateways for poverty driven mass emigration, a profitable
business that became one of the staples of their blooming economy from the 1830s onwards.94

The politicians in charge therefore actively participated in public discussions on German settle-
ment abroad, claiming to act out of a combination of patriotic, mercantile and philanthropic
interests.95 One major strand in these debates were fantasies about the Ottoman Balkans and
Anatolia - ʻour hinterlandʼ , as the economist Friedrich List famously stated –96 as more easily
accessible alternatives to the Americas.97 After the Crimean War, the discussion was rekindled as
the Ottoman government in the major reform edict of 1856 (Hatt-ı H€umayun) promised to allow
the acquisition of land by foreigners and in a subsequent decree in March 1857 stipulated the
terms for permanent settlement of ʻ colonistsʼ . Mordtmann had closely monitored the debate
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since the early 1840s and felt compelled to comment on what in Germany became known as
the Ottoman ʻcolonization lawʼ.98

He provided a detailed discussion of German colonization prospects for his Hanseatic employ-
ers, and wrote an extended piece on it for Allgemeine Zeitung.99 He praised the moderate climate
and fertility of the land, but stressed the imperative of further reforms, especially of the judicial
system. A second major obstacle Mordtmann identified in what he considered common German
character traits, namely a proneness to brooding, hesitancy and hubris that would put the immi-
grants at a disadvantage to the enterprising spirit and the frugality of ʻthe Orientalʼ. He therefore
recommended centrally organized settlement in large numbers, which would provide a structure
to protect and accommodate the colonists. His call for a government-initiated colonization of
Anatolia went unheeded at the time, but, in unison with similar voices, it prepared the ground
for later attempts at implementing Bismarckʼs policy of strengthening German culture abroad (ʻ
St€arkung des Deutschtumsʼ) through the establishment of ʻOriental coloniesʼ.100

On an individual level, Mordtmannʼs preoccupation with the settler question had more imme-
diate repercussions as he was asked by Edhem Pasha in 1858 to render an expert opinion on
the issue of immigration for the Tanzimat counsel.101 Towards the end of the same year, he was
again confronted with the topic. While on his Anatolian trip with Heinrich Barth, he was repeat-
edly asked by local dignitaries why the Germans were not following the Porteʼs ʻ invitationʼ .102

With this mention of the ʻcolonization lawʼ in the travelogues, the dynamic interplay of gather-
ing and disseminating information that connected Mordtmannʼ s different professional spheres
had come full circle. The ethnographic data collected on his field trips had been merged with
political analysis to form the basis for diplomatic intelligence for the Hanseatic governments, as
well as for leading articles in one of the most widely read German newspapers. Such public
exposure, far from causing suspicion among his Ottoman contacts, endorsed his reputation as a
European expert and respected man of learning and turned him into a consultant for the Porte
while still in diplomatic service. Finally, when later travelling the provinces of the Empire again,
he reflected on the reception of the imperial policies that he had sought to influence as adviser
for the Ottoman and Hanseatic governments and as political commentator in the press.

Neither Mordtmannʼs Hanseatic superiors nor his Ottoman interlocutors seemed to perceive
of a ʻ conflict of interestsʼ between his diplomatic position and his journalistic activities even
though he often adopted a highly polemical stance in articles on ʻTurkish decay and European
corruptionʼ.103 The scholar-traveller claimed that it was his particular position as a diplomat rep-
resenting a minor, politically neutral power that gave him relative freedom to conduct his
researches. After all, he was ʻ close enough to the leading persons to observe them, without
being distinguished enough to engender their distrust.ʼ104 Yet, when it came to publicizing his
findings, it was not so much his low diplomatic profile but his presumed high repute as an
Orientalist that provided him with the liberty for frankly expressing his views. The Allgemeine
Zeitung, in a footnote to one of his articles, praised the ʻHanseatic charg�e dʼaffairesʼ as the ʻbest
authority on the state of things in the Orientʼ , implying that even when Mordtmann was com-
menting on diplomatic or political matters, he was not only speaking as a diplomat but as a
scholar as well.105

