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Abstract 

In this thesis, I primarily investigate the phenomenological implications of the 

television series Magnificent Century. Following phenomenology’s objective of assessing 

the essential meaning structures of our embodied experiences, I chart the major contours 

of the series’ socio-cultural resonances for our contemporaneous context of living. I first 

suggest that Magnificent Century’s worldwide popularity relies on its central character 

Hurrem’s alignment with postfeminist sensibilities of our age. Then, I set out to 

demonstrate that gendered power reversals as well as gender role reversals constitute the 

series’ main affective magnets. Third, I investigate the co-constructive relationship 

between masculinity and nationhood in the way it is built upon the combined denigration 

of femininity, foreignness, and peripheral masculinities. A major point of emphasis is to 

locate and reflect on the series’ performances of various forms of neoliberal imaginaries 

and affectivities. In the last two chapters of the thesis, my attention turns to Magnificent 

Century’s specific cultural work on Turkey’s memoryscape. I analyze the socio-cultural 

functioning of myths of innocence and originary identity for the Turkish populace. A 

central concern for me is to investigate the series’ simultaneous celebrations and 

denunciations of imperial nostalgia. I closely analyze the cultural politics of melancholia 

and nostalgia in Turkey through its imprints in the series. I conclude the thesis through an 

investigation of one of the greatest media events of recent years in Turkey, the execution 

of Prince Mustafa, with an objective to understand the socio-cultural reasons that lie 

beneath unparalleled degrees of public reaction to young prince’s televised murder. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

 

To watch Magnificent Century (2011-2014) means to be enveloped by the series’ 

amalgam of diverse representations, fluctuating thematic configurations and its 

multiplicitous affective intensities. In this thesis, I will decode these affective flows and 

the fundamental meaning structures of the series in their variances. I will investigate how 

the series touches on our being in complex manners as subjects of the contemporaneous 

world. I will also chart the specific ways it reveals some of the central dilemmas of 

present-day Turkey. In that regard, this is as much a study of an exceptionally popular 

series as it is the study of the times and the country that produced it. Hence, I will use 

Magnificent Century as a magnifying glass to our age, while at the same time using the 

period that produced it as a central instrument to understand what has made the series tick 

and made it appeal to audiences. 

Magnificent Century has so far been screened in 68 countries across the Middle 

East and Eastern Europe, from East Asia to South America reaching to an estimated 

number of over 300 million people, making it the most successful television export of the 

booming Turkish television industry (Bozkus, 2017). Series producer, Timur Savci said 

in an interview that he has “envisioned [Magnificent Century] as a global project from the 

beginning” (Richford, 2015). There is no doubt that his expectations were met, if not 

surpassed. As for Turkey in particular, it has caused much public dispute throughout its 

run. From its inception in 2011 to its final episode in 2014, more than 22,000 news items 

appeared in the national press about the Magnificent Century and for the duration of 31 

months it had been the most written about series in Turkey (Kologlu, 2014).  
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This was not the only record that the series broke. By the time it went into 

production in 2011, it was the most expensive TV program ever in Turkey and a filming 

set of unprecedented proportions were constructed based on the original Topkapi Palace 

in Istanbul (“The Most Expensive Show”, 2011). At episode 124, it broke the rating 

records and became the most watched TV series in Turkey (“Rating Record”, 2014). By 

September 2016, Netflix included the series in its programming, making it the first 

Turkish series to be aired on the widely popular website (O’Keefe, 2016). On more than 

one occasion, the series broke records for being the most tweeted topic in Turkey 

(“Twitter Record”, 2014). In 2014, after about 16 months of work, an exhibition was 

organized for the series, the first of its kind for a television program in Turkey, presenting 

visitors with various tropes, costumes as well as wax statutes of the central characters 

(“Exhibition of a Century”, 2014). The series has certainly been a major media event of 

our time. My project is above all an investigation of the socio-cultural dynamics that have 

made it so. 

Magnificent Century takes place at what is considered to be the pinnacle of the 

Ottoman imperial power in the 16th century. It is based on the real-life romance between 

Hurrem Sultan and Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent.1 Hurrem was taken captive during a 

military raid, and was initially a slave in the Ottoman Harem. She later acceded to 

unprecedented degrees of power and influence in the Ottoman realm, earning a reputation 

that spanned several countries and centuries (Yermolenko, 2010, p. 30). Sultan Suleiman 

the Magnificent, on the other hand, is the longest-reigning monarch of the empire as well 

as one of the most esteemed figures of Turkish history. What drives the series, aside from 

																																																								
1 The title Sultan basically means king, with the exception that female members of the ruling household 
legitimately use the same title.  
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various other stories of romance, are intrigues, power games and epic battle scenes. On 

the surface, it is hard to distinguish the program from many other series that take place on 

a pre-modern historical mise en	scène. It is certainly indebted to and organically linked 

with other historical dramas of our contemporaneous age. Yet, it is also much more 

complex than any random historical series.  

Jason Mittell (2015) argues that so-called “complex TV,” as a subsection of 

present-day television programming, is increasingly dependent on novelty, often 

lessening the divide between film, art cinema and television (Mittell, 2015, p. 30-31). 

Complex television relies on genre mixing for its main source of audience attraction, 

broadens textual pleasures we can get from watching the serial format, where conventions 

from a large range of programming contents are interwoven, merged and reformed 

(Mittell, 2015, p. 233). Magnificent Century is the product of this intensified drive 

towards complexity in the global mediascape, where the boundaries between cinema and 

television are more porous than ever (Singh, 2014, p. 10). The series is weaved through a 

web of narrative densities, ambivalences and conflicting affective flows. The central 

implication of it is twofold. It does manage to attract a wide audience base thanks to its 

essentially convoluted nature. And yet, it also offers the pleasure of contesting meanings 

and contradictory affective intensities to the same spectators.  

As I will further elaborate this point in my theory chapter, I follow film scholars 

who argue that the filmic texts need to be analyzed for what they engender and what they 

incite us to do in terms of their capacity to arouse our bodily intensities as well as for 

what they represent and symbolize (Sobchack, 2004; Laine, 2007; Marks, 2000; Alison, 

2013; Rutherford, 2010). Representations, narrative enigmas, allegorical messages, and 
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immediate bodily reactions in the form of thrills and spills are all parts of the visual 

economy of cinema and television (Sinnerbrink, 2011, p. 74). In this regard, I examine 

the series both as an event that happens to us with real effects on our bodily being and 

also as a polysemic cultural text that plays with multiple meaning patterns.  

This thesis is organized around six thematic chapters each dedicated to exploring 

a particularly notable aspect of the series. In the first chapter, “Constructing the 

Postfeminist Heroine,” my focus is on the series’ central character Hurrem. I argue that 

the series’ portrayal of Hurrem is essentially based upon emulating the chief tenets of the 

postfeminist cultural environment, such as an easily detectable stress on competitiveness, 

assertiveness, resilience and hyper individualism. Rather than desires of collective 

salvation for women that have fueled earlier feminist movements, we watch the 

remarkable rise of an exceptional woman to power under the most adverse historical 

circumstances and despite many, primarily woman, foes. The series’ emphasis on a 

unique woman’s uncontainable climb to power is matched and negotiated by highlighting 

the repressive and tormenting circumstances that cause harm to all women, including 

Hurrem. In this chapter, I will also reflect on the gradual masculinization of the narrative 

towards the end of the series, when the emphasis shifts from telling the stories of palace 

women to young princes who emerge as the central characters. 

The second chapter is titled “Gender Instabilities and Gendered Power Reversals.” 

In the first section this chapter, I look at the apparent tension between the depiction of a 

world where women rule supreme, primarily through their clever scheming and behind-

closed-doors intrigues, and their masculinization as a necessary path to rise above female 

impasse and suffering. The series constructs a world where women assert power over 
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men and other women in a deeply patriarchal setting through their clever schemes. Yet, it 

also showcases that exceptional women frequently cross the neatly demarcated 

boundaries of femininity and masculinity to directly affirm a position of authority in the 

palace. In short, the series first demarcates the world of women from the world of men, 

then gendered role reversals that are enacted by women, and to a lesser extent by men, 

start constituting a major source of affective appeal for the audience.  

Later in the same chapter, I switch my focus to gendered power reversals, which I 

argue constitute the series’ thinly veiled essential affective backbone in which power 

struggles between women and men are the main issue. Whenever women acquire power 

over young and virile men through their intrigues, these men reassert their primacy 

through dexterity and physical aggression. However, whenever young and virile men feel 

too confident in what they presume to be their unquestionable possession of power, they 

lose against clever schemes orchestrated by women. Hence, these gendered power 

reversals compose a major affective charm of the series. I conclude this chapter by 

studying the politics of romance, which, I believe, is again heavily dependent on 

gendered power reversals as well as gender role reversals.  

In the chapter “Building the Nation, Building the Myth of Masculinity,” I reflect 

on the socio-political implications of the series’ depictions of masculinities for Turkish 

society. I demonstrate that the series exalts the image of the soldier hero as the real 

backbone of the polity and as a parameter through which we can judge and diminish 

women and other men. As such, women are only reserved a marginal space in the 

national imagery. I investigate the co-constructive role of nationalism and masculinity, 

demonstrating their relationship of mutually assured sustenance. Overall, in Magnificent 
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Century, national history is told primarily as a journey of fall from grandeur that is 

caused by the fall of young men, which also harm primarily men. On this note, I argue 

that as a major reason for Turkish society’s unwillingness to fully come to terms with 

historical deeds of violence and injustices in its history can be traced to this near-

exclusively masculinist rendition of history, as any perceived offense to historical figures 

becomes an offense to masculinity itself.  

To put this differently, in the series central women characters are morally 

ambivalent and often times unpredictable. In contrast to that young and virile men lack 

any shade of moral uncertainty. Likewise, it seems many Turkish people want their 

history to be: a clean, predictable and straightforward record of events without any darker 

shades in its narration. Other notable concerns of this chapter are the series’ depiction of 

peripheral masculinities and its concentration on an aging Suleiman as a site to navigate 

the theme of masculinity in crisis. While continuing to uphold the image of young virile 

men by a change of emphasis in narrating the stories of young princes, the series delves 

deeply to explore masculine identity troubles by a specific focus on Suleiman. 

In the fourth chapter, I explore the series’ affective connections with our 

neoliberal times. Magnificent Century presents us with a drama of astonishing 

ascendancies and unexpected falls. The Ottoman palace that it brings to life is largely a 

fantasy world where the aspirational and talented can reach the greatest of heights or can 

die in a blink and be forgotten. The palace promises the greatest opportunities, while at 

the same being an extremely precarious world for everyone in it. I demonstrate that the 

series effectively copies and recreates in a magnified form some of the major desires, 

hopes and fears of our neoliberal age in the way the palace is constructed to be both an 
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auspicious and yet extremely slippery world. I also investigate the rise of anti-heroes as 

central characters in global televisionscape with a specific attention on the prevalence of 

morally questionable and internally divided characters in Magnificent Century. Lastly, I 

examine the differential ways the series performs its declared central thematic emphasis: 

power. I argue that depressing political development in Turkey during the series’ run had 

its effect in the manner in which power is tackled. In short, light-hearted entertainment of 

palace conflicts of earlier seasons to acquire more power gradually left its place to scenes 

of open condemnation for powerful people and the series’ siding with victims of 

dispossession. 

In “Politics of Televisual Melancholia and Nostalgia,” I first examine the series’ 

heavy reliance on the themes of innocence and childhood home as the ultimate locals of 

an imagined primary identity for each of its central characters. I reflect on the reasons 

why, in general, credulity and the trope of the loss of innocence have a captivating appeal 

for the Turkish audiences. I argue that various historical traumas of the past as well as 

enigmatic political atmosphere of the country and unpromising everyday living 

circumstances should be considered as the primary culprits for Turkish society’s 

continually resurfacing attachment to media portrayals of innocence and simplicity. 

In this chapter, I also analyze the series’ unlikely combination of crude 

celebrations of imperial grandeur, masculine might and hyper-individualistic rise to 

power with their often artfully codified critical denunciations. In this section, my analysis 

heavily relies on Gilles Deleuze’s (1989) theorization of movement-image and time-

image cinemas. Accordingly, the series valorizes both the time itself and its inevitable 

passage as the ultimate truths of human existence, as well as celebrating the achievements 
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of unique but identifiable individuals as the driving engines of time. In the next section of 

this chapter, I analyze the series’ entanglement with existentialist and nihilist tropes, 

which I believe constitute notable antidotes against extravagant visions of national 

grandeur that are increasingly prevalent in the Turkish mediascape. In that regard, I also 

theorize the constructive potentials of melancholia as a healing device for present-day 

internally divided and conflict-ridden Turkish society. 

In the last chapter, “Anatomy of Televisual Death,” I investigate the underlying 

reasons of unprecedented public reaction to Prince Mustafa’s televised death in the last 

season of the series. Prince Mustafa, who was mostly a forgotten figure in Turkish 

history, suddenly became the most publicly-discussed personality for the months 

following the run of episode 123 in which he was executed on the order of his father, 

Sultan Suleiman. I argue that there are three major causes of this communal outcry from 

Turkish public. First, the same narrative paradigms that are continually resorted in 

romance are used to depict the relationship between Mustafa and his loyal soldiers and 

Ottoman people. Second, I demonstrate that by the fourth season Mustafa arises as the 

ultimate epitome of innocence in a growingly corrupt realm. Thus, his execution spells 

the termination of an age of collective innocence as well as bringing an end to a romance 

with an idealized leader who is represented to be the harbinger of better days for Turkish 

polity.  

However, more importantly, I believe the essential reason for the extravagant 

reactions to his death from different segments of Turkish society is that they can all 

identify their historical traumas in the series’ portrayal of Prince Mustafa’s unjust 

execution. As numerous media reports and the social media commentaries testify, Prince 
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Mustafa’s murder alternatively represents the downfall of the Ottoman golden age, the 

slaying of the modern by the old and dysfunctional, in that case associated with the 

Ottomans, and it also stands for all the historical murders and injustices perpetrated 

against minorities and activists in Turkish history. Hence, I argue, depending on one’s 

political positioning, different sections of Turkish public recognize their own historical 

losses in Prince Mustafa’s murder.  

In this thesis, I primarily rely on in-depth textual analysis, uncovering the ways 

the series relates itself to the times we live in. This is occasionally complemented by a 

focus on news media items as well as social media commentaries. However, I should 

clearly state that this is not a reception oriented study. As I will further elaborate in my 

methodology section, my emphasis does not lie in detecting different angles that the 

series is interpreted in the remarkably wide geography where it is screened. Instead, a 

major focus is to chart the ways in which its depiction of the distant past speaks to the 

textures of our global existence. In that regard, one part of my analysis is principally 

concerned with exploring the reasons of the series’ international popularity. In that part, I 

frequently make use of the literature especially on neoliberalism and postfeminism from 

various contexts other than Turkey, mainly from Northern America, to ground my 

analysis. Second part of my investigation is chiefly devoted to unearthing the series’ 

entanglement with Turkey’s past traumas and contemporary troubles as additional layers 

of complexity in its narrative arch.   

Magnificent Century is an object investigation as well as being a tool to 

understand our contemporaneous age and my country of birth for me. This thesis needs to 

be seen as a journey to a complicated and paradoxical country’s history and its present, as 
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well as to the world that it is deeply connected with. In this expedition, the aim is not so 

much to reach a definitive point or a final word. This is not a single route voyage from 

point A to point B. The goal is an exploration of the times we live in. The journey itself is 

as valuable as where we find ourselves when we finish it. As with most pleasing or even 

life-altering voyages, I can only hope that this will be a rewarding rather than regrettable 

ride for its readers. Its longevity can thus be excused, perhaps even be thanked. 
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Chapter II: Background Review  

 

The Ottomans, Harem and Hurrem 

A major mystery in the Ottoman dynasty’s past lies in its emergence. “The empire 

ended on a particular day, but its beginnings are shrouded in myth” as Caroline Finkel 

(2005) writes (p. 1). How it became a major world power from its exceptionally humble 

beginnings is another complex story. What we know for certain is that by the late 13th 

century they were one of the many Turkish-speaking tribal groups in Anatolia (present-

day Turkey) and a relatively small one amongst them (Inalcik, 1973, p. 3). A man called 

Osman was the leader of this particular tribe, whose name became the name of the state 

he founded: The Ottomans. 

The Turcoman tribes of Anatolia, including the Ottomans, originated from Central 

Asia and moved Westwards in successive waves of migration from the 10th century 

onwards. They started to settle in Anatolia in large numbers following the Battle of 

Manzikert in 1071, fought between the Byzantine Empire and the Seljuk Turks. The 

Byzantine loss opened the gates to Turcoman inhabitants. The Seljuk Empire on the 

whole was a loosely connected confederation of Turkish-speaking tribes with a 

centralized bureaucracy that developed under the heavy influence of pre-established 

statecraft practices of Persia (Iran) (Korobeinikov, 2014, p. 96).  

As for the tribes, they had their own leaders, who recognized the sovereignty of 

the Seljuk dynasty (Ahmad, 2014, p. 1). These Turkish tribes were relatively recent 

converts to Islam. In fact, as Cemal Kafadar (1995) writes: “most but not all of them 

[were] Muslim” and they were “divided into communities that understood different things 
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about being Muslim” (p. 2). It appears gender relations of these nomadic people were not 

quite the same as in later Ottoman centuries of settled life in the cities. It is argued that in 

general women played bigger social and political roles in tribal peoples of Asia (Singer, 

2002, p. 72). Historian Amy Singer (2002) points out that older Turkic stories and poetry 

typically mention horse riding warrior women (p. 86). For instance, a central male 

character in a story describes the woman of his dreams as someone who is better than 

himself at riding horses and waging war: “Before I mount my well-trained horse she must 

be on horseback, before I reach the bloody infidels’ land she must already have got there 

and brought me back some heads” (p. 86). 

The Seljuk dynasty could not survive the Mongolian invasions and the Turkish 

tribes of Anatolia gradually split apart from it, becoming fully independent in the 

territories that they occupied. Osman was amongst them and he declared his own full 

autonomy, building the foundations of what was to become the Ottoman Empire. In the 

subsequent two hundred years, descendants of Osman gradually subdued other Turkish 

principalities of Anatolia, expanded into the Balkans and the Middle East, captured the 

capital city of the Byzantine Empire, Constantinople (Istanbul), made the city their 

capital and emerged as a major world power. Besides Iranian, Roman-Byzantine tradition 

was also a significant contribution to the success of the Ottomans as we can observe 

several “Ottoman-Byzantine continuities” in the administration of the empire (Quataert, 

2000, p. 4). Donald Quataert (2005) indicates that ultimately the Ottoman system should 

be seen as a “blend of influences deriving from Byzantium, the Turkish nomads, and the 

Balkan states, as well as the Islamic world” (p. 4).  
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A particularly notable period of expansion was the rule of Selim I (The Grim), 

Suleiman’s father. He nearly doubled the landmass of the empire in 1516-1517 when he 

changed the course of Ottoman military campaigns from West to the East, capturing 

present-day Syria, Egypt, Jordan and large tracks of Saudi Arabia, taking possession of 

the major historical cities of Jerusalem, Aleppo, Alexandria, Cairo, Mecca and Medina 

(Rogan, 2009, p. 20). After Selim, Ottomans continued their territorial growth in the 

Middle East and elsewhere to become the domineering force of the region and Eastern 

Europe for hundreds of years. 

Following Selim’s unexpected death in 1520, his sole legitimate heir Suleiman 

was crowned the new Sultan of the Ottoman Empire at the age of 25. Suleiman’s 46 years 

on the throne, the longest reigning monarch, has been widely considered the pinnacle of 

the Ottoman Empire’s military and political might (Casale, 2012, p. 34). His 

contemporaries in the West have called him Suleiman “the magnificent,” possibly 

inspiring the name of the series Magnificent Century. Mark Mazower (2002) argues that 

Suleiman “was regarded perhaps the most powerful ruler in the known world” and 

contemporaneous Western representations typically combined fear and respect for the 

Ottomans (p. xxxii). Venetian ambassador Marco Minio wrote in 1521 that Suleiman 

“seems to have in his grasp the keys to all Christendom” (Mazower, 2002, p. xxxii). 

However, the Ottoman imperial power during this period was not the only 

prominent issue that historically and presently preoccupied the popular imagination and 

formal historical writings. Suleiman’s nearly life-long romance with Hurrem Sultan, his 

close bond with his childhood friend Ibrahim, who was also the Grand Vizier (Prime 

Minister) of the empire and the tragedy of Prince (Sehzade) Mustafa—all of which 
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constitute the central story lines of the Magnificent Century—have been other significant 

concerns of popular or formal historical representations. 

Though information on random Harem women is scarce, what we know for a fact 

is that the Ottoman palace women as wives, mothers and daughters of the Sultans played 

notable roles since the early days of the dynasty’s rise to power (Singer, 2002, p. 89). 

Their names survived the passage of time primarily in the construction projects that they 

sponsored in the provinces of the Ottoman state. Amy Singer (2002) claims that their 

benevolent deeds are perhaps overstated over their other forms of influence in the 

imperial politics as a selective bias in formal historical writings, due to the nurturing 

position ascribed to their gender (p. 73). That being said, their philanthropic activities and 

their roles as patrons of architecture can also be seen as a way for the Ottomans to 

showcase power, wealth and goodwill of their state to the public (Singer, p. 90). Ottoman 

women, thus, were always parts of the empire’s political activities, at least through their 

endowments, often serving the purpose of imperial legitimation and image building 

(Singer, p. 9).  

However, palace women were still considerably marginal figures up until the 16th 

century. It seems things started to change with Suleiman’s mother, Ayse Hafsa, who was 

the first Ottoman woman to use the title Sultan, a word which was previously reserved for 

the monarch himself alone (Singer, 2002, p. 90). Then afterwards, women from the 

monarch’s extended family commonly used the title. Yet, arguably, nobody ever was as 

powerful, renowned and notorious in a comparable manner until Hurrem made her 

appearance in the early 16th century, which is part of the reason why there has been a 

historical fascination with this real-life personality. It is often claimed that Hurrem set a 



	 15	

trend for other women to follow as the number of influential woman in the palace 

multiplied after her in what is referred to in Turkish historiography as the “Sultanate of 

Women” (Kadinlar Saltanati), a period of about 130 years in which successive palace 

women enjoyed significant power and prestige in the administration of the empire 

(Peirce, 1993, p. vii).  

We know little about Hurrem’s earlier life and the circumstances of her arrival at 

the Ottoman palace. After all, she was a slave and people do not show a particular interest 

in recording slaves’ lives. Based on the most common narrative that is also employed by 

the series, she was from the present-day Western part of Ukraine and was captured by 

Tatar raiders to be sold to the Ottoman palace (Peirce, p. 58-59). According to Polish 

tradition, her real name was Aleksandra Lisowska. In Europe she came to be known by 

the name Roxolena. In the Ottoman Empire, she was Hurrem Sultan. Her position of 

power and fame lasted for more than three decades, from the birth of her first child in 

1521 to 1558 when she died from an illness, spanning nearly Suleiman’s entire reign 

(Peirce, p. 58). Considering the fact that she gave birth to her first child one year after 

Suleiman became the new Sultan, it seems safe to presume that they met shortly after his 

arrival in the Ottoman palace as its new owner. 

There are seven letters that were sent by Hurrem to Suleiman in the Ottoman 

archives when he was on military campaigns (Faroqhi, 2007, p. 105). The earliest ones 

were written by a secretary as her Ottoman Turkish was not sufficient enough; later, she 

wrote on her own. Her two letters are in the Polish archives, in which she congratulates 

the Polish King Sigismund II Augustus for his succession to the throne and apparently 

she continued to correspond with him afterwards. The historical kingdom of Poland was 
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significantly larger than present-day Poland, incorporating most of Ukraine, Hurrem’s 

presumed birthplace. 

Hurrem Sultan used to be a quite popular figure in her time in Western Europe, 

and several diplomats expressed their fascination with the power that she yielded in the 

administration of the empire. This interest reflected itself in the reports they sent to their 

home countries, which constitute some of the main source materials about her life. 

Venetian ambassador to Suleiman’s early days as the monarch, Pietro Bragadin, 

apparently described her as “young but not beautiful, although graceful and petite,” 

possibly based on the rumours he heard about her (Peirce, p. 59). These reports also 

commonly point to Hurrem’s unpopularity among the masses, with many referring to her 

as a witch, “ziadi”. The ambassador to Holy Roman Empire, Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq, 

wrote that Hurrem was “in ill repute as a practicer of witchcraft” (Yermolenko, p. 12). 

Similarly, another Italian, Luigi Bassano wrote that the Ottoman people believed Hurrem 

held her “astonishing power over Suleiman through witchcraft” (Yermolenko, 2010, p. 

8). Bassano also claimed that Hurrem was fairly infamous among dominant figures in the 

rule of the empire: “The Janissaries [the Ottoman central army] and the entire court hate 

her and her children likewise, but because the Grand Turk loves her very much, no one 

dares to speak” (Yermolenko, p. 8).  

Her affair with Suleiman defied many established traditions of the Ottoman 

Harem, which can be seen as a foremost reason for hostility against her (Yermolenko, 

p.8). Traditionally, Ottoman Sultans did not marry concubines, who had the status of 

slaves. Each mother could have only a single son, which may have to do with the desire 

to curb the mother’s power in the palace. Moreover, when her boy came of age, she had 
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to accompany him to a district away from the capital, where the candidate for the throne 

first-hand practices the arts of statecraft (Peirce, 1993, p. 58-59). Hurrem broke these 

three major rules of the Ottoman Harem altogether.  

Most notably, Hurrem was first freed and then she made a legal marriage with 

Sultan Suleiman. The news of this unlikely marriage was a major source of public 

curiosity and bewilderment. A representative of the Genoese Bank of St. George who was 

present in Istanbul described the circumstances of the marriage in an exuberantly written 

letter: 

This week has occurred in this city a most extraordinary event, one absolutely 
 unprecedented in the history of the Sultans. The Grand Signior Suleiman has 
 taken to himself as his empress a slave-woman from Russia, called Roxolena… 
 The festivities have been splendid beyond all record…. In the old Hippodrome… 
 Roxolena and the Court attended a great tournament in which both Christian and 
 Moslem knights were engaged… There is great talk about the marriage and none 
 can say what it means (Peirce, p. 92). 

 

Besides the contentiousness of their marriage, Hurrem and Suleiman had four 

boys who survived to adulthood (another boy died in early childhood), rather than one, 

thus, violating another palace rule. Then, she continued to remain in the capital city as her 

sons one by one went to the districts, breaking yet another rule. It was also claimed that 

Suleiman, fairly unusual for an Ottoman monarch, committed himself to a monogamous 

relationship with Hurrem in his later life. For instance, Luigi Bassano claimed that 

Suleiman “married off as virgins nearly all the eligible concubines in his harem” (Peirce, 

p. 59). According to historian Leslie Peirce (1993), other than the violations of the palace 

codes and traditions, perhaps more troubling was “this persistent attachment of the 

monarch to one woman,” which was considered “unnatural and harmful” at the time (p. 

63). 
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Beside Suleiman and Hurrem, another major personality of the period was 

Ibrahim Pasha of Parga (Pargali Ibrahim Pasa). Ibrahim was a former slave and religious 

convert just like Hurrem. He was born in Parga, in present-day Greece, which then 

belonged to the Republic of Venice (Casale, 2010, p. 35). He was enslaved when he was 

just a boy and sold to the Ottoman palace in Manisa, where he grew up together with 

Suleiman. They were roughly the same age and were close childhood friends. Ibrahim 

followed Suleiman to the capital upon his succession to the throne.  

From his obscure background, Ibrahim reached the highest position in the 

Ottoman state hierarchy and became the Grand Vizier (Prime Minister) of the empire at 

the age 28 in 1523. There is little doubt that he was one of the most powerful and 

wealthiest of all Ottoman statesmen in history, and his friendship ties to Suleiman surely 

played a role in ensuring that he became so. They often spent nights alone dining in the 

same room, which had been “virtually unheard of in the tightly controlled world of the 

Ottoman imperial palace” (Casale, 2010, p. 35). Foreign observers took notice of this 

close bond between the Sultan and his most trusted man and Grand Vizier, with a 

Venetian official describing Ibrahim as “the heart and breath of the Sultan” (Casale, p. 

35). Philip Mansel (2011) wrote that: “Alone in Ottoman history, Ibrahim had the honor 

of having six horse tails – the ancient Turkish symbol of rank – one less that the Sultan 

himself, erected beside his tent. Ottoman government had become a partnership” (p. 97). 

Yet, after 13 years of being a de-facto ruler of the Ottoman state, Ibrahim was executed 

on the orders of Suleiman in 1536. 

Apparently, his quick rise to power and his immense wealth, as well as his 

unorthodox habits earned Ibrahim many enemies over time (Casale, p. 36). As one of his 
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public nicknames, he was referred to as Ibrahim the Westerner (Frenk Ibrahim Pasa) for 

his taste in Western art. After the Ottomans captured the Hungarian capital city Buda, 

which is the Western part of the present-day Hungarian capital Budapest, Ibrahim took 

personal possession of several ancient statues and placed some of them in the public 

places of Constantinople (Antmen, 2010, p. 37). Ancient statues in the Muslim capital 

looked so out of place to many that this particular act played a major role in earning him 

the nickname the Westerner.  

In the series, for about two and half seasons, it is often his conflict with Hurrem 

that energizes the story. As American novelist Linda Barlow wrote on her personal 

website: “Perhaps the most dynamic conflict in Magnificent Century is between Hurrem 

and…Ibrahim Pasha. These two characters… duel with one another cleverly and 

ruthlessly as they slowly accumulate wealth, influence, and political power” (Barlow, 

2013). No doubt, the series over-exaggerates and dramatizes any possible genuine 

conflict between these two historical characters, though at least one of Hurrem’s real life 

letters provide some evidence to the tensions between them. In this letter, addressed to 

Suleiman when he was on a military campaign alongside his Grand Vizier Ibrahim Pasha, 

Hurrem wrote perhaps a bit sardonically: “You asked why I am angry at the Pasha. God 

willing, when we are able to be together again, you will hear. For now, we send our 

regards to the Pasha – may he accept them” (Peirce, p. 64). It is hard to know to what 

degree the apparent tension between Hurrem and Ibrahim might have played a role in 

Suleiman’s decision to execute him. In the series, however, rather than his innumerable 

enemies, it is Hurrem who masterminds Ibrahim’s eventual downfall.  
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One last personality to introduce is Prince (Sehzade) Mustafa. In Magnificent 

Century, by the fourth and last season, for a number of complex reasons that I will 

elaborate later Mustafa emerges as the central character of the series until his death. He 

was Suleiman’s eldest son, thus a natural barrier to Hurrem’s children’s path to the 

Ottoman throne. Ottoman princes were customarily expected to have a baby boy before 

they can become the next Sultan, basically to prove that they could have one and there 

would be no issues in the line of succession after them. Hence, when Suleiman was 

crowned as the new Sultan in 1520, he already had a five-year-old boy, Mustafa.  

In 1553, Suleiman had him executed by strangulation. Mustafa’s killing opened 

the way for one of Hurrem’s son to eventually succeed Suleiman. According to 

ambassador Busbecq, the Ottoman people commonly believed that it was above all “the 

spells of Roxolena” that was to blame for his death (Yermolenko, 2010, p. 12). There had 

been a strong reaction from the Ottoman public and the Janissaries to his execution. 

According to ambassador Busbecq, Janissaries first inveighed against Suleiman, but later 

turned their anger towards Hurrem, accusing her of extinguishing “the brightest star of 

the house of Osman” (p. 98). Galina Yermolenko (2010) also points out that Mustafa’s 

execution ended up being a fairly “popular topic in sixteenth and seventeenth century 

European drama, spawning numerous French, Italian and English tragedies” (p. 26).  

As with Ibrahim, it is hard to know to what extent Hurrem might have played a 

role in this execution, but it is not equally hard to guess that she had her reasons to want 

him dead. As long as Mustafa was alive, her boys had little chance of access to the 

throne. Furthermore, Mustafa would have very likely put them to death if he could be the 
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Sultan, as the liquidation of brothers and half-brothers was seen as a necessary step to 

ensure the stability and unity of the empire in those days. 

Magnificent Century centers on the dramatization of personal conflicts between 

these historical characters. It is their desires, passionate love affairs, disappointments and 

rivalries that guide the story world. What we have then appears on first sight as a family 

drama based on the lives of real historical figures, which takes place in a historical mise-

en-scene. However, as I argued at the beginning, the series is substantially more complex 

than any attempt at summarizing it in a few sentences can possibly do justice to its 

narrative dynamics. To better investigate its intricacies necessitates a closer look to the 

contemporary context of the series’ production.  

 

Ottomans gone and revived, a country in the search for its past(s)  

The first signs of decline for the Ottomans were visible in the last years of 

Suleiman’s long reign. If his time was the peak of the mountain in terms of Ottoman 

power, he may also be the first one to look beyond the mountains to the graveyard of 

history where the Ottomans would eventually be buried. But, arguably, no dead empire of 

the past haunts the living in our age with an equal strength as the Ottomans do. Following 

a long period of territorial shrinking, the empire started to undertake a series of 

modernization attempts to prevent further loss of territory by the late 18th century, during 

the reign of Selim III (Gurpinar, 2013, p. 184).  

Modernization efforts no doubt extended its shelf life, but the empire continued to 

lose lands throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries and significantly contracted in size. 

Furthermore, the age of classical empires was coming to a close, so the end was near in 
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all probabilities. With the loss of the war in 1918, the empire was no more: The Allied 

forces occupied not only the Arabic-speaking provinces of the empire but also the 

Anatolian peninsula. The Ottoman capital Istanbul remained in British control from 1918 

until 1923.  

The period of 1919-1922 meant more war in Turkey. The Allies landed on 

different parts of Anatolia, but so soon after the devastation of World War I, none of 

them were interested in further conflicts especially if it did not serve their immediate 

national needs. Ottoman general Mustafa Kemal, later to be called Ataturk, spearheaded 

the campaign of remobilization of the remnants of the Turkish army. Kemal previously 

fought at the Battle of Gallipoli in 1915-1916, where the Ottomans scored a major victory 

against the Allies during World War I. Combined with his later success in the war of 

1919-1922, narrativization of his deeds in Gallipoli constitutes a major grounding for his 

cult status. Kemal and his followers abolished the Ottoman Empire in 1922 and founded 

the Turkish Republic in 1923. Hence, even though the Great War itself was utterly 

calamitous for the empire, the final blow to the dynasty’s reign came from one of its most 

accomplished generals in a real life imitation of a Shakespearean tragedy. 

From the period 1913 to 1923 the demographics of Anatolia changed 

dramatically. After the empire’s defeat in the Balkan wars in 1913, the Ottoman Empire 

lost some of the last remnants of its territories in Eastern Europe. Over a million Muslim 

refugees from recently lost lands flooded into Anatolia under destitute conditions (Gocek, 

2011, p. 114). By the year 1915, the Ottoman government passed the infamous official 

decree called “Tehcir Law,” which on the surface envisaged a temporary expulsion and 

resettlement of Armenian populations from their homes to designated areas (Akcam & 
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Kurt, 2015, p. 19). However, as it is commonly acknowledged today, the temporary 

resettlement was merely a cover in a planned attempt to eradicate the Armenian people’s 

collective existence in Anatolia, hence referred to as the Armenian Genocide, in which 

800,000 to 1,500,000 million Armenians were systematically murdered. Other Christian 

communities of Anatolia, especially Pontic Greeks and Assyrians, also faced atrocities 

during this period. In 1923, the Turkish and Greek governments agreed on a population 

exchange. Accordingly, some 400,000 Muslims living in Greece and the remaining Greek 

population of Turkey (with the exception of Istanbul), numbering around 1.2 million 

people, were mutually exchanged. As a result of the migrations, genocide and forcible 

population movements, by 1923 newly-formed Turkey was an ethnically diverse but 

predominantly Muslim polity, unlike what it had been over the past 1000 years. 

Kemal pursued a swift and top down, in fact, a gun barrel dictated program of 

modernization to alter the social, cultural and political life in Turkey. Some of his 

reforms were quite revolutionary, such as the total eradication of Islamic sharia law that 

was replaced with the secular Swiss legal code in 1926 and the language reform in which 

the Turkish alphabet was changed from Arabic to Latin letters. They were accompanied 

by the adoption of the Western calendar, a new penal code and new business law based 

on Western models (Akdenizli, 2015, p. x). Secularism was established as the chief tenet 

of the new state. Islam was relegated to the private sphere; in fact, its public appearances 

were largely stigmatized (Eldem, 2010, p. 28). Overall, Kemal’s Turkey was based on the 

embracing of Westernization, strong nationalism, secularism and repudiation of Islam as 

a meaningful element of socio-cultural and political life (Robins & Aksoy, 2006, p. 133). 
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At this time frame, women’s participation in the political and social life was 

encouraged as a major component of the Westernization program. Polygamy and 

religious marriages were banned. In 1924, a new law was passed to ensure equal access to 

education for both girls and boys (Akdenizli, 2015, p. x). By 1934, women received full 

suffrage rights, 18 women were elected to the Turkish parliament in 1935 and the first 

women judges were appointed in this epoch (Atakav, 2013, p. 22). In their reforms, 

Kemalists took their legitimization from the pages of history in reference to nomadic 

Turkish people and their presumed mores of life based on gender equality (Durakbasa, 

1998, p. 141).  

Yet, patriarchal domination over women remained intact, so did the primarily 

domestic definition of female gender identity throughout republican history (Kandiyoti, 

1987, p. 324). Furthermore, the supposedly emancipated woman of the Kemalist regime 

was hardly one that was allowed to express her individual will and desires, but is 

imagined as a soul dedicated to further the best interests of her nation-state. Deniz 

Kandiyoti (1997) also indicates that unveiled and publicly active women of Kemalism 

necessitated the production of “new forms of puritanism” that deemphasized femininity 

and sexuality, effectively projecting a “neuter” identity for women (p. 126).  

The republican project is also criticized for laying the foundations for some of the 

central issues of present-day Turkey. It created a foundational myth that Turkey is a 

homogenous nation state that does include any ethnic minorities in its make-up. As the 

largest minority population, Kurds have been denied their identity and have suffered the 

most under various governments. Furthermore, the republic privileged “the promotion of 

national unity and state interests” over individual liberties and civil society (Yesil, 2016, 
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p. 9). To this day, protection of the state remains the top priority, negating any genuine 

concern for individual rights, liberties and the rule of law. 

Official history writing in Kemal’s time discredited the Ottoman past as an age of 

backwardness and ignorance. Accordingly, the newly formed republic was the redeemer 

of the Turkish people and its history; by eliminating the empire it saved the Turkish 

people from the tyranny and treacherousness of the Sultans. The Ottoman past is 

represented as the archaic other of the new republic (Colak, 2006, p. 591). Instead of the 

Ottomans, Turkish history writing focused on the central Asian origins of the Turks. 

Furthermore, Kemalists invented literally from scratch a wild theory about the Turkish 

origins of the ancient civilizations of Anatolia and Mesopotamia. They claimed that it 

was Turks who built the first known civilizations of the world. 

The focus was not only in pre-Ottoman times; in fact, it was decidedly aimed at 

crafting a Turkish history that has little connection to Islam (Gurpinar, 2013, p. 84). 

However, even when Ottoman history was both discarded and tarnished, its days of 

military strength were still sporadically mentioned in a glorified manner in the history 

books of the 1930s (Gurpinar, 2013, p. 84). It seems even Kemal’s government could not 

totally leave aside Ottoman military might as a source of national pride and interpellation 

of the masses to Turkishness. We should also note that forgetting the Ottomans also 

meant forgetting the humiliation of defeats that were suffered in the last centuries. It 

directed the nation to forget the traumatic history of massacres and expulsions of recent 

history (Gocek, 2011, p. 123).  

Things started to change throughout the 1940s as the Ottoman past started to slip 

under the door. The first truly democratic election in the country’s history took place in 
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1950 and it was a turning point in many respects. By the passage to democracy in 1950 it 

was also discovered that Kemalist principles, aside from city centers, did not greatly 

expand to interpellate the larger portion of the Turkish public (Yesil, 2016, p. 21). The 

opposition party won the elections in 1950 and the Ottomans made a definitive return. 

The Ottoman past eventually emerged as a central element in the nationalist imagery to 

propagate the notion of Turkish greatness (Eldem, 2010, p. 29). Since then, visions of 

Ottoman imperial power have played a major role in the construction of nationalist 

consciousness in Turkey (Ersoy, 2015, p. 248).  

The 1960s and 1970s were hopeful but also perplexed days. There was a strong 

student movement in 1968 in Turkey as elsewhere in the world, which came to a dreadful 

ending with the military coup of 1971. This was the second time the military directly 

intervened in Turkish politics, after the coup of 1960. Following the military intervention 

of 1971, many youth activists were killed or tortured, leaving behind bitter memories of 

pain and a nostalgic attachment to lost promises of the past. The situation only worsened 

in the late 1970s, with left and right wing activists shooting each other in broad daylight 

in the streets in a general atmosphere of chaos across the country. The army took total 

control of the administration in 1980, unleashing a reign of terror. About 650,000 people 

were arrested and thousands of them were systematically tortured. 50 of the accused were 

hanged after rushed trials, and at least 175 people died in custody, very likely while being 

tortured (“12 September Coup”, 2009). The days following the 1980 coup, without a 

shred of doubt, was the darkest chapter of Turkey’s recent history.  

Gradually, civilian administration was restored as happened after previous coups. 

In the absence of any strong political opposition since it was crushed by the coup, Turkey 
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followed a smooth path of neoliberalization and greater integration into the world 

economy. Neoliberal consumerism and individualism emerged as the chief tenets of life 

and the market became the constitutive basis of culture in Turkey (Gurbilek, 2011, p. 5). 

Cultural critic Nurdan Gurbilek (2011) asserts that the 1980s in Turkey were based on a 

fundamental paradox: “Freedoms were more restricted than ever before, but people had 

perhaps never felt so free…the freedom to consume to their heart’s delight” (p. 7). A 

society of images, instant gratifications and spectacle was in the making, whose effects 

can be felt today (Gurbilek, p. 96). Cultural norms were changing swiftly, and post-1980 

generations in Turkey are often equated with neoliberal consumerism and self-interest 

(Lukuslu, 2015, p. 66).  

Starting in the 1980s, identity politics gained prominence as opposed to the 

declining interest in class-based inequalities. Islamist, Kurdish and women rights groups 

all started to organize in ever greater numbers to struggle for their rights (Gurbilek, p. 7). 

The 1980s were the time when an organized feminist movement came to fruition in 

Turkey, that got stronger in the subsequent decades (Gurbilek, p. 12). It was not that 

women did not get involved in political activism in 1960s and 1970s when the country 

was bursting with activism, but their efforts were rarely directed towards identifiable 

feminist goals, instead subsumed under the all-encompassing umbrella of class politics 

that showed little attention to gender-based inequalities. Even though there had been self-

identified Turkish feminists since late 19th and early 20th centuries, the 1980s was the 

time for a new beginning when increasingly larger groups of women were gathering 

together for directly feminist causes in Turkey (Atakav, 2013, p. 7). Turkish cinema of 

the era both reflected and shaped this period of societal change. A new image of woman 
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appeared on screens, one who was “characterized by independence, awareness of 

sexuality and her conscious struggles against the sexist norms of the society” (Guclu, 

2016, p. 78). 

The 1980s were also the epoch when the armed conflict between the Turkish army 

and PKK (Kurdistan Worker’s Party) started. Kurdish populations were most negatively 

affected by the brutalities of the post-coup environment, which served to strengthen 

PKK’s rhetoric of armed struggle. Increasing numbers of young people joined its ranks 

during the 1980s and 1990s. The conflict continues to this day and has caused the deaths 

of approximately 50,000 people, including soldiers, police officers, guerrillas and 

civilians. 

Following the military coup, Islam started to play a bigger part in cultural life in 

Turkey, partially because it was promoted as a defense mechanism against the spread of 

socialism as well as Kurdish separatism by the organizers of the coup (Keyder, 2004, p. 

69). The generals, on the hand, increased the Turkish state’s reliance on the cult of Kemal 

Ataturk as a token of unity and legitimity, overcrowding the streets with ever-increasing 

numbers of Ataturk statutes, while repudiating original Kemalist impulse of divorcing 

Turkish nationalism from Islam as they embraced the “Turk-Islam synthesis” (Oztan, 

2014, p. 77). Accordingly, nationalism and Islamism emerged as the center pillars of 

governmental discourse.  

However, with the downfall of the Berlin Wall and the disintegration of the Soviet 

Union, the priorities of the Turkish Armed forces changed in the 1990s once again. As 

socialism and communism were no longer seen as existential threats, the growing power 

of the Islamist political movements became the central source of apprehension in the 
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ranks of the army. This culminated in the overthrow of an elected Islamist government in 

1997 in what is sometimes referred to as the post-modern coup. The army did not take 

direct control of the country this time, but forced the legitimately elected government out 

of office. The closing down of the Islamist “Welfare Party” inadvertently opened the path 

for younger generations in it to arise as the central actors on the Turkish political scene in 

the coming decades. Among them, ex-mayor of Istanbul, Tayyip Erdogan, increased his 

popularity especially after he was sent to prison for a few months for reciting a poem. He 

became the leader of the newly found AKP (Justice and Development Party), which came 

to power after its sweeping victory in the national elections of 2002. AKP has not lost any 

elections since then and is currently the ruling party of Turkey. 

The neoliberal transformation of Turkey got further entrenched in the years of 

AKP governance, which intensified privatization of public enterprises, natural resources 

and managed to attract record breaking levels of foreign investment (Tugal, 2016, p. 

120). Even though it has favoured the interests of capital, AKP still has managed to get 

substantial public support partially thanks to its relatively efficacious welfare programs 

and poverty reduction initiatives, which “blurred the boundaries between the winners and 

losers of neoliberalism” (Tugal, 2016, p.121). Yet, while alleviating selective cases of 

extreme poverty, AKP’s Islamic blend of neoliberalism significantly increased income 

inequality between workers and upper classes (Tugal, p. 149).  

Especially during 2010-2011, AKP’s Turkey had been championed by the 

Western press as a model country for the entire Middle East, for its successful blending 

of Islam with neoliberal capitalism. Turkey was referred to as “Eurasia’s rising tiger” and 

an “economic miracle” (Yesil, 2016, p.1). German Marshal Fund predicted that Turkey, 
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alongside India, Brazil and Indonesia, would emerge as the “pivotal powers” of the 21th 

century world (Yesil, 2016, p. 2). However, neither the Turkish economy, nor the 

political situation of the country, could have matched the best hopes that were voiced in 

those days. AKP’s intensified authoritarianism led to wide scale resistance movements, 

notably the Gezi Park demonstrations, and created a society deeply polarized along 

political lines. 

AKP initially claimed to be moderate in its political leanings and as primarily 

dedicated to overall democratization of the Turkish society. The party received 

substantial support especially in its early years of rule from the liberal factions of Turkish 

society, which desired to bring to an end the decades long military tutelage and 

suppression. AKP’s reforms significantly curbed the traditional power of the military 

elite in the administration (Yesil, 2016, p. 10). Writing these sentences in 2017, however, 

we can say that Turkey moved from one source of authoritarianism and suppression to 

another, in fact effectively getting worse in terms of its democratic credentials. Military is 

no longer the ultimate actor in shaping the immediate political atmosphere, and yet 

authoritarianism found a different shape in the persona of Tayyip Erdogan who was 

endowed with greater powers than any other Turkish President since Kemal Ataturk. As 

Bilge Yesil (2016) indicates, AKP “consolidated the antidemocratic attributes of the very 

state it had initially promised to reform” (p. 87). 

Returning briefly to the 1980s, a major socio-political change of that decade that 

directly affects Turkey’s present is the embrace of Neo-Ottomanism as a governmental 

policy priority (Colak, 2006, p. 587). As a governmental agenda, it aims to increase 

Turkey’s role in Middle Eastern and Eastern European affairs by relying on its imperial 
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heritage. When more broadly defined, Neo-Ottomanism has many guises and 

manifestations as it corresponds to a general frenzy in Ottoman era fashion, foods and 

various other cultural habits. It is “a widespread nostalgia for things Ottoman” espoused 

by large segments of present-day Turkish society (White, 2002, p. 30). All diverse 

sections of the Turkish public, including its staunch secularists, have been variously 

affected by Neo-Ottomanism, if not for a decisive embracing of it as an ideological 

premise, for the incorporation of cultural habits associated with the Ottoman era into their 

daily lives (Potuoglu-Cook, 2006, p. 634). 

 Neo-Ottomanism was, and to a certain extent still is, also a liberal longing for the 

multicultural and multi-ethic past of Turkey, as opposed to Kemalism’s insistence on 

national homogeneity. In that regard, Neo-Ottomanism can be seen as an increased 

investment in the Ottoman past to solve the predicaments of Turkish society, “as a base 

upon which a political, social, and moral alternative to Kemalism could be constructed” 

(Furlanetto, 2015, p. 160). In particular, it was argued that it could be used to settle 

Kurdish conflict in emulating the days of imperial harmony (Oztan, 2014, p. 88), though 

it is hard to claim that it got any closer to be successful in this respect.  

At its core, Neo-Ottomanism also entails a devotion to a phantasmagorical golden 

age of Turkish Islamic supremacy. As anthropologist Esra Ozyurek (2007) indicates, 

promoters of neo-Ottomanism typically have an over-idealized and compact 

understanding of the Ottomans that disregards historical change and complexity, 

essentially considering “the empire as proof of the superior achievements of a ‘Turkish’ 

state that accepted Islam as its official religion” (p. 121). In this regard, celebration of the 
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major military achievements of the empire, particularly the conquest of Istanbul in 1453, 

has been a major focus of neo-Ottomanists since the 1990s (Cinar, 2001, p. 365).  

During AKP years, neo-Ottomanism has been the semi-official discourse that 

structured Turkey’s inner as well as its foreign policy objectives. AKP wanted to position 

Turkey as a regional powerhouse based on “enhanced visions of post-imperial leadership 

in the former Ottoman lands and the larger Muslim world” (Ersoy, 2015, p. 248). Kemal 

Ataturk wanted to cut Turkey’s links as much as possible from its imperial history. Neo-

Ottomanists since the 1980s, and more so AKP after it came to power in 2002, sought to 

assume a leadership role for Turkey in the Middle East and the Balkans relying on the 

Ottoman imperial past.  

Since the 1990s there has been a growing interest in remembering the past, 

especially as competing political groups appropriated different parts of Turkish history in 

their attempts at political mobilization and cultural hegemony (Neyzi, 2002; Ozyurek, 

2006). According to anthropologist Esra Ozyurek (2007), these contesting memory 

practices effectively constitute a “political battleground” in which different groups 

struggle for ideological and political dominance (p. 117). As the Islamist political 

movements gained strength since the early 1990s, accompanied by electoral victories 

bringing political Islam to power, secularist sections of Turkish society developed a 

growing desire to uphold the memory of 1920s and 1930s secular establishment led by 

Kemal Ataturk, in what Ozyurek (2006) refers to as “nostalgia for the modern.” This 

time, instead of governmental agencies, it was the citizens who directly took the initiative 

and are organized around commemoration of Kemal Ataturk’s persona and his reforms 

(Ozyurek, 2006, p. 3).  
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It is also plausible to argue that the current AKP government’s growing 

authoritarianism in the 2010s created an intensified and renewed nostalgia for Kemal 

Ataturk as a cult figure and an emblem to be mobilized around for the secularist circles. 

For instance, in 2013, according to official statistics, a record-breaking number of over a 

million people visited Kemal Ataturk’s tomb, which is effectively a secularist sanctuary, 

on November 10 on the anniversary of his death (Catal, 2013). In 2012, there were 

413,568 people, and in 2011, there were 181,064 people visiting his mausoleum on 

November 10, nearly tripling the number of visitors each year. Furthermore, Kemal 

Ataturk “was a beacon for many of the Gezi protestors” (Walton, 2017, p. 48) in 2013, in 

the largest public demonstrations of recent Turkish history. 

The principal ideological divide between secularists and Islamists has been 

whether or not, and to what extent, Islam is to be incorporated as a defining mark of 

Turkish national identity (Cinar, 2005, p. 117). Yet, I must also state that secularists and 

Islamists cannot be cleanly delineated from each other, as these two groups share 

significant political and cultural similarities. As anthropologist Jenny White (2014) 

argues, both sides are rife with contradictions and the categorical labels of secularist or 

Islamist often fail to do justice to actual lived circumstances (p. 19). Murat Ergin and 

Yagmur Karakaya (2017) further indicate that many people, in fact, seem to be deeply 

confused in terms of their political allegiances and cultural preferences (p. 49). However, 

as a concomitant development, especially in the divided political climate of Turkey, we 

can argue that a significant portion of the public, while certainly preserving a certain 

degree of complexity in their worldview, still feel closer bonds to either of these binaries 

of secularists or Islamists. 
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It is also important to stress that at the end of the day, there is a common element 

that unites both Islamist and secularist memory practices. They are both heavily infused 

with nostalgic longing for an idealized past though what they venerate tends to be starkly 

different. Islamist groups identify themselves with an imaginary age of Ottoman 

munificence, which they argue was morally superior (Navaro-Yashin, 2002, p. 92). For 

the secularists, it is Kemal Ataturk’s era, or more generally, any epoch before the rise of 

Islamists to power, that is venerated as the golden age. In either case, political battles are 

fought primarily through symbols and images in the context of rising tides of 

consumerism (Navaro-Yashin, 2002, p. 110). In our time, memory wars continue at full 

speed. Magnificent Century takes its partial appeal by variously relating itself with these 

contradictory and conflictual memory practices.  

Despite the importance given to history in Turkey, Turkish society actually 

suffers from collective amnesia when it comes to the remembrance of the traumatic 

events of its past (Guclu, 2016, p. 143). This is in part related with the excessively 

selective nature of official and popular historical writings and productions in Turkey, as 

the violent and problematic chapters are often quite deliberately left to forgetfulness. 

However, things started to change noticeably by the late 1990s and early 2000s as 

suppressed episodes of the past started to come to the forefront of public attention. 

Relative democratization of Turkish society in the early 2000s, which is partially fuelled 

by the European Union negotiations, opened the Pandora’s box, from which emerged 

skeletons that are kept hidden “in the Turkish closet” (Kadioglu, 2015).  

In the process, it got relatively easier to address and openly talk about the long 

history of violence perpetrated against minorities in Turkey, the biggest taboo subjects of 
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Turkish history. Hence, off-limits topics emerged as issues that can even be discussed on 

Turkish TV after being shrouded by a thick fog, as they had been for so many years. A 

significant number of popular movies dealing with the traumatic minority experiences in 

Turkey have hit the screens (Koksal, 2016, p. 63), both reflecting and shaping this 

changing political climate, though not without an air of controversy and public debate 

surrounding them. In this new atmosphere, the multicultural past of Turkey is embraced, 

but without fully acknowledging responsibility for its destruction.  

Perhaps more than any other painful memory, the violence of military coups in 

Turkish history have started to be publicly discussed, especially the military coup of 1980 

as the most violent event in recent republican history “has become one of the most dealt-

with subjects in Turkish film” (Koksal, 2016, p. 4). Accompanying these changes in 

cinema, there also appeared several long lasting popular TV series that again focus on the 

traumas of the military coups, often narrating their stories from the perspective of youth 

activists or their family members who are caught up in the troubled days of Turkey’s 

history (Tuzun & Sen, 2014, p. 184). However, despite this initial period of relative 

liberty, with the growing tendency of authoritarianism and suppression of all kinds of 

opposition in recent years it has become much more difficult to take a critical perspective 

either to Turkey’s present or its past. 

As Asuman Suner (2009) indicates, since the second half of the 1990s 

remembrance of the past has been a recurrent concern of Turkish cinema and popular 

culture in general with an overarching emphasis “on the tropes of belonging, identity, and 

memory” (p. 137). It seems plausible to suggest that Turkish society has been on a 

fervent search for its past(s). Popular culture and television in particular, with its powers 
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to lucratively combine fact with fiction, have been on the forefront to supply visions of 

authentic history to the Turkish populace.  

Magnificent Century is born into this political and cultural environment, reflecting 

and shaping its major tenets and complexities. In that regard, the series does not directly 

tie two distinct points in the flow of time, the narrated age and its immediate context of 

production. Instead, as I will demonstrate in my analysis of it, it traverses through various 

notable episodes in Turkey’s history, which is part of the reason why I needed this brief 

summary. In the next section, I will discuss the basics of Turkish television culture and 

the Magnificent Century’s place in it.  

 

Turkish television and Magnificent Century 

The first Turkish television channel, TRT, started to operate in 1968 as a state 

controlled enterprise (Algan, 2003, p. 174), and up until 1982, it was the only option 

available to the audiences (Akdenizli, 2015, p. xi). TRT is still active now, and as a state 

agency throughout the years it has offered audiences programming content that has been 

aligned with the official state ideology and changing governmental needs (Yesil, 2016, p. 

39). In later years, Turkish audiences met with colour television and two more state run 

channels. The major developments occurred just at the beginning of the 1990s, when the 

first privately owned channel, Magic Box, started broadcasting. More channels followed  

and currently the Turkish televisionscape is dominated by an abundance of private 

television stations (Yesil, 2016, p. 5). Starting in the 1980s and 1990s, Turkish media 

grew tremendously, emerging as the central tool of cultural dissemination in the country 
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(Gurbilek, p. 5). Television was arguably the biggest reflector and player of this changing 

cultural scene. 

Since the country’s passage to neoliberal economic model in the 1980s Turkish 

media has been based upon a “hybrid system that blends commercial and statist 

imperatives” (Yesil, 2016, p. 4). In print, television and radio alike the market is 

primarily predominated by private corporations. However, media producers typically find 

themselves in circumstances where they need to balance governmental desires, or 

outright pressure from state institutions, and commercial priorities— two forces of 

magnetism that at times overlap but are not always fully compatible.  

Besides more formal channels of censure and control, like RTUK (Radio 

Television Agency), which scrutinizes the programming content and can directly impose 

fines on broadcasters, there are also indirect methods of regulation. Most media outlets 

are owned by a handful of large corporations that are also involved in various other 

sectors of business, such as textiles, mining, energy and construction. They need 

governmental licenses and approval to do business in these sectors, for which reason they 

typically cannot afford to offend the ruling authority in the country (Yesil, p. 8). Still, on 

the positive side of things, private TV stations played vital roles in bringing taboo 

subjects like the Kurdish question, gender inequalities, sex and religion into the forefront 

of public discussion in Turkey (Algan, 2003, p. 175). Starting in the 1990s, increasing 

privatization of media and television has undermined Turkish state monopoly on the 

dissemination of culture (Oncu, 2011, p. 54). As such, different voices and varying 

cultural markers found increasing public visibility (Isik, 2013, p. 568). 
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It is often argued that despite the prevalence of social media, television is still the 

dominant media outlet and the major source of mediated entertainment and information 

flow in Turkey (Yesil, p. 5). Back in the 1990s Turkish private television channels were 

primarily relying on Brazilian, Mexican and American serials to attract audiences (Yesil, 

p. 41). Especially in the last decade, however, Turkish TV series have reached 

unprecedented popularity not only in Turkey but also over a wide region that includes 

and extends beyond the lands of the Middle East and Eastern Europe that had once been 

ruled by the Ottoman Empire. In total, Turkish shows have been screened in more than 

140 countries reaching an estimated number of 400 million people (Tali, 2016). By 2014, 

Turkey became the second biggest TV serial exporter following the USA (“World’s 

Second Highest”, 2014).  

This has been a stark and unpredictable rise, considering the fact that in the early 

2000s, revenues from TV exports were less than $100 thousand. (Richford, 2015). In 

2008, they were around $10 million. (Bozkus, 2017). In 2017, they surpassed $350 

million despite the recent economic slowdown in the country and political turmoil, and 

the sector is expected to further grow in the coming years (Vivarelli, 2017). Producers 

claim that they can pass the $750 million dollar threshold by the year 2023 by this growth 

rate (“World’s Second Highest”, 2014). Hence, the drama series emerged as Turkey’s 

biggest cultural output for the export market in the last decade (Yanardagoglu, 2014, p. 

60).  

One of the first Turkish TV series to reach international popularity was Gumus 

(Noor), which was screened in Turkey from 2005 to 2007. Even though it did not receive 

comparable attention in Turkey, Noor was a major pop culture event in the Arab world 
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where it started screening in 2008. It led to the emergence of a fan culture that the media 

dubbed “Noormania” with millions of people tuning in to watch the series and discuss it 

online in forums and blogs across the Arab world (Salamandra, 2012, p. 46). More than 

84 million Arabic-speaking viewers watched the last episode of Noor, making it one of 

the most popular programs of Arab television history (Kraidy & Al-Ghazzi, 2013, p. 20). 

Furthermore, huge numbers of Arab tourists visited Istanbul on pre-arranged tours of 

Noor’s filming locations in the city (Salamandra, p. 46).  

Noor set a trend that was followed by other serials. Upwards of 60 per cent of the 

foreign broadcasts on the Arab satellite TV channels is made up of Turkish TV series 

(Yanardagoglu, 2014, p. 59). It is argued that two essential charms of Turkish TV series 

in the broad region is that they “conjure up an accessible modernity” that incorporates 

Islam, as well as producing a “counter-hegemonic narrative that puts Middle Easterners 

in the role of heroes” (Kraidy & Al-Ghazzi, 2013, p. 17). 

It is often argued that Turkish series have positively impacted gender relations. 

Shelina Janmohamed (2016) claims that they have been a “game-changer” and that 

thanks to their progressive influence, “the number of reported rape cases has grown [and] 

women are increasingly asserting their right to divorce in unhappy marriages” (p. 180). 

She claims that women have become more self-confident and independent thinking in 

imitating the behavior of strong-headed women. Greek journalist and documentary 

filmmaker Nina Maria Pashalidou, in her film Kismet: How Turkish Soap Operas 

Changed the World (2014), explores the series’ effects in the Arab world and in Turkey. 

In Pashalidou’s documentary, likewise, several Turkish and Arab women indicate that 
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Turkish shows changed their lives by encouraging them to leave their abusive husbands 

and by making them more courageous in general.  

Turkish TV series have reached to astounding popularity in the Balkan Peninsula 

as well. A newspaper article suggested that: “Turks bewitch the Balkans with their 

addictive soaps” (Hamzic, Nedelkovska, Demolli & Cabric, 2013). Turkish TV series 

also have a strong presence in several South American and East Asian countries. For 

instance, in Chile 1,001 Nights (2006-2007) became the most viewed program of the year 

in 2013 (Tali, 2016). It is also claimed that an estimated 56 million people in India are 

watching Turkish series (“56 million Watch Turkish Series”, 2016) and they reached a 

newly found popularity in Vietnam, China, Indonesia, Pakistan and Japan as well 

(“Turkish Series In Asia”, 2017).  

Turkish TV series’ popularity unsurprisingly also led to many academic and 

popular studies of them. A particularly notable sub-field of their examination is about 

how they are variously interpreted in the wide geographies that they are watched. 

Journalists, anthropologists and communication scholars have exhaustively investigated 

Turkish shows’ differing interpretations (Aydogmus, 2014). Accordingly, we can 

encounter various academic publications focusing on the question of how Turkish series 

are understood in the Arab World (Yanardagoglu & Karam, 2012), in the Balkans (Rahte, 

2017), in Muslim diaspora communities of Western Europe (Ozalpman, 2017) or in 

Turkey among various subsections of the public (Ergin & Karakaya, 2017).  

While acknowledging their contributions to the scholarship, I must state that 

many of them seem to suffer from a compulsive need to meet the expectations of their 

original departing point, that of the belief that the series are necessarily interpreted in a 
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remarkably different manner in each particular geographic context. I don’t believe this is 

always the case. In my own years of observation of audience interpretation on the Internet 

and through my personal correspondences, what has struck me the most about 

Magnificent Century was not so much audiences’ changing interpretations based on 

geographic differences, but the similarities of their reactions to the same visual 

performance across the boundaries of cultural, class, geographic and gender differences. 

Hence, this study is less concerned about the divergences of understanding, and focuses 

instead primarily on their commonalities.   

I believe focusing on diverse interpretations rather than the series themselves also 

hide a thinly veiled astonishment for their success in the scholarly community, thus the 

primacy is given to the audiences rather than the series themselves in trying to decipher 

their popularity. There has been a noticeable air of negligence and derision towards the 

series in the scholarly community. For instance, Gerald MacLean (2017), co-director of 

Turkish studies program at Exeter University, England, described Magnificent Century as 

“a lavish costume drama reminiscent of Dynasty in the banality and sensationalism of its 

plotting and dialogue” (p. 145). Eminent journalist and cultural critic Sina Kologlu 

(2017), deliberating on the fact that Magnificent Century has been more widely watched 

than Games of Thrones (2011-) in Ukraine, asks: “I am curious when our series are going 

to be considered beyond the epithet of soap bubble.”2 That’s precisely what I intend to 

achieve in this project. 

Turkish TV series have aroused stirring discussion and controversy for various 

reasons both in Turkey and abroad. In the Arab world, they are subject to polemics for 

																																																								
2 “Dizilerimizin ‘sabun köpüğü’ etiketinden kurtulması ne zaman gerçekleşecek, merak ediyorum.” 
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their supposedly morally corrosive effects on the masses, especially for their supposedly 

negative influences for women (Salamandra, 2012, p. 59). Turkish series are blamed for 

disturbing the family life and especially religious authorities have long harshly criticized 

them. Besides, they are accused of being tools of Turkish propaganda. In the Balkans, 

likewise, they are often accused to be new tools for Turkish cultural imperialism. For 

instance, Macedonian Information and Society Minister Ivo Ivanovski once said that he is 

against the broadcasting of Turkish series altogether because “to stay under Turkish 

servitude for 500 years is enough” (Zalewski, 2013).  

Magnificent Century has been a particularly suitable target for its overall positive 

portrayal of the Ottoman history in the Balkan countries, which were founded after 

independence wars fought against the Ottoman Empire. For instance, Greek Metropolitan 

Bishop of the city Thessaloniki said that “no one should watch” the Magnificent Century 

as this would mean surrendering to Turks and Turkish imperialism (Dabilis, 2012). Some 

Serbian nationalists accused the Serbian state of “permitting the spread of Turkish 

propaganda” by allowing the broadcasting of Magnificent Century (Akyol, 2013). Yet, 

neither the reactions from the government officials nor the ultra-nationalists and religious 

dignitaries could prevent the success of the series. 

In Turkey, a storm of debates started with the screening of the series’ trailer. 

Without yet having a single episode aired, the series already broke a record, with more 

than 70,000 complaints lodged with RTUK (Radio and Television Agency), which is 

responsible for regulating the content of television programs (Basaran, 2011). This is 

roughly the amount of complaints that RTUK typically receives in a year. For a moment, 

it even looked like the series could be cancelled despite the fact that an enormous amount 
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of money had already been spent for its production. Shortly after the screening of its first 

episodes, it was formerly warned and then fined by RTUK (“Magnificent Century’s 

Punishment”, 2013). 

Its main scenarist, Meral Okay, had been personally targeted and received several 

threatening messages and she had to ask for personal protection from the state (Basaran, 

2011). As she explained in an interview, there were a number of reasons for this 

grandiose negative reaction. First, Suleiman was one of the sacralized portraits of Turkish 

history, especially by conservatives and Islamists. To open his private life for debate was 

in and of itself a big issue. Furthermore, Okay insists, knowing that his life story is going 

to be told by someone like her, a woman who had never been involved in conservative 

circles, but instead had a past history of leftist and feminist activism aroused bigger 

concerns (Basaran, 2011). Okay passed away in 2012 from lung cancer, two years before 

the series’ ending.  

This initial outpouring of slurs and noisy debates gradually lessened, and 

Magnificent Century became a rather domesticated household item whose screening once 

every weekend did not really seem to offend most people. Yet, there was one definitive 

exception to this rule, from a man who is better known for his aptitude for generating 

controversy. Prime Minister Erdogan slammed the show every once in a while for its 

portrayal of Suleiman. According to him, the series’ main intention was “to insult our 

past, to treat our history with disrespect and…to show our history in a negative light to 

the younger generations” (Toksabay & Villelabeitia, 2011). I will deal with the 

implications of these fervent reactions in the chapter on the construction of masculinity. 
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Besides heavy media coverage, there have been a significant number of academic 

studies specifically dedicated to the Magnificent Century. Turkish scholar Aksu Bora 

analyzed various aspects of the series on the Internet journal Ekranella. Joshua Carney 

(2015) wrote a dissertation primarily on the politics of remembering in Magnificent 

Century. Selin Tuzun (2014) and Aygan Sen (2014) published an article likewise on the 

implication of the series’ practices of remembering. Emine Yildirim (2016) and Ismail 

Hira (2016) investigated the Orientalist tropes in the series. Esra Ersan (2014) and 

Yasemin Yildirim (2014) particularly focused on the media debates concerning neo-

Ottomanism and the Magnificent Century. Gulten Adali (2016) scrutinized the series’ 

impact in the advertising content during its screenings. Senem Cevik (2014) looked at the 

role the series played in constructing cultural diplomacy between Turkey and the broad 

Middle Eastern region.  

I believe what these ardent reactions, media analysis and the scholarly literature 

have altogether missed is that we have been witnessing a truly unique cultural production 

that documents and plays on some of the major cultural preoccupations of our age. Even 

though none was mistaken in their observations, they have been greatly lacking in fully 

grasping the series’ modus operandi. As I will demonstrate in my analysis, the nature of 

its presumed shallowness often sheds perfect light on the intricacies of our present-day 

world. Furthermore, the series’ politics is much more complex than its analyzers gave it 

credit for—beneath its layers of superficiality lies a universe with much more depth and 

nuance that awaits discovery and reflection. This study, thus, will fill a perceived gap in 

the study of the Magnificent Century in particular and Turkish TV series in general. 
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 Chapter III: Theoretical and Methodological Paradigms 

   

A Phenomenological approach in studying television   

As my central theoretical frame of analysis, I rely on phenomenology. The main 

objective of phenomenology is to understand and explain the nature of our everyday lived 

experiences (Van Manen, 2016, p. 9). It investigates our bodily interactions with the 

world, arguing that our consciousness is always directed towards and made possible 

through our relations with objects and things (Ahmed, 2006, p. 2). It is a study of 

phenomena, which is defined here as everything that presents itself to human 

consciousness (Vagle, 2016, p. 20). All that manifests itself to us as a presence in 

material or symbolic form, such as physical objects, bodily movements, images and 

speech acts can be analyzed phenomenologically. Accordingly, human knowledge is 

never purely abstract but emerges as a result of our bodily experiences, and all our stores 

of information and thoughts are always already embodied and experiential (Willox, 2016, 

p. 101).  

In phenomenology, we study these in-between spaces between the human subject 

and things as they reciprocally condition and co-constitute each other (Chamarette, 2012, 

p. 3; Barker, 2009, p. 63). Phenomenology rests on the premise that it is impossible to 

delineate the material world of objects from the analyzing gaze of the subject 

(Chamarette, 2012, p. 53). It removes the boundaries that separate the self from the 

world, obliterating the Cartesian division between object and subject. There is no intrinsic 

human consciousness belonging exclusively to the human person that we can delineate 

from the world (Del Rio, 1996, p. 102-103).  Instead, it analyzes these shared bonds, in 
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the words of Mark Vagle (2016), simultaneously focusing on “the ways in which we find 

ourselves… in relation to the world through our day-to-day living” (p. 20), and “the 

various ways things manifest and appear in and through our being in the world” (p. 22). 

In phenomenological thinking, fragments of human experience can only be 

understood as parts of a larger whole, and in reverse, these parts and pieces are endowed 

with meaning and intelligibility of their own that form our existence in a particular way 

(Sokolowski, 2000, p. 4). To put it differently, we exist embedded in the things that we 

experience, and in the way, they appear to us. Our relations with social and material 

circumstances are interwoven through conscious and unconscious meanings, and its 

phenomenology's main thrust to unearth them. It is primarily interested in the study of 

these embodied experiences and appearances, in the phenomena, to reflect on the world 

and human condition (Singh, 2014, p. 186). 

The motto for phenomenology from its inception to today is "to the things," 

reflecting the primacy it gives to the analysis of threads of experience/the things that 

connect us to the world (Spiegelberg, 2012, p. 58). Following this insight, even our most 

mundane acts, thoughts, and our relations with ordinary objects that we use, when 

analyzed, can uncover valuable information about the constitution of our subjectivities. 

Phenomenology is marked by this sustained desire to focus on investigating the processes 

of "meaning-making" in our day-to-day lives (Poyntz and Kennelly, 2015, p.9).  

One of the early pioneers of phenomenology in film, Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

(1964) states that a movie garners its meaning ultimately in a way that is similar to an 

appearance and an object as none of them can be understood by isolating it from their 

immediate contexts and the world around them (p. 58). Thus, we analyze film as an 
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appearance, an event, or a thing, operating at an intersubjective space between the 

audience, the world, and the visual text itself. Arguably, this approach to film and media 

is more suitable for our media-saturated age than it was when Merleau-Ponty came up 

with his version of film phenomenology. As Jenny Chamarette (2012) argues, our 

present-day worlds of memory, imagination, sensations and lived experiences are co-

extensive and co-formed with the flow of images that inundate our lives, lessening the 

divide between the actual and the virtual, while increasing our dependence on the moving 

images in making sense of the world and giving a direction to our lives (p. 15). In that 

regard, the central aim of film phenomenology is to understand the relations between 

audiovisual, audience, and the world. We analyze modes of interconnectedness between 

them, reflecting on the manners in which they co-constitute one another.  

Merleau-Ponty (1964) argues that movies “appeal to our power to tacitly to 

decipher the world …and to coexist with them” (p. 58). As we consume media texts, we 

discover and learn about the world, our circumstances of living and human existence. He 

also points out that at our encounter with the film, we momentarily enmesh with it in the 

sense that our bodily and reflective responses are synced to the flow of the images, and 

from this co-relation emerges a consciousness and knowledge of the world. 

Phenomenology is the analysis of these links between the audiences, film and the world, 

and it aims to uncover delineable meaningful essences as they make a manifestation in 

specific utterances and depictions in cinema (Costello, 2012, p. 72). 

This entanglement of the audience and film should certainly not be mistaken as a 

complete surrender on our part to the film or the moving images to the viewers’ 

interpretative capacities. At no point in the cinematic experience can the audiences be 
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totally immersed by what they see on the screen (Rutherford, 2010, p. 154). Film does not 

take the audience as its captive. That is precisely the reason why we cannot understand 

what a movie does to its viewers by an exclusive focus on the filmic image alone. What 

moving images do is to open up a space for the audience to co-exist with them (Costello, 

2012, p. 72). In other words, specific segments of narrative and audiovisual composition 

touch and move together with the bodily being of the audience. In this regard, films are 

prominent sites of analysis primarily because they operate at these interstices of the 

personal, filmic and the collective, and as they disclose to us simultaneously knowledge 

about all these three correlated spheres. 

 

Affects and emotions 

Before going further with phenomenology, I first need to define affect and 

emotion, while pointing out their prominence in phenomenological approaches to cinema. 

Though these two terms are at times used interchangeably, it is more common for 

scholars working in the field of affect theory to distinguish them from each other, not 

without a good reason. Brian Massumi (2002) defines affect as a pre-reflective, pre-

conscious and pre-linguistic immediate bodily reaction, as a sheer intensity of force (p. 

34). He (1987) argues that affects, these pre-personal and pre-conscious intensities, 

correspond “to the passage from one experiential state of the body to another” (p. xvi). 

Thus, affects refer to transformations of the body from one sensation to the next, rather 

than being determinate and stabilized conditions of feeling (Read, 2016, p. 145). They are 

“continuous variations in duration," ever-changing sensations in the continuity of human 

existence (Jenkins, 2014, p. 6).  
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Affects can be strong or weak in their intensity, sharp affects can move us to 

prompt action, allow us to form new thoughts, or they might be nothing other than a 

difficult to describe feeling of being alive (Jenkins, p. 7). In either case, one of the crucial 

points about affects is that they are coterminous with our lived bodily experience from 

birth to death. Massumi (2002) argues that their ever-present and fluctuating nature 

carries the potential of freeing the subject from the constraints of hegemonic discourses, 

allowing a flight from dominant structures of thought (p. 32-34). Thus, with their sheer 

intensity of force, they can momentarily throw off-balance established set of beliefs, 

ideas and codes of behavior, as well as the power structures that depend on them. 

Massumi’s thought has its antecedents in Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, who 

describe affect as immediate bodily sensations that open the gate to the unpredictable, 

providing a space to form unique identifications and identities, leading to different ways 

of acting in the world (p. 255-257). In their off-quoted definition, Deleuze and Guattari 

(2004) describe affects as “the effectuation of a power of the pack that throws the self 

into upheaval and makes it reel” (p. 256). Our proclivity towards such moments is a 

uniting fabric of the human race, after all, as they ask, “who has not known the violence 

of these animal sequences...if only for an instant...giving one the yellow eyes of a feline?” 

(p. 256). These animalistic urges contain the potential to carry us beyond the normative 

expectations as affect is “a fearsome involution calling us towards unheard-of 

becomings” (p. 256).  

In Deleuzian approach, films primarily create affective responses on the human 

body. Different films naturally affect the body in complex and changing manners. Some 

tend to fix us into neat categories of subjectivization, others set off alternative ways of 
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perceiving ourselves and the world (Rizzo, 2012, p. 66). In the latter case, affective 

connections between film and the audience tend to “produce becomings that challenge 

fixed notions of the subject” (Rizzo, 2012, p. 11). This process of becoming correspond 

to the undoing of given categories of subjectivity, thus allowing us to have a taste for 

differential forms of bodily existence (Rizzo, 2012, p. 70).  

Many affect theorists, however, are critical of the approaches that seem to have a 

rather romantic fascination with emancipatory potentials of affects. They point out that 

affects are also powerful mechanisms to interpellate individuals to the workings of power 

and ideology (Hake, 2012, p. 20). As Jie Yang (2014) argues, power is "affective," which 

means that it relies on and operates through the "manipulations of human passions" (p. 7). 

Power works to subdue and render people cooperative by mastering the art of emotional 

motivation. According to Steven Shaviro (1993), the most ideologically manipulative 

films take their toll primarily through invoking in a well-calculated manner audiences' 

physiological responses and affective intensities (p. 44).  

In that regard, Clare Hemmings (2005) posits that affects do not necessarily mean 

diversion from hegemony; in fact, they play vital roles as mechanisms of social control 

and in facilitating the spread of totalitarian ideologies. She points out that “delights of 

consumerism, feelings of belonging attending to fundamentalism or fascism” are almost 

always connected to manipulation of affective intensities (p. 551). Hemmings is less 

optimistic about the transformative potentials of the affects, not because of their 

weaknesses or their lack of relevance, but because they play a too powerful role in the 

constitution of our subjectivities. According to Hemmings (2015), to inhabit bodily 

intensities that negate our previous affective commitments to national, economic or 
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religious causes “requires facing the potential of annihilation of the subject we think we 

are” (p. 150).  

As Jason Read (2016) indicates, affects exist at the intersections of the individual 

and the collective, forming both collective structures and the subjectivity (Read, 2016, p. 

14). This means that the subject can experience the obliteration of these collectivities as 

tantamount to self-destruction. Hence, ultimately, we need to recognize the dual role of 

the affects; they bind us to “particular set of circumstances, but also has the capacity to 

disrupt them” (Hemmings, 2015, p. 150). Human subjectivity inherently entails a dual 

tendency of nomadism and firm settlement into particular subject positions (Bottici, 2014, 

p. 68). Film form, in that regard, structures us into particular subject positions as it serves 

to destabilize them. In either case, we can proclaim that affectivity plays a greater role 

both in the operation of as well as resistance to hegemonic ideologies than ever before in 

our media-saturated age (Massumi, 2002, p. 233). 

Massumi (2002) also points out that felt intensities, though they are pre-

conscious, they are not pre-social; they do contain social and personal histories in their 

operation (p. 30). According to him, “the trace of past actions, including a trace of their 

contexts” is conserved in our flesh and bodily intensities are always already entangled 

with them (p. 30). In other words, our pre-individual and pre-conscious states are not just 

some natural universal that the entire human race shares in common. They are inherited 

from our many life experiences; they carry the traces of our encounters with media texts, 

physical artifacts and various technologies that we use (Read, 2016, p. 170). In the words 

of Saurabh Dube (2009), “society is inscribed on our nervous system and in our flesh 

before it appears in our consciousness” (p. 292). As such, we preserve the traces of our 
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past experiences and bring them into the present as potentials, which then get activated 

and worked upon in our immediate affective encounters with the world.  

As for the emotions, if we continue to follow Massumi, they refer to fully 

conscious feelings and cultural significations. Emotion proceeds from affections, and it is 

the “insertion of intensity into semantically and semiotically formed progressions…into 

function and meaning” (Massumi, 2002, p.21). In this model, as Elspeth Probyn (2005) 

argues, affects are considered as instantaneous physiological responses of the body to 

outside stimuli, whereas “emotions refer to cultural and social expression” (p. 11). 

Differently put, emotions can be seen as “post havoc narrativization of experience and 

intensity.” As such they are easily absorbed to serve ideological purposes (Wise, 2003, p. 

120). To give a simple example, if a bee stings my finger, I first feel the sensation and 

later get conscious of what just happened to me, as studies in neuroscience show us that 

there is about a half-second gap between reception of any outside impact to our bodies 

and our being conscious of them (Jenkins, 2014, p. 7). How I make sense of the 

experience in a culturally pre-determined schema, in that case the experience of a bee 

sting follows after the initial physical impact. 

Not everybody, including myself, is well convinced by such a rather clean-cut 

separation of affect from the emotion, and in defining affect as merely a pre-cognitive 

physical force. Literary theorist Sianne Ngai (2005), for instance, favors an approach that 

differentiates the two without introducing a binary separation to their functioning. 

According to her: “Affects are less formed and structured than emotions, but not lacking 

form or structure altogether, less sociolinguistically fixed, but by no means code-free or 

meaningless, less organized in response to our interpretations of situations, but by no 
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means entirely devoid of organization or diagnostic power” (p. 27). Likewise, Charles 

Altieri (2003) chooses to relativize the difference between these two concepts. According 

to him “affects are immediate modes of sensual responsiveness to the world characterized 

by an accompanying imaginative dimension” (p. 2). I share their standpoint towards 

relativizing the difference between affects and emotions as different modes of bodily 

proclivity in a line of continuum that includes greater or lesser degrees of imaginative 

action and socio-cultural sense making. 

Affects are key players in the way our identities are constructed, negotiated and 

contested (Yang, 2014, p. 11). Behind the spontaneity of our affective reactions to the 

world and images typically lie complex histories (Martinez and Gonzalez, 2016, p. 18). 

They open the door to pervasive acts of socio-political reproductions and/or 

transformations. Affects and emotions, rather than being ahistorical universals of the 

human race, are formed and molded in “historically, culturally, socially and 

geographically specific configurations” (Damsholt, 2015, p. 113). Above all, they operate 

at the interstices of the mind, body, discursive and our material experiences of life.  

 

Phenomenology and bodily intensities 

Phenomenology is primarily interested in these processes through which affects 

connect us to the world and generate meaning. It looks at bodily sensations as the primary 

ways through which subject and the world enmesh in each other (Merleau-Ponty, 1973, p. 

68). Tarja Laine (2007) argues that it is through sensations that the subject reaches out to 

the world, occupying a space in it while making the world part of her being. Emotion 

means “an orientation towards the world” for the subject, and at the same time, it is the 
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way subject comes to embody the world (Laine, p. 18). In a similar fashion, Sue L. 

Cataldi (1993) claims that especially intense emotional experiences are effectively a 

temporary movement out of the body "to be caught in the flesh of the world" (p. 115). 

She writes that this phenomenon reflects itself in the expressions that we use to describe 

extreme emotional states. For instance, to experience deep enjoyment is to be “over”-

joyed, or to be “beside” oneself, to feel anger is to be “enraged” or to be “out of self”-

control (p. 115).  

We can also add that the word emotion comes from the Latin word emovere, 

which literally means, “to move, to move out” (Ahmed, 2004, p. 11). Cataldi claims that 

emotional experience expands “our personal horizons beyond that of our body” towards 

the world, and as such the boundaries separating the subject from the world get 

profoundly permeable at the moment of intense sensate experiences (p. 115-116). In that 

regard, our bodily intensities enable us to forge a series of complex and contradictory 

connections with the world, determining the contours of our thinking and manners of 

acting in the world.  

Cognitive and the affectual, sense making and sensibility constitute an 

inextricable unity in the way subject contacts with the world and the film. 

Phenomenology refuses the binary separation of the body and mind, as it negates the 

clean distinction between subject and object. Anthropologist Michelle Rosaldo (1984) 

writes that: “Feeling is forever given shape through thought and that thought is laden with 

emotional meaning…Emotions are thoughts somehow ‘felt' in flushes, pules, ‘movement' 

of our lives, minds, hearts, stomach and skin. They are embodied thoughts…Emotions 

are about the ways in which the social world is one in which we are involved” (p. 143). 
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Film scholar Greg Singh (2014) sounds less articulate, but he essentially makes the same 

point when he writes three decades later in the shortest possible way: "Perceiving is 

feeling" (p.25).  

As Anna Gibbs (2010) argues, there is no pure cognition to speak of; all human 

cognitive operations are necessarily driven by and are contaminated by sensations (p. 

200). As such, affects stand at the intersection of mind and body, sensation and cognition, 

conscious and unconscious (Cvetzkovich, 2014, p. 13). Indeed, neuropsychologists 

demonstrate that affective and cognitive operations do overlap in the human brain, and 

sensations are the "intrinsic property" of all so-called cognitive processes, "such as the 

human consciousness, language, and memory" (Duncan and Barrett, 2007, p. 1196). 

Merleau-Ponty (1973) indicates that human beings tend to perceive objects by 

locating them in a spatiotemporal dimension immediately as they encounter them (p. 

471). In the encounter with the cinematic, thus, feelings are generated to a large extent 

because they speak to a subject’s store of sensate memories and lived experiences. 

Putting it in Merleau-Ponty’s words, “feeling is knowing by acquaintance” (p. 471), in 

the sense that visual stimuli trigger feelings in us partially because we reminisce it from 

our store of sensate experiences, and that the aesthetic object resonates with our 

experiential, embodied being and living in the world.  

Phenomenological approaches to cinema, with their emphasis on the embodied 

nature of film viewing, separate from film theories that privilege camera’s gaze and the 

centrality of vision in cinema (Marks, 2000, p. 150). As Jennifer Barker (2009) indicates, 

from a phenomenological perspective, our experience of film cannot be reduced to a 

camera-centered process of identification (p. 80). The camera is not an exclusively 
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objectifying device that serves to the voyeuristic pleasure and subjectifying gaze of the 

viewer (Laine, 2007, p. 32). Gaze theories reduce the complexities of the interaction 

between the audience and the film while ignoring the embodied and sensate aspects of 

spectatorship (Rutherford, 2010, p. 152). Anne Rutherford (2010) calls the gaze theory an 

"empiricist fallacy," as the theory assumes that the audience automatically identifies with 

the point of view of the camera (p. 152). The camera's gaze does not exclusively 

determines our response to films, instead “we see and comprehend and feel films with our 

entire bodily being, informed by the full history and knowledge of our sensorium” 

(Sobchack, 2004, p. 63).  

Psychologist of the visual perception, James J. Gibson (1979), demonstrated that 

in the act of looking we acquire information about both what we gaze at and ourselves at 

the same time, thus “the doctrine that vision…obtains external information only, is 

simply false” (p. 183). When we look at the outside world, we always already look at 

ourselves, and this entire operation serves the purpose of situating ourselves in a physical 

environment that allow us to co-inhabit with the object of our gaze. Hence, the cinematic 

“medium in and through which we see is simultaneously the medium in and through 

which we move" towards the looked, the world and ourselves (Junichi, 2010, p. 150).  

The gaze does not exclusively serve the function of objectifying. Instead, it may 

momentarily dissolve the boundaries between the subject and object. It can allow the 

subject of the gaze to get closer to the image, to project herself into its domain of 

existence, even allowing her to inhabit a shared space with it and exist alongside with it. 

In short, any strict separation as the object and subject of the gaze is untenable; the act of 
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looking does not bring out such clean-cut separation between the bearer of the look and 

the viewed. 

 

The uses of phenomenology in film and media 

In phenomenology, our main object of analysis are those moments when the body 

of the audience, the filmic body, and the world, albeit fleetingly, correlate with each other 

and coalesce. In this regard, Siegfried Kracauer's (1960) writings have garnered a 

renewed attention and are a noteworthy prelude to the current phenomenological 

approaches to film. He claims that cinema operates through the creation of 

correspondences between the flow of images and the complex psyche of the spectator (p. 

166). Simply put, the audiences perceive what they watch in a particular way by detecting 

points of resonance between their personal experiences and the filmic representation.  

Kracauer, however, insists that the spectator moves out of this bond of reciprocity 

to reach significations and sensations that are not intended by or intrinsic to the film. The 

audience goes “beyond the orbit of that image,” and in a sense, enriches and modulates 

the viewing experience by relying on his personal sensate memories (p. 166). Thus, there 

is a dual play in the encounter between the audience and the film; subject moves towards 

the audiovisual, and yet the film also pushes the viewer towards herself. According to 

Kracauer, the film experience is marked by the constancy of this flow of pushes and 

pulls, and the viewer wavers between enmeshment with the textual world and penning 

into her body (p. 166). Thus, one of Kracauer's main points is that we cannot think of the 

body and the film separately from each other. The act of film viewing renders the 

boundaries that separate these entities from each other profoundly permeable.  
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According to Jennifer Barker (2009), film viewing entails crossing the boundaries 

of the self to momentarily inhabit its domain, however, this does not cancel out the 

borders between self and the film altogether. In the cinematic encounter, "there is fusion 

without confusion," and the audience finds herself situated for a moment both in her body 

and in the filmic body (p. 36). This process entails "feeling ourselves pressed against the 

film's skin, not being absorbed or erased by it" (p. 36). 

Barker likens this to a handshake or a sex act, the audience extends her body 

towards the filmic and the film extends towards the viewer to come into contact and 

move together, without totally losing the sense that there are still two different bodies in 

operation (p. 94). Similarly, Laura Marks (2000) maintains that filmic encounter often 

involves the establishment of an erotic bond between the audience and the audiovisual (p. 

184). Gaze theories rely on the notion of voyeurism and visual mastery of the viewer over 

the viewed, which clearly mark a distance between the audiences and the movies. Instead, 

Marks argues, our filmic encounters often engender an “eroticism [which] closes that 

distance and implicates the viewer in the viewed” (p. 184). 

Barker asserts that the meaning and impact of the films makes itself felt in our 

physical body, in our muscles, and tendons just as it does in our minds (p. 119). Any 

cinematic device, such as close-ups, blocking and match-cuts, can cause the audience to 

physically move with the film by creating immediate bodily responses like stretching, 

leaning close or even closing our eyes (Barker, p. 109). We feel the affective fragments 

of the film in our bones and move alongside them at a moment of a bodily merger 

between the audiovisual and our bodies. Barker argues that: "The film invites us to share 
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its curiosity, aggression, righteousness, vengeance, fear, delirium, etc. We take up these 

attitudes, and they, in turn, manifest themselves in our movements and gestures" (p. 109).  

The crucial point in here is that, through the touch and mutual movement of these 

two bodies, we come to the realization of "something larger" about our circumstances of 

living (Barker, p. 157). In other words, our bodily movement extends itself towards the 

world as a whole to make us grasp certain discernable truths about our existential and 

contextual condition of living. The cinematic truth reveals itself, not so much through a 

straightforward act of decoding a patterned set of signifiers ingrained in the text, but 

through such embodied responses that the cinematic encounter generates. 

Phenomenologists commonly point out that film viewing involves a dialogical 

and dialectical relation between film and the viewer. Vivian Sobchack (1992) argues that 

"in the film experience, all signification and all communication start from the affinity" 

between the viewer and the film (p. 23). What makes co-habitation of the cinematic and 

the audience possible is that it touches to audience's experiential circumstances of living 

and arouses her sensate memories. Merleau-Ponty (1973) indicates that: "What I 

experience as expressed by the aesthetic object possess a meaning and can be identified 

because of the echo it awakens within me" (p. 471). In other words, we make sense of the 

filmic in a particular way primarily because it reminds us, touches and plays with our 

sensate experiences and thoughts. In the words of Jennifer Barker (2009), we find “the 

exterior relief of our feelings” in our encounter with the filmic (p. 69).  

The filmic is conceived as a tactile encounter between the cinematic body and the 

body of the audience in phenomenology. This tactile contact, in Giuliana Bruno’s (2002) 

wording, implements and controls “a geography of passage” between subject’s body and 
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the world; it determines the main contours of our contact with the world, serving as an 

interface that allows a space of access to it (p. 254). The cinematic, thus, serves “as a 

means to accessing the world” (Chamarette, p. 62). This zone of access can only lead to a 

restricted, sometimes unrealistic, or perhaps even utterly propagandistic understanding of 

social phenomena. However, since it principally relies on the emotional intensities that 

are generated in the process of the interaction between these two bodies, this is a very 

sharpened and heartfelt gate to the world. To put this differently, we can say that the 

cinematic truth is not so much about revelation of a previously unknown aspect of life; 

nor does it primarily serve the purpose of revealing an unthought piece of information— 

what it does is to create truths, or semblance of truths, that bite the flesh of its audience. 

I surely don’t use the word bite in the sense of causing us physical pain, though 

the filmic may well do that as well. Instead, I want to emphasize the formation of a 

transient connectivity and co-movement between film and the audience. Bite entails a 

physical action that moves the body, simultaneously forging both sensibility and sense 

making. Likewise, cinematic acquisition of truth physically and emotionally moves its 

audience, making the viewer momentarily act jointly with the image. The cinematic truth 

is not what we understand through mere operation of our cognitive capacities; it is that 

which holds us in place in our body, making us dramatically self-aware in our bodies, and 

yet moves us to embody the cinematic reality. Cinematic images are like holding a crystal 

with sharp edges in our hand: When we are tackled by their brilliance and want to hold 

them tight and close, they bite, which we express in our tears, laughter, anger, sadness or 

in various other affective states. The truth that they contain does not come as a result of 

cold and distanced reflection on their nature; it is acquired in an embodied form by 
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pressing our skin on the sharp surfaces of the crystal, by extending our experiential being 

into the cinematic world of images. We feel it’s meaning in our bones, in our very being. 

Hence, cinematic truth does not reveal, it bites.  

The relation between film and the audience is dialogical, and it occurs at an 

intersubjective plane between two bodies that speak to each other. In the words of Jenny 

Chamarette, "the sense-making of the cinema" becomes the "world-making" of the 

audience, as the two starts to make sense through each other and their interrelatedness (p. 

66). In other words, we make sense of the world and ourselves through our immersion in 

the flow of images, and in return, we understand them in a particular way by turning to 

ourselves. 

Laura Marks (2000) asserts that there is no such thing as pure memory that 

independently exists in our bodies or minds; memories are called upon through our 

interactions with the world and the world of images (p. 73). Yet, “it is in the body that 

memory is activated” (Marks, p. 73), and our encounter with the moving images activates 

the sensations associated with an event or a series of events in our personal or collective 

memories. In that respect, filmic sense experiences allow memories to come to the 

surface, and yet, we need the mediation of our memories to have these sensations and to 

make sense of the movies (Marks, p. 202). We often remember what we remember 

because it leaves an affective footprint behind. As Aleida Assman (2011) puts it 

eloquently: “Affect…highlights a few moments of our experience and retains them 

against the background of our continuous forgetting” (p. 29). The filmic makes a bodily 

impact and generates meaning primarily through the meeting of our memories and what 

we see on screen. 
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Phenomenology puts aside the analytic distinction between unconscious and 

conscious (Campbell, p. 169). It surely does not negate the fact that there is an 

unconscious aspect to the human experience. It rather reformulates the concept. It looks 

at the borders between consciousness and unconsciousness as porous, in the sense that 

unconsciousness does not indicate a state of opposition to our conscious experiences 

(Gendlin, 1973, p. 318). Both can be regarded as positionalities in a line of a continuum 

rather than fixed entities representing binary states of being. In that vein, Eugene Gendlin 

(1973) argues that unconscious can be considered as an experience that waits for “further 

structuring” in terms of uncovering its significance and meaning (p. 318). Furthermore, as 

Henk de Berg (2004) asserts, they “may alternate very quickly,” and our experiences and 

behaviors often involve “varying degrees of consciousness and unconsciousness” about 

what we do and what happens to us (p. 52). 

 Similarly, for Jean-Francois Lyotard (1991), "what Freud called the unconscious 

is, in fact, consciousness unable to grasp itself as specified" in a given situation (p. 94). 

According to him, we all remain circumvented in our life experiences and can truly 

understand them only when we move out into another situation and by “transplanting our 

consciousness” from one moment to another (p. 94). To put it differently, our various 

experiences are the ultimate links to the mysteries of our other experiences, and we 

understand them through each other as they shed light on one another. This perspective 

has some significant implications for the phenomenological analysis of audiovisual 

materials. Taking the filmic encounter as an event, we can say that we understand it in the 

light of other lived events in our lives, and in reverse, we make sense of our lives through 

the light shed on it through our encounters with popular productions. 
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My phenomenological inquiry concerns itself primarily with analyzing such 

moments when the boundaries between the filmic, the viewer and the world meld in each 

other. As Jennifer Barker (2009) suggests, phenomenological analysis' priority is to 

detect and examine these major axes of intersubjective contact between the viewer, 

viewed and the social world (p. 18). Yet, we should be aware, as Mark D. Vagle (2016) 

reminds, phenomenological links that relate us to the world are always already in the 

process of “being constructed, deconstructed, blurred and disrupted” (p. 113), instead of 

being stable form of connectivities.  

Human beings build multiple and shifting interconnections with the world around 

them. Any person can be seen as a complex network that “is connected to other people 

and ideas and things in equally complex ways” (French, 1993, p. 72). Our 21th century 

consumer society further directs us to occupy multiple subject positions (Woods, 2011, p. 

182). However, just as Julie Mostov (2007) points out, our multiplicitous constitution as 

subjects does not mean that we do not hold consistent views or do not have long-lasting 

affiliations and allegiances (p. 139). Our subjectivity entails a constant swirling dance 

between moments of liquidity and points of solidification. Taking human subjectivity 

simultaneously both fluid and firm, I investigate the diverse ways when we find ourselves 

linked and enmeshed in the world and in the images. 

 

Methodological implications 

Phenomenology relies on inductive reasoning; it aims to reach to a general 

explanatory framework through its analysis of the particular (Richardson, 2012, p. 15). It 

focuses on the lived, embodied, experiential and historicized significance of a text in its 
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analysis. The text is analyzed regarding its capability to touch, to correlate with and to 

gain a lasting "grounding in the corporeality of the spectator's consciousness" (Sobchack, 

2004, p.72).	There is a constant interplay between micro and macro analysis. We try to 

connect larger historicized issues to their instantaneous manifestations in the analyzed 

data. In return, we make use of specific experiences as points of crystallization for larger 

experiential meanings of our age. In phenomenology, small, seemingly inconsequential 

and trivial is the key to the world. Phenomenological studies typically involve a four-step 

approach: description, reduction, thematization and interpretation (Hughes, 2015, p. 42). 

Reduction of the visual stimuli to its components and interpretative thematization of them 

are thus natural parts of phenomenological inquiry.  