Mordtmannʼ s self-perception as an intellectual who held a diplomatic position, rather than
vice-versa, was closely related to his conviction that his Orientalist expertise actually made him a
better diplomat. He accused his colleagues of being conceited and self-absorbed about matters
of protocol while having ʻnothing to say about the truly serious questions, about the situation of
the countryʼ .106 Such outbursts of intellectual snobbery clearly compensated for a feeling of
social inferiority within the highly elitist diplomatic milieu. Mordtmann used his scholarly pre-
sumptions to distinguish himself from his colleagues whom he depicted as ignorant and preten-
tious sycophants. When he bragged about the sacrifices he had made in the name of ʻthe truthʼ
on his ʻarduousʼ field trips into the Anatolian hinterlands,107 he was actually sugar-coating the
fact that the hardships of his travels were the direct result of their poor funding. Nevertheless,
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the insights into the social realities of the Ottoman lands he traversed differed significantly from
the Orientalist learning acquired by the majority of his colleagues during their own professional
or recreational journeys.

Travelling for educational purposes, and writing about it, was not unusual for members of the
diplomatic establishment, many of whom had undertaken extended journeys in their youth in
search of cultural improvement. The exclusively aristocratic institution of the Grand Tour – or, in
the German context, Kavalierstour –108 had by the mid-nineteenth century given way to a large
variety of ʻ travels of learningʼ 109 that were now also practised by educated members of the
bourgeoisie.110 With new modes of passenger transportation available, the horizon of these jour-
neys expanded to destinations beyond western and southern Europe,111 the Eastern
Mediterranean with Greece, the ʻHoly Landʼ and Egypt being particularly popular.112 At the same
time, travelogues were in great demand on the rapidly expanding book market.113

Diplomats were part of this boom in travel.Their journeys tended to follow conventionalized
cultural patterns and well-established routes that were tailored, above all, to the convenience of
the traveller.114 The Orientalist learning that came out of such trips was equally standardized
and stereotypical, and much more aesthetic than practical, while the accounts of these experien-
ces were expected to satisfy a voyeuristic desire for ʻthe marvellous, the romantic, and the pic-
turesqueʼ .115 In deliberate opposition to such dilettantish forms of knowledge acquisition,
Mordtmann saw himself in the tradition of what has been termed ʻscientific travellersʼ,116 albeit
without the financial backing some of the famed explorers of his time disposed of for their expe-
ditions. His frugal, solitary excursions brought him very close to local inhabitants of different
social backgrounds, however, which added an almost anthropological quality to the descriptions
of these encounters. His political commentary, on the other hand, was informed by his proximity
to Ottoman statesmen and intellectuals. Such personal involvement with local culture ran coun-
ter to the diplomatic common sense that a diplomat should not compromise his impartiality by
ʻgoing nativeʼ,117 but Mordtmann held the firm conviction that the men who provided the intel-
ligence foreign policy was built upon should enquire into the unvarnished realities of the coun-
try of their assignment. He sharply criticized the travelling practices of his diplomatic colleagues,
blaming them for accepting decorations and gifts from the Ottoman government while falling
for a Potemkin illusion, having seen nothing of the country but ʻpainted villagesʼ.118