Any phenomena, including moving images, move in and out of our view to be 

replaced by others, especially in our age they do so in a continuous flow, and in the scant 

attention we give to them often lies an existence and meaning "that is more than how they 

present…themselves" (Ahmed, 2006, p. 39). Ultimately, we aim to find these embodied 

essences as our main object of inquiry in the analysis of audiovisuals. Our focus lies in 

uncovering what an analyzed experience is and what it entails. To put it differently, we 

are primarily interested “in the essential features of types of experience and 

consciousness” that our encounter with the filmic generates (Bentz and Shapiro, 1998, p. 

99-100).  

Phenomenological method starts with a “description of what appears –or is first 

given- to consciousness” (Sobchack, 2008, p.118). A common approach adopted for the 

investigation of the film, or any phenomenological analysis for that matter, is "close 

reading" or "thick description" (Richardson, 2012, p. 13; Polio, Henley and Thompson, 
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1997, p. 40). In other words, phenomenological examination commonly relies on a 

thorough-going descriptive method to discover the underlying experiential meanings of 

the observed phenomena.  

However, as Vivian Sobchack (2004) posits: “Phenomenological analysis… aims 

for an interpretation of the phenomenon that discloses, however partially, the lived 

meaning, significance, and non-neutral value it has for those who engage it” (p. 160). 

Adopting a perspective that requires a detailed description does not mean that we should 

undertake a detailed summary of every single aspect of the observed phenomena in 

painstaking detail. Selection should be made with an eye towards cycles of repetitions 

and their observed value as "carriers of experiential substance of meaning" (Richardson, 

2012, p. 16).  

As Jenny Chamarette (2017) points out, such a detailed description of moving 

images may appear to be too formalist in its attention to the texts themselves (p. 247). If 

that is the case then we need to ask the obvious question; what makes phenomenology 

methodologically any different than textual analysis? The answer, depending on the 

perspective, is both not much and a significant break. The main difference is that in 

phenomenological analysis we do not just analyze the text itself but through our bodily 

responses to it, we likewise examine ourselves, as well as the socio-cultural context, 

without which we cannot conceive our being. In other words, phenomenology analyzes 

both what is there on screen but also what occurs in our bodily responses (Chamarette, 

2017, p. 247). Our bodily responses to what we watch, of which the cognition is an 

inseparable part, are the links and clues to the socio-cultural context that we are interested 

in uncovering. We study the world/social context around us through the interaction of our 
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bodily being and the moving image, just like our being and the world become the tools to 

our analysis of the visuals. Phenomenology is the art of establishing connectivities 

between these three spheres of existence: filmic body, our bodies and the world. 

In phenomenological analysis, we bring our being to the screen as to better 

evaluate its merits, rather than exclusively focusing on its textual features. We excavate 

various interlinked, layered and contradictory aspects of our constitution as subjects that 

come to the surface in the act of watching the filmic content. A filmic moment carries the 

potential to showcase or remind us our multiplicitous constitution as bodily existences, 

and phenomenological analysis is directed towards their discovery. In that regard, we do 

not present a thick textual analysis of the visuals only, but also a dense description of the 

various histories that go into the making of our subjectivities. 

 In this study, likewise, my readers are often going to encounter a thick 

description of the socio-cultural phenomena relevant for the analysis of the series. Hence, 

as the biggest difference of phenomenology from more conventional textual analysis, we 

do not just analyze the textual features of the text, but also the textual codes of our being. 

Phenomenology needs to be seen as a method of not only thinking about the film but also 

through the film, in the sense that we use the filmic to shed light to the cultural textures of 

our existence. 

Structuralist approaches to cinema tend to analyze the texts based on their formal 

contents to reach objective and timeless truths about them (Mathijs & Mendik, 2008, p. 

15). They often look for a formal coherence that does not in reality exist in the text. For 

any branch of social analysis, “there is no such thing as objective observation”, and no 

particular method can give us a truth that does not also reflect a researcher’s subjective 
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experiences and thoughts (Carroll, 1980, p. 36). Phenomenology, instead, precisely 

focuses on the researcher’s subjectivity to detect what radiates from the text, and how it 

pulls the audiences by touching to our experienced reality.  

Phenomenology aims to uncover the main contours of its objects of analysis 

primarily from a first-person perspective (Denson, 2014, p. 82). As John Carroll (1980) 

puts it, “phenomenology qua method locates in subjective experience data for scientific 

analysis” (p. 37). It defends an approach that privileges the body of the author as a 

valuable site of investigation in its interaction with the audiovisual text, thus “the writer's 

individual experiences are generalized to the extent that the evidence is forthcoming to 

support such claims” (Richardson, p. 15). This is arguably the most controversial side of 

the entire theoretical approach. How can it be possible for us to generalize our first-

person experiences to a whole lot of other people?  

Vivian Sobchack (2008) provides a vivid answer to it through a question: “Are 

you that special?” (p. 117). To think that our particular understanding of the film belongs 

to us alone fails to do justice to the fact that we share many commonalities with various 

other groups of people living in the same age as we do. Our individual response is never 

really that exclusive, contrary to what we may want to believe. Sobchack suggests that: 

“Real objectivity includes subjectivity – personal experience is a place to begin a more 

general exploration of perception” (p. 117-118). As Chiara Bottici writes, “there is no 

subject separated from the society she lives in” (Bottici, 2014, p. 51), and 

phenomenology studies the contours of social imaginaries at particular contexts through 

its focus on the subjective experiences of the researcher. 
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While partially agreeing with Sobchack, I believe we should accept that this is a 

weak spot in the theory. Even though in our globalized world we share many 

commonalities with people from different national, cultural and class backgrounds, there 

are also undisputable disparities in how we respond and make sense of visual stimuli. Our 

priorities in life, which are inevitably shaped by our circumstances of living, also mark 

how we make sense of the world around us, as well as the filmic content. Thus, I do not 

and cannot claim to bring into the light a conclusive description of all possible meanings 

that different audience groups can get from the series. Instead, I aim to discover how the 

series variously touch to the times that we live in, which, at various degrees, affect most 

of us.  

I should acknowledge that my many personal talks as well as engagements with 

countless online commentaries on the series have no doubt played a major role for me in 

sketching the major phenomenological thrusts of the Magnificent Century. We all need 

other people’s experiences to make better sense of our own. As I quoted Lyotard before, 

unconsciousness is a form of consciousness not yet able to fully grasp itself unless it is 

transplanted in a different situation and sheds light through it. In that regard, I recognize 

that other people’s ideas that I encountered on the web and elsewhere opened my eyes to 

the forms of consciousness that were not fully visible and expressible to me. These 

comments often directed me towards the essences of some vague affective impulses that I 

have felt in watching the series. Thus, these interactions allowed me to grasp what was 

before in the realm of the not fully conscious. 

Phenomenological approaches to cinema enjoy a closer affinity with Cultural 

Studies, as they both emphasize the "co-constitutive relationship" between the audience 
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and the filmic text, in ways that are demarcated by cultural contexts and historical 

experiences (Kuhn and Westwell, 2012, p. 107). As Douglas Kellner (2003) points out, 

Cultural Studies typically uses popular texts “to illuminate historical trends, conflicts, 

possibilities, and anxieties” (p. 125), which approximates the main objectives of 

phenomenological studies. 

It takes up Cultural Studies’ concern with contextualism and historicism (Fiske, 

1992, p. 299), as it argues that a text needs to be analyzed as the outcome of particular 

histories that are entrenched at its moment of production and consumption (Marks, 2000, 

p. 73). I should also indicate that ethnographic approaches espoused by Cultural Studies 

or media anthropology are not without their problems either. Indeed, both methods are 

extensively criticized; the former for succumbing to "textual determinism", thus ignoring 

what actual audiences do with media texts (Hall, 1973, p. 136; Morley, 1980), and the 

latter for frantically trying to uncover differentiated audience interpretations, thus risking 

to lose track of a text’s own ideological significances (Mcguigan, 2002, p. 140).  

Judith Mayne (2002) indicates that: “If cognitive studies foreground the overly 

schematic ways in which unconscious has been understood in apparatus theory, cultural 

studies and ethnography foreground yet another problem, and that is the tendency for the 

researcher to construct an image of the ‘spectator’ or the ‘real viewer’ every bit as 

monolithic as the ‘subject’ of dominant ideology” (p. 61). Besides defining a unitary 

subject position for the audience, these two approaches share another similarity, a rather 

reductive emphasis on “empiricism characterized by a refusal or reluctance to engage 

with unconscious processes” (Mayne, p. 60). Phenomenology's charm arises from its 

capability of finding a middle ground between these two orthodoxies that otherwise has a 
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hard time in reconciling with each other. Furthermore, phenomenology can be conceived 

as form of film philosophy or philosophy through film, opening up for the analyst more 

space for an in-depth reflection on the nature of particular filmic encounters. 

Finally, I should indicate that phenomenology does not try to invent an entirely 

new method of study that will eradicate the applicability of other approaches to film 

analysis. In fact, there is no such thing as a unitary and self-enclosed phenomenological 

method. The chief methodological tenet, however, is a return to the bodily origins of our 

thoughts, experiences and consciousness of the world. As Vivian Sobchack (2008) 

indicates, “phenomenology does not supplant social analysis, or ideological analysis, or 

poetic analysis. It embodies and thickens them” (p. 121).  

 

Television and phenomenology 

As I argued before, films cannot exclusively be seen as representations of exterior 

realities; they actively participate in the creation of life-worlds (Shaviro, 2010, p. 2). 

They should be considered as life experiences contributing to form our sense of reality 

(Bukatman, 2003, p. 4). Affect theorist Steven Shaviro (1993) goes so far as to claim that: 

“Cinematic images are not representations but events” (p. 24). Based on this frame of 

thinking, some scholars argue that we need to shift our attention “away from the 

symbolic, sanctioned meanings of texts and toward the actual affective work they are 

doing – the specific affects they are generating and disseminating” (Hodgkins, 2013, p. 

12). Similarly, Jean-Francois Lyotard (1984) suggests that in our analysis of a visual or 

written text we need to emphasize “not what it means, but what it does and incites to do” 

(p. 9-10). 
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 This latter approach signifies a break with phenomenology’s main thrust towards 

the primacy of meaning generation. I recognize the merits of this approach and the 

limitations of phenomenology. Duration, experience of time, specific affects that these 

generate or aesthetic beauty that cinema can offer us don’t not need to be always related 

with identifiable meaning patterns. For instance, Stanley Kubrick in an interview stated 

that his much renowned and deliberated movie 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) “is 

basically a visual, nonverbal experience”, as it evades “intellectual verbalization and 

reaches the viewer’s subconscious in a way that is essentially poetic and philosophic, 

…[and] hits the viewer at an inner level of consciousness, just as music does, or painting” 

(Robertson, 2015, p. 199).  

It is hard to claim that Magnificent Century in particular does aim for or can 

deliver similar experiences of pure and non-codified sensuality. Even though the series is 

full of various intertextual references to the pioneering examples of world art cinema, a 

topic that I will investigate in the following chapters, they are always directed towards 

discernible structures of meaning. Hence, the phenomenological push towards meaning 

cannot be relied upon for every filmic content, but they seem to be particularly suitable 

for TV series that are significantly less about the experience of time, duration and beauty, 

but more so are directed and are embellished by meaning configurations. 

Linda Williams (1991) argues that one to one synchronistic relation between the 

spectator and the screen more commonly occurs in what she refers to as "body genres" of 

melodrama, horror, and pornography (p. 3).3 She writes that in these body genres, "body 

of the spectator is caught up in an almost involuntary mimicry of the emotion or sensation 
																																																								
3 
 In her later work, Williams (1998) stopped referring melodrama as a separate genre but defined it as a 
modality that cuts across multiple genres. 
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of the body on the screen" (p. 4). The body moves alongside what it sees in a rather direct 

physical sense, copying the movements on the screen and inhabiting the affective 

intensities played out by characters. Likewise, Jan Campbell (2005) suggests that 

pleasure of watching emotion filled stories are based on such "phenomenological 

mimesis"; accordingly, melodramatic narratives commonly entail mimetic movement 

“between spectator and filmic image as a sensory and tactile copying or participation with 

the other" (Campbell, p. 33). These genres typically provide the audience with an 

additional a sense of closeness to what they watch (Gorton, 2008, p. 92). 

Furthermore, long lasting serials typically rely on hyped and strong affective 

content to hook the audience in and maintain their commitment to an extended story-

world. They often seem to construct “a narrative from moments of affect” (Martinez and 

Gonzalez, 2016, p. 22). Thus, present-day TV series often give priority to the generation 

of affective intensities rather than building a coherent narrative world. This certainly does 

not mean that the narrative is insignificant; instead, these "moments of affect" are pinned 

down as structuring principles that organize and move the narrative forward (Nelson, 

2016, p. 29). Thus, just like Linda Williams (2000) argues for blockbuster movies, in 

many popular TV series the narrative "takes second seat to a succession of visual and 

auditory attractions" (p. 356). In other words, these moments of remarkable and well-

constructed intensities are not ornaments or temporary high points to the linear 

progression of the narrative; they are the basis for the narrative to flourish. They do not 

cut the narrative abruptly—they give it the kiss of life.  

However, TV series have changed remarkably since the time Ien Ang (1985) 

argued for Dallas (1978-1991) that this groundbreaking series lacked any real novelty 
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and experimentation in its narrative arch and regarding its film making techniques (p. 9). 

Magnificent Century intermittently resorts to carefully designed and artful allegorical 

representations. It entails an amalgamation of well-codified and sometimes willfully 

ambivalent cinematic language with overblown and inflated climactic moments. Parts of 

it are open to interpretative speculation, and other parts are hyper-visible and directly 

target the affective composition of its audience.  

It is important for us to recognize that material presence and symbolism of films 

often operate in an intertwined form and cannot be easily delineated as belonging to 

different registers. After all, as I argued before, we cannot cleanly separate the affective 

and cognitive functioning of our bodies. Each representation, even the most intellectually 

sophisticated ones, operates through affective intensities. In return, even the most basic 

forms of filmic thrills can have representational content or underlie and reveal meaning 

patterns. As Laura Marks (2000) argues, the difference between symbolic representation 

and bodily thrills is only a matter of degree, and our engagement with the filmic world 

encompasses both of them “in a dialectical movement from far to near” (p. 163).  

To summarize, present-day complex TV offers us simultaneously both affectively 

laden symbolism and visceral experiences that are laden with meanings. They allegorize 

and symbolize as they directly touch on our bodily existence as sensate and thinking 

beings. This naturally necessitates we attend simultaneously both “to the material as well 

as the symbolic dimensions” of these new age media texts that dominate our global 

mediascape (Ott and Mack, 2010, p. 115). That being said, their novelties do not mean 

we cannot take advice from the pages of history in their analysis. Several decades ago, 

Mikel Dufrenne (1973) suggested that our examination of films “must move from the 
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lived to the thought, from presence to representation” in a continual shift of emphasis (p. 

345). Hence, in subsequent pages, I explore Magnificent Century’s meticulous work of 

allegorical codifications and its relentless effort at generating bodily intensities, while 

also pointing out their interrelated nature. In both cases, the central concern of this thesis 

is to pinpoint phenomenological resonances of the series with our experiential and 

embodied circumstances of living in our age. 
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Chapter IV: Constructing the Postfeminist Heroine  

 

 Postfeminism and Hurrem 

The term postfeminism has been variously defined; Rosalind Gill (2007b) calls it 

a broad cultural “sensibility” of our age that we can encounter in “increasing number of 

films, television shows, adverts and other media products” (p. 4). One recurrent form of 

criticism is to conceptualize it either as an explicit or a thinly disguised backlash against 

feminism, by claiming that feminism’s major reasons for existence have already been 

achieved (Genz & Brabon, 2009, p. 15). According to Gill (2007b), however, 

postfeminist culture is inherently contradictory and is simultaneously composed of 

feminist and anti-feminist themes (p. 5). Similarly, Samantha Lindop (2015) argues that, 

rather than a straightforward and decisive renunciation of feminism, postfeminist culture 

is surrounded by ambivalences: "What is indicative of postfeminism is a tension created 

by the endorsement, even celebration of feminism, and its simultaneous disavowal” (p. 

12). Thus, postfeminist politics create a mixture of backlash and innovation, combining 

complicity with the criticisms of patriarchy, which are ambiguously and inseparably 

intertwined (Genz & Brabon, 2009, p. 177).  

Adrienne Evans and Sarah Riley (2015), like many others, define postfeminism as 

originating from the combining and “the historical intersections of neoliberalism and… a 

point of change in gender relations through feminist activism” (p. 13). Thus, 

postfeminism owes its existence to the historical achievements of feminist movements, at 

the same time as it is organically connected with neoliberalism. Postfeminism resonates 

with feminism regarding the value it attributes to women’s agency, empowerment and 
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success (Kauppinen, 2013, p. 82). As for connections with neoliberalism, both merge in 

their promotion of “the ability to confidently and competently pursue one’s own goals 

and head for maximal success (whatever that may be) by utilizing what are alleged to be 

exceedingly powerful expert strategies” (Kauppinen, p. 92). Postfeminism and 

neoliberalism find close culprits in each other. They both rely on the dissemination of 

rigorous competitive individualism, and purport the notion of an autonomous, calculating, 

“self-regulating” and “self-reinventing” subject as an ideality of behavioral conduct (Gill 

and Scharff, 2011, p. 7). In this respect, postfeminism is also referred to as “Nike-

feminism,” for relying on the company’s famous slogan of “just do it,” and advancing the 

idea that vigilant woman can achieve everything and get anywhere she likes based on her 

efforts alone (Bracke, 2004, p. 107).  

This overlapping of postfeminism with the basic ideals of neoliberalism has 

attracted more criticism than appraisal in the scholarly literature. For one thing, 

postfeminist focus on individualistic achievement undercuts initial efforts of feminists for 

collective liberation. For instance, Simone De Beauvoir (1953) once argued that “there is 

no other way out for woman than to work for her liberation” and that “this liberation must 

be collective,” while referring to solitary efforts of individual women trying to improve 

their lots as the sort of behavior we can see “in the narcissist, in the woman in love, in the 

mystic” (p. 627-628). Especially in the second wave feminism, we can detect a certain 

tendency to associate competitiveness exclusively as a scorned masculine attribute that 

needs to be completely discarded. For instance, Carol Gilligan (1982) states that: “a 

feminist politics can be built around the concepts of interconnectedness, sympathy, and 

thinking oneself in relation to others, in contrast to masculinist ideas of competitive 
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individualism” (Nelson, 1992, p. 44). According to Susan Hopkins (2002), starting with 

the discourse of “girl power” in 1990’s, a major shift occurred in feminist inspired 

thinking “toward more optimistic but individualistic positions and perspectives” (p. 2). 

Hence, for good or bad, postfeminist culture, though it is certainly based on and powered 

by the achievements of second-wave feminism, can be viewed as a challenge to it with its 

primary emphasis resting on the image of competitive and individualistic woman. 

 Several feminist scholars point out that there certainly is an underside to this 

discourse of exclusively self-reliant success much championed by the media. It is often 

argued that any notion of the overall emancipation of women and forms of collective 

struggle are discarded (Radner, 2011, p. 9; Lindop, 2015, p. 11; Coulthard, 2007, p. 153-

154). A related line of criticism is that it is typically women, rather than men, who are 

called upon to make drastic changes in their behavior and to pay greater attention to self-

managing and self-disciplining as preconditions of satisfaction and achievement (Gill and 

Scharff, 2011, p. 7). It is also argued that current media pre-occupation with narratives of 

self-realization and self-transformation create new sites of feminine performance anxiety 

and confinement to oppressive expectations (Tyler, 2011, p. 29). 

Postfeminist culture celebrates “transformative pleasures of self-actualization,” 

while near systematically evading social problems that are often the root causes of 

individual dispossession (Fradley, 2013, p. 204). Women are held individually 

responsible and blamed for their supposed failures in life, putting aside the socio-political 

and structural reasons that oppress and prevent them from achieving better than what they 

have already done. If each person can be prosperous by her willpower alone, as the 

implicit dictum goes, then the natural conclusion of this line of reasoning is that those 
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who fall short of their aspirations have only themselves to blame. Hence, this ideology of 

help-yourself disregards sexual, class and racial based inequalities that do not give people 

equal chances in life. Some even argues that postfeminist celebration of individual 

achievement amounts to open disdain for lower class women (McRobbie, 2008, p. 72). In 

this vein, a primary line of criticism against postfeminism is that it serves to reproduce 

neoliberal capitalism by relying on a mantra of exclusively self-oriented success and 

satisfaction in life.  

On the other hand, Sarah Gamble (2004) points to a probable charm of it 

especially for younger generations; in contrast to some forms of feminism, postfeminism 

is based on the “rejection of theoretical language [which] ensures that it remains widely 

accessible, and its repudiation of victim status seeks to endow a sense of empowerment” 

(p. 44). Jacinda Read (2000) argues that postfeminism can be seen as anti-feminist only if 

feminism is exclusively understood through the lens of 1970’s second wave feminism (p. 

70-71). Accordingly, condemnation of postfeminism results from the conceptualization of 

feminism “in terms of authentic moments” that does not tolerate any diversion (p. 71). It 

is also argued that postfeminist heroines provide influential role models for women, 

speaking to the everyday realities and needs of the 21st-century world more effectively 

than utopian ambitions of the earlier feminist movements (Moya, 2013, p. 15).  

Historical Hurrem, who reached to unprecedented heights of power in what is 

considered to be the pinnacle of Ottoman might, provides a suitable basis for a 

postfeminist tale to develop. Historian Leslie Peirce (1993) indicates in her book The 

Imperial Harem that: “If the sixteenth century was an age of kings, it was also an age of 

Queens – among them Anne Boleyn, Margaret of Navarre, Elizabeth I, Catherine de 
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Medicis, and Mary Queen of Scots. The Ottomans too produced a ‘queen’ in Hurrem 

Sultan” (p. 58). The last decade saw the production of TV series that are dedicated to 

these women mentioned by Peirce and other influential women of pre-modern and early 

modern history. Reign (2013- ) tells the story of Mary Queen of Scots, Anne Boleyn has a 

solid presence in The Tudors (2007-2010) and The White Queen (2013) narrates the story 

of “three different, yet equally relentless women [who] vie for the throne in 15th century 

England” (“The White Queen”, 2013). In many other historical series, women’s rise to 

power in a profoundly patriarchal world is at the focus (Frankel, 2014, p. 1-2).  

As Samiha Matin (2012) argues, costume drama in our age is profoundly rooted 

in postfeminist culture as it habitually centers on the question of power and femininity (p. 

98). On that note, a journalist, Gwendoline Christie claimed that one the chief attractions 

of the series Game of Thrones (2011) is that: “It has women being Machiavellian, being 

scheming, women being brilliant and women being incredibly strong…and wearing some 

really incredible gowns” (Frankel, 2014, p. 3).  

Meral Okay and producer Timur Savci have pointed out in an interview in the 

documentary Magnificent Century: The Secret World (2014) that they initially have come 

up with the project while watching The Tudors (2007-2010) and Rome (2005-2007). It is 

also emphasized in the documentary that, even though it takes place mostly in the 

Ottoman Harem, much of the series is actually about its central character Hurrem. Co-

director of the first three seasons, Yagmur Taylan stressed that a central preoccupation of 

the series is to narrate Hurrem’s astounding rise to power (“What the Historians Do Not 

Say”, 2014). Hence, rephrasing Peirce’s sentence, if the 21st century is an age when 
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postfeminist heroines thrive on television, with a specific interest in pre-modern times, 

Turkish TV producers also found one in the Ottoman Turkish history. 

Representations of famous women of history typically entail projections of 

contemporary ideals of womanhood into the past, and they primarily reflect present-day 

social concerns (Ragalie, 2007, p. 5). Thus, naturally, they offer us more insight into their 

context of production than the epoch they narrate (Bordo, 2013, p. 13). Likewise, as the 

series centers on Hurrem’s rising to the upper reaches of power from her mere slave 

origins, it envelops this real-life event with postfeminist sensibilities of our time. In that 

regard, we can think of the series’ and Hurrem’s popularity on TV in connection with the 

upsurge of postfeminist characters in the global mediascape (Coulthard, 2007, p. 153).  

In Magnificent Century, we have several strong-minded and determined women. 

However, they mostly exist in the story line as competitors and antagonists to be defeated 

by Hurrem, as her phenomenal rise to power occupies the central stage. Conflicts among 

these women and their relentless plots drive the story world. Hurrem’s competitors are 

nominally more powerful than her, thus offering an easy initiative for the audience to take 

side with the underdog and watch her rise from the bottom to the top. These are most 

typically women of Ottoman family, Suleiman’s sisters and his mother, and Mahidevran, 

the mother of the first-born male child.  

Hurrem and her stronger opponents typically encounter each other on palace 

corridors, which typically end with Hurrem’s humiliation of them, thus crossing the 

boundaries of the palace hierarchy. For instance, at one times we watch Hurrem bowing 

to Suleiman’s sister Sahuban Sultan, while her cunningly smiling face negates this 

compulsory show of respect (fig.1.1), then she moves away swiftly after scoring another 
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small victory by managing to infuriate a more powerful figure than her (fig.1.2). These 

encounters often involve ridiculing of her opponents’ supposed weaknesses as women, 

while stressing her uniqueness. For instance, she says to Mahidevran in one of their 

encounters: “Are you going to the main room [Suleiman’s private chamber] to complain 

about me again, after all that’s the only time you can go there.”4 In the next episode, after 

encountering her again, she first gives her compliments on how beautiful she is today, 

expressing her appreciation for her new hair and dress. As Mahidevran gets slightly 

smiling, she immediately switches the tone and asks: “But, I am a bit curious, isn’t this a 

bit too much for a woman who sleeps alone every night?”5 (fig.1.3-1.4) 

Fig.1.1. Encounter   Fig.1.2. Encounter Fig.1.3. Encounter Fig.1.4. Encounter 

As Gabriele Griffin (2006) argues, “being witty, provocative, assertive, in-your-

face, [and] publicly visible” are some of the essential hallmarks of what is sometimes 

referred to as “g-r-r-r-l culture” that has as its initial point of rising in the 1990s (p. 82-

83). The defining feature of this girl culture is the “refusal to be conventionally girly, 

while claiming a heterosexually assertive femininity” (p. 83). Furthermore, present-day 

postfeminist popular culture embraces women’s sexuality and often finds no culpability 

in openly describing women’s sexual prowess as a “source of their power over men,” as 

well as their road to success in life (Williams, 2012, p. 35). Likewise, substantial portion 

																																																								
4 Mahidevran noldu, beni yine sikayet etmeye mi gittin yine has odaya, malum baska turlu gidemiyorsun? 
Episode 61. 
5 Her gece yalniz uyuyan bir kadin icin bu debdebe fazla degil mi? Episode 62. 
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of the series are devoted to showcasing Hurrem beating other women and men through 

her romantic and sexual influence over Suleiman. 

We often are reminded that she conforms neither to normative gender roles nor 

the rules of the palace. For instance, upon learning the news that Suleiman has returned 

from a military campaign, she starts running through the corridors, jumping around while 

at a visibly advanced stage in her pregnancy. Two aides try to catch up with her, with one 

of them yelling from behind, “stop jumping, the baby is going to fall,” while the other 

one tries to convince her that this is not a ladylike behavior. Yet, neither can even slow 

her down (fig.2.1). She is frequently advised to temper herself for her own sake and 

survival, which she virtually never does. In fact, she asserts that she owes her success, as 

well as her life, to her repudiation of the palace rules: “If I were following the 

regulations, I would not have been alive now.”6  

 

 

 

Fig.2.1. Retribution    Fig.2.2. Retribution  Fig.2.3. Retribution 

Hurrem often does a lot worse than just teasing her opponents; she gets them 

poisoned, hanged or strangled if they threaten her ambitions in any way. She is a 

powerful woman in a world of men, effectively controlling a large empire at the apex of 

its power. Yet, her main victims are often other women. In fact, her first victim is her 

closest friend with whom she shares many good and bad memories. After learning that 

she sleeps with Suleiman, Hurrem extracts a terrible vengeance on her by getting her face 

																																																								
6 “Usullere riayet ediyor olsam su anda yasiyor olmazdim.” Episode 64 
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burned. We watch her approach to her friend lying in bed to whisper in her ears viciously: 

“You cannot be a Sultan with that face, but you can be a good slave, my slave.” Later she 

moves back, while still resting her hand on her friend’s wounded face as she continues to 

cry, holding the scarred face as a token of glory for a brief moment (fig.2.2-2.3).        

She has many moments when she does help other women and emotionally bond 

with them. But, the crucial point is these are never more important than her personal 

ambitions and desires. For instance, after receiving some help from her, we watch 

Hurrem half-tearfully caressing Suleiman’s sister Hatice (fig.3.1.). Hatice is at this point 

in the story a good friend but would later become one of her main foes. Hurrem plays a 

game that would harm her greatly. As they hug each other, Hurrem says to her 

wholeheartedly: “You are really a good person.” She apparently feels some remorse, 

mixed with the sadness of knowing that she did and would continue to cheat Hatice as the 

circumstances dictate it (fig.3.1.). A few seconds later, we watch her to dissipate the 

sadness of the previous moment through the change in her facial expression. Twisting her 

lips, she looks as if she is saying to herself: “Whatever”! (fig.3.2.). We are repeatedly told 

that to realize her ambitions are her first priority, which stamps out other concerns. In 

episode 39, one of the aides in the palace stresses that: “This is Hurrem Sultan, she would 

do anything to get what she wants.”7 

 

 

 

 

Fig.3.1. Mischief  Fig.3.2. Mischief  

																																																								
7 “Hurrem Sultan bu, istedigini elde etmek icin her seyi yapar” 
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Hurrem frequently transgresses the rules of the dominant patriarchal realm and 

coercive gendered expectations put on her, while often appearing to benefit from 

patriarchy, especially as her might heavily depends on her husband Sultan Suleiman. She 

is certainly an expert in strategizing and pursuing her best interests through carefully 

planned intrigues and schemes. She is celebrated for her individualistic achievements, 

even though this often entails harming other women and causing their deaths. When she 

finds herself in a dire circumstance, she expresses her resilience and desire to win by 

repeating a version of this sentence that she utters in episode 32: “You are wrong my 

Sultan, I am going to win, I am going to win again.”8 

Her powerful enemies change over time, but Hurrem manages to outwit them all 

one by one at the end of the day. Her adversaries typically try to reduce her influence and 

growing power by bedding Suleiman with another woman. At episode 37, she yells to 

Valide Sultan, Suleiman’s mother, upon another attempt by her at putting a different 

woman in Suleiman’s bed: “Whomever you bring out as a competitor to me, and no 

matter what you do, I will always win. I will crash all of them one by one, just like I did 

to those who came before me and after me, I will run over that woman too”.9  

In one such case, a fictional Princess Isabella, initially a war captive, become 

Suleiman’s latest romantic interest, thus, a natural foe to Hurrem. The conflict between 

Hurrem and Isabella lasts for a couple of episodes, and ends with Hurrem getting rid of 

her for good. One morning everybody in the harem is served the dessert “helva,” which is 

traditionally eaten after someone passes away. For a moment, they all try to understand 

why they are eating it and who might have died. As they realize that no one other than 

																																																								
8 “Yaniliyorsun, ben kazanacagim Sultanim, yine ben kazanacagim.” 
9 “Onume kimi cikartirsaniz cikartin, ne yaparsaniz yapin, kazanan ben olacagim. Hepsini bir bir ezip 
gecegim, benden oncesini sonrasini nasil ezip gectigsem o kadini da ezip gecegim”. 
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Hurrem has sent the dessert, it does not take anybody long to realize that Isabella has 

disappeared away.  

In this particular scene below, Valide Sultan, her chief aide, and Mahidevran 

stand on the high ground, dominating the visual field and overlooking Hurrem from a 

distance, initially without Hurrem being aware of it (fig.4.1-4.2). This visual control does 

not signify greater power at this particular moment; to the contrary, it is used to mark 

Hurrem’s victory over them despite the apparent structural disadvantages and her being 

the underdog. Next, we see Hurrem encountering their gaze with a smiling face, and 

holding a plate of helva in her hand as the trophy of her most recent achievement against 

them (fig.4.3). Then, we have a medium shot of the trio with their angry faces positing a 

clear contrast to Hurrem’s victorious posture, which signifies their collective failure. 

(fig.4.4). 

Fig.4.1.  Verticality   Fig.4.2.Verticality Fig.4.3.Verticality  Fig.4.4. Verticality 

Visual defiance of the formalistic power distribution in cinema, which classically 

relies on the higher ground, domination of the visual field and having the voyeuristic 

capability to see without being seen, become the symbol of Hurrem’s personal defiance 

of the power hierarchy in the palace. Hence, one of the functions of the vertical 

organization of the mise-en-scène is to demonstrate Hurrem’s resilience despite being 

stuck in a sharply disadvantaged position, and her triumph despite the obvious structural 

inequalities between her and her enemies. 
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Hurrem is also one of the very few persons who can dare go against the will of 

Sultan Suleiman. Sporadically, we watch them run into altercations with each other. At 

one time, Hurrem is upset because Suleiman intervenes in the ruling of the harem, and 

tells him that just like she cannot take part in the administration of the empire, (although 

she indirectly does it all the time) he cannot interfere with her business. Suleiman, 

angered by her bold remark, starts marching towards her, and as they come face-to-face, 

he says: “Know your place Hurrem, sometimes you forget whom you are talking to.” 

Hurrem replies: “You too forget Suleiman who are you talking to” 10 (fig.5.1-5.2-5.3).  

 

 

 

    Fig.5.1. Daring      Fig.5.2. Daring      Fig.5.3. Daring  

Hurrem is frequently likened to fire, both verbally and by visual imagery. When 

threatened by another female adversary, who says to her that she is playing with fire and 

this will not end well, Hurrem replies with her usual extremely self-assured attitude and 

without any hint of irony: “Have you not understood it yet my Sultan, I am that fire 

itself.”11 Then, in episode 67, we watch a close-up of a burning candle to dissolve to a 

close-up of Hurrem’s determined face (fig.6.1). At a later episode in the fourth season, 

when informed by the guards that Hurrem is waiting for her, Suleiman starts looking at a 

candle fire for a brief moment, with a destitute expression on his face (fig.6.2). Then, his 

face gets blurred in the background, and our focus becomes the burning fire (fig.6.3), 

which evidently represents Hurrem.  

																																																								
10 “Haddini bil Hurrem, bazen karsinda kimin oldugunu unutuyorsun. Sen de oyle Suleyman.” 
11 Henuz anlamadiniz mi Sultanim? Ben o atesin kendisiyim.” Episode 127.	
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Fig.6.1. Candle Light Fig.6.2. Candle Light Fig.6.3. Candle Light 

One of Hurrem’s key characteristic attributes is her desire and capability to rise 

above her weaknesses and mistakes. So, she is not just a master of intrigues and schemes 

that excel in power through cold and calculating logic, though she is certainly pretty good 

in those aspects as well. She is also an easily identifiable person through her mistakes, her 

impulsive behavior that sometimes puts her in unnecessary trouble, and overall for being 

a character who many times simply fails in her endeavors. Her main thing is she never 

quits fighting and even in her desperate hours she always manages to stay resilient.  

For instance, we watch her on the verge of a nervous breakdown after getting the 

news that she is exiled from the palace upon the discovery of a recent plot against an 

Ottoman Sultan, one of Suleiman’s sisters (fig.7.1). Yet, as she hears somebody opens the 

door behind her and enter the room, in a split second she manages to put herself back into 

shape and assumes her decisive posture again (fig.7.2). Later, despite being exiled and 

deeply shaken by this decision, she continues to remain upright and strong. We watch her 

in all her noblesse, standing straight, firm and uncompromising in a low angle shot that 

still marks her might, while a high-ranking state official acknowledges her supremacy as 

he bows and continue to take orders from her even after her actual power is significantly 

tarnished (fig.7.3). 
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Fig.7.1. Resilience   Fig.7.2. Resilience    Fig.7.3. Resilience 

In her study of medieval fantasy novels published especially in the 1980s and 

1990s, Jane Tolmie (2006) indicates that as a consistent representational trend the story 

focuses on women’s disenfranchisement, and the subsequent overpowering of this 

situation by the heroine (p. 150). As such, “the emphasis remains on the individual 

woman rising above a system that keeps her down,” and narrating her journey of 

triumphal rise over patriarchal oppression (p. 147). In her analysis of pop music videos of 

the 2010s, Robin James (2015) likewise indicates that they are all centered on delivering 

the central message of female overcoming to the audience (p. 87-88). According to her, 

“look, I overcame” is the fundamental maxim in these videos, but this act of overcoming 

counts only if it is accomplished in a hyper-visible and consumable manner (p. 88). 

Similarly, the series’ narrative arch rests on the unique woman’s fabulous achievements 

in overcoming what everybody thinks as insurmountable odds and obstacles.  

Contemporaneous heroines are typically marked for being “resilient and self-

healing,” just like we watch Hurrem heal herself after each wound and failure (Munford 

and Waters, 2014, p. 115). This prevalent emphasis on feminine resilience in the present-

day popular culture, however, has attracted a considerable amount of criticism, again 

chiefly for leveling implicit support to neoliberal capitalism that needs people who can 

survive the odds of uncertain economic circumstances on their own without any social 

and institutional help. Robin James (2015), for instance, suggests that: “Resilience 
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narratives allow individual women to capitalize in their damage in ways that generate 

surplus value for… neoliberalism” (p. 17).   

However, I must state that I am not quite sure about fixing the broad “resilience 

narrative” to neoliberalism firmly, plus any narrative form can be extended to purposes 

and uses beyond its initial intent. There is little doubt that we owe these narrative tropes, 

at least partially, to the onslaught of neoliberal doctrines centering on the need of self-

dependency. I am still inclined to see a more positive side in the resilience narratives. 

This focus on personal strength and self-healing may certainly serve to neoliberal ends, 

but it may just as well be an aid to more complex purposes and different drives depending 

on the audience intentions and desires.  

Last, but definitely not least, this is a story of a decade’s long romance between 

Hurrem and Suleiman. Hurrem is a woman who is passionately in love with her patriarch. 

She is scheming, assertive, sexually confident, and she is the only person who can 

challenge the Ottoman Sultan. However, in the series’ narration, her love for him is so 

great that she is always ready to sacrifice everything that she has worked so hard to 

accomplish for him. She successfully manages to seduce him, as she is seduced by his 

love, and she willingly accepts his primacy.  

 Postfeminist sensibilities mark their first encounter and set the tone for their entire 

relationship. Notified that he is coming towards them, all the girls who are cleaning up 

the major hall room are immediately lined up in front of a wall. Among them is our 

heroine Hurrem. They are strictly told that they should look down to the ground and not 

dare to raise their heads to look at him. As Suleiman passes in front of them, all the girls 

follow the instructions, of course with the exception of Hurrem, who looks at him 
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fixatedly (fig.8.1). She appears quite impressed and shouts loudly “Sultan Suleiman” as 

he is about to leave the room. Everybody gets startled, and after a brief hesitation 

Suleiman moves towards her and stands right in front of her as they start exchanging 

glances. Then she fakes fainting and Suleiman holds her (fig. 8.2). Opening her eyes 

briefly, she looks at him, appearing fully content being in his arms (fig.8.3). It is she who 

initiates their affair, yet it is also she who is already prepared to yield to him, being 

captivated by the young Suleiman in a relationship that would last for her entire life. 

Fig.8.1. Love   Fig.8.2. Love   Fig.8.3. Love 

It is often argued that postfeminist culture entails the “re-embrace, naturalization, 

and indeed celebration of heterosexual romance” (Taylor, 2012, p. 8). Hence, on the one 

hand, Hurrem represents some of the idealities of neoliberalism in her self-interestedness, 

as well as her reckless but also calculating and self-regulating drive for power and 

achievement. She is also a woman who is foolishly in love, and subordinate to the wishes 

and desires of her patriarch. After being a good wife to her husband, and being loyal first 

to him, she is also a devoted mother for whom her children’s interests are always more 

important than her own. Angela McRobbie (2008) calls this the “double entanglement” of 

postfeminism, which relies on “the coexistence of neoconservative values in relation to 

gender, sexuality, and family life… with the process of liberalization” (p. 28). 

Hurrem’s glamourous rise to power reaches a pinnacle in the second season’s 

ending. In the last minutes of this season, she finally gets formally crowned as the official 

ruler of the harem. In a scene that lasts for more than four minutes, we listen to her 
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monologue as she slowly walks through the corridors of the harem, lined with people 

kneeling in respect (fig.9.1- fig.9.2). Finally, she climbs the stairs of the main hall to be 

crowned as the rightful ruler at the top of the balcony, as all bow to her hard earned 

supremacy (fig.9.3-fig.9.4).  

Fig.9.1. Apex Fig.9.2. Apex  Fig.9.3. Apex  Fig.9.4. Apex 

Her speech starts with narrating the pain she had to endure as Alessandra La Rosa, 

which is her actual name in the series, then switches to her unproblematic acceptance of 

her acquired identity as Hurrem. And it ends with a note that, becoming the ruler of the 

harem, though she had to fight for it for two seasons and over 65 episodes, is nothing in 

comparison to her ultimate ambitions. Her ultimate aim is “to rule the world.” First, 

Alessandra La Rosa recounts: 

“I am Alessandra La Rosa, the Ruthenian slave who was sold to the Ottoman 
 palace… the slave  who has lost her mother, father, sisters, and all her loved 
 ones… and who has learned all the  cruelty and desperation of this world at the 
 age of 17, aging 1000 years in a single day, and who  has given up from 
 living, hopeless and all alone Alessandra. I am Alessandra La Rosa, I have not 
 told anyone my sorrow, I have never shared it, I have yelled it to the deepest 
 wells, I have carried it to the seas, and the waves took it away. I responded to 
 everything that has hurt me with laughter. I have shed my tears only for my 
 family. I have stood up to the destiny by creating a Sultan from this slave girl.”12i 

 

This initial part of her speech seems to have been constructed to remind us why 

we should definitely route for her: she is a victim of terrible losses, injustices and 

sufferings, and yet she manages to overcome them all in relying on her will power and 

determination. At some deeper level, she continues to be Alessandra, the gullible girl 
																																																								
12 Note: Due to its longevity, I put the Turkish original at the end. 
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from a small village, as the camera’s zoom to her face at the beginning of her monologue 

reveals us her vulnerable and innocent side (fig.9.1). However, she could not have 

achieved this remarkable feat of “creating a Sultan from this slave girl,” if she has not 

adapted herself skillfully to the aggression of life in the palace, living according to the 

requirements of an inherently challenging world, which gets her closer to present-day 

postfeminist idealization of self-centered success.   

Furthermore, we are told that she sheds her tears neither for herself nor anybody 

else on the planet but only for her family, thus reiterating the pre-feminist emphasis on 

family as the chief course of commitment for women in life. In that regard, we can also 

observe similarities with the portrayal of powerful and scheming women in other 

contemporaneous historical series running in the global mediascape. For instance, 

Monica Cyrino (2008) indicates that Atia, the central woman character of the series Rome 

(2005-2007), “is certainly ruthless and indeed ferocious, but she also exhibits the highest 

degree of purpose and loyalty to her family” (p. 132) and that she considers “her family 

as tightly knit unit of solidarity” (p. 134). The rest of Hurrem’s speech showcases us in a 

clearer manner the ambivalences of postfeminist politics in a condensed form: 

“Now, I am in the place where my life and destiny has changed, in Sultan 
 Suleiman’s palace. This palace that I wanted to smash to their heads is now 
 my home. How could I have known my heart that stopped beating in 
 seeking vengeance would have started to beat again for love? I am Hurrem! 
 Sultan Suleiman’s slave, concubine, her Sultan, mother of his five children, 
 and his married wife,  Hurrem… I am Hurrem, fortunate mother to Mehmet, 
 Selim, Mihrimah, Bayezit and Cihangir. My  children, I have given you and 
 myself a promise. I have told you that all those people, before whom I had to 
 kneel and apologize, would kneel before me one day. Hence, that day has  
 come… They should fear me now; I  will make their every breath a poison to 
 them. I will be a fire to burn them all. What’s harem? I will rule the world!” 
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Susan Hopkins (2002) argues that the “girl of today’s collective dreams is a heroic 

overachiever – active, ambitious, sexy and strong…a pop star who wants to rule the 

world. Popular culture has never been so pervasively girl powered” (p.1). Likewise, 

Hurrem’s portrayal reflects this broad cultural trend in the global mediascape. The fact 

that she starts from the bottom, suffers so much, but always aims higher after each 

victory, to the point of planning to rule the world, and does so in a cruelly patriarchal 

world only makes her more awe-inspiring.  

However, this second part of her speech also showcases to us plainly the inherent 

dilemmas of postfeminism. Her relentless desire to acquire more power to the point of 

presiding over the world is accompanied by her willing submission to her patriarch as his 

“slave” and “concubine” and the primacy accorded to heterosexual love as the force that 

makes her heart start beating again after all that she had to undergo. The symbolism of a 

heart that starts beating again through love after the will to vengeance stops it is twofold. 

Love reconnects her to the world, gives her life energy, but the heart is also the imagined 

source of compassion. Thus, romantic love reconstitutes her link to benevolence. Then, a 

few seconds later, we are again told that she is dedicated to seeking vengeance on her 

opponents by “turning their every breath a poison to them.”  

I believe this last speech, as well as her entire portrayal in the series, is weaved 

through postfeminist contradictions. We can easily trace the globally circulating elements 

of postfeminism in Hurrem, in the way she is always uncontrollable, defiant, 

adventurous, extremely self-confident, sexually assertive, deeply in love with her man 

and always resourceful. Hurrem is always better than other women in any of those 

culturally noteworthy factors, her love story shines better than multiple other stories of 
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romance in the series, and she is more successful than anybody else. In short, we can pass 

the verdict to end this section; Hurrem Sultan of the Magnificent Century is both a 

reflector as well as a notable player in the present-day postfeminist cultural landscape. 

 

Faces of women’s sorrow 

The focus on female ambition, competitiveness and success is only one thematic 

emphasis of the series. The series also closely aligns itself with the more traditional 

concerns of soap operas, showing us women’s unfulfilled desires, dilemmas, sufferings 

and their bitter awareness that these all result from being women in a patriarchal world 

(Lee, 2005, p. 230). Like other film and television costume dramas, the series creates for 

its audience a visual drama of private life that primarily takes place in the interior spaces 

of the domestic realm (Matin, 2012, p. 96). Thus, thematically, collective victimization of 

women in the interiors of the palace plays an equally vital role in the affective economy 

of the series, on par with, perhaps even balancing, the fierce competition among 

prominent women and the postfeminist success story of Hurrem.13 

Limitations of palace life heavily weigh on women, delimiting their desires and 

preventing their best hopes from being realized. In the first season, we often watch 

Hurrem talking to her caged birds, in one of the clearest and cheesiest metaphors to 

visually describe her feelings of entrapment in a deeply patriarchal world (fig.10.1). She 

releases her birds at a later episode, giving them the freedom that is denied to her. 

Likewise, other women of the palace sporadically speak about the difficulty of living 

																																																								
13 Emotional caretaking, therapeutic conversations, grooming, “women’s intuition,” when we watch our 
women characters foresee future developments or feel about current troubling events, and, without 
forgetting it, their dresses no doubt constitute other sources of audience engagement with the series (Matin, 
2012, p. 98). 
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under such hostile circumstances, and we often hear them address their grievances 

towards a world that only value them as mothers or sexual objects. Mahidevran once 

says: “To be treated like a human being in this palace, we have to give birth. Without a 

prince, we also don’t exist.”14 We are repeatedly shown that even these powerful women 

of the palace are not free from the shackles of the patriarchal world. 

  

 

 

 

 Fig.10.1. Birds in the Cage  

A major axis of female destitution is the forced marriages. Hurrem’s only 

daughter, Mihrimah is coerced into a marriage with the aspiring, talented and unlikeable 

statesman Rustem, as this arranged marriage is useful to the interests of both sides. 

Hurrem earns the much-needed support of ruthless Rustem, as he would defend Hurrem’s 

interests in the hostile environment of the Ottoman administration where most people are 

against her. In return, Rustem finds a valuable backing to his relentless aspirations for a 

greater position of power. Mihrimah succumbs to this marriage after showing some 

sustained resistance to it. Her mother Hurrem convinces her that this is the right thing to 

do for the benefit of the entire family and to secure the lives of her brothers. In one of the 

direct testimonies of the difficulties of being a woman, Mihrimah recounts her life story 

in concise form before her unwanted marriage:  

 

 

																																																								
14	“Bu sarayda insan yerine konmak icin dogurmak zorundayiz, Sehzade yoksa biz de yokuz.”	
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“I am Mihrimah, I was born in 1522, that day I did not bring solace to this palace 
 but misery, especially to my mother Hurrem Sultan, because I was not a boy. 
 The rules of the harem are certain, if you do not have a boy, you have no power, 
 nobody takes you seriously, and you fade away surrounded by the walls of the 
 palace…This is why I have never been angry at my mother, I understand her, just 
 like I understand her now. I am Mihrimah, the one who takes everything she 
 wants, whose wishes and orders are always met, the strongest Sultan the world 
 has ever seen… This magnificent wedding that I imagined with some else 
 becomes my funerary procession… They marry me to Rustem Pasha at the age 
 of 17.”ii 

  

One woman’s suffering is another woman’s memory, so in such scenes when a 

woman cries to her miseries, we almost always have another woman likewise shedding 

tears while hugging her or looking from a distance (fig.11.1-11.2). As Mihrimah silently 

cries behind the transparent veil that partially covers her face (fig.11.3), we hear 

Suleiman’s sister Sahuban Sultan, who is Hurrem and as a result Mihrimah’s principal 

foe of that season, with teary eyes uttering: “Which one of us could get the happiness we 

want anyway?” (fig.18.4) As their sufferings resonate with each other, such moments also 

freeze their rivalry for the moment and unite them together in pain and lamentation. 

Extended scenes of female solidarity despite all the rivalry and past enmities —mostly 

based on and occasioned by shared concerns that are codified as especially women’s 

issues, such as pregnancy, worries about an uncertain future and the fear of losing the 

loved ones—momentarily unite these women. 

Fig.11.1. Desolation   Fig.11.2. Desolation     Fig.11.3. Desolation      Fig.11.4. Desolation 

The biggest source of disappointment is romantic and sexual. Men in their lives 

constantly cheat and disappoint them. Despite all of Hurrem’s protests and radical 
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actions, like the outright killing of her competitors or threatening to kill herself, Suleiman 

continues to sleep with other women. Upon learning that Suleiman was secretly meeting 

with a woman, Hurrem throws herself to a forest, and we watch on her knees crying and 

screaming in absolute desolation (fig.12.1).  

 

 

 

Fig.12.1. Tears in the Forest  Fig.12.2. Tears in the Forest 

The forest extends interminably both towards the sky and the horizon, positioning 

Hurrem in the midst of infinity, rendering her pain timeless and spaceless, making her 

cry, while uncharacteristically ineffective in consequence as it uttered against an 

extending void, also identifiable as an expression of inescapable feminine despair and 

helplessness (fig.12.2). The dramatic effect of the scene is further exacerbated by the fact 

that this is happening to Hurrem, the exceptional woman who is always strong and who 

always wins, but even she reaches to a breaking point that renders her incapacitated and 

desolated. 

We come across many similar scenes where women cry bitterly because of the 

actions of the male protagonists. In some cases, such scenes follow each other in parallel 

editing. For instance, at one particular moment from episode 6, images of three 

despondent women follow each other in a sequence, naturally accompanied by gloomy 

tunes. Hurrem is sad because her relationship with Suleiman is embittered and he invites 

Mahidevran (Mustafa’s mother) to his room to spend the night instead of her (fig.13.1). 

Meanwhile, Mahidevran is in tears because Suleiman gives her a friendly hug and then 
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spends the night working on his table while sending Mahidevran to sleep on her own in 

bed (fig.13.2). Around the same time, Suleiman’s sister Hatice thinks about Ibrahim 

whom she loves deeply and her pre-arranged marriage with a different man that would 

make her lose him (fig.13.3).  

 

 

 

Fig.13.1. Solitude     Fig.13.2. Solitude            Fig.13.3. Solitude    

Childbirths are also frequently made use of to stress female solitude and isolation. 

Our central female characters often give birth just around the time when the father of 

their child is cheating on them. For instance, at the birth of her child, as we watch Hatice 

scream Ibrahim’s name, he cheats on her with a harem woman, and the parallel editing 

contrasts her painful screams to Ibrahim’s smiling face and the kisses with that woman 

(fig.14.3-14.4). A version of the same happens with Hurrem too, as Suleiman spends the 

night with another woman in a romantic atmosphere, we watch Hurrem screaming in pain 

and asking about Suleiman’s whereabouts to people in the room (fig.14.1-fig.14.2). 

Fig.14.1. Pain Fig.14.2. Pain  Fig.14.3. Pain  Fig.14.4. Pain   

Ien Ang (1991) contends that a “tragic structure of feeling” dominates soap operas 

(p. 479). Many of the plot lines may look overdone and sometimes hard to believe, and 

the audience can ascribe differential meanings to what they watch. Rather than 

specificities of the causes of misery or the particular ways the audience can interpret 
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them, it is this broad sense of tormenting individual experience of suffering that unite on-

screen characters and the audience. Female characters experience these heart-rending 

incidents “as aspects of a continuum rather than isolated events,” which haunt them near 

continuously and which emanate from their being women (Tolmie, 2006, p. 148). Ang 

(1991) also indicates that exaggerated and emotionally loaded plots “can be regarded as 

the symbolic lumping together of the diffuse…notion of life’s torments” (p. 480). 

Moreover, what might look exaggerated at a denotative level may appear fully 

recognizable to the audience connotatively (Ang, 1985, p. 42). Thus, audiences can easily 

put themselves in the same shoes of the characters. 

Since depiction of women’s suffering is more metaphoric than literal in its 

functioning, it is arguably easier for the audience to map their own miseries onto the 

fictional world of the series, or in reverse, watch characters through their own 

experiences, and leading these set of connections to a broad perception of the world 

where women do suffer directly or indirectly because of the actions of men.  

Tania Modleski (1984) argues that such scenes of excessive emotionality can be 

seen as “the return of the repressed.” They are the voices of women that splinter against 

the patriarchal effacing and silencing (p. 327). Accordingly, patriarchal relations mute 

women’s voices and render their experiences invisible. In contrast to that, excessive 

emotionality of melodramatic narratives makes it hyper-visible. Modleski writes that 

women may have been attracted to the excessive emotionality of the soap opera, “because 

it provides an outlet for the repressed feminine voice” (p. 327). In these repetitive and 

formulaic scenarios, women do “suffer in order to make the reader aware of the truth of 

their oppression” (Klein, 2011, p. 40). It is also argued that this type of narrative 
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encourages audiences to identify with victimized women to challenge the patriarchal 

power imbalances (Davis, 2007, p. 13). Thus, a branch of feminist film criticism has 

come to value it for exposing “clearly and movingly…the plight of women under 

patriarchy” (Rowe, 1995, p. 48).  

However, such close identification of women with victimhood has also attracted a 

fair amount of criticism in feminist literature. As Rebecca Stringer (2014) argues, 

overemphasis on victimization runs the risk of reductive and exclusive identification of 

women with passivity, innocence and dependence (p. 5). Representing women as helpless 

victims of forces beyond their control also obliterate from view real women’s various 

forms of agency and sites of resistance in living with and re-negotiating patriarchal 

relations. A further criticism about the series can be that it seems as if only their 

sufferings can get them closer to each other. They can only unite exclusively in their 

helpless victimization and suffering, but rarely ever for a common cause or deed. Even 

the long-lasting friendships among women eventually end in betrayal. Indeed, there are 

never two women who stay as allies and friends on a continual basis, in sharp contrast to 

the firm bonds of camaraderie that exist among militaristic men. 

I should also stress that there are few occasions when female suffering is utilized 

as a base to make more explicitly feminist points. It is believed that historical Hurrem’s 

first venue in Istanbul was the so-called “Women’s Bazaar” (Avrat Pazari), where female 

slaves were bought and sold (Yermolenko, p. 2). Later ascending to power, historical 

Hurrem ordered a major construction project in the nearby area, which has included a 

mosque, a hospital, an elementary school and a soup kitchen for the needy. The series 
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dramatized the construction of the Hurrem Sultan Complex as a direct intervention on her 

part in the Ottoman slave trade and as a benefit dedicated to women.  

At first, they buy all the buildings in the adjacent area to open up a space for the 

construction project. A senior woman, however, refuses to sell her house despite how 

much money they offer to her. Her aides tell Hurrem that they can just get rid of her, as 

by now Hurrem has already a reputation for making her competitors disappear. Yet, this 

time she furiously rejects their offer. Instead, she wants to visit the elderly woman and 

talk to her in person. The old woman, surprised to meet the infamous Hurrem Sultan, 

decidedly reiterates that she has no intention to sell her house where she has spent much 

of her life, she wants to die in here, and no amount of money can change her mind.  

Hurrem gets closer to her, and starts to tell her terrible journey as a slave from her 

village to the Women’s Bazaar, noting the importance for her to build her complex, 

which, according to the series, would exclusively serve women, right on top of the former 

slave market. Deeply touched by Hurrem’s story, and with tears in her eyes, the old 

woman tells her that she would have given her house to Hurrem for free if she has known 

about all of this (fig.15.1-15.2). The scene ends with both crying, and with a note of 

solidarity as the camera zooms to their hands that are clenched together (fig.15.3).  

 

 

 

Fig.15.1. Compassion Fig.15.2. Compassion Fig.15.3. Compassion 

“Traditional soap values of female solidarity” (Geragthy, 1995, p. 77) grounds 

Hurrem’s feminist sounding actions that are explicitly dedicated to helping women, 
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though these are rare and sandwiched in-between her competition with other women. 

Playing devil’s advocate, we can argue that such periodical reminders of Hurrem’s 

benevolence towards women also allow the audience more easily to root for her self-

centered journey of success at the expense of other women’s suffering and dispossession. 

The series oscillates between these two poles. It sometimes reaches to the 

extremes of celebrating individualistic accomplishments of the unique woman, for 

instance, once we hear Hurrem audaciously assert that: “Even if all women of the earth 

get together and start shouting, they cannot even silence my whisper.”15 At the same time, 

it also stresses the point that all women suffer the same in this male dominated world in a 

visually exacerbated manner, often by linking one woman’s miserable facial expression 

to another woman’s tears through parallel editing (fig.16.1-16.2). Hence, accompanying 

the exceptional woman’s rise to power and the emphasis on competition are the faces of 

women’s sorrow, when we see women cry and lament with a close-up to their faces, 

which play an equally notable role in the series’ overall affective economy. 

 

.          

Fig.16.1. Parallel Tears  Fig.16.2. Parallel Tears   

Even though the series does not represent women exclusively as victims, only 

Hurrem and a few other exceptional women are showcased to have some power and any 

real agency to shape their destinies. In fact, most of women in the series do not even have 

a name. It seems as if only the exceptional can get herself rid of the general conditions of 

female victimhood and do so by her individualistic efforts alone. Perhaps part of the 

																																																								
15 “Dunyanin tum hatunlari bir araya gelip haykirsa, benim fisiltimi dahi bastiramazlar.” Episode 61. 
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reason why these women look so glamourous is because they tend to stand out amongst 

other women whose little screen time is devoted to showing them, in the most 

stereotypically demeaning manner, as exclusively preoccupied by clothes, coins and in 

sleeping with men of power. Hence, the series confirms a major line of criticism raised 

against postfeminism that it is a self-centered enterprise with a negligible interest in the 

larger goals of feminism in seeking positive change for all. Still, I would like to end this 

section by reiterating and confirming Anna Gough-Yates’ (2001) comments for women-

centered productions. For all if it’s “contradictions and limitations,” Magnificent Century 

provides “pleasurable glimpses of female…strength,” as well as occasional moments of 

female solidarity to its audience (p. 97). 

 

Return to safe waters of masculinism 

Whatever we may find criticizable about the postfeminist emphasis on reckless 

competitiveness and so-called victim feminism, both tend to lose their narrative 

significance as the series draws close to its end. The series, especially in its fourth and 

last season, started to look more male centered. This is no doubt partially motivated by a 

number of unpredictable factors I need to mention. The chief scenarist of the series Meral 

Okay passed away in 2012, and, incidentally, a male scenarist replaced her. Towards the 

end of the third season, German-Turkish actress Meryem Uzerli, who played Hurrem 

until that point, suddenly left the show. Although another actress replaced her for the 

fourth and last season, her departure caused a noticeable decline in the series’ ratings. So, 

it appears that the overall masculinization of the narrative in the last season partially 

occurred as a result of a number of unpredictable events.  
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Whatever its reason might be, this shift of emphasis from telling women’s stories 

in a patriarchal world to a male-centered story of heroism rendered female characters 

two-dimensional and difficult to sympathize with. Thus, promising images of female 

power slowly left its place to a conservative ending, which could have afforded only 

excessively stereotypical roles for its women characters. This, of course, comes as no 

surprise; after all, it is fairly common for female power to be contained by the 

conservative endings of soap operas and films (Davis, 2007, p. 82).  

In the last one and half season, central women characters start to appear darker in 

their deeds. Alterations in their clothing also reflect this thematic shift. For instance, we 

often see Hurrem’s main competitor Sahuban Sultan dressed in a black gown with small 

arrow-like sharp pointed collars (fig.17.1), indicating the danger she poses to people 

around her. At a particular scene, she proves our suspicions right when she orders 

Hurrem’s chief aide to be kidnapped and thrown into a dungeon for spying on Hurrem’s 

behalf. She talks to her to get some valuable information about Hurrem’s recent plans, 

holding the helplessly crying woman’s chin in her hand without any sign of pity in her 

cold face (fig.17.2). Later, the young woman is found lying dead in a random room in the 

palace, presumably killed on her orders (fig.17.3). 

Fig.17.1. Death   Fig.17.2. Death   Fig.17.3. Death 

Central women characters gradually also start resembling the femme fatale 

typecasts of Hollywood cinema. In classical Hollywood, the femme fatale is typically 

marked by the power her seductive sexuality and her deceptions generate over men, and 
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she serves as a nodal point in crafting “the sense of woman as enigma” (Tasker, 1998, p. 

120). She pulls men into dangerous situations, often bringing moral corruption and 

misery to them (Lindop, 2016, p.23). As I pointed out before, we are initially told a story 

of women who are stuck in a patriarchal world which never truly values them. In this 

world, our central women characters suffer primarily because of the actions of men. With 

the thematic reorientation, the emphasis on man-made female destitution is turned upside 

down. Now, it is women who cause great miseries to men through their scheming ways 

and intrigues. 

There are several women who draw similarities to the femme fatale in his last 

season of the series, but the definitive personification of it is Nurbanu Sultan. In terms of 

historical chronology, Nurbanu succeeds Hurrem as the next powerful woman of the 

Ottoman palace. She gets married to Hurrem’s son Selim II, who becomes the next 

Ottoman Sultan following Suleiman. However, unlike Hurrem of the earlier seasons, little 

effort is spent in rendering her character either identifiable or sympathizable. Instead, we 

often watch Nurbanu as the chief instigator of Prince Selim’s moral downfall, whispering 

vile ideas to his ears and leading him to commit hideous deeds (fig.18.1-18.2).  

Fig.18.1. Deception  Fig.18.2. Deception        Fig.18.3. Deception         Fig.18.4.Deception 

Her sexual influence is not limited to him, as her female charms victimize other 

men too. One of Selim’s close servants falls in love with her; suspicious of him Selim 

decides to fire him from the palace. Nurbanu wants him to stay, as in the volatile world of 
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the palace she wants people whom she can trust beside her. She makes an offer to him, 

that if he agrees to be castrated, she can convince Selim to reconsider his decision. After 

using her magic charms, she does manage to persuade the young man to go through the 

operation (fig.18.3-18.4). Thus, Thus, the bewitching power of Nurbanu as the femme 

fatale both symbolically, as well as in actuality, castrates men. 

Unlike Hurrem, Nurbanu’s foreignness is stressed. Hurrem becomes a member of 

the Ottoman Turkish polity, not only in appearance but also through heartfelt devotion. 

For instance, when a princess from her hometown visits her asking for help, we are 

shown that her loyalty first lies with the Ottoman state. Nurbanu, however, continuously 

is signified as the foreign other. Furthermore, unlike Hurrem who gets abducted from a 

minuscule village, Nurbanu comes from a noble Venetian family before her capture by 

the Ottoman sailors. According to historical data, she was Venetian, Greek or Jewish, 

nobody could be sure. Thus, her status as a victim is less straightforward, and she more 

easily fits into the femme fatale role of historically based fictions that marvel at 

“representing elite women as corrupt and manipulative” (Ragalie, 2007, p. 2).  

Nurbanu insists that she wants a bathtub the way she used to have one in her 

home in Venice. She is warned that this is uncustomary and she needs to adapt to the 

Ottoman ways, both by Selim and her aides. Again, through her feminine charms, she 

convinces him to get one. Bathtubs are a usual household item in many middle-class 

families in Turkey now. But it also apparently stresses a break with tradition in the series. 

Hamam, the so-called Turkish bath, is a communal place allowing several people to clean 

themselves at the same time. In contrast to that, a bathtub is the private property of an 

individual. 
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A few episodes later, Suleiman and Hurrem’s hunchback son Cihangir dies. This 

is one of the most heart-wrenching moments both for the audience and the characters in 

the series. Cihangir, due to his physical handicap, is not a contender for the throne and he 

is an epitomization of innocence and goodwill. All the characters are sad despite their 

internal divisions. Nurbanu receives the news of his death in her bathtub. She does not 

show any real interest in his passage, displaying absolutely no sign of pity or sadness; she 

continues to enjoy the water bubbles (fig.19.1-19.2). Her emotional apathy and her self-

interested cold-heartedness is linked to her foreignness through the bathtub. Her 

foreignness that refuses to be assimilated becomes the marker of her status as the femme 

fatale. Differently put, foreignness, dangerous women, individualism and selfishness all 

are lumped together and condemned through the focus on Nurbanu and the bathtub. 

 

 

 

  

  Fig.19.1. Bathtub      Fig.19.2. Bathtub  

 The prominence of femme fatales also invites the creation of its opposite in a 

conventional virgin/whore dichotomy. As Andrew Spicer (2010) indicates for the film 

noir: “The anti-thesis of the femme fatale…is the figure of the innocent…wife or 

sweetheart who sees her role as support and solace for her man” (p. 329). Hence, in 

contrast to Nurbanu and other femme fatales, we have several young women who 

dedicate themselves to young princes, whose stories becomes the series’ major focus. In 
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short, the narrative complexity of the earlier seasons dissipates for narrative 

conventionality that blatantly favors male characters and celebrates masculinism.  

The most dramatic change occurs in the portrayal of Hurrem by the fourth season. 

In episode 108, early in season four, we are already signaled that this will not be the same 

Hurrem of the previous seasons. During the last scene of that episode, we watch Hurrem 

going to her eldest son Mehmet’s tomb. Historically, Prince Mehmet died from smallpox 

at the age of 22. Suleiman and Hurrem, who were considering him as the natural heir to 

the throne, were deeply unsettled by his unexpected passing, and Suleiman ordered the 

construction of the Prince Mehmet Mosque to his memory, one of the distinguishing sites 

of present-day Istanbul. In the series’ universe, it was Mahidevran, first-born son 

Mustafa’s mother, who engineers his death by getting him infected with the virus, though 

there exists no historical record to back up this claim.  

 

 

 

Fig.20.1. Conversion  Fig.20.2. Conversion 

Hurrem’s mournful all dark clothing is naturally occasioned by her visit to the 

tomb, but metaphorically, and more importantly, it symbolizes her transformation to a 

villainess. As she utters to herself: “the day I learned about my Mehmet’s news of 

passing, that day part of me also died,”16 in parallel editing we watch her men kidnapping 

Prince Mustafa’s lover Mihrinisa with her hands and mouth tied up to blackmail him and 

																																																								
16	“Mehmedim’in olum haberini aldigim gun, benim de bir yanim oldu.” 
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his supporters (fig.20.1-20.2). In other words, her son’s murder, though very likely he just 

died from an illness, becomes a handy legitimization for the scenarists to turn her 

character into a quasi-antagonist to open up the space for Prince Mustafa to emerge as the 

new central character of the series.  

Much of this last season is devoted to the over-idealized prince, and Hurrem 

becomes his chief nemesis. Dropping its original emphasis on women-centeredness, the 

series thus commits itself to tell a story of masculine heroism with an overbearing stress 

on young militaristic men who dedicate their being to their polity. In this new 

arrangement, the series can reserve for its central women characters only a sidelined and, 

for the most, part a negative role. 

This change in the representation of women characters is naturally gradual, rather 

than being cut off at a particular point. All through season three to the series’ end, we 

watch them getting darker compared to before. In previous seasons, women are portrayed 

as scheming and full of trickeries, but their overall characterization is fairly multi-layered 

and open to the complexities of being an actual human person. However, especially by 

season four, rather than conniving and scheming tendencies being among their many 

other personal attributes, they are largely reduced to schemes and intrigues. Alternatively, 

they are utilized as love interests to young princes whose stories start to be at the center 

of narrative focus. Hence, the initial promising tone of female-centered story line slowly 

but surely disappears. 
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Chapter V: Gender Instabilities and Gendered Power Reversals  

Feminizing power, masculinizing women  

Female power is a central pre-occupation of the series. It both gives a feminine 

presence to the exercise of power, while also presenting the masculinization of its female 

characters as a way out of feminine codified misery and passivity. Our central women 

characters frequently pass the imagined boundaries separating the sexes, and at other 

moments they mark their presence as women in predominantly masculine domains of 

existence. This tension between feminizing the power and masculinizing the woman 

emerges as a crucial component of the series’ gender politics.  

Needless to suggest, any form of clean-cut binary division, including the polarity 

of women versus men, is inherently problematic. Feminist scholarship has long been 

dedicated to deconstructing the notion that our gender identities, thus our gendered fates, 

are pre-inscribed in our biological make-up and instead has investigated the social 

construction of gender (Genz, 2009, p. 41). This social constructivist approach looks at 

the cultural milieu, including the consumption of media texts, as playing a formative 

influence in the way members of a society internalize and embody particular types of 

personal conduct as demonstrative of proper femininity and masculinity.  

Judith Butler (2011) points out that “gender does not denote a substantive being, 

but a relative point of convergence among culturally and historically specific set of 

relations” (p. 15). Butler stresses the primacy of performativity in the constitution of 

gender identities. According to her, rather being reflections of internal selves, 

masculinities and femininities emerge as outcomes of repetitive gendered performances. 
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Gender identity, thus, “is performatively constituted by the expressions that are said to be 

its results” (p. 33). However, these performances of gender never fully achieve their aims. 

They are rife with fractions and contradictions, and there are always excesses of 

implementation in performativity (Najmabadi, 2000, p. 148). Precisely because gender 

identities are more liquid than solid in form and can move in places, there arises the need 

for constant performative repetition to ensure their relative stability against the currents 

of change. 

Performative nature of gender identities is closely intertwined and is co-

constituted with cultural imaginings and representations. In that regard, particular 

meanings ascribed to masculinity and femininity alter over time, show differences from 

one society to another and can be fairly contradictory at a particular age and for a 

particular society. As imagined forms, masculinities and femininities are constructed by 

various social and cultural activities, which naturally include media representations in our 

age. Yet, they find materializations “as structured forms” in the everyday lives of both 

women and men (Dawson, 1994, p. 22). In other words, even though socially constructed 

they may be, they still are real in their effects in the way people experience and perform 

gender identities.  

Like any other form of cultural imagining and narrativity, gender identities are 

also suffused with dynamism, contradictions, continuities and discontinuities (Dawson, p. 

22). Hence, femininities and masculinities, both as they are experienced, embodied and 

represented, are always already multiple, fluid, contradictory, discontinuous, contingent 

and open to modification (Dimen, 2003, p. 74). Or as Raewyn Connell (2009) puts it, 

“gender is a becoming, a condition actively under construction” at all times and places (p. 
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5). In this regard, gendered representations and embodiments of gendered identities can 

also be seen as abortive attempts at fixing and temporary points of freezing for that which 

is inherently convoluted and subject to change. 

Anthea Taylor (2012) suggests that since we live in a society where gender and 

sexual identities are fairly fluid, TV shows that depict an imagined past age when gender 

identities are represented to be more fixated have gotten increasingly popular across the 

globe (p. 131). I believe, instead, the popularity of the Magnificent Century relies to a 

great extent on simultaneous depictions of both fluidity and fixity when it comes to 

portrayals of gender. The series provides us with a world where gender differences are 

neatly demarcated. But especially exceptional women often violate these lines of 

delineation. And it is this duality, simultaneous fixation and transgression, which mark 

the series’ gender politics. 

As I indicated before, female possession of power in a deeply patriarchal world is 

at the center of attention. For instance, we watch central women characters utter on 

various occasions that: “Men rule the world and women rule men.”17 Thus, we are 

introduced to a model in which men directly exercise power, without fully realizing that 

women are ruling them behind closed doors and through schemes. Yet, a main quality of 

our central women characters’, especially of Hurrem, is that they frequently transgress 

the boundaries of appropriate models of femininity, practicing power directly and 

marking the palace and the outside world with their confident presence.  

Herein emerges the tension between feminization of power and masculinization as 

a way out of female subordination. The series, on the one hand, show them in possession 

of power, while being clearly marked as women, over militaristic men and high-ranking 
																																																								
17 “Dunyayi erkekler yonetir, erkekleri ise kadinlar.” 
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state officials. On the other hand, at times the women achieve a position of prominence or 

save themselves from trouble through spontaneous violent outbursts, direct physical 

reactions and the performance of masculine codified dexterity and directness. 

We often watch Hurrem in scenes with Ottoman dignitaries and military men 

whose unconditional subordination to her is stressed by the visual composition and 

blocking of the characters on the screen (fig.21.1-21.2). Elsewhere, her womanliness 

might further be pointed out, such as when she holds a small mirror in her hand, showing 

close unmanly attention to her physical appearance, while again inviting absolute 

subservience from others (fig.21.2). The same is true for other women of nobility, and we 

frequently watch them commanding absolute obedience from military men. For instance, 

we watch Firuze, a fictional Persian princess, marching amongst lined up troops, who 

bow to her as she walks past them carelessly. While troops are dressed up in identical 

black suits, she stands out hyper-visible in a domineering posture with her blood red 

cloak and her gown (fig.21.3-21.4).  

    

 

 

  Fig.21.1. Power    Fig.21.2. Power 

 

 

 

 

  Fig.21.3.Power            Fig.21.4. Power 
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As for the man Hurrem faces some real difficulty in directly controlling, Sultan 

Suleiman, we often see her ruling behind the scenes. As the visual composition of this 

scene below indicates, we can think of her as a puppet master holding the strings in her 

hand from behind, rather than a secondarized person at the back of a domineering 

husband/monarch (fig.22.1). In her posture, she looks simultaneously subordinate, defiant 

and scheming. Her hands are put together right in front of her stressing respect and 

immobility, but the oblique positioning of her head makes her appear as if she is trying to 

be in the picture in full, rather than accepting to remain as a half visible shadow-like 

figure behind her husband. Equally notable, this picturing assures that she remains at the 

center of our attention even though she is not actually 

at the forefront of the image, especially since the only 

bright colour is her green gown sticking out from her 

dark surrounding (fig.22.1). 

Fig.22.1. Puppet Master 

The series makes frequents allusions to Western genre aesthetics in depicting the 

struggle between powerful women of the palace. We often watch our central characters 

coming face-to-face with each other in the long and narrow corridors. A version of the 

same happens in each of these frequently occurring head-on encounters. First, the 

opponents emerge from the opposite ends of a long corridor (fig.23.1-23.2). As they 

notice each other they typically look to their rival for a very brief moment, usually with a 

close-up on their faces (fig.23.3.23.4), then they start approaching slowly until they come 

face-to-face with one another (fig.23.5-23.6). The camera lingers on the faces of the 

opponents in slightly low angled extreme close-ups (fig.23.7-23.8), one of the staples of 

the Western genre, cutting from one woman’s face to her opponent’s to further augment 
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the tension and excitement (Hutchinson, 2007, p. 179). Westerns films typically have a 

lone and outsider hero as its staple character (Green, 2015, p. 132), clashing with forces 

that are larger than him and odds that seem unsurpassable. Likewise, virtually all of these 

scenes take place between Hurrem, the self-made and outsider heroine, with the 

nominally stronger and more established women of the palace as her adversaries. 

Fig.23.1. Duel     Fig.23.2. Duel    Fig.23.3. Duel    Fig.23.4. Duel 

 Fig.23.5. Duel      Fig.23.6. Duel Fig.23.7. Duel  Fig.23.8. Duel    

Head-on clashes between women also denote the double entanglement of 

admiring the success of unique women and pointing out the similarities of circumstances 

that oppress them all. These encounters are almost always coincidental; two opponents 

simply come across at each other, and due the labyrinthine structure of the palace they 

have no chance to avoid these face-to-face confrontations, unless they retreat and return, 

which they wouldn’t do. These corridors serve a double function; on the one hand, they 

pump adrenaline by bringing foes face-to-face, refreshing the exciting competition 

between powerful rivals. On the other, there is also a painful tide to this. Physical 

limitations of the space that lead these women to clash with each other in these 

coincidental encounters become the acute metaphor for the social confines that offer them 

no other choice to fight each other to survive, to excel and/or to maintain their stature. 
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Thus, the fated nature of these confrontations supplies a sad undercurrent to the usual 

excitement garnered from the sporting of head-to-head clash between near-equally strong 

foes. In other words, the competitions and the struggle for power that endlessly wage on 

in the palace are in-built to the very physical fabric of the space. These are tacitly 

expressed in the narrow pathways that provide no alternative routes but lead to certain 

clashes. Thus, the walls of the palace that surround their bodies both enable and restrict 

their movements, both in a physical and in a moral sense, while turning the place into a 

gladiatorial arena for the exciting power games. 

Christine Gledhill (2012) points out that in cinema generic conventions are the 

conscious and unconscious grounds of “all our imaginings and thinkings, offering both 

the resistances of past meanings and potential for remakings and resignifications” (p. 11). 

The series adopts the Western genre iconography of duels that customarily take place in 

open fields to denote power conflicts of women in the palace. As a result, it masculinizes 

its female characters by portraying their struggle through Western codes, as much as it 

feminizes the Western genre by decidedly representing women as duelers. On the one 

hand, it relies on the past connotations of the Western genre to fuel the excitement of 

conflicts between women, while on the other resignifying it with dramatic elements that 

point to the inevitability of female suffering under the dominion of patriarchal relations.  

The same filmic aesthetics are used in depicting the struggle between men as well, 

though these are signified radically differently. For men, it always takes the form of a 

morally significant conflict of good/honorable versus bad/corrupt, and their conflict 

always has larger societal repercussions. For instance, Hurrem’s two sons, Bayezit and 

Selim, the last two surviving contenders for the throne, agree on to face each other in a 
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duel in episode 133. Followed by their personal guards, they ride their horses towards 

their pre-arranged meeting point through the opposite ends of a tunnel-like narrow 

pathway deep in the forest (fig.24.1-24.2). Other than the fact that they are using swords 

and shields, their face-to-face contest is essentially filmed in the same manner as the 

fights between women in the palace through the use of the exact same camera angles 

(fig.24.3-24.4). We watch the fight between the opponents alternatingly between over-

the-shoulder shots, medium close-up and extreme close-up to their faces, and in two shots 

showing them both from an objective point of view, effectively copying what we see 

happening in the palace this time in the middle of a forest. The same melody that we 

regularly hear in the face-to-face conflicts among women repeats in this scene as well, 

but it is superimposed with an epic tune that combines the usual excitement of the duels 

with male ethos.  

Fig.24.1. Honor  Fig.24.2. Honor   Fig.24.3. Honor  Fig.24.4. Honor  

For the masculine conflict, there is an overarching moral structure that legitimizes 

this hand-to-hand combat. One of the brothers unequivocally deserves the audience 

sympathies and the other is marked as malevolent without a shred of doubt. Effectively, 

this is not even a conflict for power or the throne; the good prince Bayezit faces his elder 

corrupt brother principally for his honor, justice and the sake of Ottoman polity’s future. 

The series cannot tell the conflict between young men without placing it in a deeply 

moralizing frame, obscuring the fact that the brothers historically killed each other 
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ruthlessly for that one thing that the series presents as its main thematic emphasis: power. 

As one of the sidekick characters often repeats: “Ironic, isn’t?” 

Another example in the ambiguous representation of female power is sorcerers 

and fortunetellers who make a showing every once in a while, in each season (fig.25.1-

25.2-25.3-25.4). In the series’ representation, spiritual and magical power is primarily 

codified as a field of feminine expertise. These mysterious women are never wrong in 

their predictions, and their magic is always effective. Even though they do not have a 

notable effect on the overall progression of the story, they still are all-powerful with their 

link to the realm of the supranatural.  

Fig.25.1. Witches  Fig.25.2. Witches Fig.25.3. Witches Fig.25.4. Witches  

Practicing witchcraft, both historically and in the popular imagination, is firmly 

entrenched as a primarily feminine attribute and capability (Reis, 1998, p. 54). 

Furthermore, so-called “cultural feminists” tend to posit the notion that women, since 

they can give birth, are closer to nature and spirituality than men, and they have advanced 

capabilities of sensation (Dolan, 2012, p. 7). The series relies on the past cultural 

associations of women and the supernatural in depicting its sorcerers. 

At a particular plotline, Hatice (Suleiman’s sister) decides to take her vengeance 

on Hurrem for the execution of her husband Ibrahim through a female sorcerer’s help. 

This sorcerer commits “black magic” on Hurrem, which we are told causes to its victim’s 

slow and painful death. We watch a cloud of darkness flowing towards Hurrem at nights, 

causing much agony to her and disturbing her everyday behavior (fig.26.1). One night, 
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after another attack by these magical clouds that engulf her bed, Hurrem rushes in 

Hatice’s room and yells: “What is this, this darkness, this shadow, is this how are you 

going to kill me? I am not afraid; I am not afraid of anything and anybody!”18 We adopt 

her perspective at this point, which notifies us that she has a blurry and unfocused eye 

vision (fig.26.2). Hatice naturally denies any involvement in this, accusing her of losing 

her mind. However, we also see from an objective point of view that she exchanges 

mutual glances slightly smilingly with the sorcerer she disguises as one of her aides 

(fig.26.3-26.4). 

Fig.26.1. Magic   Fig.26.2.Magic    Fig.26.3. Magic   Fig.26.4. Magic 

Next morning, Hurrem gets only worse, can barely walk or speak, but she refuses 

to stay in her room. She does not want anyone to help or accompany her either; instead, 

she walks the palace corridors on her own. By chance, she comes across Hatice. This 

particular encounter gets closest to a scene from a Western movie complete with 

alternating close-ups and medium shots of the opponents’ looking at one another 

threateningly from opposite ends (fig.27.1-27.2-27.3-27.4). It is also noteworthy to point 

out that our palace women wake up from bed with full make on a usual day, which they 

also wear in the bath, during childbirth, or when they mourn, but neither has any visible 

makeup on this scene. Thus in an unmistakably Western-like scene, they also become 

men-like.  

																																																								
18	“Nedir bu? Bu karanlik, bu golge? Boyle mi oldureceksiniz beni. Korkmuyorum, hicbir seyden, 
hicbir kimsenden korkmuyorum!”	
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Hurrem questions Hatice again as they come face-to-face, asking what they have 

done to her. Hatice replies that this is only the beginning and that she will soon start 

“burning in the flames of hell.”19 Hurrem suddenly slaps her to the ground, climbing on 

top and continuing to hit her several times over (fig.27.6). At some point, a close-up to 

her bloodied hand shows that her fingers slowly clench to take the form a fist, the final 

visual token of her masculinization, and she starts punching Hatice in the face and does 

not stop until her opponent is completely unconscious (fig.27.7-27.8).  

Fig.27.1. Western Fig.27.2. Western Fig.27.3. Western Fig.27.4. Western  

Fig.27.5. Western Fig.27.6. Wester  Fig.27.7. Western Fig.27.8. Western  

Hatice does survive Hurrem’s fists, though heavily injured, and does eventually 

make a return to continue her struggle with Hurrem. However, without her protection, the 

sorcerer becomes an easy target, and she is found lying dead in a room in the next 

episode. The black magic of flowing clouds sent by the female sorcerer comes to an end, 

and Hurrem regains her health. Hurrem saves herself from the approaching painful death 

not by clever schemes or behind closed doors intrigues, but thanks to the power of her 

fists. She safeguards herself by turning into a violent man when it is needed to be. When 

																																																								
19 “Cehennem ateslerinde yanacaksin.” 
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Hurrem beats Hatice, it is the feminine, signified by the magic and secretive plotting, 

which gets defeated by masculinized Hurrem.  

Action films typically represent “violence and dexterity as the solution” to 

individual and social conflicts, and they typically center on the violent exploits of male 

protagonists, often equating rightful violence with masculinity (Gallagher, 1999, p. 210). 

If one leg of hegemonic masculinity stands on rationality and self-control, this is counter-

balanced by an emphasis on irrationality, loss of control and impulsive behavior as tokens 

of male freedom and daring (Forth, 2008, p. 28). In this regard, Sam de Boise (2016) 

even argues that male privilege, rather than working through an opposition between 

female emotionality and male rationality as it is often presumed to be, in actuality heavily 

relies on setting certain affective responses as inherently belonging to the domain of 

masculinity (p. 62).  

In the highly gender-stratified world of the series’ Ottoman palace, where inside is 

feminine and outside is masculine, intrigue and schemes belong to women, and physical 

violence is the mark of the masculine, Hurrem’s finding a definitive solution to her 

problems through her fists openly aligns her with an imagined masculinity. Thus, the 

visual composition of the encounter, as well as narrative privileging of dexterity and 

directness over behind-closed-door intrigue and feminine magic, represents Hurrem’s 

actions as an instance when she crosses the behavioural boundaries that separate the 

sexes. 

Hurrem’s emotional outbursts are not limited to this particular scene alone, and 

we often see her acting in a physically aggressive manner towards others, drawing her 

closer to a direct, authoritarian and domineering macho masculinity, best embodied by 
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her husband (fig.28.1-28.2-28.3-28.4). As Carol Clover (1992) indicates, “angry displays 

of force” is typically codified as masculine in narrative cinema, whereas “crying, 

cowering, screaming, fainting, trembling, begging for mercy belong to the female” (p. 

157). Unpleasant events and circumstances are rarely ever occasions for helpless tears 

and hopeless waiting, but moments for Hurrem to unleash her anger towards others below 

her in the Ottoman state hierarchy, or for directly challenging those who are nominally 

positioned above her like she does with Hatice. 

Fig.28.1. Anger  Fig.28.2. Anger  Fig.28.3. Anger  Fig.28.4. Anger 

Such crossing of gender boundaries is utilized as affective magnets to draw 

audience attention. Magnificent Century’s masculinity is a behavioral tendency that 

exceptional women are capable of embodying and enacting, as well as a needed method 

for freeing oneself from the burdens and chains of personal subjugation. As Heather 

Smyth (1998) points out, such gender role reversals, while offering the illusion of altered 

social relationships, actually leave in place existing social hierarchies, and reaffirm the 

foundational terms within which femininity and masculinity are defined and represented 

(p. 248). Hence, phallocentric discourses typically praise women for their temporary 

approximation and embodiment of masculine ideal (Spackman, 1996, p. 38). After all, 

even though these actions area carried out by women, it is the masculine that is being 

valorized, while what is deemed to be feminine is devalued (Smyth, p. 249). Likewise, 

while celebrating a unique woman as capable of enacting straightforward bravery and for 
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her aptitude for physical altercations, the series also exalts masculinity as a higher value 

to which only a few women can aspire to reach, and do so only temporarily in the form of 

an exciting transgression. 

Hurrem cannot occupy this masculine position permanently or unambiguously. 

The last shot of the episode after she beats Hatice is a close-up to Hurrem’s totally 

disconcerted and worried face (fig.29.1). Unlike men in the series, she cannot just pride 

herself for beating up her opponent. Crossing the gender boundaries brings with it a new 

set of problems. Hurrem needs to come up with an intricate plan to save herself once 

more, since the grave crime of harming anyone who carries the royal blood of the 

Ottoman family, which she committed it in broad daylight in a palace corridor, can only 

lead to certain death penalty. With a series of elaborate plans, she manages to convince 

most people that Hatice, still suffering from her husband’s 

death and psychologically unstable, inflicted these injuries to 

herself, and blamed Hurrem to take her vengeance.  

Fig.29.1. Destabilized 

On the one hand, Hurrem defeats her female opponent both in a face-to-face 

manly duel but also in intrigue, proving herself superior on both domains. On the other, 

and more importantly, the thrilling performance of gender boundary crossing necessitates 

a point of restabilization by a return to conventional gender roles. Hence, Hurrem, after 

enacting masculine dexterity in a physical altercation, immediately returns to perform her 

female-coded intrigues. All in all, the series, while often feminizing power, also has its 

central female characters embody the sort of behaviour that is deemed masculine to 

control their destinies. Yet, this passage to a different gender identity never goes scot-free 

or can be embodied for long.  
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Gendered power reversals  

Clashes between women and men can be seen as the hidden underlying pleasure 

of the series. Even though the encounters between women seem to be the main source of 

excitement, more subtly, but definitely no less effectually in terms of its affective appeal, 

we often actually watch a clash of genders and gendered power reversals between women 

and men. Women’s power over men in a patriarchal world is a major source of audience 

pleasure. In return, we quite often have scenes that counterbalance this in which the 

action-oriented masculinity appears to over-power feminine intrigues, chiefly through 

spontaneous physical actions. The notable point is that these affective intensities often 

follow each other in the same scenes, and at times are superimposed in a rather messy 

entanglement of complex affective orientations and re-orientations.  

A particularly noteworthy example of this duality occurs at the end of the first 

season. For the duration of several episodes, we watch harem girl Victoria trying to 

avenge the murder of her husband by assassinating Suleiman. She loses her husband on 

their wedding night; he gets killed in a sudden ambush by the Ottoman army, personally 

put to death by no one other than Suleiman himself. In scenes, somewhat reminiscent of 

Quentin Tarantino’s cycle of revenge films, in particular, Kill Bill (2003), we watch her 

in a white wedding dress standing right beside her deceased husband in intermittent 

flashbacks, promising herself that she would take his husband’s vengeance one day. 

With that aim, Victoria enters the Ottoman harem willingly. Since Suleiman is 

well guarded at all times except for when he is in the solitude of his private chamber, the 

only time she can kill him appears to be when and if she can get into his bed. Her 

miseries, however, are only exacerbated when Suleiman sleeps with her unexpectedly at a 
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time when, not bringing her dagger, she is unprepared for the assassination. Then, we 

watch her in pain tearfully washing herself in the bath for sleeping with the man she hates 

the most. Hence, even though she is codified as an antagonist, the series provides ample 

opportunities for the audience to sympathize and identify with her.  

Finally, in the last minutes of the first season, she gets too close achieving her 

long-awaited moment of revenge. She approaches Suleiman hiding the dagger beneath 

the serving tray in her hand (fig.30.1). We see Suleiman sitting far ahead from Victoria’s 

perspective, and a slowly intensifying action-packed musical score accompanies her 

slow-motion steps (fig.30.2). Meanwhile, Suleiman looks more annoying than his usual, 

playing with and eating some fruit, he barely stares at the woman he had slept with like 

two episodes ago, coldly asking her about Ibrahim’s whereabouts as she serves him a 

drink. Finally, she slips behind him and puts her dagger to his throat, yelling “this is the 

end for you Suleiman” (fig.30.3). The season comes to an end with a startled Suleiman 

sitting immobilized, not even capable of chewing the fruit in his mouth, leaving the 

audience at the apex of excitement for the next season (fig.30.4).  

Fig.30.1. Revenge Fig.30.2. Revenge Fig.30.3. Revenge Fig.30.4. Revenge 

Female retributive violence makes a frequent appearance in the global mediascape 

in our present-day world (Tasker, 2012, p. 90). Lisa Coulthard (2007) indicates that in 

present-day postfeminist culture, justified within an individual rather than communal 

framework, vengeful violence is a major mean through which “the action heroine enacts 
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fantasies of recuperation…and ultimate omnipotence” (p. 173). The series seems inclined 

to turn this cultural environment into a selling point by directing and urging us to identify 

and take side with Victoria, letting us wish her to be successful in offering to the hefty 

and supercilious monarch his due punishment.  

The beginning of the second season is filmed in a significantly different mood. 

Suleiman no longer looks startled and the fruit apparently disappears, even though this is 

supposed to be only a few seconds after where we left off in the last episode. This time he 

looks quite determined in his posture and his facial expression reflects an air of 

determination (fig.31.1). We can see Suleiman’s lips move slowly, presumably praying, 

thus readying himself to die before he starts to act. A few second before he moves into 

action, the same pompous and epical music of the war scenes, titled as “War,” starts 

playing. To use the musical tune that is otherwise only played in battle scenes makes no 

sense narratively, but it certainly targets the affective composition of the audience, 

getting them ready for physical action, and making them excited for the oncoming show 

of bravery. The most significantly, it demonstrates us that the categories of the soldier 

enemy and woman can substitute each other in relative ease. They are the different 

embodiment of the other that waits defeating for the man to feel phallicized. Hence, the 

scene shows us that man needs the other’s defeat and/or subjugation to feel masculinized. 

Fig.31.1. Monarch Fig.31.2. Monarch      Fig.31.3. Monarch      Fig.31.4. Monarch 
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Acting on impulse and swiftly, in direct contrast to his opponent’s months-long 

waiting and planning, Suleiman throws her to the ground while yelling aloud (fig.31.3.). 

Next, taking it from her hand, he puts the dagger to her throat and exclaims: “Who are 

you, the accursed?”20 He no doubt wants to know about her true identity, but the wording 

also has a second significance of asserting Suleiman’s dominance. She is nobody but a 

fool in thinking that she can, after all, kill him. Suleiman proves his worth as the ideal 

phallic man by saving himself alone without any help from his guards or anybody else, 

relying exclusively on his physical prowess. Hence, the scene this time directs its 

audience to side with him and enjoy masculine action defeating feminine intrigue. 

Such affective re-mappings, or at times affective overlapping when contradictory 

impulses are layered over each other, drives the series and constitutes one of its main 

attraction points. From being urged to identify with a woman who seeks rightful 

vengeance from the man who has caused her so much personal harm, we are directed to 

identify with the straightforward bravery and dexterity of the man who overpowers the 

woman who attacks him from behind, both literally and figuratively. Here in this scene, 

and in many others, audience engagement depends upon “the reversals of power” 

between gender positions and on the instigation of bodily intensities resulting from these 

reversals (Smith, 2014, p. 30). At first, this is the revenge of a miserable woman over an 

all-powerful and arrogant king, which is why we can momentarily identify with her. 

Later, it becomes the settling of scores by an androgenic young man over a deceitful 

woman.  

As Kathleen Stewart (2007) asserts, affects can be much more compelling, as well 

as “fractious” and “multiplicitous” than explicit statements and discursive operations (p. 
																																																								
20 “Sen kimsin bre melun” 
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6). Affects can be seen as micro forces that shape our lives and thinking in imposing 

fragments. They are extremely fluid, changing from one moment to the next, opening us 

to a multiplicity of contradictory modes of being, feeling and thinking. They may not be 

ideological in explicit aim or may not be recognized as such by those who are exposed to 

them, but this certainly does mean that they do not serve ideological purposes. They often 

precede our interpretations and cognitive categorizations of the visual stimuli, yet serving 

to uphold, on occasions to challenge, our ideological commitments. 

Margaret Wetherell (2012) emphasizes the co-constitutive role between affect and 

power when she states that: “Power works through affect, and affect emerges in power” 

(p.16). Power relations and ideologies are grounded in our affective commitments; they 

operate through momentarily taking hold of and manipulating our bodily intensities. In 

reverse, power itself is a source of affective and emotional investment and modulation. 

This duality marks the scene as well; Suleiman is in the position of ultimate power, for 

which he emerges as a point of identification, but his triumph against feminine scheming 

through male dexterity and physical prowess also ground the patriarchy as an ideological 

hegemony that invites our commitment.  

 John Protevi (2009) separates what he calls “political physiology” from “political 

feeling,” the latter is the conscious registration and subjective response to the world, and 

the former entails “the direct interaction of the social and the somatic” (p. 45). Political 

physiology refers to these moments in life when subjectivity is bypassed for the direct 

connection between bodily sensations and the political (p. xi). Political physiology and 

political feeling are often linked with each other, but they still do belong to different 

domains, according to Protevi. I argue that this same interlinked difference between 
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political physiology and political feeling plays out in the series as well; the ideology of 

hegemonic masculinity takes its toll both at the level of consciously recognized and 

subjective and at other times more so at the level of direct bodily sensations. Hence, the 

scene above, as it comes to a conclusion through Suleiman’s androgenic prowess is one 

such moment, and there are many of them in the series, when the bodily sensation makes 

its way to the political, to a large degree escaping conscious recognition. To put it 

differently, affective operation of the scene impresses on the body by its ideological and 

political re-alignment with and reproduction of patriarchal dominance. Hence, this proves 

us that social structuring and power operate to a considerable extent “at the sub or just 

conscious level of bodily affects” in today’s mediascape (Anderson, p. 26, 2014). 

Continuing with the analysis of such power reversals, the longest lasting, and 

arguably the most impressive, gender-based conflict is between Hurrem and Ibrahim. 

However, I need to stress that theirs is also the clash of two characters that frequently 

cross gender boundaries. They both have dual personalities and have double gender 

identities. Hurrem is an elegant woman who at times can be too manly. And Ibrahim is a 

brave and noble warrior and talented commander, who on occasions can be too womanly. 

He has a self-subjugating romantic interest in Suleiman, for instance, in one of his 

monologues he asks: “Does he know that he is my sun?”21 Another ambitious statesman 

also ridicules him for his excessive soft-heartedness and what is deemed to be unmanly 

enjoyments such as playing the violin and a general interest in the arts and craftsmanship. 

Hence, the two central characters of the series simultaneously involve both in gendered 

power reversals and gender role reversals.  

																																																								
21 “O benim gunesim oldugunu biliyor mu?” 
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On one occasion Hurrem invites him to a secret meeting, offering him a deal. The 

deal is if Ibrahim abdicates from all his positions and leaves the capital, Hurrem would 

forgive his past sins and let him go instead of killing him. Ibrahim laughs aloud and tells 

her that: “An eagle never makes a deal with a dove, because the dove is always weak and 

helpless. Eagle can smash and destroy the dove any time it wants to.” 22 The dove, or 

woman in Ibrahim’s bold assertion can stand no chance against the eagle, himself. 

Hurrem then smilingly asks him if these are his “last words,” after Ibrahim nods 

approvingly, she says once more smilingly “the end” (fig.32.1). As Ibrahim keeps 

laughing, she slowly departs (fig.32.2). After she leaves the large and dark room, several 

armed men enter the scene with the obvious intention to kill Ibrahim. As we watch 

Ibrahim’s laughter transform to a grim facial expression the episode ends (fig.32.3-32.4).  