Negotiating diplomatic fictions and realities in Pera

In his dispatches, Mordtmann delivered scathing descriptions of the small diplomatic community
in Pera as indolent, vain, and full of elitism. He sneered about the ʻsmall-town attitudeʼ and the
ubiquity of gossip and overblown etiquette,119 making it clear to his superiors that he played
the game but was not part of it and intended to ʻthrow overboard the perotic ballast and steer
[his] own courseʼ,120 as he announced in maritime terms befitting his Hanseatic provenance. His
reservations about the society in Pera in many ways mirrored the stereotypes commonly held by
other Europeans travelling or living in Istanbul.121 The main source of the dreadful state of
affairs, according to Mordtmann, was a social species he called the ʻPerotiansʼ – the ʻoffspring of
the old Levantine families in Peraʼ , neither subjects of the sultan nor Europeans but under the
protection of some European power as berat holders122 or indirectly through family ties. He por-
trayed them as inbred, uneducated, bigoted, nonetheless convinced they represented the ʻcr�eme
de la cr�eme of Levantine aristocracyʼ.123 ʻAnd the superlative of Perotian is Perotian lady!ʼ124 To
highlight the hypocrisy of these society ladies, Mordtmann, in sardonic confidentiality, conveyed
an encounter he had had on the shores of the Bosporus. A group of fifty females, the same
women who would coyly blush at the sight of an uncovered hand at a diplomatic reception
were, so he claimed, lined up on a slope descending down to the Straits, lusting shamelessly at
a group of bathing Ottoman soldiers.125
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Such evocations of Oriental lewdness and moral decay were very much in line with what Oliver
Jens Schmitt has termed the ʻEuropean Levantine discourseʼ ,126 a set of derogatory assumptions
about the habits and character traits of this highly influential social group in Pera.127 The rich
scholarly literature on the ʻLevantinesʼ has described them as an ʻethno-confessional groupʼ , ʻ
defined by catholicismʼ but ʻethnically diverseʼ,128 a ʻgroup with fluid contours (… ) a pure prod-
uct of mixtureʼ mainly through ʻmatrimonial alliances between families of European descent and
the Christian population of the Ottoman Empireʼ,129 or a ʻ(socio-economic) community (… ) oper-
ating between the state and the world economyʼ , a ʻhistorically evolving, regionally bounded
instantiation of transimperialismʼ.130 For Mordtmann, as for other foreign observers, their supposed
decadence and moral corruption seemed to arise directly out of their hybrid status, neither
European nor Ottoman, but with privileges grounded in birth and the special historical status of
Pera. They impersonated, in the words of Schmitt, ʻ all the negative qualities of Occident and
Orientʼ, appearing as people ʻwith no fatherland, morally dubious, connivingʼ.131

Yet, apart from these cultural preconceptions, Mordtmann had very practical reasons for not
liking the ʻPerotiansʼ . Many of them worked as dragomans or legation secretaries at European
missions. Schmitt has shown that members of what he calls ʻdragoman-dynastiesʼ could exert
considerable political influence when they joined forces.132 Their language skills, their trans-
imperial connections, and their familiarity with local conditions served as powerful social, polit-
ical, and cultural capital and made them indispensable for European diplomats. They were the
ones who stayed while the heads of mission came and went.133 For Mordtmann, they repre-
sented if not a threat then at least a nuisance. As a full rank diplomat, he felt superior to what
he considered the ordinary staff of the other missions. Yet their social status in Pera was higher
than his own, and to make matters worse, he was new to the job and depended on their help.
In his dispatches, he ranted about the incompetence and condescending attitude of the chancel-
lor and the dragoman of the Spanish mission, father and son Radovani,134 who supposedly gave
him incorrect information about the operational procedures of clearing a ship through customs
and obtaining the necessary firmans.135

It was out of a mixture of social envy and personal resentment then, that Mordtmann repeat-
edly warned his employers about the ʻPerotianʼ personnel of the other missions, urging them to
set up educational programs for Jeunes de langues who could replace the Levantine dragomans
in the representation of a future German state.136 Similar considerations were in circulation
among other European diplomats, especially at the British embassy,137 and it is highly ironic that
Mordtmann, in his effort to distance himself from the diplomatic milieu, was actually just repro-
ducing its cultural prejudices.