Fig.32.1. Death Word Fig.32.2. Death Word Fig.32.3. Death Word Fig.32.4. Death Word  

No need to worry about Ibrahim or the eagle, though, at the beginning of the next 

episode, Ibrahim beats and kills all of them and survives the assassination attempt with 

some minor injuries, thus proving that his bombastic words have some real weight. More 

importantly, his adeptness in hand-to-hand combat provides yet another instance when 

action oriented masculinity defeats feminine scheming. Yet, eventually, Ibrahim loses his 

duel with Hurrem. Her meticulous work over many years to tarnish his reputation and 

reliability in Suleiman’s eyes is a main cause of Ibrahim’s death. In episode 81, Hurrem 

																																																								
22	“Bir kartalla, bir guvercin asla anlasma yapmaz. Zira guvercin her adim zayif ve caresizdir, fakat kartal 
onu istedigi an parcalar ve yokeder.”	
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obtains an important secret about Ibrahim that will finally bring his ultimate downfall. 

With a smiling face, she sardonically says: “Ibrahim Pasha considers himself an eagle, 

and me a pigeon…Since I am a pigeon, then there is only one thing that I can do. That’s 

to carry the information.”23 She indirectly positions Suleiman to learn about Ibrahim’s 

secrets, which are his undisclosed conversations with foreign envoys in which he presents 

himself as the real ruler of the empire, describing Suleiman as a lion and himself as the 

lion tamer. That becomes the final drop in the full glass, leading Suleiman to decide to 

execute his long-time best friend. 

Ibrahim’s execution is particularly dramatic, and in a scene, that lasts more than 5 

minutes, we are directed to both enjoy and mourn for his loss, especially signified by the 

combination of action oriented and lamenting musical tunes that are superimposed and 

juxtaposed over each other. Attacked in his sleep, Ibrahim fights his assassins gallantly 

until his last breath. Naturally, in this power game, one person’s victory becomes another 

person’s defeat. But the important point is that we are meant to have rather shifting 

identifications alternating between Hurrem and Ibrahim. Thus, his death can 

simultaneously be rejoiced, siding with Hurrem, or can be lamented, adopting his 

perspective. Hence, the series encourages its audience to assume shifting gender identity 

positions, as well as leading them to support different individuals. In short, as we watch a 

series of reversals of power between women and men, the audience is led to take 

affective pleasure, not so much from one character’s holding of power on a near 

permanent basis, but from these relentless power shifts. Whenever a man feels secure in 

his masculine daring, the series strives to prove otherwise by letting him be defeated by 

																																																								
23 “Ibrahim Pasa kendini bir kartal zannediyor, beni de bir guvercin. Madem ben bir guvercinim, bu 
vaziyette yapabilcegim tek bir sey var. Haber ucurmak.” 
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feminine intrigues. And whenever a woman starts achieving power over tough phallic 

men, spontaneous masculine dexterity reappears to settle the score. 

The marriages of Ottoman Sultans and their husbands prove to be the most potent 

area to explore the power games between women and men. These men owe their 

positions in the state hierarchy, to a great extent, to their marriages to women of Ottoman 

family. Historically, marrying an Ottoman Sultan was a favored path to reach high 

positions in the state hierarchy, as Turkish history is full of high-ranking state officials 

carrying the title “Damat” (the groom).  

At one particular instance, Hatice questions her husband Ibrahim, the Grand 

Vizier of the Ottoman Empire, about his whereabouts and why he is so late. She suspects 

that Ibrahim cheats on her because he accompanies a woman in her daily activities. For 

the moment, she is wrong—Ibrahim attends her on the orders of Suleiman. He replies that 

he cannot talk to her about all the details of his job; some of his work should remain 

secret for the security of the Ottoman Empire. Hatice gets furious and says: “What are 

you hiding from who? Your job is to serve my family. I am the Ottoman Empire. Don’t 

forget Ibrahim, if you will lose me, so you will lose your cherished positions too.”24  

Ibrahim does cheat on her later. At the watershed moment in the last episode of 

the second season, after learning about his infidelity, Hatice summons Ibrahim to her 

presence. She stays in the higher ground waiting for Ibrahim’s arrival while being 

positioned right below Suleiman’s portrait on the wall, which visually demonstrates the 

source of her power (fig.33.1-33.2). She announces to Ibrahim, who waits in a docile 

																																																								
24 “Ibrahim sen kimden neyi sakliyosun? Senin vazifen benim aileme hizmet etmek, Devlet-i Aliye benim. 
Unutma ki beni kaybedersen, cok kiymetli vazifelerini de kaybedersin.” 
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position right below that she is henceforth divorced from him.25 She later forgives him, 

realizing that Hurrem will be extremely powerful without Ibrahim as her main opponent. 

 

 

 

 

Fig.33.1. Husband and Wife Fig.33.2. Husband and Wife 

 Hatice’s sister, Sahuban Sultan, has a strained relationship with her husband, who 

is at this point in the story the new Grand Vizier of the Ottoman Empire. She hates him 

bitterly and belittles him frequently, but they both need each other, Lutfu owes his 

position to her machinations, and Sahuban Sultan needs him in her fight against Hurrem. 

Over time, their relationship gets only worse, and on one particular occasion, we watch a 

replica of the previous scene that I analyzed above. Sahuban is positioned in the high 

ground and chides her husband, the Grand Vizier (fig.34.1). First, she silences him with a 

brief hand move (fig.34.2), warns him that if he is not careful with his demeanor, she 

would divorce him, taking all his powers from his hand. Then, she walks towards him, 

and pushes him aside (fig.34.3). Lutfu Pasha restrains his anger by holding with his bare 

hands the candle flame as his wife departs away (fig.34.4).  

 

Fig.34.1. Humiliation Fig.34.2. Humiliation Fig.34.3. Humiliation Fig.34.4. Humiliation 

																																																								
25 In Ottoman era Islamic legislation, men could divorce their wives by uttering this sentence three times: 
“You’re divorced”. Women in general could not do the same, but women of royal Ottoman family had the 
same right as men in initiating the divorce.  
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Sahuban renders the de-facto ruler of the Ottoman Empire powerless and 

humiliated. Patriarchy relies on the male dominance over women, as well as closely 

associating proper masculinity with the exercise of power, physically capabilities and 

aggression (Philaretou, 2004, p. 13). As it is often pointed out, in this frame of thinking, 

giving power and control to women “appear unmanly, feminine, and pose threats to 

…masculine gender-role identity,” especially in intimate interpersonal relationships 

(O’Neil and Nadeau, 1999, p. 103). It is also argued that when men feel they are not 

powerful enough, they are more likely to turn violent to prove otherwise.  

That is what happens narratively with Lutfu Pasha in the series. He develops an 

obsession with hunting down and punishing sex workers all through the capital and 

closing down night entertainment places. The series uses a double narrative explanation 

for this; on the surface level, he is a pious religious man who despises sexual debauchery, 

drinking and all manners of sensual enjoyment. However, we are also told quite 

unambiguously that he is doing this more so to settle the scores elsewhere against 

women, as a form of retribution for his absolute lack of power against his wife. We are 

also hinted that he is sexually impotent, as one of the reasons for his enmity towards sex 

workers in particular and women in general. 

After learning that one of the sex workers is a Muslim Turkish woman, a much 

bigger affront to him, he immediately orders her captured and brought to his presence. 

After some shouting and lecturing on morality, he says that she will face the court, and a 

potentially heavy penalty. The woman gets furious and starts yelling: “Does your power 

suffice only to me Pasha? If people are talking about my infamy everywhere, they also 
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talk about your hatred of women. Everybody knows its reason.”26 Lutfu rushes towards 

her and slaps her in the face, shouting loudly “Do you wish to die, woman?” But she 

continues: “Is this a lie? You torment women because you cannot sleep with them.”27 

Totally enraged, Lutfu orders her genitals to be scorched by a burning metal object, and 

the scene ends with her screams as the soldiers carry out his orders (fig.35.1-35.2-35.3-

35.4) 

Fig.35.1. Crime Fig.35.2. Crime  Fig.35.3. Crime  Fig.35.4. Crime  

This last action brings an end to his relationship with Sahuban, as well as to his 

position as the Grand Vizier. After learning of the incident, Sahuban seems no longer 

inclined to continue tolerating him. A huge fight breaks out between the two, and after 

some mutual yelling, Sahuban finally tells him that without her he is nothing, and that she 

warned him before if he ever forgets this again, she would take all that he has from his 

hands. She repeats twice: “You are divorced, you are divorced.” Before she utters this for 

the third time to proclaim the end of their marriage, Lutfu runs towards her in a state of 

mad anger and slaps her in the face twice, yelling, “I am the Grand Vizier!” (fig.36.1-

36.2). Sahuban’s personal guards come to the rescue, saving her from his hands. Later 

Lutfu Pasha gets arrested on the orders of Suleiman for harming an Ottoman family 

member, fired from his position and exiled to a distant province for the remainder of his 

life, stripped all of his wealth and power. He is initially condemned to death; Sahuban 

																																																								
26 “Gucunuz bir bana mi yetiyor pasa? Carsida pazarda benim rezilligim konusuluyorsa, sizin de 
kadinlara olan dusmanliginiz konusuluyor.” 
27	“Yalan mi, hatunlarla is goremediginiz icin onlara zulm ediyorsunuz.”	
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intervenes on his behalf for the sake of their daughter. In this latest gendered reversal of 

power, Sahuban does not only avenge herself following his assault but also all the other 

women that he has so far caused pain. 

  Fig.36.1. Enraged    Fig.36.2. Enraged      Fig.36.3. Enraged 

Equally notably, the series turns her beating into a small spectacle of sorts. The 

audience is finally offered the pleasure of seeing this extremely vain woman get her due 

punishment.28 Sahuban, after her husband’s attack, remains on the ground in a state of 

shock with tears in her eyes. Too proud to allow her aides to touch her and help her get 

up, she stops them from approaching with a firm hand move (fig.36.3). After a few 

seconds of waiting she slams the ground while screaming in anger and disbelief. The 

actress Deniz Cakir, who plays Sahuban Sultan in the series, pointed out in an interview 

that the slaps were real, just to increase the visual realism of the scene and to garner more 

authentic response from her (Savci & Bolukbasi, 2014). Hence, for a TV series that is 

often marked by its exaggerated theatrical acting, the slap becomes a notable moment 

when they needed realism more than ever before. This proves to us that if not actual 

beatings, the humiliation of prominent and haughty women is a vital and recurring 

component of the series’ complex affective economy. 

																																																								
28 There is four-minutes long video clip of this scene on YouTube posted by the production company 
(Muhtesem Yuzyil, 2016). The comments section below is full of mix-gender commentators celebrating 
Lutfu’s slaps. 
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I do not simply claim that the series creates multiple points of entry and 

identification for a different audience base, in the sense that some audiences may find 

pleasure exclusively in the depiction of female power, and for others the demonstration of 

androgenic psychical prowess that settles the scores may be the main charm. It is even 

more unwise to assume that in such scenes women would identify with strong women 

and men would side with phallic men in a straightforward manner, thus watching the 

ensuing fight between on-screen women and men from the fixated position of their own 

gender identity. As Mary Ann Doane (1987) points out, in cinema both women and men 

alternate between feminine and masculine viewing positions with relative ease, as such 

“feminine and masculine positions are not fully coincident with actual men and women” 

(p. 32). What I suggest is that the series directs its audience to enjoy this very complexity. 

At times, it leads them to take pleasure from female power in an evidently patriarchal 

world, and at other times provoke them to enjoy reinstitution of male authority through its 

male characters’ unplanned, spontaneous but overpowering physical actions that save the 

day for them or allow them to punish the transgressive woman.  

 As Muriel Dimen (2003) indicates, pleasure, in general, inhales in oscillations, in 

cyclical changes, and not on the steady states, and “cyclicity, in turn, implies the 

oscillation between two positions” (p. 196). Similarly, the audience engagement with the 

series is based on cyclicity, on the repetitive oppositional formulas that are enacted by 

different characters only in slightly differing circumstances. Audience enjoyment is 

powered by “the relations between states of being” (Dimen, p. 196), by watching women 

exercise power over men in a patriarchal world, and in return, by men reestablishing 

growingly devalued and undercut masculinity as a higher value through masculine agility 
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and physical violence. Yet, even though both feminine and masculine forms of successes 

are variously celebrated and undermined, it is fair to say that at the end masculine 

dexterity is more privileged than feminine forms of power assertion.  

Impossible love and the politics of romance 

A major arena where the gendered power reversal is at issue are the multiple 

stories of romance that drive the story world. Besides Hurrem and Suleiman’s lifelong 

story of love, there are multiple other love stories that crisscross and replace each other in 

the series’ long run. Even though the series’ politics of romance cannot exclusively be 

reduced to power reversals, they also cannot be thought independently of it, which is why 

I would like to address them in this section. Romance emerged as a serious subject of 

academic inquiry especially in the 1980s (Hollows, 2000, p. 74). Two seminal texts from 

that era, Janice Radway’s Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular 

Literature (1984) and Tania Modleski’s Loving with a Vengeance: Mass Produced 

Fantasies for Women (1982) are still widely referenced in the scholarly literature on 

romance, upon which they are often based. The common point in both accounts is to 

theorize the genre simultaneously both an endorsement as well as a protest against 

patriarchal relations of power (Modleski, p. 58).  

Radway, pointing to the ambivalences of both the genre itself and the ways these 

novels are interpreted, calls reading the romance as a “profoundly conflicted activity 

centered on a profoundly conflicted form” (p. 14). She states that romance can be seen as 

a form of “compensatory fiction,” as it provides a fantasy escape for women from the 

everyday troubles and dilemmas of the patriarchal relations (p. 112). In this frame of 

thinking, dissatisfactions in real life circumstances and unmet desires are compensated by 



	 139	

recourse to a fantasy world, as romance offers a temporary relief to the limitations and 

suppression of the patriarchy.  

According to Radway, romance originates in “the female push toward 

individuation and actualization of the self” but, undoing what it promises, male 

hegemony almost always gets posited as the only real source of satisfaction in life for 

women (p. 147). The main issue with romance is then the solution to the confines of the 

patriarchal relations come from redefining them in an underlying patriarchal frame, while 

naturally safeguarding male dominance itself from any thorough criticism. Hence, 

Radway asserts that romance deals with some of the consequences of patriarchy, easing 

the tensions and even positively affecting real world behaviour, but does all of these 

“without challenging the hierarchy of control” upon which patriarchy is based (p. 216). 

To this day, there is a continuing tendency to depict romance as a kind of duel 

between patriarchy and feminism in scholarly literature (Bly, 2012, p. 61). However, for 

many, that is a duel in which feminism is destined to lose by the time the last sentence is 

uttered or last image is shown on screen. The main contention is that romance, in order to 

appeal to female spectators, first gives emphasis to female desires and female point of 

view, which then unmistakably get contained back in a patriarchal frame (Cook, 1991, p. 

251). The classical explanation for this is that as romance opens up a space to challenge 

the social hierarchies and expected norms of gendered behaviour, there arises the need for 

containment by an eventual return to patriarchal codes (Modleski, p. 30).  

In this vein, Hillary Radner (2012) argues that romance is built upon the gradual 

silencing of the female voice (p. 68). The core fantasy of the romance, that of being 

singled out as exceptional by an exceptional man, works only by the conversion of the 
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woman into a “silent shrewd,” making her talk primarily to express the desires of the 

male protagonist (Radner, p. 68-69). According to Radner, the romantic kiss can be seen 

as the ultimate epitomization of this moment of silencing, “the kiss as the sign of hero’s 

and heroine’s erotic engagement underlines (as another act would not) the silencing of 

heroine’s speech” (p. 75). Thus, according to one strand of scholarship, despite all its 

encouraging tone for female-centeredness, romance primarily serves to reproduce 

unequal relations of power between sexes by eroticizing and romanticizing the male 

dominance (Bly, 2012, p. 60). This approach noticeably draws closer to second wave 

feminism’s criticism of romantic narratives as primarily serving to condition women 

towards subservience and dependence on men (Hollows, 2000, p.72). 

Pam Cook (1991), on the other hand, argues that this is not always a 

straightforward process of gradual conversion from feminism to patriarchal re-framing, 

and the genre is full of contradictions (p. 251-252). Mary Bly (2012), likewise, asserts 

that it is too hard to pass an overall judgment about the romance. Rather than closing off 

the debate with definitive assertions, she suggests we would do better by focusing on the 

specifics of each text and analyzing how they speak to their immediate contexts (p. 61-

63). According to her, “machinations of hegemonic culture are far more complicated and 

time-responsive than can be described by wide-ranging statements” (p. 62). Joanne 

Hollows (2000) likewise insists that, despite scores of continuities and similarities, there 

are in actuality varieties of romantic narratives both within the same epoch and across 

different time periods (p. 73).  

Let me first look at a prototypical love affair in Magnificent Century. First, we are 

introduced to a military hero, Malkocoglu Bali Bey, who decides to settle in the Ottoman 
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capital Istanbul for a while. He meets with a young Jewish woman, Armin, in a 

melodramatic chance encounter. An Ottoman soldier harasses Armin, she pushes him 

away, he slaps her, Malkocoglu rushes in to help and saves her by beating up and chasing 

away the trooper (fig.37.1). Then, he gently reaches out with his hand to Armin and asks: 

“Are you, alright?” (fig.37.2). Armin rises up on her own and replies: “What is it to you if 

I am alright or not?” After a brief pause, she adds: “One goes away, and another comes 

by. I hope you all burn in hell.”29 Then, she departs away in fast paces. The first obstacle 

to a possible happy romance is that it is only Malkocoglu who thinks this can lead to a 

happy union after all. However, over time, things change and we watch Armin falling in 

love, and getting more and more subordinate in her relation to Malkocoglu.  

 

 

 

  Fig.37.1. Hero       Fig.37.2. Hero 

This is the same model that we see occurring again and again with slight 

alterations in most love affairs in the series. First, we have an independent and brave 

young woman; typically, her daring demeanor, at times even her interest in swordfights, 

and also the clothes that she wears mark her out. Initially, she seems to be in control of 

the relationship with the male lead. Gradually we see her getting transformed, all too 

willingly, to be more in line with gender expectations by accepting a secondary role 

behind the male protagonist. This slow and gradual transformation is reflected in the way 

she acts, thinks, and often in a visually expressive manner in the way she dresses.  

																																																								
29	“Sana ne benim iyi olup olmamadan? Biri gider biri gelir. Cehennemde yanin hepiniz” 
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Taking my example from another love story, I need to introduce Aybike, the 

fictional daughter of Crimean Khanate’s30 ruler, a young woman who is fond of 

adventure and swords fights. Initially, she looks, well, a bit like a time traveler in the 

Ottoman palace dressed up for Halloween with her leather half jacket, tight pants, long 

boots and her fancy headband (fig.38.1). She is ridiculed by other women of the palace 

for dressing up like a boy, and she firmly refuses on several occasions to wear gowns. 

This comes later, following a passionate love affair while she waits to be praised by her 

romantic interest. Once she starts wearing womanly outfits, we never see her wearing 

anything else (fig.38.2). 

Fig.38.1. Change Fig.38.2. Change Fig.38.3. Change Fig.38.4. Change 

Similarly, the love affair between Prince Mustafa, our central male hero of the 

season 4, and Mihrinisa truly starts off during a swords duel between the two in which 

she proves herself to be in excellent command of her sword, and they both inflict slight 

injuries on each other (fig.38.3-38.4). Only a few episodes later, though, she appears to 

lose much of her talent for fighting, waiting to be saved by Prince Mustafa when she gets 

kidnapped. We also notice similar changes in the way she dresses, and she never uses her 

swords anymore.  Romantic love fixates, and also fixes these women into an appropriate 

model of femininity, effectively turning their previous selves into exciting but temporary 

diversions until the norm is established through heterosexual love.  

																																																								
30 Crimean Khanate was a Muslim tributary state to Ottoman Empire that ruled parts of present-day 
Ukraine and Russia. 
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Strong women characters are said to be the mark of the romance, a rather natural 

consequence of primarily targeting a female audience base (Wohlmann & Reichenpfader, 

2015, p. 176). The story is often driven by acts of “female transgression,” centered on 

women who do not behave in ordinance with restrictive gender norms and expectations 

(Wohlmann & Reichenpfader, 2015, p. 176). However, this female transgression either 

results in the eventual containment or the punishing of the transgressive feminine figure. 

This creates a palpable narrative paradox in which in order to be appealing to the viewer 

female protagonists need to digress from social norms, for which they eventually get 

some form of retribution (Kolker, 2015 p. 273).  

Terrie Waddell (2006) even argues that contemporary television’s frequent 

portrayal of female transgression can also be seen as a form of compensation to keep the 

sanctified ideal of female restraint in place (p. 172). Her remarks may sound like an 

excessively absolutist conclusion as to the aims and effects of prime-time television 

programs. Nonetheless, it is still important to note that none of the transgressive women 

of the Magnificent Century do ever get any long-lasting bliss or a happily ever after 

ending, even after they start acting more in conformity with gender role expectations.  

The series is weaved through multiple and overlapping impossible love stories. 

Love torments the characters and yet offers them the biggest satisfactions in life at the 

same time. Love is always innocent and is often represented as our morally ambiguous 

characters’ central link with morality. Due to the longevity of the series, it may not be a 

practically feasible endeavour to count one by one every single impossible love story, 

plus it is pointless; after every single love story in the series is in some way an impossible 

love with structural obstacles separating the lovers from each other. Religious divides, 
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status differences, pre-arranged marriages, family obligations and other structural issues 

put up barriers that are difficult to overcome. For each one of these repetitive and co-

occurring impossible love stories, the same narrative formula is followed. In each case, 

love is put in a state of perpetual and heart-wrenching waiting, which vacillates between 

fears of losing and hopes for union or reunion, often times before the final moment that 

separates the lovers for good. Typically, before the ultimate disintegration of the love 

affair, we are presented with a final chance that rejuvenates our hopes to see the lovers 

united, thus furthering the emotional impact of final letdown.  

Let me analyze a love story that is both typical and atypical of this narrative 

format. It is conventional because it follows the same trope elements as any other love 

story; it is less conservative than other love stories as it involves a romance between a 

married central woman character and a foreign captive. Hence, the relationship between 

Mihrimah, Suleiman and Hurrem’s only daughter, and the enslaved Spanish doctor is 

both a good illustration of the series’ politics of romance, as well as a moment of 

diversification from it.  

In this love story, young, handsome and captive Spanish doctor, Pedro, is first 

introduced to Mihrimah when she gets sick with some red marks showing up on her 

body. The palace doctors can find no cure, neither they can understand the real causes of 

this malady. Pedro, of course, proves himself up to the challenge and manages to heal 

Mihrimah. Over time, the two get romantically involved with each other. Then, the 

enslaved man is given to Mihrimah as a gift by a high-ranking state official, a rival to 

Rustem, who just wants to annoy the jealous husband. Mihrimah frees him after she 

realizes that Rustem is likely going to kill him and asks Pedro to leave the capital. And as 
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their romance deepens, on more than one occasion, we see them standing right beside the 

sea as their meeting place (fig.39.1-39.2-39.3-39.4). In the dramatic climax, and in a 

moment, that is all too familiar to romance audience, Pedro asks Mihrimah to leave 

everything else behind and come with him as he prepares to set sail from Istanbul.  

For a moment, Mihrimah seems unable to make a choice between the excitement 

of the unknown represented by the open reaches of the sea and the relative comfort as 

well as the responsibilities of the accustomed. Eventually, again as is fairly common in 

romance, she rejects Pedro’s offer, telling him that this was, well, an “impossible love” 

from the beginning, as they belong to different worlds. She is an Ottoman Sultan and she 

belongs in the Ottoman realm; she cannot follow him, and he needs to return back to his 

home country. They separate for good with teary eyes and lots of fixated looking to a 

random spot as expressive of their immobilizing love-related suffering. 

Fig.39.1. Sea  Fig.39.2. Sea        Fig.39.3. Sea    Fig.39.4. Sea 

Like in the other love stories in the series, even though the agency is initially at 

the hands of the female protagonist, the balance of power shifts over time and the male 

lead starts guiding the relationship. More significantly, one way or another, we always 

have the figure of the young woman who is in need of saving by the male lover, as Pedro 

saves her from illness and emerges as the best candidate to save her from a dissatisfactory 

and unpleasant life. According to Sheila Jeffrey (1991), this classic romantic trope entails 

eroticization of the subordination of women, rendering women’s willing relegation to 

male lead “sexy” and appealing to both female and male audiences (p. 2). On the other 
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hand, Joanne Hollows (2007) argues that especially complex times as our 21st-century 

world might increase the audience investment in stories that involve rescue narratives to a 

simpler and more innocent world (p. 195).  

Mihrimah, holding the strings in the last moments of their affair, prefers to stay in 

her unhappy marriage, sending Pedro away alone. She declines to be saved, while at the 

same time validating the primacy of family over her individual will and desires. Thus, the 

politics of the series get a bit more complex than any straightforward path to gradual 

female submission or liberation. Ultimately, the real emphasis is the motif of 

unattainability of ever-lasting love and the last-minute evasion of wide glimpsing 

happiness for the lovers. I will come back to this in the last chapter because this same 

exact romantic trope is used in narrating the history of Turkish national polity.  

Love stories are also the means through which otherwise morally questionable 

characters turn out to be better persons and start embodying their best selves. Love is 

inherently innocent and can be juxtaposed to the vices of a corrupt world the series is 

telling us. In this respect, there is quite a bit of tension between female sexuality and love, 

with the former being explored beyond the domain of innocence ascribed to romance. 

The female gaze, moments when our central male characters become the objects of erotic 

female look, occupies a notable place in the series. Rather ritualistically, we see our three 

major male characters, Suleiman, Ibrahim and Prince Mustafa, one by one naked in the 

bath secretly watched by women who have a sexual interest in them (fig.40.1-40.2-40.3 - 

40.4-40.5-39.6). However, these women also share an interesting commonality: they are 

all at the margins of the story world. We can presume that the audience may not find it 

too easy and unproblematic to identify with them. For instance, even though the central 
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romance of the series is between Hurrem and Suleiman, we never get to watch him 

sexualized from Hurrem’s eyes. That’s not the only exception either; we never come 

across to such a scene of the female gaze in any of our sacralized love affairs.  

Fig.40.1. Hamam  Fig.40.2. Hamam  Fig.40.3. Hamam 

Fig.40.4. Hamam  Fig.40.5. Hamam  Fig.40.6. Hamam  

  

It is not uncommon for the male body to be an object of female and homoerotic 

gaze in our present-day popular culture (Pullen, 2010, p. 143). However, as the series 

demonstrate, there are vigilant negotiations as to which women are to be permitted to 

become the owner of a sexualized look. Andrew Bahlmann (2016) argues that in 

Hollywood blockbusters, “there seems to be a careful balance between allowing for 

stronger characters and allowing for the female gaze. If one is present, the other must not 

be” (p. 36). The stronger is the female protagonist or more important she is to the story 

world; the less likely we see naked men from her point of view. The series follows this 

formula by only permitting its sidekick characters to wander their gaze on the naked male 

body.  



	 148	

What is more, the bodies of the central male characters can only be the objects of 

female scrutiny beyond the series’ sacralized romances. An erotic female look is allowed 

to exist only at the margins. Let alone being a natural component of any romantic story, it 

is juxtaposed to the innocence of the romance. It might also be argued that since these are 

all subordinate or sometimes questionable characters, adoption of the female look ends up 

being more like a passing interest, perhaps even a guilty pleasure, and a fleeting, 

temporary experience of identification with the subject of that gaze.  

On the other hand, our easily identifiable central women characters’ sexuality is 

directly tied to romance, to the notion of one true love and eventual subordination to the 

male lead. As feminist scholarship indicates, since the beginning of Westernizing reforms 

in the Ottoman period, different modernizers have all shared the common interest in 

women to be used as demonstrators of Turkish modernity, as well as a foremost site to 

implement change (Potuoglu-Cook, 2006, p. 645). What they have also shared in 

common is a concern in representing the sexual purity of women as a backbone to the 

sanctity of the family and the national polity. Likewise, in Turkish film and television, 

sexuality is often reserved for questionable women characters (Donmez-Colin, 2008, p. 

143). In that regard, the series pays close attention not to force the borders of legitimity 

by directly challenging this emphasis on the sexual virtue of women by only allowing its 

sidekick characters to have a sexual gaze and engage in extramarital sexual affairs. 

In episode 28, Malkocoglu starts having an affair with a Greek sex worker, with 

whom he meets at an Ottoman-era pub/brothel Following the formula, a relationship with 

a sex worker, who happens to be non-Turkish and non-Muslim, is hardly representative 

of the romantic innocence in the series’ universe, thus instead, we watch the sexualization 
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of Malkocoglu’s body. His muscular torso becomes the main emphasis of the camera’s 

gaze, with some additional close-ups to her hands touching his body (fig.40.1), whereas 

she does not take off her clothes for the entire scene (fig.40.2). At a later scene in the next 

episode, first we see an empty bed in a mildly lightened, romantic atmosphere dominated 

by the colour red, then Malkocoglu is literally thrown into the bed (fig.41.3-41.4). Then, 

sitting on top, we watch her slowly undressing him again with close-ups of his torso. 

Fig.41.1. Romance Fig.41.2. Romance Fig.41.3. Romance Fig.41.4. Romance 

Likewise, in the short affairs of young princes with harem girls, more often than 

not, it is the naked muscular male body that is at the focus of the camera, often being 

viewed from the eyes of these young women (fig.42.1-42.2). In short, all love affairs are 

impossible, but only those that are dressed in an envelope of innocence are commendable, 

and the rest often provides a glimpse to more female-centered eroticism, which might be 

read as operating at the borders between outright illicit and exciting diversion from the 

norm. The irony is that women’s revealing dresses in the series have been an intermittent 

topic of discussion in Turkey. Especially conservative factions of society severely 

criticized the series for women’s low-cut dresses (Dogan, 2012). Indeed, the series spends 

some effort in eroticizing women’s body by occasional close-ups of women’s body parts. 

However, eroticization of the male body apparently has not really drawn anybody’s 

notice or attention.  
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Fig.42.1. Female Gaze Fig.42.2. Female Gaze 

Malkocoglu is nationally renowned as a character from previous historical movies 

filmed in late 1960s and early 1970s (Yedidal, 2009, p. 192). He is loosely based on a list 

of real life personalities who went by that name in the Ottoman Empire. Just like in 

previous movies, Turkishness, fanatical devotion to the state and virility mark the 

portrayal of him in Magnificent Century as well. With his downturn moustaches, he also 

appears to be a supporter of ultranationalist Nationalist Action Party of present-day 

Turkey, whose supporters are often identified with that style. Though his overall 

depiction is in alignment with previous versions of the character, turning virile and 

national bodies like him and the Ottoman princes into sexualized objects of non-Muslim 

women is certainly a novelty of the series.  

Turkish popular productions often picture Turkish men and minority women in 

sexual liaisons. However, minority women commonly occupy an unmistakably 

subjugated role; they are positioned both figuratively and literally at the bottom of 

Turkish men (Yedidal, 2009, p.193). Such scenes that give the primacy to female gaze 

and feminine sexual pleasure can be seen as partially resulting from the series’ global 

aspirations and its aiming for a global audience base. As Rosalind Gill (2007b) points 

out, there has been a growing emphasis in contemporaneous popular culture in 

showcasing women as sexual agents rather than mere sexualized objects and the series 

follows this changing cultural trend (p. 5-6).  
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The politics of romance are genuinely complex, and seem to serve multiple 

pleasures simultaneously that defy the binary notion of being progressive or regressive 

defunct. A good example of this inherent complexity concerns Mihrimah’s relationship 

with Rustem, her husband, the Grand Vizier of the Ottoman Empire. Mihrimah’s tenuous 

relation with her husband gets only worsened after her romance with Pedro. From prior 

dialogue, we do know that they haven’t had any sexual contact for a long time and they 

live in separate bedrooms. This recent deterioration of their relationship coincides with 

Mihrimah’s urgent need for him to secure her beloved younger brother Bayezit’s life 

from her father Suleiman’s wrath. Asking for Rustem’s help under the circumstances 

proves to be a challenging task, at some point we watch Rustem forcefully grabbing her 

from behind, apparently choking her with his right hand as Mihrimah looks 

uncomfortable, and telling her that there would be a price for her request (fig.43.1-43.2).  

 

 

 

Fig.43.1. Blackmail  Fig.43.2. Blackmail 

 

 

 

 

Fig.43.3. Blackmail  Fig.43.4. Blackmail 

As the scene starts to look like sexual assault, a close-up to Mihrimah’s face 

shows her taking pleasure from it (fig.43.3), and the same musical score of the usual 

romantic scenes plays in the background. Yet, this is a genuine threat, and Mihrimah does 
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indeed need his help to secure her brother’s life. But, it seems like at this point she finds 

herself enjoying the instant, and puts Rustem’s indirect request for sex into explicit words 

with a slightly amusing and erotic tone: “So, if I do not become yours, you will not help 

him, is this right?”31 The scene ends with both kissing each other passionately in a way 

that we never see them do before (fig.43.4).  

In many present-day TV shows we can sporadically encounter the “eroticization 

of violence” that targets unruly female bodies in an exclusive manner (Murrell and Stark, 

2013, p. 125). Thus, no matter how we can define transgression, the punishing of the 

female transgressor continues to be a major preoccupation of popular culture. This scene, 

however, gives us simultaneously the eroticization of a revengist husband’s sexual urges, 

the punishment of a heroine who digresses the borders of acceptability by seeking after 

love despite being married, but also a unique moment when an easily identifiable central 

woman character is shown enjoying sex just for the sake of it without any pretension to 

true romance. It seems to me that the duality of female sexual enjoyment and the 

punishment of the transgressive woman is rendered possible as these two cloak and 

negate each other in the same scene. She is shown to enjoy sex just for fun because that is 

for the noble cause of saving her brother and she is forced into it by her husband, and in 

reverse, the scene can approximate rape safely because we are told at the end it was not 

actually that and she was enjoying it all along. 

Another major issue with the sacralization of love is that it seems as if women’s 

moral compass completely depends on it. As with many other stories of romance, 

women’s redemption depends on finding the true love (Taylor, 2011, p. 133). While men 

who turn to evil find their redemption on the battlefield, for women this occurs only by 
																																																								
31 “Eger senin olmazsam, ona yardim etmeyeceksin, dogru mu?” 
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falling in love. In reverse, women who lose their love objects almost certainly transform 

into antagonists. To put it differently, especially by the season three, scenarists do not 

seem to know what to do with women once their lovers depart or die rather than 

converting them into villains.  

Sacralization of love, however, also creates some narrative openings for 

alternative storytelling practices. Eva Illouz (1997) argues that love and romance are 

powerful resources for a utopian vision for they center on the transgression of the 

established social hierarchy and order, momentarily disrupting the socio-cultural 

boundaries (p. 10). Romantic narrative affirms the supremacy of the individual will and 

desire over societal concerns and norms. Such blatant romanticization of romance might 

be of questionable value to a critical analyst, but I believe we also need to recognize that 

sacralization of love also opens up a space to talk about issues that would otherwise be 

difficult to address. Holding love as a higher value allows the depiction of Mihrimah’s 

affair with a foreign man and several inter-religious love affairs, but most radically for 

the history of the Turkish television soap opera, it turns the relation between Sultan 

Suleiman and his childhood friend and his Grand Vizier Ibrahim into a romance. 

First, I would like to demonstrate a certain similarity in the way the series depicts 

love affairs or sexual urges that are outside of its strict adherence to the heterosexual 

matrix. In episode 32, we see the Harem eunuch Sumbul entering Hurrem Sultan’s room 

carrying some garments in his hand. (Only castrated males could enter into Sultan’s 

harem). He accidentally bumps into a harem girl dressing up. He stops there without 

making any noise for a couple of seconds with a close-up to his face revealing the 

awakening of his sexual urges (fig.44.1). She eventually notices his presence, gets scared 
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but approaches to him to take the garments from his hand (fig.44.2). They stand there 

looking at each other for a couple of seconds while intermittently exchanging some 

casual words, then she turns her back and leaves.  

As Sumbul keeps looking at her, we hear a brief melody from a qanun, a string 

musical instrument popular in Turkey as well as in the large parts of the Middle East, 

signifying this sexual attraction as a forbidden oriental pleasure from the Ottoman times. 

Later, in episode 33, they once more accidentally encounter each other. Sumbul gets 

closer, leans over her and says that she can ask for his help if she ever needs anything. As 

she departs, we again hear the same melody from a qanun (fig.44.3-44.4). 

Fig.44.1. Forbidden Fig.44.2. Forbidden Fig.44.3. Forbidden Fig.44.4. Forbidden 

In episode 30, we hear this same exact melody on a different occasion. 

Malkocoglu becomes a trusted man to Sultan Suleiman, which apparently does not suit to 

his best friend Ibrahim. We watch Ibrahim looking in anguish and jealousy from the door 

at Suleiman and Malkocoglu talking to each other in close physical proximity as the 

guards close the door to his face (fig.45.1-45.2-45.3). Then, lowering his gaze to the 

ground he stays there for a brief moment in sadness. As we start hearing the same melody 

from a qanun, Ibrahim departs away (fig.45.4). The use of the same melody in both 

scenes reveals the romantic tension between Ibrahim and Suleiman, while again marking 

it as a forbidden Ottoman era pleasure.  
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Fig.45.1. Love  Fig.45.2. Love  Fig.45.3. Love  Fig.45.4. Love 

Several episodes later, Ibrahim looks again resentful when he sees Suleiman in 

physical contact with another man, this time Rustem, watching them from a distance with 

a discontented expression on his face (fig.46.1-46.2). While being jealous when he sees 

Suleiman with other men, Ibrahim does not seem to care about his relations with women. 

In fact, he fervently tries to put Suleiman in bed with other women to reduce his foremost 

opponent, Hurrem’s, growing power. It seems like Hurrem is well aware of Ibrahim’s 

romantic attachment to Suleiman. In one scene in episode 33, upon another attempt by 

Ibrahim to initiate Suleiman’s relations with a different woman, Hurrem says to him with 

an ironic tone: “Ibrahim Pasha, don’t forget if I will lose him, so you will.”32 They 

exchange glances for a couple of seconds in silence as Ibrahim looks a bit startled, then 

he turns his back and goes away without uttering a word (fig.46.3-46.4). 

Fig.46.1. Jealousy Fig.46.2. Jealousy  Fig.46.3. Jealousy Fig.46.4. Jealousy 

The series sporadically makes a point about Ibrahim and Suleiman’s romantic 

attachment to each other without ever expressing this in a straightforward manner. A 

particularly well-disguised scene occurs several episodes later after Ibrahim dies. As I 

pointed out before, the combat between Hurrem and Ibrahim leads to multiple plots and 

																																																								
32 “Ibrahim Pasa, unutma, ben Suleyman’i kaybedersem, sen de kaybedersin” 
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counter schemes between the two, with each trying to become the author of each other’s 

destruction. Ibrahim is eventually executed on the orders of Suleiman, a decision that 

haunts him for the remainder of his life. Sometime after his death, Suleiman discovers 

Ibrahim’s diary, and we see him reading it on several occasions. Meanwhile, as Hurrem 

gets caught red-handed in one of her schemes, her relationship with Suleiman suffers a 

major setback, and they do not talk to each other for a long time. But this is no unusual 

development; theirs has always been a turbulent love story with its ups and downs. 

Roughly in the middle of episode 114, we watch Hurrem writing a love letter to 

Suleiman, expressing at length her deepest love for him. As the last scene of episode 114, 

Suleiman reads this letter in his balcony, which is accompanied by deceased Ibrahim’s 

lamentation on love: “As if we are all in sleep and only those two are awake. As if we do 

not know how the roses smell, but only they can know it. We, in this world, are blind and 

in darkness, they are at the heart of the sun”33 (fig.47.1). 

The first impression we have is that Ibrahim seems to be describing the love story 

between Suleiman and Hurrem, as there is an apparent overlap between what we see and 

what we hear. In other words, Hurrem and Suleiman’s eternal love finds verbal 

expression in the words of Ibrahim. Then, we watch Suleiman entering his room and 

sitting on his sofa as Ibrahim continues speaking: “For those of us, who have never tasted 

such a love, love is all sadness and loneliness… For us who have been looking to find 

their mates since the beginning of time, there can only be envying.”34 Suleiman starts 

looking to the pile of letters sent to him by Hurrem over the years, which are all in a 

																																																								
33 “Sanki biz uykudayiz da bir tek o ikisi uyanik. Sanki biz gulun kokusunu bilmeyiz de onlar bilir. Biz bu 
dunyada kor ve karanlik, onlar gunesin kucaginda yasiyor.” 
34 “Ey biz boyle aski tatmamislar, ask bizim icin hep yalnizlik ve elem…Bizler ezelden beri eslerini arayan 
bicareler, bize yalnizca haset duser.” 
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small box on the table (fig.47.2-47.3). After looking at them for a couple of seconds, he 

switches his gaze, moves to grab a carefully packed book, Ibrahim’s notebook that we 

saw in his hands multiple times before. He finally prefers Ibrahim’s written words on 

love rather than Hurrem’s, and thus momentarily chooses Ibrahim over her (fig.47.4). 

Fig.47.1. Letter Fig.47.2. Letter  Fig.47.3. Letter  Fig.47.4. Letter  

    

We may start realizing at this point that Ibrahim’s voice is not just a random 

choice to accompany Suleiman’s reading of Hurrem’s letter, but quite possibly they are 

sentences from Ibrahim’s notebook. Probably these sentences never meant to describe 

Suleiman and Hurrem’s love affair. Equally unlikely, they are mere utterances on the 

general notion of love. These in actuality reflect Ibrahim’s melancholic thoughts for the 

impossible love he has for Suleiman. Based on Suleiman’ reaction to it, and his 

momentous preference to read Ibrahim’s book rather than Hurrem’s letters, it seems it 

never really was a one-sided platonic love affair. 

Next, still surprising us, Suleiman walks into Hurrem’s room, and looks at her 

lovingly and gently caresses her face (fig.48.1-48.2). This quick switch runs the risk us 

that our entire scenario might simply be wrong. At another narrative turn, as Hurrem 

wakes up and tries to hug him, he immediately backs off, asserting that he still has not 

forgiven her and she cannot stay in Istanbul. He firmly commands that she needs to go 

exile to his son Bayezit’s city. He then walks out of the room in a saddened but 

determined posture (fig.48.4), leaving behind a genuinely shaken Hurrem (fig.48.4). 
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Seemingly, he thinks if he got Ibrahim executed for a somewhat similar reason, he should 

at least send Hurrem away as a punishment for her actions too. More likely, implicitly 

knowing that Hurrem masterminded Ibrahim’s downfall, and being deeply moved by 

Ibrahim’s notebook, he decides to penalize Hurrem for the death of his childhood friend 

to whom he is also romantically attached. 

Fig.48.1. Departure Fig.48.2. Departure Fig.48.3. Departure  Fig.48.4. Departure 

  

Not being able to understand straightforwardly a character’s motives for his 

actions is not a narrative form that is customarily preferred by prime-time television 

serials. Such ambivalences seem to be carefully envisaged, not exclusively as a form of 

artistic exploration, but also to make a point that would have been difficult to express 

directly in Turkish television. The series operates in this manner on several occasions; it 

juxtaposes the immediately visible, overblown and sensational to covert meanings. In 

fact, it is more appropriate to suggest that it often carefully hides these latter types of 

covert connotations under the guise of instantly noticeable events. As we can see in the 

above case, Suleiman and Ibrahim’s romantic attachment to each other is hinted and 

explored under the cover of Suleiman’s love affair with Hurrem. Exploration of romantic 

love between men is not the only time the series talks to its audience through artsy 

codifications, and I will reflect on them in greater detail in the following chapters. 
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Chapter VI: Building the Nation, Building the Myth of Masculinity 

 

Masculinity and nationalism  

One of the most questionable aspects of the series in terms of its gender politics is 

that it tends to equate femininity with intrigues and schemes, and that it defines 

masculinity in stark opposition to it. Interior spaces of the palace, as well as the big city 

life, signify pleasure, intrigue, power games but also corruption and the decay of 

masculine rigor. The palace has a de-masculinizing effect on men; some of the most 

trustworthy and androgenic male figures find themselves a ploy in the hands of strong 

women, getting totally immersed in the power games of the palace. In stark opposition to 

it, the outside world and the province is the marker of militaristic masculinity. It is 

plausible to argue that depiction of the Ottoman palace as the hotbed for vices, as well as 

the locale where women reign supreme, is permissible to the extent that the audience is 

assured the heart and soul of the polity lies elsewhere, in the province, in the open 

battlefields, and amongst men who devote their being to honor, glory and to the sanctity 

of their polity.  

In this schema, young, virile and militaristic men of the countryside emerge as the 

real owners and backbones of the polity. Women, as it is often encountered in the 

nationalist discourses, are relegated to the margins in the construction of the national 

polity (Mayer, 2000, p. 4). Women’s actions drive the plot forward, and play a major role 

in shaping the history of the Ottoman state, but we rarely ever see them acting on behalf 

of the nation, or with a direct purpose to further the interests of the polity. On the other 

hand, even though they may not always be in a direct position of power, it is the presence 
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of militaristic men that assures us of the continuing existence of the polity, who act as 

guarantors that the Ottoman state stays robust as a political and military machine. 

Magnificent Century’s nation is primarily constructed as a brotherhood of virile and 

militaristic bodies (Mayer, 2000, p. 6). And these young men exist for an unproblematic 

identification with an imaginary national ideal looking at us from the pages of history, 

shaming us in the present for their selfless and total devotion to their polity.  

Anne McClintock (1995) points out that all nationalisms are historically 

contingent and gendered inventions (p. 352). Nations are “imagined communities” as 

Benedict Anderson (1983) argued, but not in the sense that they are unreal or imaginary. 

Just like masculinities and femininities, our national identities are brought into being 

through sustained efforts of cultural representation and performativity (McClintock, 

1995, p. 353). They are imagined; our commitments to our national identities are not in 

our DNA, but they are real in their effects, and at times they are painfully materialized in 

the murderous enthusiasm that they generate for those who are afflicted with them. 

Furthermore, there is a discernible dialectical relationship between performances of 

masculinity and nationalism, as they gain strength and validation from each other (Mayer, 

2010, p. 5). Everyday performances of masculinity articulate well with the demands of 

especially militaristic nationalism (Nagel, 1998, p. 252). In that regard, social 

constructions of national and gender identities are deeply intertwined, and they in fact co-

constitute each other (Mostov, 2000, p. 89).  

To belong in the national realm in the position of its guardian is primarily 

reserved for men, and in reverse, to belong to the national polity means one can feel 

manly, powerful and sovereign, becoming a phallic subject of history through identifying 
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with national figures. Masculinity is powered through its alignment with nationalism 

since guardianship of the national realm is the privileged domain of militaristic men. On 

the other hand, nationalism is strengthened through its association with masculinity, as 

one can feel like a sovereign phallic subject through identification with glorious historical 

figures, and placing oneself in a historical continuum as a descendant and inheritor of 

these splendid deeds. Nationalism purports masculinity, and the fantasy of phallicization 

and phallic power constitutes the affective core of nationalist ideology. We partially 

believe in the nationalist ideology primarily because it offers what is often denied in real 

life, especially in the thirld world context of Turkey, which is the fantasy of all-powerful 

and virile masculinity.  

As a social construct, if nationalism can be imagined as a balloon, we can also 

look at performances of masculinity as a force that blows air into it to make it grow 

bigger. The reverse can also be held for the construction of masculinity, which also needs 

in our age a controlled dose of nationalism for its operation. Both nationalism and 

masculinity breathe fresh air into each other when either appears to be needing a renewal 

and re-strengthening. As Joane Nagel (2003) argues, “the culture and ideology of 

hegemonic masculinity go hand in hand with the culture and ideology of hegemonic 

nationalism” (p. 249).  

The trope of national fall is prevalent especially in countries with a history of 

colonization (Abelmann, 2005, p. 57). Even though Turkey was not formerly colonized, it 

shares a great deal of similarities with ex-colonized countries regarding the way it copes 

with the issue of national decline in relation to Western Europe (Bilgin, 2008, p. 145). 

The threat of total destruction and colonization appeared a close probability in what 
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eminent historian Ilber Ortayli (1983) called as the “longest century of the empire,” in the 

19th century and beyond. The fear of disintegration is still vivid and is commonly referred 

to as the “Sevre Syndrome” (Kuzmanovic, 2016, p. 46), in reference to the Sevre Peace 

Treaty that was signed after the World War I in 1919. This treaty envisaged the partition 

of Anatolian mainland, but it was later revised in the Lausanne Peace Treaty of 1923, 

giving birth to present-day Turkey. Sevre Syndrome refers to the wide spread belief that 

Western powers still want to undermine Turkey’s power and split it into smaller parts. 

Nancy Abelmann (2005) argues that: “male loss or dislocation,” which may be a 

physical, material, cultural and social loss “provides a ready grammar for articulating the 

costs of colonialism” (p. 57). Nationalism, especially in the postcolonial context, relies on 

“masculinized memory, masculinized humiliation and masculinized hope” in its struggle 

to come to terms with a traumatic past and dissatisfactory present (Enloe, 1989, p. 44). 

Hence, the series’ focus on representing the trope of national fall and the cost of losing an 

empire through the fallen bodies of its young male heroes.  

Starting from the last years of Sultan Suleiman, the Ottoman Empire showed the 

first signs of its gradual and centuries-long decline and eventual fall. A notable point 

about this continual emphasis on masculine virility in the series is that the decline and fall 

of the polity are equated to the fall of virile young men. In the series’ depiction of it, a 

polity follows suite when its young and virile men fall. At the same time decline is also 

an issue that primarily harms men, as it is men who suffer the consequences of national 

decline in a most dramatic manner.  
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Amal Treacher Kabesh (2013) argues that all masculinities are shaped by colonial 

histories; they are developed through interactions with colonial powers or the colonized 

peoples, in reactions to them, and in re-negotiating the subdued status of a society and 

polity (p. 26). In the Turkish case, it is often argued that the long decline of the Ottoman 

Empire, as well as more contemporaneous and everyday forms of humiliation in relations 

with the Western hemisphere, has created “an inferiority complex” in the Turkish nation 

(Ince, 2012, p. 85). The combined effect of this fixation with past glory and the present 

state of affairs that fail to match best aspirations is a “national mood, which fluctuates 

wildly between an exaggerated self-importance, derived from being the descendants of a 

great empire…and a chronicle lack of national self-confidence” (Akcam, 2004, p. 39).  

Nationalism is always already entangled with the construction of our own 

personal subjectivities (Bauer, 2012, p. 63). Popular historical narratives play a vital role 

in this simultaneous reproduction of nationalist convictions and subjectivities (Bauer, p. 

63). Furthermore, filmic identification in historical narratives offers two correlated forms 

of gratification; viewers can experience simultaneously both personal power and national 

power by identifying with robust national figures, since defeating the fictional antagonists 

of the story world also means overpowering the opponents of the nation (Jeffords, 1994, 

p. 27-28). Televisual and cinematic depictions refresh the belief in the nation through 

identification with cherished historical personalities who subdue the disgruntled other, as 

they also provide feelings of phallicization in the reflected glory. 

What glorified television violence often offers is a sense of phallicization, and 

arguably this is needed the most when lacking in real life circumstances. When objects of 

televisual violence are foreign others what we experience can be conceived as “recovery 
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through aggression” (Gunning, 1996, p. 7), discharging of the personal and collective 

tensions, and repressing the inferiority complex by settling the scores in an imaginary 

domain of images and sounds. In that respect, it is also argued that over-emphasis on 

virility in Turkish film and television in recent years, which typically expresses itself in 

the form of macho type behaviour and gun fetishism just like what we see in Magnificent 

Century, reflects acute fears about not being seen manly enough for the significant 

portion of the male populace in Turkey (Guclu, 2016, p. 6). To put this differently, 

excessive attention to virile masculinity on the Turkish mediascape can be read as an 

indicator of masculinity going through a period of crisis (Guclu, 2016, p. 69). 

A major affective component of the series is intermittent glorious wars against the 

Western European countries. They can be seen as partially resultant from the inferiority 

complex against Western Europe and attempts at settling the scores in the realm of 

fantasy. Ottomans of the 16th century have fought approximately an equal amount of wars 

in the East and Suleiman himself led several campaigns against the Persian Empire. 

However, all actual battle scenes of the series take place in the West. Accompanied by 

bombastic and epical musical scores, we watch brave Ottoman troops slashing and 

running over the Western European armies at intervals (fig.49.1-49.2-49.3-49.4).  

Magnificent Century, due to obvious budgetary concerns and time constraints, is 

one of the historical series in the contemporary age that make use of the same aesthetic 

registers that were popularized by the movie 300 (2006) (Manea, 2015, p. 41).35 Defining 

features of this aesthetic register are excessive use of slow motion shots, digitally altered 

colour palettes and heavy reliance on blatantly non-naturalistic digital effects (p. 40). The 

																																																								
35 The irony is of course the movie 300 was much criticized for its Islamophobic and White supremacist 
representations, here the same aesthetic register is borrowed for an equally problematic but contrary 
political purpose of propagating Turkish nationalism and Islamism.  
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major ease in the use of such unnatural looking special effects is that they “help mask the 

absence of imposing vistas and large crowds” (p. 41).  

Fig.49.1. War  Fig.49.2. War   Fig.49.3. War   Fig.49.4. War 

Bill Nichols (2000) points out that in film viewing there is a dialectical 

relationship between our desire to see particular depictions on screen and our willingness 

to forget about their unreality (p. 45). In other words, the more we invest ourselves in the 

filmic representation, the more easily we overlook its ideological operations and its 

constructedness as a commodity. According to Nichols, cinema operates on this paradox; 

we simultaneously know that what we watch is not real, and yet we desire and opt to 

forget that knowledge, hence the inherently uneasy cinematic suspension of disbelief.  

Nichol’s reasoning, I believe, also explains the appeal of blatantly unrealistic special 

effects in narrating real historical events. They masquerade not only the lack of imposing 

vistas, but also let us forgo their obvious unnaturalness by playing successfully with our 

affective intensities as they make use of awe inspiring combinations of musical scores 

and special effects. After all, “the wish to believe is always stronger than the quest for the 

credibility” (Ghoussoub, 2000, p. 233).  

The glorification of military success is perfunctory to masculine and national 

virility. To conquer another territory and to rule over another population group denote 

masculine virility. For instance, Barbara Spackman (1996) points out that in Mussolini’s 

Italy national virility and Italian colonies and expansionist discourse were completely 

interdependent (p. 75). Similarly, one of the chief functions of these battle scenes fought 
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against the Western European countries is to garner the feelings of mastery, hegemony, 

and masculinization for the Turkish audience.  

As Turkish sociologist Aysegul Altinay (2004) asserts, “military nationhood,” the 

often-expressed belief that Turks are born as soldiers of their cherished state, is an 

authoritative and difficult to challenge official discourse and public conviction in Turkey 

(p. 30-32). From its early days and starting with its founders in the late Ottoman Empire 

and in the early days of the Turkish Republic, Turkish nationalism has rested on the 

premise that Turks are a military nation with a glorious record of military victories in 

their history (Altinay, p. 161). Furthermore, foreign or internal enemies have always been 

an integral component of Turkish nationalism since its dawn (Guclu, 2016, p. 114). The 

series’ intermittent focus on successful military campaigns, the widespread popularity 

and afterlife of these clips that are ripped from the series on video sharing websites like 

YouTube cement this notion and pay into the hands of this public discourse. Fixing 

nationhood unproblematically to military victories, and linking military triumph to 

masculinity construct men as the real owners and guardians of the polity, while 

legitimizing masculine control, and primacy of men over women.  

Suleiman’s main foreign opponent in the series for a long time is the Hungarian 

King Louis II (Lajos II). The hostilities between the Ottoman Empire and the kingdom of 

Hungary culminated at the open field battle of Mohacs at 1526. This battle is screened at 

episode 26 in the early second season. It is scheduled for the beginning of the second 

season just so that they would have had ample time for the preparations to film it at the 

interval between two seasons. The filming of this 17 minutes battle scene cost a hefty 

sum of money, 500,000 $ (Savci & Boulais, 2014).  
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For different reasons, the battle looms large both in the Turkish and Hungarian 

imagination. For Turks, it was one of the unforgettable symbols of the Turkish military 

prowess. Whereas Hungarians tend to “view the Battle of Mohacs as the central tragedy 

of their history,” as it marked the loss of their national independence, and it was the 

beginning of a series of foreign occupations (Johnson, 1996, p. 79). Mohacs brought an 

end to the once mighty Kingdom of Hungary, which was at the time significantly larger 

compared to its current borders. Hungarian King Lajos II and much of the Hungarian 

nobility, as well as “twenty-two thousand members of what the chroniclers proverbially 

called the flower of the nation left their lives on the battlefield” (Johnson, p. 79). The 

series ignores any Hungarian perspectives, and its depiction of the Ottoman-Hungarian 

conflict amounts to nothing more than a crude celebration of Ottoman military power, as 

well as Turkish nationalism and Islamism. It appears as if Hungarians, and other 

Christian foes of the Ottomans, exist for the sole purpose of being butchered, defeated 

and humiliated by the Turks. 

The wars with the Western Europeans countries are primarily pictured as 

encounters between virile men and a decadent and deceitful other. The series distorts 

recorded historical facts to represent the conflicts in these terms. At the time of his death 

at Mohacs, the Hungarian king Lajos was only 20 years old, and he was 12 years younger 

than Suleiman.36 In the series’ depiction, he was old, fat and foolish, more preoccupied 

with eating food and spending time with young girls than defending his country. As the 

Ottoman armies march their way to Hungary, we watch him feeding a young woman 

sitting on his lap grape (fig.50.1). Later as the final battle draws closer, he is shown 

eating apples while carelessly lying on the grass, without paying any attention to his 
																																																								
36	Lajos was born in the year 1506 and died at 1526.	
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advisors’ warnings (fig.50.2). As the main enemy, Lajos is caricatured for being 

“simultaneously over-sexed and under-sexed” (Nagel, 1998, p. 242), with too much 

attention on young women without an accompanying demonstration of virility. 

Fig.50.1. Virility   Fig.50.2. Virility    Fig.50.3. Virility    Fig.50.4. Virility 

Triumph in the battlefield is a fundamental demonstration of masculine virility 

(Nagel, 1998, p. 257). The ideal leader figure should be an erect and conquering force 

because he embodies and represents national virility on his persona. As Barbara 

Spackman (1996) points out, the fetishization of the leader signifies fetishization of the 

people and nation in the person of the leader (p. 90). The hyper-masculine body of the 

leader, especially in fascist discourse, is the most compelling binding mechanism, which 

denies the existence of multiple internal divisions and inherent heterogeneity of the polity 

(Spackman, p. 155). Thus, in contrast to the old and dysfunctional Hungarian king, 

Suleiman is young and upright. With sword in his hand, and being the only person on top 

of a horse, he appears as an ultimate phallic subject who sticks out from the open plains 

of the battlefield mise-en-scène (fig.50.3-50.4). 

Angela Dalle Vacche (1992) astutely observes that the chief socio-political 

function of the relentless exaltation of the leader is that it unites an otherwise “composite 

audience through the image of a male hero” (p. 37). The central negative impact of this 

adulation of the virile male leader as the nation’s best hope to reach the days of might and 

munificence is that it creates a dark potentiality for excessive emotional attachments to an 

actual person who might be considered to have approximated these characteristics, thus 
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opening the doors to authoritarianism and dictatorship. This last point is hard to sidestep 

in the present-day context of Turkey. It has been the unfortunate fate of Turkish society 

in recent years that a significant portion of the populace have elevated President Tayyip 

Erdogan to a semi-sacred status, as the ideal male person who leads, corrects, fights the 

evildoers and delivers prosperity. 

 The emphasis on male leader’s virility has been of paramount importance for all 

of the competing factions of Turkish nationalism. Even in the 1930s in Kemal Ataturk’s 

time when Ottoman history was being officially discarded, Sultan Suleiman was still part 

of Turkish history books that mentioned his conquests in glorious terms (Donmez-Colin, 

2008, p. 34). Kemal Ataturk himself likewise has been imagined as a virile male, so much 

so that when a museum ordered the wax statue of him, there was great public debate in 

2000s (Icgen, 2013). The reason for it because people thought the statue was too short to 

represent historical Kemal. That was his actual height, yet the museum ordered a bigger 

statue against criticism. Likewise, thinness of his speaking voice has been another issue 

of contention, and it was a public relief when the surviving tapes from his time were 

properly restored, as it was discovered that his actual voice was not quite that thin.  

However, during the AKP years of governance, exaltation of the Ottoman Sultans, 

celebrations of conquests and stories of martyrdom reached their zenith (Ersoy, 2015, p. 

248). Hence, we can see the materialization of it in the series’ intermittent focus on 

representing Suleiman and other central male characters as the ultimate embodiments of 

virility and self-sacrificial devotion to their polity. These recurrent portrayals of military 

might “construct a national subject performed as Ottoman, Islamic, and male” (Cinar, 

2001, p. 376).  
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We often encounter the sexualisation of military victories and the representation 

of sexual encounters through militaristic terms. In other words, sexual and military 

prowess is intertwined and defined as mirroring each other. In this respect, Suleiman’s 

exuberant sexuality, especially in the early seasons, can also be considered as a reflection 

of his personification of phallic masculinity, especially as “the notion that real 

masculinity must erupt beyond the boundaries of the monogamous family” continues to 

prevail in the 21st century (Albrecht, 2016, p. 56).  

A blatant example of this entanglement comes from Prince Mustafa’s short-lived 

liaison with a wealthy foreign merchant woman. Signora Gabriela shows a close and 

slightly suspicious interest in Prince Mustafa, who seems to be both attracted to and 

distrustful of her. We later learn that there are some people who are blackmailing her to 

gain the young Prince’s attention in return for her younger sister’s life. At a meeting at 

her home, we watch them sitting at the opposite ends of a long table (fig.51.1-51.2-51.3). 

This long table makes an appearance every once in a while, in the series to visually 

denote simultaneous proximity and distance between two characters.  

She tells him in a somewhat erotic tone that she would be much pleased to be his 

host in her hometown on the Chios Island. The island Chios is likely the place where he 

would be taken captive by those who threaten Signora. For this to occur, Signora should 

first take him as her captive through her womanly charms. Mustafa replies assertively and 

suggestively: “To a land that is not of Ottoman possession, I shall go only to conquer, 

Signora.”37 He is not going to be taken prisoner neither in Chios nor by Signora. His 

relation with charming foreign soil, as well as an upscale and intriguing foreign woman, 

can only be one and the same: the conquest.  
																																																								
37	“Osmanli topragi olmayan bir yere ancak fethetmek uzere giderim Sinyora”	
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Fig.51.1. The Table Fig.51.2. The Table  Fig.51.3. The Table 

Possession of power is the central pillar of hegemonic masculinities, and the most 

entrenched illusion of masculinity is that power is simply there for the taking by real men 

(Kabesh, 2013, p. 111). Since this cannot possibly be true in the lives of actual men, the 

subordination of nonhegemonic masculinities and femininities is the main channel 

through which male power is asserted and maintained (Charlebois, 2011, p. 32). 

Masculinity needs its other against which to define itself in hegemonic form, and it builds 

the figure of the denigrated woman or subjugated and womanized man as its natural 

counterparts (Kabesh, 2013, p. 91).  

“Compulsive masculinity” needs to humiliate and exercise power over women 

and other men, more so when people feel anxious and have doubts about the state of their 

masculinity (Kabesh, 2013, p. 98). Unwanted aspects of the self, such as the lack of 

power and declining belief in one’s masculine capabilities are denied having existed at all 

and are superseded by reflecting it on others (Kabesh, 2013, p. 111). In this vein, 

masculinity and nationalism enjoy a close affinity, other than the fact that they both are 

socially and culturally constructed, the empowerment of either one of them almost always 

depends on the symbolic and material disempowerment of others (Mayer, 2000, p. 1). 

 Televisual humiliation of women and nonhegemonic masculinities serve to boost 

audiences’ sense of masculinity through identification with on-screen characters. It 

provides a point of phallicization that we can transfer from the fictional world of the 
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series to our real-life circumstances. Just like Amal Kabesh argues, the more we get 

embroiled in the illusions of hegemonic masculinity, the more mythic narrations and lies 

we need to keep the illusion going and to mask the fundamental fact that we are far from 

even approaching what these illusory tales promise (p. 111).  

Turkish national identity has historically come into existence based on a 

fundamental ambivalence, a simultaneous grudge against the West and yet a deep and 

often unfulfilled desire for a Western life style (Ahiska, 2003, p. 351). This ambivalence 

should be seen as the natural conclusion of the lived and imagined experience of 

inferiority against the Western world, which fuel the desire to be like the West, as the 

West also becomes a source of resentment. In that regard, representations of the West 

have always been vital components in the construction of Turkish national identity, 

serving as the constitutive other without which Turkishness would have had hard time 

even in existing as a primary source of identification. We should also note that historic 

injustices committed by the major Western powers have fueled the popular resentment 

among Turkish populace (Gocek, 2011, p. 114). 

As Asuman Suner (2011) indicates, recent years in Turkey have seen a notable 

increase in the confrontation between Turkishness and an imagined Western world, 

which is often portrayed as an undifferentiated unity (p. 143). Indeed, denigration of the 

West often appears to be a major source of public entertainment in Magnificent Century 

as well. We recurrently watch Suleiman and Ottoman viziers bent on degrading Western 

emissaries and governors. These scenes are typically accompanied by the high pitch 

musical tones of the battle scenes, reminding us that the combat victories too, after all, 

are partially about the enjoyment of the mortification of the other.  
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For instance, in one of the many such crude denigrations of Western men, a local 

Christian governor literally crawls towards Suleiman’s throne to kiss the lower legs of the 

wooden framework in a portrayal of complete subservience, whereas Suleiman stands 

firm and straight, does not even look at the man (fig.52.1-52.2). Besides Suleiman, his 

representatives also disparage Western emissaries on virtually every occasion they meet 

with them. Ottoman governors are typically filmed in extreme low angle shots, stressing 

their power, and representatives of foreign governments are shown in a subjugated form 

(fig.52.3-52.4). The compulsive drive to hegemonic masculinity needs intermittent acts of 

repetition that would cloak the lack of it in real life, and would serve as buffer zones 

between the intrusion of the real and the fantasized greatness. Furthermore, it can also be 

argued that another cultural functioning of such scenes is that the nation gets eroticized 

through identification with on-screen men who subdue and subjugate the scorned other.  

 Fig.52.1. Subjugation Fig.52.2. Subjugation Fig.52.3. Subjugation Fig.52.4. Subjugation  

Perhaps, you might be asking what is it so ambivalent about these scenes as they 

seem to be all about crude and straightforward acts of disparagement of Western 

emissaries. What gives them an ambivalent tide is the need for the Western man to fully 

accept his subjugated status. Even in affirming control over the other, habitually unstable 

Turkish claims to supremacy still need the other’s confirmation of its elevated status. In 

some other scenes, this point is rendered clearer when a foreign envoy starts recounting 

extensively the might of Suleiman’s armies and his personal masculine vigor as opposed 

to the helplessness of Western polities and monarchs. Turkishness seems to be incapable 
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of fully immersing itself in delusions of grandeur without incorporating the other’s 

confirming voice in its self-imagining. 

I believe I also need to point out that the series does not picture a totally 

imaginary portrayal of military might. This was after all indeed the empire’s “magnificent 

century” in terms of its military capabilities. Ottoman military strength was seen as the 

foremost existential threat to Western Europe up until late 17th century when its decline 

became increasingly visible. Many foreign ambassadors drew a bleak picture to their 

homelands about the strength of Suleiman’s armies, typically representing it as an 

invincible power. A Venetian official, shortly before the Battle of Mohacs, sardonically 

reported that: “If things go like this, ultimately we will all turn Turk” (Deringil, 2007, p. 

712). The ottomans often appeared as an object of envy and a force to emulate, in 

complete contrast to mostly later Orientalist depictions. Busbecq, the ambassador of the 

Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand I, wrote in a report that: “On their side are the resources 

of a mighty empire… habituation to victory, endurance of toil, unity, order, discipline, 

frugality and watchfulness. On our side is public poverty, private luxury…lack of 

endurance and training…. Can we doubt what the result will be?” (O’Brien, 2009, p. 75) 

The important point surely is not to what extent the series’ portrayal of the 

Ottoman past and its military strength is historically accurate, but what it does to the 

present, and what it reveals to us about our context of living. After all, acts of recollection 

often serve particular cultural purposes and speak to their current contexts. There is an 

undeniable link between remembering and forgetting. What we remember and what we 

forget are always already bound together. We cannot remember without forgetting, and 

we cannot forget without remembering (Billig, 1991, p. 142). In other words, what we 
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remember in the present is directed towards a concomitant act of forgetting and is made 

possible through it. We use memories and historical narratives to conceal other memories 

and historical narratives (Kabesh, p. 151). Then, the natural question is, what this 

particular practice of collective memory makes us forget?  

Otto Bauer (2012) indicates that since individual subjectivity and nation are so 

deeply entangled, any perceived offense against the nation is often understood as an 

offense to one’s very being (p. 63). However, he misses a vital point, as he does not take 

into account the gendered constitution of the nation. As I argued several times over, such 

remembrances primarily serve to phallicize the polity. And this is what, I argue, precisely 

renders alternative ways of looking into the past effectively a near impossible task in the 

Turkish case. When a polity chose to remember its past as an exclusively or 

predominantly glorious record of military victories, as a token to feel masculine through 

acts of remembering, just like the Turkish polity to a large extent and for long has been 

doing, then any other form of remembrance and different ways of talking about the past 

becomes offenses into the heart of masculinity itself in the way it has come to be 

constructed. Thus, a more honest look into the depths and complexities of history is 

barred by turning history into a foundational fiction to serve the concomitant purpose of 

maintaining and reproducing hegemonic masculinity and nationalist ideology.  

Modern Turkish history is full of dark spots and major acts of violence, primarily 

the Armenian genocide and atrocities against the Kurds. Turkish society is desperately 

incapable of facing up to them, despite the overwhelming evidence proving the historical 

reality of these dreadful murders. Saturated by a collection of popular as well as official 

historical narratives that primarily provide the sense of masculinization, it seems to me 
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that Turkish society is not yet willing to compromise its sense of masculine prowess 

through the inclusion of fragments of memory that problematize and threaten the 

constructed phallic power with the prospect of its near total disappearance. This same 

drive to phallicization through history needs to be seen as a central appeal and component 

of neo-Ottomanism as well. 

In the series, we occasionally encounter such moments when Ottoman 

multiculturalism is praised. For instance, the Grand Vizier Rustem is against the arrival of 

Jewish refugees in the Ottoman soil. Suleiman explains to him why it is important to have 

them as they stand in front of a table full of different varieties of flowers (fig.53.1). 

Suleiman asks the guards to remove all the flowers except the yellow ones. Pointing to 

the half-emptied desk, he asks Rustem which looks better, the previous table full of 

different colours or the current one with only yellow flowers (fig.53.2). As Rustem 

replies that he liked the previous one better, Suleiman tells him that this is also the reason 

why they need Jewish migrants in the Ottoman Empire. This dialogue also reveals us the 

inherently paternalistic side of neo-Ottoman multi-culturalism that serves to position the 

national subject as the other’s protector and savior. 

 

 

 

 

 Fig.53.1. Multiculturalism Fig.53.2. Multiculturalism   

Notoriously, current President of Turkey, Tayyip Erdogan, as a chief proponent of 

neo-Ottomanism, attacked Magnificent Century on numerous occasions. Basically, the 

central problem was that Suleiman of the series was not exactly what neo-Ottomanists 
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would have liked to see him to be. Erdogan denounced the series in a public meeting 

saying that: “We do not know such a Suleiman. He spent 30 years on horseback, not in 

the palace, not what you see in that series” (Toksabay, 2012). Thus, the excesses of time 

Suleiman spends in the palace are the main issue of contention; when he is supposed to 

be the idealization of militaristic masculinity committed to his cause and polity. Even 

though the series represents him well in conformity with these expectations, this is still 

not enough. Gods of Neo-Ottomanism need a consistent and unfailing portrayal of 

militaristic masculinity for this entire political project to be fueled and continue to 

maintain its appeal for the masses of people in Turkey. Hence, with all of its internal 

conflicts, there is a major aspect that unites the present-day Turkish society, and that is 

the certain need of historical figures to consistently remind the Turkish populace that it 

was and is primarily a community of phallic men. 

Peripheral masculinities 

If nationalism and masculinity are balloons that need their pairs and a periodical 

breathing of air, as I previously claimed them to be, then too much air also means risking 

blowing up the balloon. In other words, too much stress on militaristic masculinity is a 

heavy burden on men, which needs to be softened by alternative depictions of manhood. 

Likewise, the militaristic character of the nation needs to be counter-balanced by 

intermittent alternative portrayals. 

As it is often argued, hegemonic masculinity does not entail an unchanging 

monolith, but it gets modified by partially incorporating elements from other gender 

identities that are deemed to be its opposites (Buchbinder, 2013, p. 94). According to this 

frame of thinking, hegemonic masculinity is primarily bent on attaining control over 
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others, and to achieve this end, it works pragmatically, by embracing what it deems to be 

“useful and constructive for the project of domination at a particular historical moment” 

(Demetriou, 2001, p. 345). While ultimate dominance is no doubt the primary aim, I 

believe all acts of control also secretly fantasize at least for an occasional relinquishing of 

it. Hence, what might further be suggested is that unmasculine, and occasional routes of 

escape from the hegemonic norm is a necessary diversion serving to relieve hegemonic 

masculine identity from conformity to restricted role models. 

In the previous chapter I indicated that power reversal in the form of submission 

of the adventurous female lead to male primacy is a recurrent feature of the series. A 

somewhat less encountered aspect is the submission of men to women, and their 

embodiment of feminine-coded helpless passivity and immobility because of their love. 

Every once in a while, we hear Suleiman acknowledging his wilful submission to Hurrem 

as part of the allure of this historical romance. He says to her: “I am the Sultan of this 

earth, and you are Sultan to me.”38 In a later episode, he says to Hurrem a proverbial line 

we should rather hear from a poor peasant talking about his helplessness in the face of 

absolute power: “What can I do, what can I do, the one who torments me is the king.”39  

Love temporarily freezes action-oriented masculinity into submission and 

passivity. There are moments for all our phallic men when we watch them contemplate 

deeply and immovably because of love. In one scene, our gallant warrior Malkocoglu 

sadly ponders on his impossible love, as he is rendered uncharacteristically inert in his 

lamentation (fig.54.1). Another virile masculine figure, Nasuh, suffers the same fate. He 

has a reputation for never losing “Matrak,” an Ottoman era sword game, and for this 

																																																								
38 “Ben bu dunyanin Sultaniyim, sen de benim.” 
39 “Ne edirem, ne edirem, bana zulmeden padisahtir.”	
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reason, he is nicknamed “Matrakci Nasuh,” Nasuh the Matrak player. After seeing the 

woman he loves in the middle of a game, he forgets about the world, halts there and starts 

looking at her fixatedly, only to receive a blow to the head, and thus lose the game 

(fig.54.2). After Hurrem gets kidnapped, Suleiman no longer looks like the virile man he 

is. Holding a garment belonging to her in his hand, he sits on a bed all by himself in deep 

sadness, like we often watch our central women characters do (fig.54.3). The recurrent 

point is, before falling in love, these men are all hyper masculine, and love makes them 

perform feminine-coded immobility and passive victimization. 

 

 

 

Fig.54.1. Hopeless Waiting Fig.54.2. Hopeless Waiting Fig.54.3. Hopeless Waiting 

There are two cultural entanglements in here; the easily discernible one is that 

these virile men’s destitution augments the significance of love as an overbearing force, 

and this naturally plays into the sacralization of it as the ultimate value. Basically, love is 

so powerful that even the most virile and unlikely men can forever stay absent to its 

debilitating spell. However, more to the point, it appears to me that the sacralization of 

love creates space for men to safely inhabit cultural femininity. In other words, love 

queers male identities. This form of temporary indulgence in submission, contemplative 

lamentation and immobility is justified so long as it is done in the name of sacralized 

love, pulling men temporarily from the compulsion to perform hyper masculine deeds.  

Aside for such occasional diversions, virile and youthful masculinity still loom 

large in the series. So, what happens to men who cannot approximate these roles? More 
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specifically, how are eunuchs, who have historically played an important role in the 

palace life, represented? Their chief role is to provide comedic relief to a scenario and 

visual composition that may occasionally be a bit too grim for prime-time television. As 

Mark Gallagher (1999) points out, “to temper the affective power” of violent images, 

mainstream films and television typically surround them with comic dialogues and 

gestures (p. 211). Hence, we often see eunuchs engaging in absurdities and fighting with 

each other in a comedic manner (fig.55.1-55.2-55.3-55.4). Their status as men who are 

not really men is not disguised by any means but is in fact overly talked about in most 

scenes where they appear; their questionable conformity to the heterosexual matrix is 

either explicitly mentioned or implied. We can hardly watch a scene without being 

reminded in some manner that they do not have a penis. This is all done as if to 

resuscitate and neutralize the tension from their lack of compliance to heterosexist 

paradigm by excessive attention to it in a comedic manner, by rendering it familiar and 

tolerable through an inordinate amount of repetition.  

Fig.55.1. Eunuchs Fig.55.2. Eunuchs    Fig.55.3. Eunuchs.    Fig.55.4. Eunuchs 

One way to understand humour is to see is as a relief that safeguards us from the 

excessive build-up of emotional tension. When we laugh, we release that which has been 

causing us stress and ennui (Bardon, 2005, p. 468). Furthermore, what we laugh often 

reveal “points of acute cultural uncertainty or difficulty” (Tasker, p. 73, 2012). I believe 

the tension that is being dissipated is not exclusively in the violent imagery that precedes 
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these comedic scenes, but it is inherent to the visual demonstration of questionable bodies 

that could neither be categorized as men nor as women. In other words, the tension of not 

being strictly a man is covered up by humour, as much as providing an occasion for 

humorous dialogues and deeds. Moreover, these eunuchs enjoy considerable power and 

wealth through their involvement in the place intrigues, and often young and virile men’s 

destinies depend on the crucial choices made by them. Thus, it can also be argued that 

turning them into our chief source of comedic enjoyment serves to neutralize their power 

over virile men and render it harmless. 

 

A drama of male aging and a declining polity 

The Ottoman military suffered its first major defeat after years of invincibility at 

sea against a united Spanish, Venetian and Papal armada in the sea Battle of Lepanto 

(Inebahti in Turkish) in 1571, five years after Suleiman’s death. Lepanto was one of the 

largest sea battles in history and it typically receives scant coverage in Turkish history 

writings for obvious reasons. It is often represented as one of the crucial turning points in 

stopping the Ottoman expansionism towards Western Europe, as “the mystique of 

Ottoman power was tarnished significantly by this battle” (Davis, 1999, p. 199). Hence, 

the age of rapid Ottoman territorial expansion gradually was coming to an end by the last 

years of Suleiman’s reign. 

This historical turn of events allows the scenarists to equate the declining 

Ottoman military power to the declining masculine capabilities of Suleiman with his 

growing age, and Suleiman’s executions of his young and virile sons, Prince Mustafa and 

Bayezit. This simplistic look at history, equating the fall of young and virile men with 
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collective devirilization, disregards multitudes of actual historical reasons for the 

empire’s decline.  

Male aging is a time when masculine certitudes start to erode. Suleiman’s aging 

over the series’ long run is a major traumatic incident both for him and the Ottoman 

polity. At one point, we watch him in front of a mirror, remembering the past days of 

glory, while sadly looking to his present-day old age (fig.56.1). Parallel editing contrasts 

young Suleiman, who commands his troops from his horse, to present-day Suleiman, who 

encounters difficulties even in straight walking (fig.56.2). His old age, however, does not 

only mean declining physical capabilities but also corresponds to and initiates his mental 

and moral decay. In one instance, one of his sons, Selim bluntly says that: “It is hard to 

make sense what our Sultan is doing, especially in the last years.”40  

 

 

 

Fig.56.1. Male Aging    Fig.56.2. Male Aging 

It is informative to take a look at the different ways Suleiman’s and Hurrem’s 

aging is tackled. In one particularly dramatic scene, Hurrem looks from the elevated 

ground, where her private chamber is located, to youthful harem girls down below 

enjoying themselves carelessly after a bath (fig.57.1-57.2-fig.57.3-fig.57.4). The obvious 

sadness of the scene comes from Hurrem’s likely contemplation about her lost youth as 

she thoughtfully watches over these young women. Camera angles also make her seem as 

if she is looking behind bars (fig.57.3), pointing out the irony that her greater power, 

																																																								
40	“Hunkarimizin islerine akil sir ermiyor, hele ki son yillarda.” Episode 138	
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symbolized by the higher ground, can also be the very prison demarcating her from her 

youth as well as other people. No longer is she the youthful girl who used to run and 

jump in the palace corridors, the passage of time and the journey to a greater position of 

power have taken her once flamboyant and joyful character as their victim.  

 

 

 

Fig.57.1. Female Aging  Fig.57.2. Female Aging 

 

   

 Fig.57.3. Female Aging  Fig. 57.4. Female Aging 

 As Stephanie Harzewski (2011) indicates, “postfeminism thrives on anxieties 

about physical aging” (p. 9). Representations of women’s aging in present-day 

postfeminist culture often align closely with patriarchal notions, which dictate that 

“women must always look young and sexually attractive to men” (Powers and Brookey, 

2015, p.115). Rosalind Gill (2007a) argues that a center pillar of the postfeminist culture 

is the “notion that femininity is a bodily property,” and it entails a shift from the emphasis 

on the objectification of female bodies to women’s subjectification and empowerment 

through the skillful use and disciplining of their bodies (p. 255). As a result, especially 

physical aging becomes a constant point of tension that needs to be regulated, evaded and 

kept under control.  



	 184	

In this regard, the clear difference between Hurrem’s and Suleiman’s aging is that 

she thinks about her old age through her encounter with younger women. For Hurrem, the 

grief of old age comes full force in the presence of youthful half naked women, hence the 

implicit attention to bodily decay and loss of physical beauty. Suleiman, however, 

contemplates about his old age by comparing his present state to his own younger self, 

not to anybody else, and to a particular moment in his life when he was ordering his 

soldiers to charge against the enemy positions on top of his horse. His aging focuses on 

the loss of virile and militaristic masculinity, and is openly associated with the loss of 

power. Hurrem’s aging, on the other hand, looks as if it is partially caused by the struggle 

to get the power and as a price for it.  

This dissimilarity also indicates that unlike young and virile men, women can 

never fully and unambiguously possess power without making sacrifices to aspects of 

their lives that are of vital importance to their being, such as the loss of youth, beauty, 

innocence and cheerfulness. Equally importantly, even though Hurrem’s aging is sad, 

since she is being compared to younger women, we are given the impression that what’s 

happening is a natural cycle of life, and the younger women succeed the older in allure 

and cheerfulness. And this is just a personal issue that concerns Hurrem herself alone, 

however in Suleiman’s case, the aging of the patriarch and his loss of virile masculinity 

means downfall and devirilization for the entire polity. Life goes on when a woman ages, 

but it ceases to continue, as we know it, when the patriarch’s virility, representing the 

virility of the entire polity, is lost. 

As Kathleen Woodward (1999) points out, like any other marker of social 

difference that divide up human beings into neat and schematic categories, the meanings 
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we attach to aging are also, to a considerable extent, socially constructed (p. x). In this 

vein, just like any other signifier of social stratification, how a society looks at and 

represents aging also tells us about some of its common desires and concerns. I believe 

this constant emphasis on the youth, virility and male aging reveal us that there is an 

acute concern about the Turkish polity’s collective state of virility. 

Suleiman’s conflict with his eldest son is represented as the struggle between 

aspiring youth and the old patriarch who tries to retain his power. The series creates a 

parallel between young Suleiman’s relations with his own father, Selim I, when he was 

yet a prince and his current relation with his son. First, we watch in a flashback sequence 

his father and young Suleiman in a sword duel. Suleiman proves himself to be a tough 

challenge to his experienced but aging father, but still he is beaten in the end. Putting his 

sword to Suleiman’s neck, Selim I gives him a small emotional speech (fig.58.1). 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.58.1. The Sword   Fig.58.2. The Sword 

 

Many years later, after a training duel in which he can barely defeat his young boy 

Mustafa, and putting the sword on his son’s neck just like his father before him did, we 

watch Suleiman repeating a version of the same speech (fig.58.2). In this initial talk, 

Selim I says: 
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So long our sword shines bright, our enemies cannot take their eyes from  it and 
 they cannot see us. However, may God forbid it, if it gets rusty and not taken care 
 of, the enemies, let alone being able to see us, they would look down on us. My 
 Suleiman, it makes me proud to watch you grow up and become a strong man. 
 However, sometimes, when I look into it, I am filled with sadness. As you grow 
 up, we lose our innocence my Suleiman. Our age of innocence is coming to an 
 end, such a pity, isn’t it?41 

 

In both cases the patriarch/Sultan is both proud and worried about his son’s 

growing skills. As he ages and loses his strength, his son grows stronger, emerging as a 

potential rival to his absolute power. The visual imagery is also telling; a father talks to 

his son in utmost physical proximity, while teaching him some crucial life lessons. But 

this moment of emotional bonding between a father and son is interrupted by the 

presence of the sword as the main phallic symbol of power between them, and preventing 

them, both physically and metaphorically, from fully embracing (fig.58.2). 

The sword is long associated with phallic power, domination and aggressiveness. 

Frances Timbers (2014) writes that the sword has a history of being used as a metaphor 

for the penis as “its power to penetrate and its ability to access that which is hidden or 

occult” (p. 107). In film and television, the phallus is typically represented through such 

physical objects as swords and other types of weapons like guns (Dickson & Cornelius, 

2015, p. 172), providing their bearer with authority and power, and often with the 

legitimacy to exert violence.42 In this case, the metaphor of the “rusting sword” 

corresponds to declining male sexual capabilities and power of the patriarch/king.  

																																																								
41	“Kilicimiz parladikca, dusman ondan gozunu alamaz, bizi goremez. Lakin, Allah esirgesin, paslanipta 
yastiriklanmazsa, dusman bizi gormek degil, tepemizden bakar. Suleymanim, senin buyudugunu izlemek 
ve boyle kuvvetli bir erkege donustugu gormek bana gurur veriyor. Lakin bazen bakiyorum, icimi bir keder 
kapliyor. Sen buyudukce, masumiyetimiz kayboluyor Suleyman. Masumiyet cagimiz sona eriyor, ne yazik 
degil mi?” 
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 I believe that aging patriarch’s loss of youth and emasculation is also entangled 

with the Turkish polity’s gradual collective devirilization. His narrative of a fall from 

glory to an age of rust and decay easily lends itself to explaining and paralleling a certain 

understanding of Turkish history. He describes a time when “we” used to have a shining 

sword that was awing everybody, which was also the ultimate source of power. But when 

the sword got rusty and lost its past glamour, those who used to show much greater 

respect and fear started to “look down on us.” Hence, Ottoman Turkish polity’s 

transformation from a mighty empire, whose military capabilities and expansionist aims 

was a major source of concern for a long time, to an occasionally bemoaned and looked 

down third world country.  

The sword as a direct metaphor of power and virility makes another blatant 

appearance in episode 121. Suleiman suspects that the head of the Janissary regiment 

(Ottoman central army) is inclined to commit treason, as he is too close with his son 

Prince Mustafa. Plus, the army commander runs into an altercation with his other son 

Selim. Suleiman swiftly grabs Mustafa’s sword from its scabbard and beheads the 

commander. The scene is filmed in a rather peculiar way, as we watch it from the 

perspective of the executed man (fig.59.1). Thus, it appears as if Suleiman cuts the 

viewer’s head off, and we watch the digital blood spread as we fall to the ground in slow 

motion. Next, we watch in a close-up shot as Suleiman slowly placing the bloodied sword 

back in Mustafa’s scabbard, as Mustafa stays motionless and looks elsewhere (fig.59.2-

																																																																																																																																																																					
42 I must also add that to some, public use of any erect object signifies phallus and power, accordingly “in 
an unbroken lineage from the ancient world to the present, masculine power and prestige have been 
represented by all manner of columns, rods, staffs, and specters,” and in present-day world, neckties can be 
seen as the most immediately visible symbol of masculine phallic power and standing (Boothby, 2014, p. 
4). 
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59.3). Suleiman reclaims his masculinity by killing the potentially insubordinate 

commander, and more so by emasculating his son Prince Mustafa. 

Fig.59.1. Reclamation Fig.59.2. Reclamation  Fig.59.3. Reclamation 

Besides his natural aging, Suleiman also spends inordinate amount of time in the 

indoor spaces of the palace, which is primarily marked as the feminine domain. There are 

firm divisions and dualities between masculine versus feminine, indoors versus outdoors, 

the city versus the province; as such, Suleiman’s days in the palace play a vital role in his 

gradual emasculation. This duality is expressed in a visually striking manner in episode 

90. First, we watch Suleiman in his palace, dealing with and trying to solve another line 

of mysteries taking place in his palace. The last shot of this scene is a medium close-up to 

his helpless face looking to a random spot; his days in the palace renders him 

dysfunctional and devoid of masculine energy (fig.56.1).  

Fig.60.1. Province Fig.60.2. Province Fig.60.3. Province Fig.60.4. Province 

The next shot is a provincial town, Manisa where the young prince lives, and the 

town is barely noticeable amongst the greens that surround it (fig.60.2). Then, we have a 

close-up of a soldier resting his hand on his sword, as the action-packed music starts 

playing (fig.60.3). A few shots/seconds later, we watch Prince Mustafa enter the picture, 

under a symbolic cover of the swords that are raised for his passage (fig.60.4). The aging 
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patriarch is being consumed by the palace; in contradiction to him stands the ideal phallic 

young hero from the province, who is not tainted by vile and intrigue, and who is at this 

point in the story the polity’s best hope for the future.  

A major delineating mark of the militaristic masculinity from the palace is the 

domineering presence of the swords. Julie Mostov (2000) argues that such recurrent 

emphasis on weapons in the iconography of national imagery provides “a mechanism for 

transcending earthly sensuality and redirecting sexual passion to the higher purpose of the 

nation” (p. 94). Looking at it from the opposite angle, legitimization provided by the 

devotion to national polity engenders “eroticism without women” in such exclusively 

male groupings (Mostov, p. 102). 

As Asuman Suner (2011) indicates, in recent popular productions Turkishness is 

near-exclusively defined through masculinity (p. 152). Magnificent Century, in particular, 

relies on intermittent performances of “the worship of masculinity and…the community 

of men,” which both grounds and legitimizes the continuing existence of the polity 

(Mosse, 1985, p.176). Such militaristic homosocial gatherings reinforce the boundaries 

between genders, contribute to the symbolic power of men and serve as the basis of 

hegemonic masculinity (Kimmel and Aronson, 2004, p. 397). A primary consequence of 

depending on the self-sacrificial and reckless male heroes for the promulgation of the 

national imagery is that for women it eroticizes the submission to male authority and the 

collectivity that these men represent (Mostov, 2000, p. 95). Furthermore, this 

unproblematic glorification of militaristic masculinities turns a blind eye to the acts of 

violence and discrimination committed on those who remain outside the constructed 

boundaries of such male bonding efforts. 
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The identity of the modern subject is implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, 

assumed to be male, as feminist criticism has long demonstrated (Peterson, 2000, p. 57). 

Likewise, historically, “moral custodianship of civilization” is an often-appearing 

component of the “semiotic of masculinity,” and men are positioned as the guardians of 

the polity (Rosen, 1993, p. 181). During the Victorian era in England and elsewhere in 

Europe, with increasing rates of urbanization and the rise of capitalism, masculinity and 

femininity are re-defined considerably. The moral custodianship is assigned to women 

while retaining the ideality of masculinity as the foundation and the guardian of the 

society (Mosse, 1985, p. 17). The notion that there is a “more rugged, natural, rural 

masculine identity” left behind in the province can be traced to increasing rates of 

urbanization and to the rise of modern capitalism at that age (Rosen, p. 181). These 

elements make sporadic reappearances in popular culture ever since.  

In the Turkish case, rural small-town life has been reinvented as a major site of 

collective fantasy and desire by the late 1990s (Suner, 2004, p. 309), incidentally 

coinciding with the growing integration of Turkey into the world economy. I will come 

back to the cultural implications of this divide between the province and the city in the 

fifth chapter when I start talking about the politics of nostalgia and melancholia in the 

series. For the moment, it must suffice to argue that in the series’ universe, the seat of 

virile, authentic and straightforward masculinity is the imagined province, and those who 

embody and defend a morally just order are the militaristic men who reside in the 

countryside beyond the corruptive influence of the city and the palace. 

Palace women and high-ranking Ottoman statesmen are often in the same boat in 

driving the engines of intrigues and plots. For instance, we watch Nurbanu sharing furtive 
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glances with famed Ottoman Vizier Sokullu Mehmet Pasha, who until the series enjoyed 

a favourable position in the historical narratives, in the presence of Prince Selim 

(fig.61.1-61.2). Sokullu and Nurbanu act together in poisoning the young prince’s mind 

and merge their power in creating webs of intrigues to serve their personal interests.  

Fig.61.1. Deception Fig.61.2. Deception Fig.61.3. Deception Fig.61.4. Deception 

The only real exception to this rule is the gallant warrior Malkocoglu. He 

manages to stay out of palace intrigues despite spending substantial time there. However, 

being a true man, he eventually decides to leave the capital and the palace to get away 

from depravity and fraud. When Suleiman questions why he would like to leave in the 

last episode of the season 3, Malkocoglu says that is because of this palace, and that he 

does not belong there. The last time we see him, he rides his horse away to his province, 

following a long path saturated with greenery on all side (fig.61.3-61.4). By visually 

divesting himself from the palace, he enters into a more natural world, where he can be 

more at home with his forthright masculinity, and he slowly disappears from our view.  

Previously, I claimed that masculine certainties are needed as compensation for 

the intrigues that saturates the Ottoman palace and powerful women who are shown to be 

ruling the Ottoman state. Here, I need to affirm that the opposite is also true, hegemonic 

masculinity needs femininity and the feminized to power and ground itself. As George L. 

Mosse (1998) indicates, we cannot conceptualize masculinity in isolation of how 

femininities are constructed, as “women are always present in men’s self-image” (p. 53). 

Thus, palace women and typically older, feminized statesmen are the necessary opposites 
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of youthful militaristic masculinity; they are the needed foes that serve to demarcate and 

further glamourize the myth of the young, noble and virile man. Virile men are not the 

source of any historical problem, but their cure. They are the emblems of purity, and yet 

they have yet failed in their objectives to effectuate any long-lasting change, thus taking 

refuge in their own world, like Malkocoglu does. It is through the existence of women 

and peripheral/feminized men as their polar opposites we can retain our belief in a myth 

of future salvation of the polity in the hands of virile men.  

 

A narrative of masculinity in crisis 

Narratives of fallen men have its precedents especially in film noir, which 

typically depict their male protagonists’ growing lack of self-mastery and their moral 

decline (Staiger, 2008, p. 73). However, our current televisionscape is strangely full of 

them. Amanda D. Lotz (2014) argues that one of the main preoccupations of American 

cable television in the 2000s is the probing of male insecurities and identity crises (p. 54). 

Such narratives typically focus on flawed and troubled fathers, reflecting societal 

concerns about 21st century masculinity that is argued to be going through a period of 

crisis (Faucette, 2014, p. 79). In that regard, journalist Amanda Marcotte contends that 

the key to a successful cable drama in our age is first “to build up a patriarch, preferably 

in a highly masculine environment, and then start to peel away his certainty about the 

way the world works and what it means to be a man in this world” (Lotz, p. 186).   

In the North American context, so-called “quality television” addresses  a niche 

audience, and so can take greater risks than broadcast TV in telling unconventional 

stories of questionable central characters and anti-heroes without fearing low ratings 
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(Lotz, p. 54-55). Virtually all Turkish TV shows are produced for broadcast TV; 

however, Magnificent Century is apparently influenced by the popularity of these 

American cable series circulating in the global mediascape. Suleiman’s and other male 

characters’ identity crisis and anxieties occupy substantial amounts of time, especially by 

the third and fourth seasons.  

Lotz indicates that one of the frequently occurring elements in 21st-century male-

centered TV series is the use of “dream sequences and hallucinations to texture the 

characterizations of their protagonists” and to provide some in-depth knowledge about 

their dilemmas to the audience (p. 56). We can also hear extensive voice-overs presenting 

us the protagonist’s inner world that is hidden to other characters in the story world (Lotz, 

p. 94). Similarly, we sporadically watch Suleiman’s nightmares, hallucinations and voice-

overs about his fears about not being able to protect his loved ones, as well as his qualms 

about transforming to a villain. What bugs Suleiman the most is his relationships with his 

long death father and his son Mustafa. Such troubled relations with a deceased father and 

a son are fairly common elements in present-day male centered narratives (Lotz, p. 113).   

At episode 77, for instance, we watch Suleiman walking barefoot in a gloomy 

forest all by himself, until he encounters his eldest son Prince Mustafa sitting on his 

throne with a sword in his hand, accompanied by his Grand Vizier Ibrahim standing right 

beside him (fig.62.1-62.2). A close-up to the sword reveals the blood dripping from its 

sharp ends, and next we see the severed head of his most beloved son Prince Mehmet in a 

bag in Ibrahim’s hands. A version of the same happens in a different dream. This time, he 

sees the dead bodies of all of his sons, with the exception of the heir apparent Prince 

Mustafa, lying side-by-side. Then, he sees Hurrem lying dead on the ground (fig.62.3.) 
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His saddened mood immediately transforms to a flash of anger. He grabs his sword with 

a loud shout (fig.62.4) and starts running through the empty corridors of the palace only 

to find Prince Mustafa sitting on his throne as the culprit who committed  the murders. 

Such fears about not being able to protect his family as an essential masculine duty is 

often a primary reason that explains the vilification of TV protagonists, and a version of 

the same happens with Suleiman as well (Lotz, p. 84). 

Fig.62.1. Dreams  Fig.62.2. Dreams Fig.62.3. Dreams Fig.62.4. Dreams  

In episode 121, we watch him sink under the sea slowly (fig.63.1), an easy 

metaphor for his physical and moral decline that is not equally easy to film, as they spent 

some time in filming this under-water scene in the hurried schedule of weekly drama 

(Savci & Bolukbasi 2014). He opens his eyes in a darkened room dressed up in all white 

clothing, which is how people  dress in Muslim societies before burial (fig.63.2). There, 

he encounters a warrior whose back is turned towards him (fig.63.3). As Suleiman’s inner 

voice whispers, “who is your executioner Suleiman?”43, the warrior turns his face to 

reveal himself to be his father Selim the Grim.  

Fig.63.1. Abyss   Fig.63.2. Abyss    Fig.63.3. Abyss   

																																																								
43 “Senin celladin kim Suleyman?” 
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Suleiman used to fear his father Selim I a lot and now does not want to be like 

him. His son Mustafa, due to his energetic nature and masculine rigor, is often compared 

to Selim I, who initially came to power by overthrowing Suleiman’s grandfather Bayezit 

II. Suleiman is concerned about his son partially because he does not want to face the 

same destiny as his grandfather. Thus, the scene simultaneously reveals these two parallel 

fears, of being overthrown and killed by his son, but also the worrying prospect that he is 

going to end up like his father by killing his kin, Prince Mustafa.  

Masculinity entails two concomitant demands: possession of power and the 

following of a rigorous moral code. Now Suleiman feels like he is slowly reaching an 

edge where he needs to make a sacrifice of one of these two to retain the other. To 

preserve his power, he might need to compromise his moral compass, or, sticking to his 

moral commitments, can lose him all the power he has. Either way, he risks giving up an 

essential part of his masculine self. His “executioner” can be his son, who appears as the 

embodiment of his father, reminding him the fear of his early youth, but also himself by 

eradicating his moral unrighteousness in slaying Mustafa. Hence, his masculine drama 

emanates from his being caught up with the conflicting demands of hegemonic 

masculinity. 