Mordtmannʼs tirades against the dragomans and other ʻPerotiansʼ, who usually belonged to
the lower diplomatic ranks, had a clear element of social demarcation. His attitude towards the
higher diplomatic echelons with their aristocratic or distinctive upper-class background was char-
acterized by a different strategy of discursive dissociation. As noted earlier, Mordtmann made up
for social inferiority by portraying himself as a free thinker surrounded by ignorant courtiers, and
this self-image was closely linked to his pride in being a republican citizen. He boasted about
him and the American minister being the only republicans within the diplomatic corps, elaborat-
ing in a joking manner that ʻbrother Jonathanʼ was still in his adolescence and prone to ʻloutish
behaviourʼ while the Hanseatic Cities, with their centuries-old tradition of republicanism, were
watching him with the forbearance of loving grandparents.138 This mocking aside referred to a
conflict about etiquette within the diplomatic world as ʻa series of populist [US] presidents, most
of them professional politicians closely attuned to the self-confident nationalism of the American
public, challenged a diplomatic culture that they perceived as effete, aristocratic, and immoral.ʼ
139 In practice, the only visible expression of these ideological differences, according to
Mordtmann, was that he and his American counterpart were the only ʻnot decoratedʼ persons at
official receptions.140 Nevertheless, the idea of republicanism was central to his personal and pro-
fessional self-image. He even claimed that the ʻ republican civil serviceʼ required a particular
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work ethic and conduct as he was looking after ʻburghers [… ] with a well-grounded self-confi-
denceʼ rather than ʻBavarian peons and peasantsʼ.141 This claim to the mental superiority of citi-
zens over subjects, brought forward with a condescending attitude that betrayed his own class
background, was reciprocated by the monarchist beliefs of his Prussian colleague Louis von
Wildenbruch (1803-1874).142 In a barely veiled affront against Mordtmann who presided over the
parish counsel of the Protestant congregation, Wildenbruch vilified the chairmen of the German
cultural associations in Istanbul as ʻ republican agitatorsʼ while Mordtmann scoffed at
Wildenbruchʼ s political ignorance and commented that after the revolutionary unrest of 1848
the republican idea seemed to have turned into a proper ʻbugabooʼ for the reactionary Prussian
ʻwith princely Hohenzollern blood in his veinsʼ.143 These snide remarks illustrate that even if on
an operational level, a pragmatic handling of ideological differences within the diplomatic corps
helped to avoid open conflict, the tensions between the monarchical system of Vienna and the
ideals of republicanism, liberalism, and nationalism were palpable and could be translated by the
individual actors into competing narratives of moral and intellectual appropriation.

Precarious acculturations of a German Orientalist

If Mordtmann felt that his position as a scholar set him apart from the majority of the diplomatic
corps, this position simultaneously brought him closer to Ottoman intellectuals interested in the
scientific advancement of the Empire. The regular exchange of ideas with these men from a
wide spectrum of political and ethnic backgrounds familiarized him with different rivalling narra-
tives about the possible social and political futures of the Empire and significantly informed his
outlook. Mordtmann’s contacts included several high-ranking dignitaries, most notably the subse-
quent Grand Viziers Mehmed Emin Ali Pasha (1815-1871) and Mehmed Fuad Pasha (1814-1869),
both of whom he had met in private audiences when they were acting as Minister of Foreign
Affairs.144 In other cases, the relationship was centred around a shared interest in academic
research, as with the later minister of Education (maarif nazırı) Abd€ullatif Subhi Pasha (1818-
1886).145 Mordtmann befriended him at the literary salon the Pasha was hosting,146 entered into
a long-running exchange on matters of numismatics and historiography, and eventually even
tutored the Pasha’s children as a private teacher in history, philosophy, and law.147 That this
engagement with the emerging Ottoman academic scene went beyond individual contacts is
best illustrated by Mordtmannʼ s involvement with two highly influential learned societies that
were founded around that time: the Ottoman Scientific Society (Cemiyet-i _Ilmiye-yi Osmaniye) and
its Ottoman Greek counterpart, the Philological Association in Istanbul Syllogos. 148 Mordtmann
was one of the eight founding members of the Cemiyet-i _Ilmiye and for some time co-edited
their Journal of Sciences (Mecmua-i F€unun)149 that for more than twenty years shaped the dis-
course about the ʻspread of scienceʼ and closely followed the efforts to establish new educa-
tional disciplines and institutions.150 The meetings of Syllogos where he gave several lectures
brought Mordtmann into contact with the Ottoman Greek intellectual elite.151 In his dispatches,
he occasionally referred to these well-connected literati as his Greek ʻ informantsʼ who in ʻ
unguarded statementsʼ instructed him on the ʻ general sentiment among the local popula-
tionʼ.152