Eventually, the desire to maintain his power represses his moral self. He commits 

many vile deeds that forever haunt his consciousness. Among them, the murder of his 

childhood friend Ibrahim and his eldest son Mustafa are the ones that weigh heaviest on 

him. Several episodes after ordering the execution of Ibrahim, in a scene that is 

undoubtedly ripped off from William Shakespeare’s Macbeth, we watch him wake up 
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and look at his bloodied hands with a frightful expression on his face, while in actuality 

still being in a dream (fig.64.1).  

 

 

 

Fig.64.1. Shakespearean Tragedy 

This gradual darkening of his soul has of course its earlier signs. At an 

emotionally cataclysmic moment at the end of episode 29, which also foreshadows what 

is yet to come, his mother Valide Sultan makes an emotional speech to his son on the 

topic of his growing dark side by comparing him to his father Selim I. Suleiman when 

younger promises himself never to be like his father, thus being compared to him 

naturally touches a sensible nerve: 

Who are you, whose arrogant voice is this, whose eyes are these? That’s not 
 Suleiman that I raised. My son used to have his love and conscience… When I 
 look into your face, one side of it is in light and shining, and the other half is 
 dark and cold… I get chilled; I get scared as I look at you. Do you know why 
 Suleiman? In that dark side of your face, and when I look into your eyes, I see 
 your father, Sultan Selim. Then I’m afraid of what  you are capable of doing my 
 son.44 

 
As she delivers her speech, Valide Sultan gently touches one side of his son’s face 

(fig.65.1), as if only caressing that lightening half, while repudiating the darker part. 

Much later, towards the end of the episode 122, this duality is visually confirmed by the 

play of light and shadows on Suleiman’s face. As Suleiman struggles with dark thoughts, 

and is indecisive about his eldest son Prince Mustafa’s fate, we see one side of his face in 

																																																								
44 “Kimsin sen? Bu kibirli ses, bu gozler kimin? Benim yetistirdigim Suleyman bu degil. Benim evladimin 
bir vicdani vardi, sevgisi vardi….Yuzune baktigimda bir yani aydinlik, isiltili, bir yani koyu karanlik ve 
soguk... Seni izlerken urperiyorum, korkuyorum Suleyman. Neden biliyor musun? O koyu karanlik 
yuzunde, gozlerine baktigimda babani, Sultan Selim’ goruyorum. Iste o zaman bundan sonra 
yapabliceklerinden korkuyorum oglum.” 
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the light, and the other in the shadows, cutting down his face in the middle into two equal 

parts of darkness and light (fig.65.2). At a later episode, when Suleiman looks up to the 

mirror, he sees there his father instead of himself (fig.65.3-65.4). Thus, he lives long 

enough to prove right his mother’s predilections about the growing darkness of his soul 

from many years ago and his transformation to a callous man that his father was.  

Fig.65.1. Dark Side Fig.65.2. Dark Side  Fig.65.3. Dark Side  Fig.65.4. Dark Side 

The series uses mirrors recurrently to denote its central male characters’ traumatic 

experience with the bifurcation of their identities and as indicative of their inability to 

cope with what they do. We often see Suleiman and his growingly corrupt son Selim, 

who will eventually replace him as the new Sultan of the Ottoman Empire, standing in 

front of a mirror and looking at their reflections in a state of agony (fig.66.1-66.2-66.3-

66.4). Looking to the mirror means a search for an answer to the question of who they 

really are, as they can no longer recognize it after so many vile deeds and dark desires, as 

simultaneously being a moment of bitter realization of how cruel they ended up being. 

Fig.66.1. Mirrors   Fig.66.2. Mirrors  Fig.66.3. Mirrors    Fig.66.4. Mirrors  

The close examination of one’s face and body in a mirror typically points to a 

character’s painfully and helplessly fragmented identity (Kac-Vergne, 2014, p. 125). But, 

there is certainly a gendered aspect to it. Mirrors are often used to mark the split nature of 
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women in cinema, most commonly to denote the virgin/whore duality (Chakravarty, 

2011, p. 271). It is perhaps the most frequently used trope to represent “a woman’s quest 

for identity” (Toth, 2011, p. 39). Samantha Lindop (2016) points out that in mainstream 

cinema fragmentation of identity and personal instability are aligned with femininity, 

whereas masculinity, in its ideal form, is inherently stable and unified (p. 137). It is more 

common to come across mirrors in stories involving femme fatales and courtesans as 

fallen characters who are yet proficient in performing identity masquerades. 

The difference for the series is that it is more commonly used to point out our 

central male characters’ search for a united self-same identity, even though we do have an 

ample number of women who approximate the characteristics of the femme fatale that 

combine sexual allure with mortal danger. Only on few occasions do we encounter 

women looking to their reflections contemplatively. Our central male characters look to 

the mirrors only if and after committing morally questionable deeds, indicating the 

erasure of their masculine certitudes. For men, observing one’s self-image symbolizes an 

act of diversion from masculine moral standards. Indeed, we never see our gallant warrior 

Malkocoglu, or other upfront military men looking at their reflection. Mirrors in the 

series is the unquestionable mark of the feminine, thus putting our central male characters 

with declining moral compass in front of it equates moral decline with feminization.  

 The central character of the last season, Prince Mustafa looks to the mirror only 

twice with brief intervals in episode 89. This is occasioned at a time of short departure 

from his otherwise firmly solid moral compass. He is recently sent to the district Manisa 

as its ruler. We first watch him wearing his large white headgear, resembling the one 

worn by his father Sultan Suleiman, in front of a mirror (fig.67.1). Henceforth, he is the 
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ruler of this city and heir apparent to the throne. The scene continues with Mustafa 

walking down the palace corridors towards the camera with his firm looking face getting 

closer to us as a lamenting voice sings: “What they call sovereignty is only worldly 

strife.”45 We are given the impression that this may be the beginning of a protracted 

conflict between father and son. Combination of music and the visual imagery indicate 

that the lure of power starts tempting him just in his first day as the governor. 

Figure 67.1. Temptation    Figure 67.2. Temptation  Figure 67.3. Temptation 

A few minutes later in the series we watch him sleeping with a harem girl whose 

name we do not know (fig.67.2). The young Prince is an ideal romantic hero, and all of 

his affairs typically entail a passionate romance. This is the first time we watch him 

engage in random sex. Unlike what happens in Suleiman’s numerous love affairs, this 

scene takes place in dim lighting, avoiding pleasure-inducing choreography of orientalist 

phantasmagorias taking place in a mise-en-scène rich in the colour palette. This is a dark 

moment for our emerging central character. Then we see Mustafa looking to the same 

mirror again, this time, lying naked, without his princely clothing, he lacks the self-

confident pride, in fact, he is visibly in a state of anguish (fig.67.3).  

In a series of quick-paced flashbacks to different periods of his life, he reminisces 

the advice he received about dangerous influences of arrogance and ambition from his 

father and Ibrahim, whom themselves fail to approximate these ideals they preach to the 

																																																								
45 “Saltanat dedikleri anca bir cihan kavgasidir”. This particular line belongs to historical Suleiman himself, 
who was eager in writing poetry. 
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young prince. As these crisscrossing flashbacks end, we are returned to the same shot of 

Mustafa looking at his reflection in the mirror. This is the only time when a darker aspect 

in Mustafa’s character is revealed. However, unlike what happens with other lured male 

souls, it provides him with a chance of useful internal travel. Considering the fact that he 

no longer commits any questionable deeds, this serves for him to grasp again and firmly 

hold on to his tight moral principles. Hence, we never see him looking into the mirror 

again, nor he does anything that necessitates a masculine identity crisis, as these two 

seem to be closely connected. He is yet to emerge as the ideal hero other central male 

characters wished to be but failed. For men, the mirror is the mark of masculine decay, a 

passage to the domain of weaker sex with all of its moral ambiguities, and for the ideal 

hero, it is a phase of examination when one’s moral strength is put to the test and is 

passed. 

For women characters, identity is never really unitary, and their identity 

dilemmas, just like female aging, are always already entangled with their relations and 

rivalries with other women. As I pointed out before, the series experiments with the 

conventions of art cinema, frequently combining subtlety with the over-blown. The same 

occurs in depicting the conflicts among women, which are sometimes inflated and at 

other occasions are told in a subtle and artsy manner. A prominent example occurs in 

depicting the relation between two radically different sisters who meet again after years 

of not seeing each other. These are Hatice Sultan and Sahuban Sultan. Hatice initially is 

naïve, soft and vulnerable. Sahuban, her opposite, is reckless and ambitious. They both 

are in love with the same man, Ibrahim Pasha. Yet, it is the gullible sister Hatice who 

lives a life of their common desire; she marries Ibrahim, residing in a beautiful and giant 
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palace in the capital. Sahuban is forced into a marriage with the unlikeable Lutfu Pasha, 

whom I introduced before, and is sent to a distant district for several years.  

 Shortly before Ibrahim’s death, Sahuban comes back to Istanbul. After Ibrahim’s 

execution, they form an uneasy alliance to avenge his death by Hurrem. Hatice is 

temporarily sent to exile after attacking Hurrem, and Sahuban settles in her house 

effectively starting to live her sister’s life. When Hatice returns, we start to realize that 

they increasingly begin to resemble each other. Sahuban often appears somewhat passive 

and good willing, and Hatice is the one who is increasingly more reckless in her single-

minded objective to get her revenge. Often times, we watch them sitting side-by-side, 

with the camera filming them from a distance, they look alike and are indeed visually 

hard to identify (fig.68.1-68.2). Moreover, their sitting posture, half turned towards each 

other, make them look like as if they are two parts of the same organism while being 

simultaneously close and intimate, but distant to each other (fig.68.1-68.2). 

 

 

 

 

Fig.68.1. Twins    Fig.68.2. Twins 

These two sisters’ mutual shift of identity seems to be inspired particularly by 

Ingmar Bergman’s classic movie Persona (1996). Persona tells the story of two widely 

different women with two distinct personal stories gradually assuming each other’s 

identity. Most critics likewise interpret the movie along the lines of identity duplication, 

doubling, merger and separation (Lindop, 2016, p. 109). Thus, a major point of the movie 

is that identity is fluid and shape-shifting, negating the notion that we can have singular 
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identities. In the series, however, inherently fluid identity is unmistakably marked as 

feminine, especially as we watch this drastic change in the glorified presence of young 

and bellicose men who never go through a genuine identity crisis.  

Their half-buried conflict comes to the surface when Sahuban tells Suleiman that 

it would be best for Hatice to marry another man to regain her health. Narratively, we are 

made to think that she genuinely cares about her sister. At the end of the episode, when 

Hatice returns home to face Sahuban, we are subtly told a different story. As Hatice 

appears on the site, Sahuban’s mouth has a slight smirk, somewhat mixed with a 

saddened expression, which reveals that her real wish is to see her sister share the same 

sorrowful destiny as her in marrying a man whom she does not even know (fig.69.1). 

Unlike Suleiman, Hatice knows well her sister’s true intentions. Without uttering a single 

word, she looks at her without a blink with an expression of intense sorrow and 

resentment on her face (fig.69.2). Her sister’s pain dismays Sahuban and that slight smirk 

completely disappears, leaving in its place an expression of sincere grief (fig.69.3). Not 

being able to bear the weight of her continuing stare, Sahuban eventually lowers her gaze 

and starts looking elsewhere. 

Fig.69.1. Sister Hate Fig.69.2. Sister Hate  Fig.69.3. Sister Hate 

 In short, questioning identity through subtle cinematic techniques is a major 

preoccupation of the series. It always takes place in the company of severe personal 

conflicts and rivalries with close family members, such as Suleiman’s troubled relation 
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with his son or the tension filled bond of the two sisters. But this is only reserved for 

women and aging or weaker men, whose moral ambiguities seem to parallel each other. 

Hence, all this probing into the identity troubles of the patriarch and dissolution of male 

certainties are rendered possible while securing the sanctity of masculinity by locating it 

in other male heroes.  

The last season of the series, when Suleiman gets progressively more ambivalent 

in morality emerging as an anti-hero, is also the season when there is a greater emphasis 

on portraying militaristic masculinity. Furthermore, Suleiman’s downfall in this last 

season is also balanced by pinpointing another phallic hero, Prince Mustafa, who has no 

such fears, darker motives and desires contrary to what his father may want to believe. 

Except for the brief interval that I pointed to above, we never watch him going through an 

identity crisis or in a state of being haunted by frightful dreams. As his father’s masculine 

certainties erode through sleepless nights, nightmares, dark thoughts and desires, Mustafa 

arises as the epitomization of the “simple, clear, masculine” (Spackman, p. 120).  

This same model of ensuring the presence of at least one leading phallic and 

idealized male at any point during the series’ run continues after Mustafa’s death. His 

younger brother Prince Bayezit takes his place as the embodiment of youthful 

masculinity after Mustafa passes away. And after Bayezit gets killed in the last scene of 

episode 138, Suleiman redeems himself and regains his masculine rigor in the battlefield 

in episode 139 in the final moments of the series. Hence, we are never left devoid of an 

idealized militaristic masculine figure as a central point of identification.  

Patrick D. Hopkins (1996) argues that masculinity relies on a paradox; it is 

assumed to be both inherent to the subject, thus a natural, central and demarcating 
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component of his being, while also requiring protection and constant checking against 

possible erosion and loss (p. 107). Masculinity is both a biological statement of the fact, 

but also a higher value only some men can possess and in time may lose. However, we 

can also assume that if one meets the idealization of masculine phallic prowess and moral 

rigor, even for a relatively short period, this can always be redeemed and recaptured. And 

in the series, if one is a man, and Suleiman used to be the perfect embodiment of 

hegemonic masculine ideal, one never actually completely loses it. Hence, on occasions, 

following the occurrence of an unexpected troubling event, we watch Suleiman riding his 

horse way ahead of his personal guards to rush into the scene, evidencing the fact that he 

is still is not a loss cause in terms of his masculine attributes (fig.70.1-70.2).  

Fig.70.1. Resurrection Fig.70.2. Resurrection  Fig.70.3. Resurrection 

It is not atypical for fallen men to redeem themselves in showcasing grace and 

bravery before the story comes to an end, proving us that they are still worthy of praise 

and respect. Considering the fact that Suleiman is a fairly respected historical figure in 

Turkey, such a conclusion looks pretty much inevitable. Hence, in the last minutes of the 

last episode of the series, we watch him inspire his troops to one final military glory with 

his emotionally toned speech, when all hopes seem lost (fig.70.3). He, thus, finds 

redemption in the battlefield, regaining his masculinity in the open fields, by leaving 

behind the ultimate source of corruption that is the palace.  
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To summarize, in the series’ universe high moral standards can only be the 

property of virile young men. Suleiman’s aging and his gradual loss of masculine energy 

accompany his moral fall. In return, his descent from his prime triggers the downfall of 

the Ottoman Turkish polity. Hence, the historical decline of the Ottoman Empire is 

equated to a state of collective devirilization. In this regard, despite its apparent embrace 

of powerful women who rule an empire, for the series it is always military men who 

occupy the central place as the constitutive core of the national polity. Standing in 

contrast to the palace, and to the women and feminized states men residing in it, these 

heroic leaders and their virile men were and now are the ultimate sources of hope for a 

rising Turkish polity.  
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Chapter VII:  Neoliberal Affectivities and the Imagined Pre-modern 

 

Magnificent Century looks as if it is a Turkish counterpart to the present-day 

global affliction with historical series that take place in a pre-modern setting. Both 

aesthetically and thematically, it is indebted to the recent upsurge of interest on the 

intrigues and power conflicts of ancient epochs. As I indicated in previous chapters, it is 

primarily the financial success of these earlier historical series running on the global 

mediascape that gave the producers the drive to produce a show from the Turkish 

imperial history with similar themes at the focus. In this chapter, I analyze the cultural 

politics and implications of these series for our present-day neoliberal age with a specific 

attention on the Magnificent Century.  

Jerome de Groot (2015) argues that it was the recent “global success of The 

Tudors (2007-10)” that created this proclivity with the historical series in the global 

mediascape. According to him, following The Tudors, “there came a run of shows 

interested in historical events as means for telling lurid stories about power, sex, and 

corruption, including The Borgias (2011-13), Da Vinci’s Demons (2013), Vikings (2013-

), and the various series of Spartacus (2010-13).” The total number of such TV series 

circulating now globally is a lot more than de Groot’s calculations. However, he is 

certainly right about their thematic similarities. Marco Polo (2014 -) tells the story of the 

famous explorer “in a world replete with greed, betrayal, sexual intrigue and rivalry,” 

Reign (2013 -) “details the secret history of survival at French Court amidst fierce foes, 

dark forces, and a world of sexual intrigue,” The White Queen (2013) narrates the power 

games of “three different, yet equally relentless women [who] vie for the throne in 15th 
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Century England,” and Wolf Hall (2015) focuses on the story of Thomas Cromwell, who 

“finds himself amongst the treachery and intrigue of King Henry VIII’s court.”46  

A widely encountered commonality in present-day historical series circulating in 

the global mediascape is that, irrespective of the specificities of time and geography of 

the narrated epoch, pre-modern commonly becomes the ultimate site of ruthless and 

violent power conflicts. These series typically explore the various forms of extreme 

power and powerlessness that their central characters experience and live through 

(Toscano, 2009, p. 153). Furthermore, adventures of anti-heroes and Machiavellian 

central characters direct the story world (Frankel, 2014, p. 1-2). Looking at it from our 

present-day perspective, judging it with the available popular productions, it seems as if 

all the epochs of human history preceding the advance of modern times had been 

inherently risky, exciting and daunting all at the same time.  

A journalist, William Langley (2011), writing on yet another show The Borgias 

(2011-2013), calls this particular series’ account of history as a past that is “all death and 

debauchery.” Langley then sardonically writes that this curious situation “does raise the 

question of whatever happened to what we quaintly used to call ‘costume drama’ – a lush 

and soothing screenscape of stately homes, panting stallions and earnest chaps with 

beards saying: ‘His Lordship must be told.” I rephrase his sentence, which also becomes 

the central objective of this chapter, what happened to us in the 21th century world that 

we are now less interested in seeing decent chaps but more so of intrigues, violence and 

debauchery in the distant past? 

As Frank R. Ankersmit (2006) points out, historical texts produced in a particular 

era typically share close similarities in terms of their thematic emphasis (p. 112-113). 
																																																								
46 All quotations are from the website IMDB. 
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According to him, what makes a historical text plausible to its audience is not so much its 

accuracy, but its thematic similarities with other historical works of the same time period. 

Ankersmit contends that: “The plausibility of historical representation will be largely 

determined by the interplay between representations themselves, rather than by their 

relationship to what is represented by them” (p. 113). Thus, it is no coincidence that we 

can detect similarities in television series screening at around the same time epoch as they 

shape each other’s narration. My primary interest in this chapter then is to figure out what 

these points of matching and intermeshing between different historical series tell us about 

our collective present. 

I use the term cultural cycle to refer to these series, borrowing it from Amanda 

Ann Klein’s (2011) term “film cycle,” which broadly refers to the grouping of popular 

movies sharing similar thematic and aesthetic appeals at a particular epoch. As Klein 

points out, such cycles typically emerge following the success of an originary media 

product with easily reproducible elements, and in this case, we can identify Tudors and 

Rome as these initial exemplary productions (p.11). Cultural cycles are striking objects of 

analysis, as there are often socio-cultural dynamics that trigger their astounding 

popularity at a particular period of time. Thus, we can look at these cycles as “social 

documents” revealing valuable information about its “cultural moment” (Klein, p. 9).  

According to Klein, this emphasis on contextuality is what differentiates film 

cycles from film genres as forms categorization: “The semantics of the film cycle are 

crafted to reflect a facet of the contemporary moment –a popular film, a social problem, a 

cultural trend. Therefore, film cycles are far more bound to the whims of contemporary 

tastes than genres” (Klein, p. 16). Audiences can find immediate solace and exhilaration 
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in watching film cycles, as well as answers to their immediate concerns and issues. This 

occurs even when these stories may take place centuries ago in distant locales, as the 

power of identification with on-screen characters, and our capability of locating ourselves 

in the filmic world, know no temporal and geographical limits. 

What I intend to do in this chapter is to demonstrate that what the relative 

homogenization of entire ages, peoples and geographies lead up to is that some of our 

most intense and tenacious fantasies and desires find a suitable ground to flourish at a 

more or less standardized historical past. The pre-modern, thus, emerges as a preferred 

landscape to reflect back our 21th century neoliberal longings, fears and concerns, while 

allowing us to watch them from a certain safe distance. 

Historical dramas reflected the mood of changing socio-political arrangements 

from the very inception of neoliberal politics in Northern America (Chopra-Gant, 2013, 

p. 87). For instance, popular historical series Dynasty (1981-1989) “caught the nascent 

mood of aggressive neoliberalism early” and it is similarly centered on the depictions of 

wealth and power (Chopra-Gant, 2013, p. 87). What has changed over time is that, first; 

we now have quantitatively more such historical series. Secondly, they grew graphically 

more violent and often more ambivalent in their politics. Just like over the years 

neoliberalism got further entrenched, while at the same time producing a strong 

opposition to its politics across the planet, we can notice the same tendency in the 

historical series as well. They seem more violent and unapologetic in their glamourization 

of self-centered success. At the same time, they often have an eye for change; they are 

rife with oppositional politics and they seem to look for the ways to counter what they 

otherwise marvel at celebrating.  



	 210	

Magnificent Century is weaved through such ambivalences. It can neither give up 

from championing stories of self-centered success stories of its central characters, nor it 

can ever fully or long term embrace it without passing a note of moral condemnation, 

meanwhile looking for possibilities of more humanely and alternative forms of 

relationships beyond the frame of neoliberal values. The series seems to be internally 

ripped in its politics; just like many people of our age, who simultaneously enjoy the 

benefits of neoliberal age while condemning it at the same time.  

However, I have no intention to propose that such present-day historical series in 

general or Magnificent Century in particular work as metaphors for the present neoliberal 

age. What I instead argue is that there are clear parallels in our bodily, affective responses 

to what we watch on television and what we experience in our daily lives in the 

neoliberal world. It is these phenomenological overlapping of sensibility and sense 

experience that must be looked as one of the root causes of these television serials’ 

popularity. Affect theorist Steven Shaviro (2010) argues that films “are best regarded as 

affective maps, which do not just passively trace or represent, but actively construct and 

perform, the social relations, flows, and feelings that they are ostensibly about” (p. 6). I 

argue that the central point of attraction for the cycle of historical dramas come from their 

capability of aligning neoliberal affectivities with their depictions of the distant past.  

There are a number of narrative elements that showcase the operation of 

neoliberal intensities in the series. It is based on a relentless power conflict in an unstable 

and precarious fantasy world where even a slave can rise to the apex and yet even the 

most powerful can fall from the heights in a blink. The series imagines a social Darwinist 

world where only few talented, lucky and ferocious individuals can survive and most are 
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condemned to failure or death. It presents the miseries of the losers with a clear aim to 

satisfy audience vengefulness, but also opens us space of identification with their 

sorrows. The frequency of these contradictory affectations cannot be thought of 

independent of the contemporary neoliberal malaise and I will explore it in detail. 

Furthermore, the series’ two central characters, Hurrem and Ibrahim, are the ultimate 

embodiments of Machiavellianism, reflecting a major trend in contemporaneous popular 

television. Their starkly divided personalities and dilemmas sketch for us 21th identity 

troubles. Without moving further with closer inspection, however, I first would like to 

talk about neoliberalism itself.  

 

 What about neoliberalism? 

I tackled the issue of neoliberalism briefly when I mentioned = postfeminism in 

the first chapter. The circumstances dictate I revisit and enlarge that discussion. 

Neoliberalism had its rise in the administration of Ronald Reagan in the United States 

and Margaret Thatcher in Great Britain in the early 1980s, and is based on the privileging 

of free market and entrepreneurial values at the expense of public spending. Ever since, it 

has been the dominant socio-economic and political paradigm in an increasingly 

globalized economic system (Mercille and Murphy, 2015, p. 1-3). As I pointed out 

before, following the military coup of 1980, Turkey went through a swift wave of 

neoliberal restructuring that dramatically reshaped the life especially in Istanbul and other 

major cities (Keyder, 2004, p. 67).  

It would be a grave mistake to reduce neoliberalism to purely economic 

considerations and operations of the global capitalism; it is in fact a political project of 
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embedding market values in all domains of social, cultural and political life (Ng, 2011, p. 

262). In neoliberalism, “all dimensions of human life are cast in terms of a market 

rationality” (Brown, 2003, p. 40). Accompanying the operations of the global capital, we 

see a concomitant increase in the promulgation of cultural values that are closely 

associated with the functioning of neoliberal economy. Chief among them is the 

amplified stress on competition as the utmost incentive to individual success and 

fulfillment (Amable, 2011; Fairclough, 2003, p. 208, Styhre, 2014; Anagnost, 2013).  

Differently referred to as “neoliberal ethos” (Styhre, 2014, p. 18), or “neoliberal 

ethics” (Amable, 2011), or “neoliberal culture” (Ventura, 2012), this dominant socio-

political and cultural paradigm enhances contest and rivalry as the main principles of 

“intelligibility and governance of all individual and social activity” (Declercq, 2014, p. 

112). Neoliberal subject is conceived as “a free and autonomous atom of self-interest” 

(Hamann, 2009, p. 38). Jason Read (2016) argues that the current historical moment can 

be best described as an age when the “predominance of the individual over the collective” 

concerns reach to its extremes (p. 1).  

Neoliberalism operates by fostering the belief that every individual is capable of 

achieving great success and satisfaction in life through her individual and self-seeking 

efforts alone (Ventura, p. 11). People are often held exclusively responsible for their 

achievements as well as their failures, thus every individual has to assume total self-

responsibility for their destinies without waiting for any major governmental or societal 

help (Ventura, p. 70). Some even argued that we have been witnessing “a social 

Darwinist reconfiguration of priorities, policies and outcomes” that implicitly relies on 

the notion that only the fittest and the most competitive can excel and even survive (Gill, 
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2005, p. 56). Individuals are expected to lead every aspect of their lives as entrepreneurs 

of the self, always ready to adapt to differing circumstances to increase their chances of 

success. And achievement is looked for not only in the workplace, but also in all spheres 

of life, including holiday, intimate relationships, and even kitchen (Verhaeghe, p. 166). In 

a world obsessed with achievement, efficiency becomes the standard discourse and the 

appetite for more is the underlying code of conduct (Verhaeghe, p. 179).  

We can see the ramifications of this increased attention on competitiveness 

especially in the business world. More than ever before, corporate life is depicted through 

military metaphors like “battlefield,” and such military terms as “new strategic thinking,” 

“monopolize resources,” “risk taking,” “competitive power” and “deployment” are 

frequently used to depict the business environment, where often one can either be a 

winner or a loser (Yang, 2008, p. 198). As all people are directed to become 

“entrepreneurs of themselves” to improve their lots in life, the result is often the erasure 

from the view structural inequalities and injustices (Read, 2016, p. 281). This inherent 

embrace of social Darwinist approach is accused to be a root cause of increasing levels of 

inequality across the globe (Springer, 2015, p. 98; Verhaeghe, p. 77, 2012). Another 

immediately observable negative effect of putting personal benefits ahead of social and 

communal concerns is that often times it appears as if “social relationships are reduced to 

temporary coalitions and use” (Declercq, 2014, p. 111). In that vein, some scholars like 

Paul Verhaeghe (2012) even claims that “the current economic system is bringing out the 

worst” in human race (p. 180).  

In a neoliberal economic system, people often have to live with the fear that their 

endeavors may simply be not good enough in the environment of constant rivalry. A 
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prime consequence is the “chronic anxiety” and “chronic insecurity” for many people 

across the globe (Gough, 2013, p.13). According to Garth Stahl (2015), living in the 

present-day neoliberal world means for quite many people a constant play between 

“uncertainty, survivalist strategies, unrealistic expectations and new searches for 

respectability and authenticity” (p. 19). Capitalism privileges individual concerns over 

the communal ones, this much is the commonsensical knowledge. What has been 

changing in the last decades with the neoliberal stress on competitiveness is that now life 

looks more precarious than it used to be in the past. So, what makes neoliberal economic 

systems persist despite their claimed gross negative societal and individual influences?  

A convincing answer to this question is that neoliberal socio-economic system, 

quoting Raymond Williams’ term (1958), is powered by a fitting “structure of feeling” 

that legitimizes its continuing existence as the only viable alternative. The term “structure 

of feeling” refers to the shared values, practices, and sentiments of a society in a 

particular historical period (Ma, p. 117, 2001). Thus, we can argue that neoliberal 

governance, so to speak, “get inside us” and “constitute our subjectivities,” conditioning 

our everyday thinking and behavioral norms without we fully realizing its influences 

(Gill and Scharff, 2011, p. 8).  

Neoliberalism, thus, is a form of governmentality that generates suitable modes of 

emotional response to the world for the masses of people to ensure its smooth working 

(Ventura, p. 2). Official policy programs of governments and NGOs are often directed to 

“install a new common sense” that extend market rationality into various spheres of life 

“to ensure that people begin to think and act in a manner conducive to neoliberalism” 

(Garrett, 2013, p.82). However, perhaps the most convenient conduits to pursue the 



	 215	

influence of neoliberalism on the masses of people is to follow its tracks in popular 

culture, as arguably media portrayals of desired subjectivities play a greater role in 

spreading neoliberal values, rather than overt governmental initiatives or NGO programs 

(Anagnost, 2013, p. 13).  

We also need to keep in mind that neoliberalism shows a remarkable talent in 

adapting itself to local circumstances and diverse needs of the world populace. In order to 

be successful, “neoliberal logics must confront locally specific histories,” and be able to 

touch to “complexly layered” imaginaries, local customs, collective habits and desires, 

while finding ways to manipulate and incorporate them into the workings of capital 

(Anagnost, 2013, p. 12-13). Herein, comes the relevance of popular culture with its wide 

circulation in the global mediascape, both adapting itself to local needs, as much as 

acclimating the local to globally circulated formats. Adaptation to local needs, however, 

should not blind us to the fact that there are clear thematic similarities that unite various 

popular TV programming across the global mediascape. 

 One particular genre of popular culture where neoliberal ethics and morals show 

themselves off clearly is reality shows. Varieties of reality television programming exist 

all across the planet, while again successfully adapting themselves to the local needs 

where they are screened. These are commonly underpinned by the logic of fierce rivalry, 

and lately these programs reached their heydays across the globe. A primary cultural 

function of reality television is to educate people in the arts of neoliberal self-sufficiency 

and self-dependency (Ouellette & Hay, 2009). Likewise, the entire so-called self-help 

industry endorses the notion that each individual is capable of achieving lasting success 

in life through adopting necessary skills, suggesting that not meeting desired ends is 
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solely individual responsibility (Bloom, 2017, p. 107). Even sports contests got more 

challenging and violent in our time, reflecting the current emphasis on competitiveness. 

As Gladys L. Knight (2014) argues, “sporting events have become more numerous and 

more extreme” (p. 442). As such, living at this age, we are all constituted as neoliberal 

subjects, internalizing, spreading its main doctrines (Thomson, 2008, p. 68).  

This being said, we should be wary of seeing popular culture as if it is top-down, 

programmed to serve a single and consistent purpose. It is of vital importance to 

conceptualize popular culture as a field where neoliberal models are produced and 

reproduced, as well as occasionally being challenged, thus only partially, and not 

unambiguously, securing the continuance of neoliberal myths. Thus, it is not possible to 

talk about a singular and self-same attitude in the wide diversity of mainstream works 

towards the dominant socio-economic system of our time. 

As for the series Magnificent Century, it is filled with such ambivalences and 

contradictions in the portrayal of its central thematic preoccupation of fierce competitions 

and rivalries of the imagined Ottoman palace of the 16th century. The most strikingly, a 

moralistic undertone that condemns craving for the power accompanies the glorification 

of self-centered success throughout the series’ long run in shifting emphasis. Perhaps, 

more significantly, the series intermittently looks for a different and qualitatively better 

world order compared to the one that it ceaselessly celebrates, though this does not mean 

that its imaginings of an alternative don’t have their own problems. Hence, the central 

aim of this chapter is to reflect on and unpack the series’ uneasy, changing and 

contradictory points of contact with our collective neoliberal present. 
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A drama of heights – politics of cinematic rise and fall 

Pre-modern world of the series is full of the resounding tales of individual 

success, but is also rife with dangers and uncertainties. Competition in the palace is eerily 

similar to the real life competition that we often find ourselves in the present-day world. 

The series speaks to and animate our deepest desires and fears. Furthermore, it often 

times looks like a self-help manual of success for its audience. In short, we can detect 

close parallels between the life in the Ottoman palace and in our actual and projected 

circumstances of living in the present-day world.  

In the persona of its two central characters, Hurrem and Ibrahim, we watch a story 

of laborious ascendance from slavery to a position of utmost preeminence through 

intrigues and scheming. Both historical Hurrem and Ibrahim at some point in their lives 

were slaves, and yet they both obtained tremendous power already in their late 20’s. In 

the series, for about two and half seasons until Ibrahim’s execution, it is the rivalry 

between them that energizes the story world and drives it forward. This is of course 

accompanied by myriads of other power conflicts waged among multitudes of different 

characters. We watch the stories of people who experience immaculate rise and sudden 

fall, their names change, new characters are introduced, some familiar faces die, but the 

overall emphasis on the rise and fall remain stable throughout.  

Many defining moments of the series take place on balconies that surround the 

hallways and major meeting halls, to the extent that if we take out all the balcony shots 

from the series, even the most gifted film editor may not be able to put together a 

coherent piece of narrative cinema with the remaining visuals. Balconies, first and 

foremost, are the hallmarks of power, getting there figuratively imply the possession of it. 
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And being in a position of power means that you have to live with the prospect of losing 

it one day, thus, that’s also an inherently hostile territory.  

These balcony shots serve as the main terrain for the series’ ambivalent 

representation of power struggles. In this frequently repeated schema, the higher ground 

that she occupies in relation to her defeated opponent points to the winner of the most 

recent conflict. This typically involves Hurrem and one of her current competitors, as 

they exchange glances, the winner smiles below, whereas the loser either avoids eye 

contact or looks up in anger or in desperation, further marking her currently vanquished 

status through facial expressions (fig.71.1-fig.71.2-fig.71.3-fig.71.4-fig.71.5-fig.71.6-

fig.71.7-fig.71.8). 

Fig.71.1. Rise  Fig.71.2. Rise   Fig.71.3. Rise   Fig.71.4. Rise  

Fig.71.5. Rise Fig.71.6. Rise  Fig.71.7. Rise  Fig.71.8. Rise 

The series promises us a universe where the ambitious, resilient, talented and the 

lucky can obtain whatever they want. It also pictures a world where even they can 

suddenly lose everything they have meticulously worked to achieve. Power games never 

end, plots and schemes follow each other, and the winner of a previous game may quite 

easily find herself in a vanquished position the next time. The seemingly securest and 

best-elaborated plans may just backfire. More often than not, we watch a plot go astray 
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putting its organizers in a difficult position. For instance, a scene that starts with Ibrahim 

looking arrogantly to Hurrem positioned below ends with Hurrem’s unexpected victory, 

neatly signified by their changing facial expressions (fig.72.1-72.2-72.3-72.4). The series 

shows us that winners and losers can switch side swiftly in this volatile and slippery 

world as the person who appears to be the apparent victor of a new intrigue may come out 

just as the biggest loser of his own schemes. 

Fig.72.1. Volatility Fig.72.2. Volatility Fig.72.3. Volatility Fig.72.4. Volatility 

As Jason Read (2016) suggests, neoliberal capitalism is built upon revalorizing 

risk taking as the highest value and greatest of personal attributes (p. 162). In that vein, 

we are led to identify with Ibrahim and Hurrem, despite many of their vile deeds, who 

takes the highest risks, intermittently encounters the prospect of imminent death and 

downfall, only to survive and grow bigger after each experience. For instance, her close 

aides on a number of occasions question her good judgment in further aggravating the 

circumstances with her relentless ambitions. In one instance, she is asked: “I do not 

understand it my Sultan, are you not afraid at all?”47 Another time a different aide asks: 

“You get everything you wanted, what do you want more?”48 That’s the crucial point; 

Hurrem always wants more, and that’s precisely why we like her more. 

The high status in the palace provides extreme wealth to its bearer, as well as 

giving her near absolute power, effectively putting one in a position to decide who should 

																																																								
47 “Anlamiyorum Sultanim, hic mi korkmuyorsunuz”  
48 “Istediginiz her seyi aldiniz, daha ne istiyorsunuz?”	
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live and who should die, who should suffer and who should prosper. However, even 

acquiring the highest possible position in the palace, like Hurrem does, is a weak guard 

against the possibility of immanent fall. Thus, Hurrem, just like everybody else, is 

condemned to live in fear that she may yet lose her power one day. She is forever 

threatened by those who surprisingly emerge from the lower ranks, by the introduction of 

new foes and by the reappearance of those whom she thought are already defeated.  

In the first episode of the third season, we watch Hurrem wearing her large crown 

on her balcony, filmed from an extreme low angle (fig.73.1). However, her distressed 

facial features betray the nominal power accorded to her by the composition of the shot, 

and right below we can see her chief opponent, Mahidevran, recently returned from exile 

with her now adult son as the heir apparent, looking up to Hurrem with a short and 

tellingly smiling face (fig.73.2). Similarly, in a different scene, Hurrem again looks down 

to Suleiman’s sister Sahuban Sultan from her balcony with a similar distraught 

expression on her face (fig.73.3-73.4). These scenes demonstrate that her superior 

position does not mean that her authority will go unchallenged. Instead, she has to 

struggle to maintain her present status and has to live in fear of losing it abruptly one day. 

Fig.73.1. Fear Fig.73.2. Fear  Fig.73.3. Fear  Fig.73.4. Fear 

The fall, actual or feared, is as important to the story as the rise. The series spends 

considerable time in showcasing the literal physical fall of its characters from great 

heights, which visually demonstrates that not everybody can reach to the apexes of 

power. Hurrem and Ibrahim manage to survive the odds by a combination of their luck, 
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skill and daring, yet this is not the destiny of many other people who aspire to a similar 

fortune. For most people, a painstaking rise to power and hopes for further ascendance 

just end in a lengthy slow-motion fall from actual physical heights.  

In one particular case, two old friends turned rivals, Nurbanu and Nazenin, talk 

with each other in a tension filled atmosphere again on a balcony. The balcony, the visual 

seat of power, is too small to inhabit two competitors at the same time, and in the series 

depiction of power conflicts, there can only be a single winner. Towards the end of their 

tense conversation, Nurbanu tells to proud Nazenin that: “Sultans can be slaves, and 

slaves can be Sultans, that’s the world as it is. I do accept, you are at the top now, but 

what’s more important is to be able to remain in there, can you do that, are you capable of 

this, do you have that in you?”49 These are the last words Nurbanu utters, before she 

pushes her rival down from the balcony to her death (fig.74.1-74.2-74.3).  

Fig.74.1. Fall          Fig.74.2. Fall   Fig.74.3. Fall 

This same model repeats itself on many occasions with similar aspirational 

characters meet their unexpected deaths in a lengthy shot of fall from the heights. For 

instance, at another time, a young woman who marches in great happiness as she thinks 

she will spend the night with Prince Mustafa is pushed from behind by a rival, falling in 

slow motion from the extremely long staircase to the ground (fig.75.1-75.2-75.3). In 

																																																								
49	“Sultanlar kole, koleler de sultan olabilir, dunya bu. Kabul ediyorum zirvedesin, lakin muhim olan 
zirvede tutunabilmektir. Sen bunu yapabilir misin , becerebilir misin, senin hamurunda bu var mi?” 
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another scene, we see a harem attendant who has a long-lasting secret relationship with 

Ibrahim, after living through what she describes as the pinnacles of her life, jumps to her 

death in a lengthy slow-motion shot (fig.75.4). 

Fig.75.1. Fall  Fig.75.2. Fall  Fig.75.3 Fall  Fig.75.4. Fall 

The remarkable rise of unique but easily identifiable characters has been a staple 

of storytelling traditions since time immemorial. But was it ever before the case in human 

history when the fall is given near equal emphasis as the rise? Kirsten Whissel (2006) 

provides a convincing answer to this question. She points out that verticality, as well as 

the literal rise and descent on the vertical axis of the frame, is increasingly underlined in 

the late 20th and 21th century cinema. She argues that these movements on the vertical 

axis serve to accentuate extreme “forms of power and powerlessness” that represents 21th 

century audiences’ experiences, desires and fears (p. 23).  

This emphasis on the movement on the vertical axis speaks to our greater personal 

investments in the hopes of miraculous rise and fears of sudden and unpredictable 

descent. In this vein, Whissel indicates that present-day historical fictions “even when 

they purport to represent actual historical events,” they often rely on “mythological 

characters” and expressive mise-en-scène of “breathtaking vertical terrains” to stress the 

ascent and fall, “onto which international audiences can map their conflicting 

identifications and emotional affiliations” (p. 25).  

Whissel further elaborates that the feeling of “thwarted upward mobility” (p.24) 

can be seen as a major condition of existence for large masses of people, especially as 
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neoliberalism promises success to everyone while rarely ever delivering it to most people. 

After all, neoliberal capitalism does indeed create many losers and handful of winners all 

across the planet in the labor market, while promising success for everyone (Collier and 

Dollar, 2002, p.87). This naturally increases the concomitant audience investment in the 

stories of self-oriented success as well as depictions of inability to rise. Jason Read 

(2016) draws a bleak picture in the way neoliberalism is experienced as he claims that the 

shift from Fordism to neoliberal post-fordist economy can be seen as a transformation 

“from a regime of hope (tinged with fear) to a regime of fear (tinged with hope)” (p. 161). 

Read also claims that as a result and reflector of this general atmosphere of precarity, a 

“constant sense of insecurity infuses every work situation” (p. 161).  

We may not exactly share this air of pessimism about our collective present, 

though I believe it is still plausible to argue that hope and fear are closely intertwined in 

the psyche of many people, and the future can look simultaneously both endearing and 

inhibiting to many of us. In that regard, the series’ visual demonstrations of rise and fall 

correspond to the experienced, desired and feared movements in the vertical axis of our 

hierarchically organized world. A large global audience base can find easy resonances 

between the filmic characters’ up and down journeys in the vertical terrain and their own 

fears, desires and lived experiences. Thus, these recurrent portrayals of fall and rise in the 

series, I argue, are culturally valuable and have an affective pull as they relate to every 

day experiential life of its present-day audience; they speak of their fears, concerns and 

desires in a different time and space, yet these are felt in the body and they resonate in the 

flesh of its audience.  

 



	 224	

Televisual masochism and sadism for neoliberal times  

The fall and the rise on the vertical axis is not the only manner neoliberal 

anxieties are played out and released. Another prominent way is to target audience desire 

to see the privileged few lose and suffer, while also allowing a space of identification 

with their misery. We frequently witness moments of desperation, with the camera 

spending excessive times lingering on desolate faces just as characters lose a new 

conflict, crosscut to the smiling facial features of their opponents, all accompanied by 

aggressive musical scores. The series directs its audience to enjoy their losses and misery 

(fig.76.1-76.2-76.3-76.4-76.5-76.6-76.7-76.8). 

Fig.76.1. Sadism Fig.76.2. Sadism   Fig.76.3. Sadism  Fig.76.4.Sadism    

Fig.76.5. Sadism    Fig.76.6. Sadism  Fig.76.7. Sadism  Fig.76.8. Sadism 

All central characters, including Hurrem, experience these moments of 

metaphorical fall several times over. I believe audiences have shifting alliances and 

identifications with these powerful women, but identifying and sympathizing with their 

success do not totally diminish the desire to see them pay for the all the immense power 

and privileges that they have acquired, knowing that these would be denied to us, the 

audience, forever. 
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A similar dynamic can be detected especially in present-day reality shows and a 

comparison with them would enlighten the affective operations of the Magnificent 

Century better. Needless to suggest, reality shows are typically powered by a fierce 

competition among the rivals, just like what happens in the Magnificent Century. A 

subset of them can best be referred to as “shame TV,” as they seem to be designed for the 

purpose of putting people in dire and embarrassing circumstances under the guise of 

filming the reality as it is (Watson and Hill, p. 255; Christian, 2010, p. 62). According to 

Geoffrey White, a psychologist and a consultant to reality television programs, the 

enjoyment of this television format is directly linked with the malfunctions of our current 

socio-economic system; it corresponds to our “current zeitgeist” (Christian, 2010, p. 62).  

Seeing others in difficult circumstances provides a relief to the audience who 

experience “a growing economic and philosophical angst” (Christian, p. 62). Especially if 

we watch the suffering of people we have a difficulty in identifying with, “the pleasure of 

watching the humiliation may even be stronger” according to Elizabeth Barfoot Christian 

(p. 62). Hence, haughty and powerful women born to lead an exceptional life as Sultans, 

as well as other privileged women of high status, are good candidates for audience desires 

to watch on-screen humiliation and punishment. 

However, this is only one face of the coin. As I indicated in the previous chapters, 

affective intensities seem to call for their opposites especially after they reach to their 

apex. Anthea Taylor (2012) argues that the increased interest in depicting the conflicts 

especially between women in present-day reality TV also reflects a preoccupation with 

personal dramas emanating from failing aspirations (p. 136). Such scenes of female 
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despondency attract the concomitant desires of sadistic enjoyment as well as “masochistic 

identification” with the victim (Frank, 2007, p. 105).  

Discussions of sadism and masochism have a long history in film studies. Sadistic 

and masochistic enjoyment might be seen as inherent to the act of film viewing, but this 

never takes place in the form of an either one or the other. People are neither just sadistic 

nor only masochistic but embody both alternatingly. As Roger Horrocks (1995) indicates, 

“the inner sadist in the viewer identifies with the screen sadist, and the inner victim with 

the screen victim” (p. 47). I argue that a major affective component of the series are these 

constantly altercating patterns of identifications and disidentifications with the victories 

and sufferings of palace women. In short, what happens is that we first identify with the 

sadistic enjoyment of the winner of the most recent conflict as she explicitly debases her 

opponent, before identifying with the suffering of the victim.  

Kaja Silverman (1983), in her seminal analysis of Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho, 

argues that the movie “obliges the viewing subject to make abrupt shifts in identification” 

(p. 206). According to her, these identificatory patterns occur in “binary opposition” and 

we find ourselves at one time inscribed “as victim, and at the next juncture as victimizer” 

(p. 206). In fact, it is often argued that horror movies in general tend to activate a similar 

process of shifting viewing positions between identifying with the sadism of the 

perpetrator of the violence and the masochistic identification with the victim (Todd, 

2008, p. 58), as the identification oscillates swiftly between powerlessness and power 

(Williams, 1991, p. 8). The series, thus, merely capitalizes on an established convention 

of touching to the concomitant sadist and masochist urges of the audience. What it does 
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different is it intensifies these shifts in viewing positions to their extremes, using it as a 

major and recurring affective magnet. 

These mood shifts are evidenced by the musical cues and the changing camera 

angles, and a version of the same formula repeats on each occasion with the certainty of 

an alarm clock. First comes the vindictive enjoyment in seeing these privileged women 

suffer either with a close-up or extreme close-up to their miserable facial features 

accompanied by a fast-paced musical score and crosscut to their opponents’ smiling face. 

(fig.77.1). Later, the mood is changed to allow a space of identification with their 

sadness, achieved by the combination of melancholic music and the switching from 

close-up to medium shots (fig.77.2). In medium shots, attention is no longer placed on 

their distraught facial features. Instead the camera situates these women in a particular 

locality, the palace, and they are implicitly recognized as victims of that place. The 

physical milieu, the palace is subliminally pointed out to be the cause of their suffering. 

Being a prey to the palace, they become the victims of external factors over which they 

have little control. To be the victim of outside forces, and the incapability to resist and 

change them course, is a feeling that we the audience can always sympathize and identify 

with. But living in neoliberal times, I believe, we have more reasons to identify with that 

kind of anguish stemming from the feeling of being trapped in a world full of 

continuously evading promises. 

 

 

 

Fig.77.1. Masochism           Fig.77.2. Masochism 
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I argue that the series, in each one of the reiterations of these scenes, 

simultaneously appeal to the complex and contradictory desires of is audience; allowing 

them both the pleasure of watching the privileged few suffer, while at the same time 

frame letting them delve into the contradictory pleasure of masochistic identification with 

the dejected, the loser, the one who bitterly fails in her aspirations. Even though these 

sadistic and masochistic desires and identifications might be seen as universal and 

timeless attributes of the human race, I believe that we also need to recognize the current 

socio-economic predicaments of neoliberalism as major factors that aggravate them.  

Another off-repeated and even more problematic form of concurrent sadism and 

masochism are the acts of direct and gruesome physical violence. Naturally, not all deaths 

are caused by falling from the heights as I might have seemed to imply. Many harem girls 

in fact die under more excruciating circumstances. Young women with great aspirations 

die all the time without anybody noticing or really caring about their deaths. They are 

kidnapped, strangled, burned, hanged or beaten to death as the besetting acts of violence 

is part of the series’ affective economy (fig.78.1-78.2-78.3-78.4).  

Fig.78.1. Horror  Fig.78.2. Horror  Fig.78.3. Horror  Fig.78.4. Horror  

A notable issue is the eerie similarity in filming the suffering of the privileged 

women and these sidekick characters’ deaths. Camera often zooms to their faces in 

creepy extreme close-ups just before they give their last breaths, just like it does when a 

powerful woman loses to her rival in a power game (fig.79.1-79.2-79.3-79.4). It seems as 

if these women, in different ways, are punished for their personal ambitions and as 
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retributions for the general closeness of their sexes to power. More to the point, their 

painful facial features, just like the rest of their bodies, are borrowed to depict the 

simultaneous exhilarations, hazards and sorrows of an extremely slippery and effectively 

social Darwinist world where only few can succeed and most miserably fail. 