The wide range of Mordtmannʼs political and intellectual network made him very difficult to
pigeonhole for his contemporaries. At first glance, when considering Mordtmann’s complex and
often ambiguous patterns of cultural and political affiliation, it might seem that the professional
shift from Hanseatic diplomat to Ottoman civil servant constituted the decisive biographical turn-
ing point, a sort of symbolic change of sides within the Orientalist paradigm. On closer inspec-
tion, the all-embracing dichotomy of Europe versus Orient disguises a multitude of identifications,
self-ascribed as well as externally attributed. Other European expatriates perceived him as pri-
marily German, while within the German community he identified as Hanseatic and distanced
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himself vehemently from the Prussians and their embassy.153 There were Ottoman pashas who
considered him a Philhellene,154 Greek nationalists who resented him taking sides with the
Bulgarian cause,155 Western diplomats who took him for a secret supporter of the Russian
side,156 and a grand vizier with strong pro-Russian inclinations (Mahmud Nedim Pasha) who
sacked him because he was not Russian-friendly enough.157

All these cultural and political framings influenced the way Mordtmann perceived of the
Ottoman world around him. In what follows, I will trace the evolution of Mordtmann’s political
thinking, as exemplified in his views on Ottoman reform and the so-called Eastern Question. His
opinions on these issues, I will argue, reflected both his engagement with Ottoman intellectual
debates and European Orientalist discourses, illustrating the ambivalent, transcultural perspective
Mordtmann adopted as political commentator and cultural critic.

The ʻEastern Questionʼ paradigm, one of the most influential diplomatic fictions of the nine-
teenth century, pitted the Ottomans against an imaginary West and took the presumed ʻdeclineʼ
of the empire as an excuse for European political interference and economic penetration. Recent
revisionist literature has criticized the Eurocentric bias of most historical work on the Eastern
Question,158 questioning the notion of Ottoman decline159 and pointing out that for the Ottomans
the Eastern Question mirrored (and complicated) their own ʻWestern Questionʼ .160 Two main
strands of the Eastern Question narrative revolved around the imperative for Ottoman reform –
especially regarding the rights of the empire’s Christian populations – and the amount of
European ʻ interventionʼ necessary to guarantee these rights. Mordtmann repeatedly commented
on both these issues, and it is interesting to trace how over the years his outlook changed until
eventually Eastern and Western questions had become two sides of the same coin for him.

When Mordtmann first arrived in Istanbul in 1846, he commented very positively on the state
of Ottoman reform.161 Sultan Mahmud II, according to him, had undertaken a Herculean effort to
modernize the empire, ʻ restructuring the entire machinery of governmentʼ while ʻ fighting
against national and religious prejudicesʼ , and the current sultan Abd€ulmecid was set to con-
tinue this course.162 Western critics who portrayed the character of ʻ the Orientalʼ as inept for
modern civilization and the rulers as barbaric tyrants had simply never been to Istanbul,
he claimed.163

Ten years later, looking back, he appeared disillusioned: ʻI arrived just a few days after Reshid
Pasha [Grand Vizier 1846-57] who back then was being welcomed as the new messiah of Turkey.
Everyone considered him the beginning of a new era of reform, of the fundamental bettering of
rotten conditions that had been recognized as such – and now! what a series of disappoint-
ments.ʼ164 ʻThe Tanzimat is deadʼ ,165 he proclaimed, the promises of the edict of G€ulhane had
remained ʻ a dead letterʼ .166 Central to Mordtmann’s frustration was his conviction that the
Ottoman government was not delivering on its promises of religious tolerance and equality
before the law.167 The principal reorganization of the religious communities, their administra-
tional structures and rights, was a heavily contested issue throughout the whole Tanzimat
period.168 But Mordtmann, in complete disregard of these complex inner-Ottoman debates,
came up with one of the most reductionist leitmotifs of Orientalist discourse,169 namely that the
main hindrance for implementing effective reform lay in the very nature of Islam that he consid-
ered irreconcilable with modern statehood.170

Another line of Mordtmann’s argumentation was more unusual in the context of contempor-
ary diplomatic reasoning. In 1853, explicitly speaking as a representative of a small, politically
neutral country, he commented on the debates over the infringement of Ottoman sovereignty
by the European powers.171 He thought it highly hypocritical of Britain and France that by enter-
ing the Crimean War they claimed to defend Ottoman integrity against Russian encroachment
when they themselves on various occasions had bullied the Porte into complying with their
demands.172 As an example of their double standards, he recalled how the French ambassador
Charles de La Valette only one year earlier, in 1852, threatened to bombard Jaffa to enforce
Louis Napoleon’s claims in the very same matter that now served the Russians as a bargaining
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chip, namely the issue of the Holy Places.173 This episode for Mordtmann demonstrated vividly
that the Ottoman integrity the Great Powers had vouched to guarantee in 1840 was, and had
always been, a ʻdiplomatic fictionʼ.174

If this, in the eyes of many Western European diplomats, came close to taking sides with the
Russian enemy, Mordtmann radicalized his critique by stating that the very existence of the
capitulation treaties effectively undermined the sovereignty of the Ottoman state.175 Recent
studies have emphasized that in the nineteenth century the stipulations of the capitulations had
indeed turned into an ʻ instrument of European imperialismʼ ,176 but in Mordtmann’s time this
idea represented a fundamental questioning of one of the corner stones of European diplomacy
in the Ottoman empire. Mordtmann also took a decisive stance on what he called the ʻprotec-
tion malpracticeʼ (ʻSchutzunwesenʼ).177 Maurits H. Van den Boogert has illustrated how in many
cases criminal offenders holding a berat were withheld from the Ottoman judiciary.178 This corre-
sponds with Mordtmannʼs claim that effective law enforcement was ʻparalyzed by the abuse of
the prot�eg�e system and the jurisdiction of the missionsʼ179 – a statement very much in line with
Ali Pashaʼs reasoning when he tried to negotiate the abolition of the capitulations at the Paris
Peace Conference in 1856.180 In spite of such a fundamental critique of the capitulatory system,
however, Mordtmann maintained that extraterritoriality was indispensable ʻas long as the Quran
is the highest code of law in the Ottoman Empireʼ .181 He was aware that, by the time he was
writing this, secular legal structures were being established alongside the traditional sharia
courts,182 and that even before these reforms, Ottoman jurisprudence had never been exclusively
based on Islamic law.183 Still he resorted to central tropes of European Orientalist narratives
while simultaneously criticizing European duplicity and imperialism. Such discursive oscillation is
typical of Mordtmann’s pattern of transcultural negotiating at this particular biographical
moment: still operating in, and speaking to a mainly European context but increasingly familiariz-
ing himself with the Ottoman side of the story.

When Mordtmann entered the Ottoman state service five years later he expressed, in a letter
to the editor of Allgemeine Zeitung, his conviction that British, French and Russian interference
had been mostly detrimental and that for the regeneration of the Ottoman Empire ʻchange has
to come from withinʼ. He declared his resolve to ʻjoin in this fightʼ as ʻthese landsʼ had become
ʻsomething like a new homelandʼ to him.184 A thorough exploration of the further development
of Mordtmann’s political thinking is beyond the scope of this study. Christoph K. Neumann has
shown that his ambivalent stance persisted until the end of his life, although under a different
banner since he was now part of the Ottoman administrative elite he was writing about.185 He
still addressed a German audience and measured Ottoman politics by standards at least partly
borrowed from Western European discourses. At the same time, however, he expressed a sense
of affiliation, even belonging, so that he voiced his criticisms as somebody personally involved
rather than a dispassionate external observer.186 This ʻpeculiar liminal positionʼ187 is exemplified
in the final passage of his book Stambul,188 where he accused the Europeans of having thrown
the ʻstone of religious fanaticismʼ between the peoples of the Orient and called on them to ʻ
leave us Orientals in peaceʼ to ʻarrange our affairs solely according to our own needs, without
bothering about the interests of gold-greedy Europeʼ.189 These closing words, after two volumes
of unsparing criticism against the protagonists of the Tanzimat, seem to arise out of the urgent
wish to frame his polemic in the wider context of Great Power imperialism. He was still con-
vinced that the state of affairs in the Empire was very bad indeed, but his vision of the ʻ
Orientalsʼ regenerating by their own effort now explicitly included himself.

Conclusion

Throughout the nineteenth century, Istanbul was one of the most dynamic political venues in
the wider Mediterranean, and a key location in the European diplomatic system. And yet,
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European observers imagined it as belonging to a different cultural sphere, the ʻWorld of Islamʼ,
essentially distinct from ʻWestern Christendomʼ . Diplomatic practice in this environment sup-
posedly required a more than average level of cultural mediation, and Mordtmannʼs expertise in
Oriental studies therefore served as a major qualification for his appointment. As a scholar-
turned-diplomat, Mordtmann extensively investigated Ottoman socio-political conditions and
engaged in an exchange of ideas with a wide spectrum of Ottoman intellectuals.

Mordtmann stood out from the majority of the diplomatic milieu in Pera due to his middle-
class background, his republican convictions, his political and popularizing journalism, and his
position as an established (if not uncontroversial) Orientalist scholar and travel writer. He exten-
sively broached these differences in his dispatches, making up for social inferiority by presenting
himself as an independent-minded intellectual surrounded by sycophants. His criticism of the
Perotian milieu, however, were in marked compliance with the cultural preconceptions prevalent
within Istanbulʼs European circles, while his comments on Ottoman politics tended to be more
ambivalent, vacillating between ideas borrowed from European Orientalist discourses, and state-
ments that were clearly informed by his familiarity with contemporary debates of the Ottoman
intelligentsia.

Mordtmann framed his Orientalist expertise in different contexts: in scientific articles, journalis-
tic commentaries, and diplomatic reports. Importantly, such blurring of the boundary between
reportage and diplomatic intelligence, self-confidently presented as being in line with his diplo-
matic duties, demonstrates how diplomatic practice was re-interpreted and refashioned with
the appearance of new actors in the field. The relative relaxation of social mores within the
diplomatic milieu was another side effect of this development. There were more and more non-
aristocrats in the service, and quite a few Orientalists. So instead of presenting Mordtmann as a
unique case, this analysis largely confirms that in the nineteenth century, to quote M€osslang and
Riotte, ʻthe diplomats’ world was less secluded than it seemedʼ.190 The relative unconventionality
of his life and diplomatic career lay rather in his ‘choosing sides’, investing himself in an
Ottoman civil career, and ultimately naturalizing. And yet, the ‘Ottoman turn’ of this former
Hanseatic diplomat appears less unconventional and ‘unexpected’ when, as I have shown in this
article, the extent of his local Ottoman network is exposed. Indeed, if anything, his example
points to the possibility that the life and doings of Western diplomats in Istanbul were often
more ‘locally embedded’ than previously presumed in the literature.
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