Fig.79.1. Violence       Fig.79.2. Violence Fig.79.3. Violence Fig.79.4. Violence 

Carol Clover (1992) points out that in cinema abject terror is primarily “gendered 

feminine” (p. 157). The more a film relies on the aesthetics of horror, displaying helpless 

and miserable souls, the more likely we see its victims as women, whereas, just like what 

happens in the series, men are often killed rather swiftly or off-screen (Clover, p. 157). 

Likewise, it is primarily through women’s tormented bodies that the series delivers to its 

audience the fear and excitement of living in an imagined pre-modern age when all of this 

violence is characterized as the order of the day. 

Machiavellianism and the age of anti-heroes  

In Magnificent Century, the celebration of rise goes hand in hand with its moral 

condemnation. Entering the palace symbolizes both the loss of innocence but also the 

attainment of unimaginable power positions, luxuries and self-fulfilment. In this respect, 

Hurrem and Ibrahim’s journey especially draw similarities with each other. Before their 

arrival in the palace, they both are the epitomization of innocence and goodwill. Palace 

gives them power, while taking away their uncorrupted purity.  



	 230	

For about two and half seasons the series does not have a central villain figure that 

is worthy of mention. Foreign enemies have little screen time and they are mostly 

ridiculed. Interior foes are defeated and die at the very most after a couple of episodes. 

We never really have a focal source of evil that can be pit against the good until much 

later. The central conflict is between Hurrem and Ibrahim, who share the same destiny of 

rising above slavery to reach to the highest possible position of power at a very young 

age. Hurrem and Ibrahim are each other’s mirror images, and for that reason they are also 

bitter foes. Their success, however, fractures their personality, and their personal 

dilemmas are a major thematic preoccupation throughout the series.  

This stressed emphasis on the ambivalences, complexities and contradictions of 

central characters clearly relates the series with the present-day affliction with antiheroes 

in the global mediascape. Hurrem, Ibrahim and Suleiman all display Machiavellian habits 

at an age when it is noticeably on the rise in popular culture, as several media scholars 

note the growing number of TV productions that center on anti-heroes (Casper and 

Kozma, 2015; Mittell, 2014; Joustra and Wilkinson, 2016). Ruthlessly cunning women 

and men who mercilessly pursue their best interests in a world hostile to them have a 

peculiar appeal. What we have thus can be called as “Machiavellian turn” (Casper and 

Kozma, 2015) or as “anti-heroic boom” (Mittell, 2014, p. 77) in the global mediascape, of 

which the Magnificent Century is a notable part.  

Anti-heroism is a key dramatic element and internal contradictions of the 

protagonists often constitute the backbone of the story in many contemporaneous TV 

series (Garcia, 2016, p. 55). Jason Mittell (2014) compellingly argues that the mass 

appeal of the Machiavellians comes from their “cunning, social intelligence and a keen 
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ability to manipulate others,” which let the audience “learn from their adventures” and 

build their social intelligence through identifying with spectacularly successful characters 

who are weak in their moral compass (p. 145).  

According to Mittell, Machiavellian central characters’ chief appeal arises from 

the pedagogic role that they play for the contemporary audiences. They inform and 

motivate us into the ways of acting that are conducive to become successful in an 

increasingly competitive world. Additionally, it can also be argued that the predicaments 

of these anti-heroes shed light and resonate with the plights of a 21th century audience 

who can approximate their own moral dilemmas to what they watch on the screen in a 

magnified form. 

Direct references to Niccolo Machiavelli himself and his book The Prince are not 

infrequent. French ambassador to the Ottoman Empire presents a book to Ibrahim at a 

dinner in his house in episode 82. Then, we see Ibrahim holding in his hands The Prince 

from Machiavelli, reading passages from it to his guests. Furthermore, on more than one 

occasion we watch Suleiman reading The Prince. At a particularly notable case, he reads 

it shortly before he decides to execute his son Bayezit. On a dark and rainy night, as 

lighting briefly enlighten Suleiman’s face and the room, we watch Suleiman reading the 

Prince (fig.80.1-80.2). Close-up to the book (fig.80.3) is followed by a play of lights and 

shadows on the wall (fig.80.3). We watch from Suleiman’s distressed and saddened eyes 

the future execution of Bayezit on the wall, associating the murder of his son with a 

Machiavellian power struggle (fig.80.4.) 
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Fig.80.1 Anti-hero Fig.80.2. Anti-hero Fig.80.3. Anti-hero Fig.80.4. Anti-hero 

 

Ultimately, rather than such direct references, it is the thematic prominence of 

Machiavellianism that is a noteworthy feature of the series. Internal dilemmas exist even 

for Hurrem, whose story of ascendance to power is supposed to be the original central 

thematic preoccupation. She, at times, seems hesitant of her greater involvement in the 

intrigues. On more than one occasions she utters: “This palace makes me resemble to 

itself.”50 Her hesitancies, however, are only briefly reflected on her face after her each 

violent deed, thus is secondarized to her success. Typically, her first reaction is one of 

desolation and aversion as she comes face-to-face with the victim of her actions 

(fig.81.1). Sadness then gets dissipated as she pulls herself together and proudly owns up 

her deeds with her chin up posture (fig.81.2).  

 

 

 

 

Fig.81.1. Divided Personality Fig.81.2. Divided Personality 

At a notable instance, on the orders of Suleiman’s mother, a group of harem girls 

try to kill Hurrem by burning her alive. Hurrem survives the attack by some injuries and 

later takes a bitter revenge from the leading woman of the group by punishing her in kind. 

																																																								
50 “Bu saray beni kendisine benzetiyor” 
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We see two guards sent by Hurrem carrying in a slow-motion shot that young woman 

towards a torch to get her face burned (fig.82.1-82.2). This scene of grotesque violence is 

followed by the image of Hurrem standing in her balcony, the preponderant site of power. 

That young woman’s screams are extended by a sound bridge and are accompanied by an 

upbeat music as the camera slowly moves towards Hurrem’s smiling face (fig.82.3). 

The scene is clearly composed to stress Hurrem’s might, directing the audience to 

identify with her, rather than the victim of her violence. The camera then gets fixed to a 

slightly low angle medium close-up of Hurrem’s face, which reveals her ambivalences 

(fig.82.4). We see her grappling with her own indecisive emotional state, by her clear 

attempt to retain her proud and cheerful posture against the rushing grief. In fact, she 

vacillates between two opposing emotional intensities. On the one hand, she is proud to 

avenge herself, on the other, we can read a deep feeling of despondency on her face.  

 

 

 

 

Fig.81.1. Vengeance     Fig.82.2. Vengeance 

 

 

 

 

Fig.82.3. Vengeance   Fig.82.4. Vengeance 

These two contrasting emotional states shift in emphasis in split seconds. Finally 

as the camera freezes on her face they appear to be merged. At the very end, they start co-
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existing; creating a duality that finds an embodiment in Hurrem. The scene ends with her 

chin up, indicating her reckless pride in herself, and yet her facial features carry the 

marks of a wretchedness that she cannot completely shake away (fig.79.4). Thus, 

pleasure emanating from her might is not unproblematic. But, the sadness of becoming 

cruel does not totally shatter the pride of victory either. As Hurrem appears struggling 

with her conflicting feelings, her latest achievement is simultaneously avowed and 

disavowed.  

The series sporadically marks Hurrem’s quick rise and the destabilization of the 

palace authority as looming dangers for the future by relying on the conventions of 

apocalyptic fiction and horror genre. Often times we see a sorcerer/fortuneteller telling us 

that the future looks gloomy and utter devastation is forthcoming. Thus, the potential 

disastrous consequences of Hurrem’s undermining of the social hierarchy counterbalance 

the celebration of her miraculous ascent. For instance, at episode 46 a fortuneteller says 

in eye contact with Hurrem that (fig.83.1-fig.83.2):  

There is a dragon living in this palace. Now she is sleeping…but in time she will 
be transformed to a dragon. There is death here, the blue of the seas would turn 
blood red, the dragon… will eliminate all her rivals one by one, and with the fire 
coming from her mouth, she will burn the palace down.51  
 

 

 

 

 Fig.83.1. Catastrophe Fig.83.2. Catastrophe 

																																																								
51	“Yalniz bir ejderha yasiyor bu sarayda. Simdi uyuyor…zamanla ejderha olacak. Olum var burda, 
denizlerin mavisi kizil kana bulanacak, ejderha herseyi herkesi sarip saridaracak, birbir tum dusmanlarini 
ortadan kaldiracak, azgindan cikan alevleriyle yakacak sarayi.” 
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Furthermore, the oncoming devastation is revealed while our characters dream. In 

the next episode after her meeting with the fortuneteller, she encounters a giant dragon on 

her balcony. We first watch her waking up from bed, and walking aimlessly. She reaches 

the edge of the balcony, looking at the large dragon in a state of total submission in the 

presence of its towering figure (fig.84.1). This encounter with the dragon effectively 

means Hurrem looks to her own mirror image or to her darker self. When we have a 

close-up to her face, we realize that what she sees only scares and worries her (fig.84.2). 

 

 

 

   

Fig.84.1. Dragon Fig.84.2. Dragon   Fig.84.3. Dragon          

Next, a fireball starts growing in the dragon’s mouth and Hurrem screams loudly 

while raising her hand to protect herself before being engulfed by the spreading fire 

(fig.84.3). At this stage, she wakes up from her dream with a frightful real-life scream. 

The scene shows us Hurrem both as the dragon and its victim. It divides her into two 

parts: she is the dragon who will wreak havoc in the Ottoman realm and the young 

woman who just wants to have a serene sleep at night. Her growing power is not just 

challenged regularly by her many foes, but also but her own consciousness. Hurrem also 

periodically looks to a site of devastation in her nightmares from her balcony (fig.85.1-

85.2). Thus, her much-celebrated reckless ascent to power is also represented as possibly 

dangerous for the entire polity.  
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 Fig.85.1. Disaster   Fig.85.2. Disaster   

Anjeana K. Hans (2014) points out that the figure of transgressive woman makes 

a recurrent appearance in the narrative arch of the Weimar era movies. She asks: “Why 

these narratives of transgressive women are so frequently connected to the uncanny, the 

fantastic, the potentially horrifying; why in other words, are these women figured either 

as terrified or terrifying - or simultaneously both?” (p. 3). This question has some obvious 

relevance for the representation of Hurrem as well. Hurrem is both terrifying and terrified 

of her own actions, she is the dragon and the gullible young woman who is consumed by 

it. Hans suggests that such contradictions of the Weimar films should be thought in 

conjunction with the complexities of its social environment, which was “itself wrought by 

ambiguity, contradiction, and change” (p. 270). Furthermore, according to Hans, abrupt 

social and cultural change itself came to be imagined as an uncanny and transgressive 

woman (p. 272). In other words, transgressive woman stood for the swift change itself, 

which was looked upon both as fascinating and frightening.  

I believe a version of the same happens in our age as well. Abrupt transformations 

in the neoliberal age seem to be equated to a charming and yet disquieting woman. In that 

way, neoliberalism is rendered both pleasurable but also potentially dangerous. We both 

want her to get closer to us, while at the same time we want to maintain a safe distance 

from her. All in all, a reckless and egoistical drive to power is a gendered construct that is 
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primarily explored through women, as well as being equated to women in its charm and 

peril.  

The tendency to relegate neoliberalism primarily to women is neither new in the 

realm of popular culture nor is it socio-culturally insignificant. This safeguards the 

sanctity of masculinity as a higher domain of existence and the real backbone of the 

Ottoman Turkish polity, while letting the audience be drawn into the enjoyment of fierce 

and violent power conflicts of the Ottoman palace with relatively lesser unease. 

Vietnamese scholar Nguyen-vo Thu-huong (2008) provides important insights that are, I 

believe, quite valuable in understanding the nature of Magnificent Century’s 

entanglement with neoliberal affectivities. She argues that the process of adaptation to 

neoliberal age led to a split between the “true” and “real” in Vietnam, which reflects itself 

in the popular movies produced in recent years. According to her, “morality marks the 

true” and “the reality is marked by an excess in market-generated pleasures” (p. 227). In 

these films, neoliberalism promises upward mobility, success, enjoyment of life and 

wealth, which is the sphere of the real. Plus, just like what happens in the series, it is 

primarily through women’s experiences that neoliberal enjoyments, risks and sins are 

explored. Yet, these also play a fundamentally unsettling role and undermine the 

hegemony of the “true” which are timeless Vietnamese values.  

The central point of these popular movies is that market freedoms inaugurated by 

neoliberalism are pleasurable as they are morally corrosive. We should embrace them as 

we take our guard against them. This duality of positions can be detected in various 

popular Vietnamese movies, she argues, and often it appears as if these films cannot 

reach to a conclusive choice between upholding either of these two positions at the 
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expanse of the other (Thu-huong, p. 233). However, at the end, as we see a version of it 

happening in the Magnificent Century towards the series’ conclusion, it is the true, the 

imagined timeless values of the nation that are privileged at the expanse of neoliberal 

enjoyments. 

Is personal fragmentation a destiny for all? 

As we have Hurrem to depict a success story tinted with moral degradation, the 

issue of personal fragmentation resulting from a character’s miraculous rise is primarily 

explored in the persona of Ibrahim Pasha. Even though his portrayal draws close parallels 

with Hurrem’s representation, for him, the stress lies less on his achievements and more 

so on his divided personality and the resulting personal suffering. Concomitant losses of 

his past identity and innocence, ensuing from his religious conversion and his entry into 

the world of palace intrigues, are represented as unbearably traumatic experiences 

causing to deep scars and incurable pain. Focusing on Ibrahim, the series also elaborates 

on the trauma of diasporic identities and the sense of rootlessness, which accompany the 

loss of one’s homeland and originary identity. Hence, in the portrayal of Ibrahim, the 

ultimate focus lies in the various axis of fragmentation of the human identity.  

A staple scene of the series is Ibrahim’s monologues. At irregular intervals, we 

hear him talk to himself in a disconsolate mood. Though these speeches touch on a 

variety of topics, the central thematic concern remains on his divided self and the traumas 

of transformation. He never truly reconciles himself with his deeds nor he can ever rid of 

himself painful memories of the past. He constantly suffers for his vile actions though he 

never actually aims for a radical change in his life, recognizing himself as the 

embodiment of both good and evil. In one of his off-repeated monologues, he says: “I’m 
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Ibrahim… the one who carries the heaven and hell in himself all the time, who is friends 

with his own devil…the loyal gatekeeper to the mighty gates of purgatory.”52  

Ibrahim is as ambitious as he is arrogant, and yet he recurrently mourns for the 

loss of his innocence, searching his memories for a piece of uncorrupted purity that he 

can momentarily hold on to. Yet, at the end of the day, no matter how much he might be 

mournful about his personal decay, he continues to have his unrestrained appetite for 

greater power, which requires him to commit further vile deeds. He stresses this point 

clearly in a lengthy monologue, uttered standing on the edge of his balcony looking far 

ahead to the sea: 

Ibrahim, the son of Greek fisherman Manolis. Ibrahim Pasha, the Grand Vizier 
 of the Ottoman Empire, the Commander in Chief of the glorious Ottoman 
 armies... Is this not enough? Would this game of sovereignty never end? How 
 many times more you would have to deal with blood and  poison, how many 
 more times you would allow your enemies to pierce your heart into pieces? 
 How come a woman adversary can be more dangerous and slick than ten male 
 competitors? Don’t be surprised Ibrahim, don’t be surprised Theo. She is a 
 convert, just like you are; Alexandra from  Ruthenia. You have picked up your 
 own devil… You have turned, you have submitted, and you have won. 
 Submit again, yield to your ambition, so that you can collect enough anger to 
 fight.iii 

 

 

 

 

Fig.86.1. Bosphorus  Fig.86.2. Bosphorus 

Eric Kit-wai Ma (2012) argues that “double identities” often constitute present-

day dramas’ major crux of “attractions and tensions” in Hong Kong cinema, and internal 

split centers on the deep conflict between “the strong aspirations for entrepreneurial 

success” and the fears about the corrupting influence of capitalistic modernity (p. 60). 
																																																								
52	“Cenneti, cehennemi hep icinde tasiyan, kendi seytaniyla dost…Arafin yuce kapisinin sadik bekcisi”	
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Similarly, Ibrahim Pasha of the series is caught up between these poles of attractions and 

anxieties; his desire for success and power is matched by the tension over the resulting 

corruption of his soul.  

Neoliberalism, according to Philip Mirowski (2013), often causes people to 

become “simultaneously subject, object, and spectator” to their own destinies (p. 108). 

This particular monologue as well as his entire portrayal, I believe, shows us the 

neoliberal multiplicity of positions that he inhabits vis-à-vis himself. He is the object of a 

destiny that is not of his own choice, but, on the other hand, he is also a self-made man 

who creates a marvelous personal career filled with an astounding list of achievements. 

And third, he is a spectator who watches, evaluates and suffers for his own deeds of 

mischief and violence. He simultaneously acts and is acted upon, a powerful subject who 

rules a mighty empire, and an object who never truly feels he has much control over the 

circumstances of his life, and an outsider spectator watching it all from a certain distance 

in unease. Ibrahim’s internal voice primarily belongs to the dilemmas of a man living in 

the 21th century world, rather than mid 16th century Ottoman Grand Vizier. 

He also asserts in the same speech that Hurrem is a mighty opponent who 

challenges him in ways that his other rivals cannot because, just like Ibrahim, she is also 

a convert. It is as if we are told that once they survive the pain of losing one’s homeland 

and original identity they can be strong enough to defeat any enemy. Or once they 

relinquish their roots and primary identities as well as their innocence, they can turn this 

into a habit, play with and perform multiple identities, cheat their opponents as they learn 

to mask their true intentions better than anybody else.  
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Ibrahim is a divided soul in many respects; just like he never reconciles the 

darkening of his soul, he also does not completely forget his past Christian identity. As 

such, Ibrahim’s monologues often dwell on the topic of “turning.” He often refers to 

himself as “donme” a rather derogatory Turkish word for religious converts, which can 

be translated as “turnabout.” But the verb “donmek” also has the meaning of “returning 

back” in Turkish, pointing to his desire to return back to that which he has lost, his 

innocence as well as his original identity.  

This overlapping loss of innocence and past identity are stressed most plainly 

when Ibrahim visits a church Formally, he just accompanies Princess Isabella, but it is 

also hinted that he actually wants to get there for himself. The scene has the same colour 

scheme as when the series makes a flashback to the past. Thus, we are going on an 

emotionally loaded travel through time, not in actuality but in desire and in memory, 

through Ibrahim’s longed-for connections to his past. Ibrahim starts glimpsing various 

icons in the church, then stands right below the large figure of the crucified Jesus and 

looks at it contemplatively for an extended period of time (fig.87.1-87.2). 

Fig.87.1. Church Fig.87.2. Church Fig.71.3. Church Fig.87.4. Church  

First apparent symbolic association of the scene is to show us extremely 

successful and sinful Ibrahim appearing puzzled in the face of the icon of Jesus Christ, 

the man who died on a cross innocent for the sins of others. His moral dilemma gets only 

further exacerbated when a priest, who knows nothing about Ibrahim, approaches him 

from behind and asks him: “Is it you who wants to repent?” (fig.87.3) This unexpected 
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question has certainly an emotional weight on Ibrahim, as he is the Grand Vizier and the 

Commander in Chief of the Muslim Ottoman Empire, which is on a near permanent basis 

at war against the Christian infidel.  

Ibrahim looks startled for a moment and briefly hesitates, but then says, “No, it’s 

not me.” Next, he starts listening to a conversation between a small boy and his mother. 

The boy’s name is Theo, Ibrahim’s actual name before his abduction and conversion. The 

boy reminds him of his childhood, and later he actually starts seeing his own younger 

self, sitting there glancing back to him (fig.87.4). Ibrahim’s face radiates with warmth 

and compassion, but also reflects a touch of gloom, as he looks at his own long-lost days 

of untainted innocence (fig.87.3). 

Ibrahim’s internal dilemmas occasioned by the adoption of a different identity are 

an intermittent source of ennui and pain for him. However, his monologues at times get 

more complicated and start troubling this straightforward assertion. He questions the 

plausibility of a stable identity itself, and entertains the notion that perhaps there is no 

such place we can decidedly and unambiguously call home: 

Born to Greek fisherman Manolis and Venetian Sofia, converted from Parga at the 
 age of 10, I am Ibrahim the turnabout. What was my name, what did it mean and 
 in what language, I forgot. Forgetting is freedom. Otherwise, the language that 
 you got your name and the lands you learned to walk do not let your heart go… Is 
 there such a thing as returning; is it possible to return back? Or does the destiny 
 always point towards the future? Does the place where you come from still exist? 
 …Without forgetting the tracks behind, can you find your way home following 
 the same routes? Or are you always already a turnabout in all lands, 
 languages and religions that you say you have turned/returned, changed and 
 arrived? Is turning not a talent, but a necessity?iv 

 
It seems as if he is trying to make the point that all identities are inherently 

diasporic; they are temporary fictions we willingly take part in, fashionable dresses that 

eventually lose their appeal, but not an organic part of our being. Identities are narratives 
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that we believe and tell others; we play with them and feel them as our own, without 

being completely able to shake up the feeling that something is still missing. As a result, 

what we would like to call home, as the original place where we believe our identity is 

forged, perhaps is an imaginary locale that we can never truly settle or return. 

However, universalism of such general assertions has to be balanced by pointing 

to their contextual significances. For one thing, Ibrahim’s dilemmas evidently reflect the 

issues of postcolonial subjectivity and postcolonial fragmentation of identity, which 

emanates from the subject’s inability to bridge his diverse cultural values and belongings 

into a coherent perception of the self (Alghamdi, 2011, p. 182). The most typically, as 

Alaa Alghamdi (2011) argues, “the process of migration” and “involuntary exile” 

constitutes a barrier against the formation of the sense of the “continuity of the personal 

past, present and future” (p. 182). This inevitability of finding a narrative coherence in 

one’s personal history often becomes the root cause of personal traumas and a desire to 

return back to one’s origins. However, just like Ibrahim laments about it, for the 

postcolonial subject homeland often remains an elusive construct that can neither be 

reached at nor can be forgotten (Alghamdi, p. 4).  

We also need to recognize that continuing trends of globalization in our neoliberal 

age increase the propensity of rendering similar fragmentations between one’s past, 

present and future a “universally applicable” human experience (Alghamdi, p. 5). Thus, 

neoliberalism emerges again as a culprit for such insistent emphasis for exploring 

Ibrahim’s fragmented identity and his feelings of being condemned to both moral 

ambiguity and rootlessness. Needless to point out, unprecedented levels of capital and 

information flows and the actual physical movements of people across the globe are 
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defining features of neoliberal globalization. These increasing global flows ensure that 

people have multiple and shifting identities and identifications that crisscross each other 

(Kellner, 1995, p. 246). In other words, people of the 21th century are traversed by 

unparalleled numbers of cultural, social and historical forces that constitute, re-constitute, 

destabilize and re-stabilize our subjectivities.  

In this regard, if it was always difficult to point out to a unitary human identity, it 

surely never was equally tempting to address the feelings of personal fragmentation in 

popular culture as it is today due to the relevance of the topic to contemporary audiences. 

Plausibly reflecting this socio-cultural impetus, internal divisions and identity troubles are 

indeed one of the major pre-occupations of the present-day movies and television series 

(Ruddell, p. 7, 2013). According to Caroline Ruddell (2013), the cultural importance 

given to split characters in the global mediascape reflects the viewers’ own sense of 

fragmentation in the present-day world, thus television portrayals of personality divisions 

reflect and speak to the lived circumstances of their audiences (p. 126-127). 

In short, Ibrahim, unlike Hurrem, never truly gets reconciled to his new identity; 

the ghosts and memories of the past are a constant source of pain and lamentation. His 

duality is essentially caused by the fracturing of time between an imagined past simplicity 

and conflictual present-day glamour. He does not feel fit for the latter, but cannot give up 

from the spell of power and the wealth that it offers. It can be argued that the series, 

rather than merely portraying it, exalts the identificatory ambivalence itself as an 

inevitable component of our contemporary condition of existence in exploring Ibrahim’s 

deep-rooted dilemmas.  
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Changing contours of power  

There are starkly different connotations to the series’ representation of power. 

And over the course of its run, the overall approach to the question of individualistic rise 

drastically changes. I believe that the reasons of this dramatic alteration do not so much 

derive from the internal factors related to the series, like the falling ratings and different 

screenwriters. The main reason for the change in thematic emphasis is the overall 

transformation of Turkey from the moment the series started in 2011 to the time when it 

approached its ending in 2014.  

The Turkey of the early 2010s was the shining example of the world capitalism 

with its record-breaking levels of development, which, for a moment, even surpassed 

China’s annual growth, the traditional leader of the index An optimistic newspaper 

article, referring to Turkey’s unexpected rise in the international arena, at the time wrote 

that: “The Empire Is Striking Back” (Abbas, 2012). Since then, the country has faced 

increasing levels of authorization, resistance and bifurcations of the country into 

increasingly hostile opposing camps. Accompanying these gloomy political events was 

the economic slowdown, as the “growth has fallen sharply from 9 per cent in 2010 and 

2011 to just under 3 per cent in 2014” (Dombey, 2015). As of now, it is no longer really 

possible to speak about any bright prospect for the country’s economic as well as political 

situation. As one recent newspaper articles stresses: “The Turkish economic miracle is 

currently in the process of transforming into the opposite” (Popp, 2017). Hence, the series 

had enough reasons to celebrate the individualistic power rise at its inception, and more 

motives to look at it from a critical angle as the current President, by then the Prime 

Minister Erdogan, tightened his grip on power.  
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Before going further with this argument, I would like to analyze the major 

contours of power in the series. I can identify five different but interrelated frames of 

tackling it. First, it is the symbol of energetic and corrective power of the phallic leader 

that brings order and justice to the polity. Second, power means capability to command 

and dominate others and to get what you want, including material benefits as well as an 

abundance of respect. This form of power lives on its shining glamour. Its brightness 

attracts and lures pretty much everyone to take part in the search for increasing one’s 

might. Thus, power also means relentless rivalries and struggles between those who want 

to rise up the ladder and those who want to protect their present status. Thirdly, power 

has the aptitude towards corrupting the most gullible souls and poisoning even the finest 

intimate relationships. Another form of power is the Ottoman Turkish military strength, 

and as I pointed out before, the series makes intermittent and glorifying visual, audial and 

verbal references to it. Lastly, individualistic search for power is unambiguously 

condemned as a source of evil, which brings doom both to its seekers as well as to the 

larger polity. This last aspect is growingly stressed towards the series’ ending in 

alignment with the series’ general thematic reorientation in the last season. 

The most potent symbolic marker of power is the golden ball that is attached to 

the ceiling of each room in the palace, with the exception of the kitchen, which is 

primarily used for comedic purposes. As the palace is the ultimate locus of power, the 

golden ball is the direct reference point and the material symbol of it. The easiest way to 

demonstrate how this central concept is variously depicted is to track the scenes when its 

main physical symbol makes an appearance. We are first introduced to the golden ball in 

the first episode after young Suleiman’s crowning as the new Sultan of the Ottoman 
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Empire. Suleiman sets himself to fight against the corruption that has gone unnoticed and 

unchecked in his father’s administration. Suleiman listens to a high-ranking state official 

named Hasan Can who was present at the time of his father’s last moments before death. 

This is naturally a saddened moment, but the mood of the conversation abruptly changes. 

Suddenly, Suleiman gets visibly angry and asks: “Did he say nothing about the Grand 

Admiral Cafer Aga? I heard about all his brigandage and misdemeanors from 

Manisa…Tell me Hasan Can, is this justice of the Ottomans, to turn a blind eye to all 

these?”53  

The old man, visibly shaken by this sudden outburst from Suleiman, replies by 

carefully choosing his words: “You know what is the best, my Sultan.” Suleiman then 

says in a self-assured tone: “Yes, surely, I know it Hasan Can, I know what I should be 

doing.”54 As he finishes his brief sentence, Suleiman starts directly looking up to the 

golden ball with a firm and decisive expression on his face (fig.88.1). Then comes the 

high angle shot that shows us the golden ball in all its clarity alongside Suleiman looking 

at it from below (fig.88.2). This last shot, by positioning strong-minded Suleiman and the 

golden ball in the same frame, demonstrates Suleiman’s unquestioned possession of the 

power that he is determined to use in a noble way to distribute justice in his realm. 

Fig.88.1 Virile Power Fig.88.2. Virile Power    Fig.88.3. Virile Power     Fig.88.4. Virile Power  

																																																								
53	“Kaptani Derya Cafer Aga icin bir sey soylemez miydi? Yaptigi usulsuzlukleri kanunsuzluklari ben 
Manisa’dan biliyorum…Soylesene Hasan Can, bu mudur Osmanli’nin adaleti, bole gormezden gelmek 
midir?	
54	“Elbet bilirim Hasan Can, ben ne yapacagimi bilirim.”	
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This scene is crosscut to a rather conventional portrayal of a corrupt state official. 

We have a close-up to a hand putting golden coins into a small sack, meanwhile in the 

background we can see a blurry image of a man looking at them as they fall one by one 

(fig.88.3). This is no doubt the money either from a recent bribe or is collected as a heavy 

taxation from the poor. As the blurry image gets visible, we are introduced to Grand 

Admiral Cafer Aga, who is soon going to be a victim of Suleiman’s unforgiving 

commitment to justice by being summarily executed for his long list of misdeeds 

(fig.88.4). The corrupt and incidentally seated state official, thus making a fortune 

through unfair means without actually doing much, is contrasted to the young ruler, 

bursting with energy, who stands on his feet and ready to act and to correct. For the 

moment, power means strength, virility, justice and punishment for the wrongdoer.  

 The second form of power does not need to serve a clearly identifiable good 

purpose to impress us. The emphasis lies in its mere hyped presence, as the ability to hold 

and exercise power is in and of itself celebrated. Thus, powerful people garner our 

fascination and respect precisely for their ability to practice control and influence over 

others through their acts, words and sometimes by their mere physical presence. One of 

the most powerful figures in the palace is Suleiman’s mother, who is also officially the 

ruler of the harem and expectedly a central opponent to young and defiant Hurrem. With 

her rebelliousness, Hurrem often finds herself in trouble with Valide Sultan and faces 

bitter consequences for her unruly behavior especially in the earlier episodes.  

During a particular encounter in the second episode, Hurrem looks down from a 

balcony to the large hall room symbolizing her newly acquired higher status in the harem 

(fig.89.1). Unaware of Hurrem’s observing eyes, seemingly careless of anyone who 
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might be looking at her anyway, Valide Sultan enters the room followed by her aides. All 

immediately stop and get into a straight line. Valide Sultan commands unconditional 

obedience and exacts fear from everyone, apparently with the exception of Hurrem.  

 

 

 

 

Fig.89.1. Queen Mother  Fig.89.2. Queen Mother  

In Hurrem’s eyes, we watch the Queen mother’s slow and self-confident moves, 

as she shares the frame with the golden ball (fig.89.2). Though Hurrem is positioned in 

the higher ground and dominates the visual field, the sphere reminds us that it is 

ultimately Valide Sultan who holds the strings. And since we watch simultaneously both 

Valide Sultan and the golden symbol of dominance from Hurrem’s eyes, her embodiment 

of power both sets and represents young Hurrem’s desires to rise in the ladder. Valide is 

not just a powerful rival; her hypnotizing glamour is also a source of inspiration for 

Hurrem to engage in daily strife to eventually replace her. 

This second aspect of power draws closer to more classical accounts of defining 

it. In one of the most commonly used descriptions, political scientist Harold Dwight 

Lasswell (2011) outlines it as a struggle to decide who gets what, when and how. Power 

can also be seen as the mere ability to make choices. To gain power, thus, means turning 

a state of disempowerment to an empowered and more capable one, having greater 

influence, as well as achieving greater control on one’s own and other people’s destinies 

(Kabeer, 1999, p. 436). In the words of Scott Kiesling (2012), “power is action that 
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modifies action”; meaning that power primarily means the capability of altering other 

peoples’ or events’ course of action. 

A creative usage of the golden globe comes in episode 55. Suleiman is puzzlingly 

ill and is in an unconscious state. Doctors cannot figure out the real cause of his malady, 

and he is unresponsive to medical treatments. With the looming danger of his likely 

death, the usual intrigues of the palace accelerate, enmities get sharpen with each side 

looking at each other with a renewed hatred and suspicion. Towards the end of that 

episode, to everybody’s surprise but not to everybody’s liking, as Mahidevran hopes that 

he would die and his son Mustafa would replace him, Suleiman finally regains his 

consciousness and manages to briefly open his eyes (fig.90.1). And the first image that 

his eyeballs could detect, as he almost literally returns from death to life, is the golden 

ball lurking from the ceiling above everybody’s head (fig.90.2). He returns back to life to 

re-possess power that he comes on the verge of losing for good.  

 

 

 

 

Fig.90.1. On Death Bed  Fig.90.2. On Death Bed 

As Suleiman slowly starts recovering, episode 55 ends with a final scene in which 

all major characters come together around his bed. What brings them together around 

Suleiman’s bed is supposed to be a relished occasion as he is fast healing, but what seems 

to be their main pre-occupation at the moment are their rivalries and enmities. Their 

attention does not rest on the king, who lies between them, but they keep looking at each 
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other in a hostile attitude from the opposite sides of the bed, carrying the marks of a rage 

on their disgruntled facial expressions (fig.91.1. -fig.91.2). 

 Fig.91.1. Bed  Fig.91.2. Bed  Fig.91.3. Bed  Fig.91.4. Bed 

 

 In the next shot, we see them all in a single frame surrounding Suleiman’s bed 

from three sides (fig.91.3). The camera at first is at eye level, thus Suleiman is invisible 

to the audience. Then, it slowly starts to tilt upwards to reveal him lying in the middle, as 

if we are looking at him and his surroundings from the perspective of the golden ball, 

which we know from the previous scene is located approximately at that spot (fig.91.4). 

We are told in a playful manner that our characters’ coming together around Suleiman’s 

bed as well as their mutually shared animosities is caused by their desire to get closer to 

power. Power, thus, means bouncy and thrilling intrigues and contestations among the 

rivals.  

Thirdly, power is tackled as a disintegrating force for the closest relatives, friends 

and lovers. On several occasions, a brief close-up to the golden ball precedes the scenes 

when a new scheme is under way. At other times, in a dark and gloomy atmosphere, the 

camera shows us the golden ball in the ceiling for a couple of seconds, before sliding 

below to reveal a batch of characters whose gathering is tainted by the rivalries and 

intrigues of the palace (fig.92.1-92.2-92.3-92.4).  
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Fig.92.1. Gloom    Fig.92.2. Gloom Fig.92.3. Gloom     Fig.92.4. Gloom 

The growing tension between Suleiman and his eldest son Mustafa is also 

signified by the use of the golden ball. At one particular moment, as Mustafa disobeys a 

direct order from Suleiman, the relationship between father and son gets further strained. 

Mustafa enters his father’s throne room where Suleiman waits for him with his back 

turned towards the entrance door. The low angle wide lens shot exaggerates the actual 

physical distance between father and son, while making sure that the golden ball is visible 

at the top of the frame (fig.93.1). This physical distance is indicative of the emotional 

detachment between the two, whereas the golden ball in the air points to the underlining 

reason of this poignant split. We understand that no matter what the surface reason of the 

conflict between father and son might be, this is ultimately caused by power that puts a 

distance between two characters who are otherwise very fond of each other. In the next 

shot, as Mustafa attempts to approach his father, Suleiman orders him to stay where he is 

with a firm hand move without uttering any word, forbidding Mustafa from closing the 

physical and emotional distance between them for the moment (fig.93.2).  

 

 

Fig.93.1. Antagonism Fig.93.2. Antagonism  Fig.93.3. Antagonism 
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At another similar moment, Suleiman invites his best friend Ibrahim to a dinner. 

This is their last dinner together as Suleiman has already decided to have him executed. 

Suleiman sits at one end of the long table, which is, as mentioned previously, typically 

used to point to simultaneous proximity and distance between the two characters. Just as 

Ibrahim enters the room to take his place right across from Suleiman, we see the golden 

ball shining above the life-long friends in the darkish room (fig.93.3). In short, in this 

third aspect, power is a degenerating force that alienates the closest kins and friends from 

each other. 

Militaristic power, on the other hand, never really emerges as on object of critical 

scrutiny. The golden ball appears on more than one occasion to signify power in a 

positive sense when the topic becomes the military accomplishment. In several scenes, 

the golden ball of the ceiling is likened to the actual Ottoman symbol of militarism and 

thrust for conquest: “The golden apple” (Veinstein, 2013, p. 181). The myth of the golden 

apple or the red apple (“altin elma” or “kizil elma” in Turkish) has historically occupied 

an important place in the Ottoman imaginary and it broadly signified any major Western 

city that the Ottomans set their eyes upon for conquest. At one time, their golden apple 

was Constantinople (Istanbul), after its conquest it was Rome, then, it was switched to 

Vienna due to the city’s geographical proximity and the importance as the gateway to 

Western Europe (Veinstein, 2013, p. 181). Depending on the exigencies of the time, 

basically any major Western city could be seen as the golden apple (Veinstein, p. 182).  

From the 18th century onward, as the Ottoman military power declined, the 

empire’s chief priorities changed to defend its current territories rather than further 

conquest, thus the myth of the golden apple was largely left to forgetfulness. With the rise 
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of Turkish nationalism in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the myth of the golden 

apple was recycled and reinvented as a stock figure of Turkish people, and “red apple” or 

“golden apple” is a recognizable symbol of Turkish nationalism today (Gurpinar, 2016, p. 

41). In such scenes when the golden apple makes an appearance it is unequivocally 

matched to the golden ball in its connotation. For instance, at different times we see both 

Suleiman and Prince Mustafa throwing the golden apple to the golden ball (fig.94.1-

94.2). We see the golden ball and the golden apple touching each other, being equated 

essentially as one and the same. Accompanied by the action-packed music, power is 

uncritically and unscrupulously endorsed and glorified. 

 

 

 

Fig.94.1. Golden Apple  Fig.94.2. Golden Apple  

The series starts to emphasize in its last season that it is not possible to remain 

guiltless and innocent in the palace, and the search for greater power is depicted as the 

definitive road to personal corruption and a source of villainy. Accompanying Turkey’s 

dramatic transformation from a model state for the Middle East to a divided country that 

is following the path towards intensifying authoritarian politics, power becomes 

increasingly repulsive in the series’ representation. One notable case involves the 

malevolent Grand Vizier Rustem. We hear him call the masses of people who protest 

Prince Mustafa’s execution “capulcu,” the marauders. That is the exact word Prime 

Minister Erdogan used in panning the Gezi Park protesters in 2013.   

One night, Suleiman asks Hurrem to come to his presence, and in an utterly 

despondent state, starts talking to her about Mustafa’s execution. In this final scene of 



	 255	

episode 129 he suddenly asks her: “Have you played a role in my Mustafa’s death? Was 

it you who opened the path to his destruction?”55 At the beginning of the episode 130, we 

find Suleiman alone in his throne room; we can hear Hurrem’s answer to him in a 

flashback voice. Hurrem concludes her speech by saying that: “Don’t look for innocence 

under this roof Suleiman, as neither power nor people who want to possess it can be 

innocent.”56 Suleiman then starts looking to the golden ball in the ceiling (fig. 95.1-95.2). 

Power is no longer the mark of the uptight and phallic young monarch who is committed 

to justice. Now, it represents aging Suleiman’s moral fall into the abyss.   

 

 

 

Fig.95.1. Corruption  Fig.95.2. Corruption  

In this new moralistic turn of the series, the sinful winners of power conflicts 

cannot remain fully contented in their positions of dominance. A clear symbolic example 

is given at the episode 133. At first, we have an extreme close-up to the golden ball 

(fig.96.1), and then the camera slowly moves down to reveal us Hurrem who sleeps in her 

large and comfortable bed (fig.96.2). In stark contrast to the glamour of the room, 

Hurrem moves and trembles unconsciously as we hear some uncanny and unidentifiable 

noises in the background. It is evident from her grim facial expression that she is in deep 

																																																								
55 “Senelerdir icimi kemiren bir sual var lakin hep kaciyordum. Mustafa’min olumunde senin parmagin var 
mi? Onun olumune giden yolu sen mi actin?” 

56 “Masumiyeti bu kubbenin altinda aram Suleiman, zira iktidar da ona goz koyanlarda zinhar masum 
degildir.” 
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agony (fig.96.3). When she wakes up next morning, we see her holding her back in 

physical pain (fig.96.4). This is an early sign that her mortal illness is in progression and 

she does not have much time left.  

Fig.96.1. Retribution Fig.96.2. Retribution  Fig.96.3. Retribution Fig.96.4. Retribution  

At another scene, the camera again remains fixated to the golden ball for a couple 

of seconds. Then, it goes down, revealing Suleiman lying in bed and suffering terribly 

from his gut (fig.97.1-97.2). The most powerful two people of the empire, who also have 

the blood of the innocent in their hands, endure physical pain as a form of retribution for 

their sinful deeds. Victory defeats the errant winners and causes them pain in what is 

supposed to be their most comfortable moments under the symbolic bastion of power. To 

put this in a contextually and culturally significant way, the series starts imagining a 

morally balanced world where the powerless, which is arguably the perceived feeling of a 

good portion of the Turkish people in recent years, can still retain their belief that the 

wrongdoers eventually pay a price for their deeds. 

 

 

 

 

Fig.97.1. Divine Punishment Fig.97.2. Divine Punishment 
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The series’ general aesthetics also alters significantly to match its changing 

thematic concerns by the season four. It starts to rely on the aesthetics of film noir to 

depict the interior places of the palace where aging and morally corrupt Suleiman resides. 

His throne room is filmed in low-key lighting, creating hard-edged shadows and a 

gloomy atmosphere (fig.98.1), putting a stark contrast to high-key lightening, rich colour 

palette and overall flamboyance of the same room in the earlier seasons (fig-98.2). 

Interior scenes are also often accompanied by other archetypical features of film noir, 

such as the rainfall, wide angle lenses and a minatory musical score to intensify the 

dramatic fate of the morally corrupt and troubled anti-hero (Lindop, 2015, p. 5). 

 

 

 

Fig.98.1. Mise-en-scene  Fig.98.2. Mise-en-scene  

Samantha Lindop (2015) indicates that popularity of “neo-noir,” movies that 

reformulate the film noir aesthetics, is on the rise in the global mediascape, which we 

might just as well link with the growing infatuation with anti-heroes in our age. Classic 

film noir developed to a large extent as a reaction to the Great Depression, the dissolution 

of the American urban bliss of the 1920s and the losses of the World War II. The 

popularity of present-day neo-noir can be seen as a response to the turmoils of 

neoliberalism (Sridhar, 2017, p. 319). Film noir in its old and newer formats entail a 

“commentary on the socio-cultural transitions,” as well as emerging in reaction to them 

(Sridhar, p. 320), and it is heavily linked with the capitalism’s cycles of rise and fall. 

Christopher Breu (2016) argues that neo noir can be seen as “an ideal genre” to address 
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the contradictions of the neoliberal age (p. 55). It is primarily interested “in the forms of 

affect and subjectivity” (Breu, p. 55) that results from the incapability to come to terms 

with socio-economic changes and loss of status.  

For the Magnificent Century, more relevantly, I believe, it addresses the loss of 

hope for a better polity in present-day Turkey, an issue that is often voiced in recent 

years. Through its characters’ downward journeys caused by the search for greater power 

and to retain it, which also carry the Ottoman polity with them in their descent, it is as if 

we watch the dramatic fall of the present-day Turkish society from the higher hopes of 

only few years ago. 

It is evident that the golden ball gets employed differently following the 

fluctuations in the thematic emphasis of the series. Representation of power is ambivalent 

and contradictory, but more importantly it is always responsive to immediate changes in 

the socio-political context. As the country’s circumstances and its perceptions of itself 

rather drastically changed during the series’ run, hence changed the major contours of 

representing power. Rather than being a source of light-heartened entertainment of 

intrigues, the series starts to pass direct commentaries on the political circumstances of 

Turkey. This new narrative arrangement also demonstrates us that neoliberal celebration 

of the morally ambiguous unique characters never goes totally unchallenged. From the 

celebration of individual success and occasional moralism of the earlier seasons, we reach 

to continual moralism and sporadic celebration of individual accomplishment by the last 

season. Before it’s ending, it seems as if the series starts to repent for its own fascination 

with reckless, individualistic and morally corruptive rise to power.  
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Concluding remarks 

Magnificent Century’s palace reflects and plays with the major cultural pre-

occupations of our age and their affective consequences. The series’ major thematic 

concerns resonate with the spirits of our time. It captures and elaborates the embodied 

experiences of being and living in the 21th century world through the adventures, 

dilemmas, moral declines and internal divisions of its historical characters. This should 

also be seen as one of the major reasons of its international success, as well as the overall 

popularity of TV productions that dwell on similar themes. Thus, it can be argued that 

creation of right affective fluxes at the right time is a key to the international success of a 

popular cultural production. 

My central argument of this chapter is that overbearing focus on these thematic 

concerns cannot be thought independently of neoliberalism. As the neoliberal concerns 

with competitiveness and moral decline are played out in a historical setting, what we 

experience as the audience is linking our affective responses that are inaugurated at the 

televisual encounter to our lived conditions and, in return, making sense of the series 

through our experiential circumstances. In other words, we understand our lives in the 

light of the filmic, as we understand the televisual through its resonances with our daily 

living. And just like our experiential circumstances entail ambivalence and change, so are 

the series’ relations with neoliberal themes and affects. 

 To stress again, I don’t mean to suggest that the creators of the series make all 

these cinematic choices necessarily in a pre-planned manner as to relate the life in pre-

modern Ottoman Empire to our 21th century neoliberal world. As Mark D. Vagle (2014) 

posits, phenomenology’s main focus is to find out how “meanings come-to-be in 
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relations” between people, texts and the world, rather than subjective intentions (p.112). 

Thus, what I argue is that the series manages to touch to our neoliberal affectivities; in 

imitating our affective responses to the world around us, it recreates a replica of them in 

its imagined Ottoman palace. 

A rather classical explanation for the audience enjoyment of the medieval 

violence is that since it takes place in an age that is long gone, we can find unproblematic 

pleasure in watching it from a safe distance of our couches at home (Burge, 2012, p. 

111). Instead, I believe what captures the audience’s interest in medieval intrigues are the 

interplay of similarity and dissimilarity between the imagined pre-modern and the lived 

21th century. In that sense, the palace that the series imagines is a microcosm to our 

world with its promises of magnificent achievements coupled with great risks of fall. And 

in reverse, the series makes the world look like as if it is a relatively tamed but essentially 

the same pre-modern world of intrigues, which offers potentials of remarkable rise, but 

also constantly carries the dangers of individual and collective doom.  

It is also noteworthy to mention again that it is primarily through women’s 

experiences that present-day neoliberal sensations and imaginaries are explored, whereas 

young men appear as a corrective force to the excess and devastating consequences of 

self-centered search for greater power. Thus, both the historical machinations and the 

present-day neoliberalism are codified as primarily feminine forms of existence by 

carefully disassociating young virile men from power games and intrigues.   

All in all, Magnificent Century’s portrayal of the pre-modern and its world of 

conspiracies appear as if it is a viler twin to the neoliberal 21th century. It is not properly 

schooled, more violent in behavior, does not really know the manners, but it still carries 
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the same genes, thus we look at it its dissimilar similarity in amplified awe. Therefore, 

present-day world discovers its untamed sister, raised by the wolves in a forest, in the 

imagined pre-modern. Looking at the continuing popularity of the Magnificent Century 

and similar themed TV series in the global mediascape, we can say that it has already 

grown used to her. 
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Chapter VIII: Politics of Televisual Melancholia and Nostalgia 

   

 This chapter is dedicated to the analysis of the politics of melancholia and 

nostalgia in Magnificent Century. Its primary objective is to reflect on the series’ 

melancholic mood, which constitutes a primary sensate backbone to the story world. I 

will demonstrate that the Magnificent Century’s nostalgia and melancholia is directly 

linked with the dilemmas in Turkey’s recent history and its present-day issues. It is 

common these days to talk about a boom in sentimental narratives about the past and a 

general “media obsession with nostalgia” in the global mediascape (Niemeyer, 2014, p. 

2). Magnificent Century follows this global pattern, while offering some unique insights 

pertaining to and revealing about some of the central issues of Turkish society. 

In the following four subsections, I analyze the cultural significance of the myth 

of lost home and the purity of childhood or early youth in the series. Whatever they do 

and achieve, all our major characters, even the antagonists, periodically reminisce about 

their days of untarnished innocence at a provincial mise-en-scene. In this first part, my 

focus rests on investigating the socio-cultural and political reasons of Turkish society’s 

fervent attachment to the tropes of purity, clarity and simplicity that seem to find their 

closest embodiment in the depiction of an imaginary time of before and the provincial 

home. 

I titled the second part as “Nostalgia for grandeur versus melancholia and the 

time-image” for the simple reason that the series’ memory work is based on a duality 

between the crude celebration of the Ottoman imperial might, which is defined almost 

exclusively in masculinist and militarist terms, and a decisively critical outlook to the 
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past. The frequent depiction of an age of unparalleled magnificence, flourishing in the 

hands of exceptional male leaders, is undercut by rather philosophical contemplations on 

the nature of human evil, arrogance and, most notably, on time and its inevitable passage 

that nullifies all pretensions to personal or national hegemony. As I will elaborate when 

I’ll get there, this section is heavily dependent on Gilles Deleuze’s (1989) demarcation 

between what he terms as the movement-image and time-image cinemas. 

In the third part, “In defense of televisual nihilism,” not undertaking anything the 

title does not imply, I further extend the series’ often artsy and half hidden portrayals of 

the central characters’ encounters with existentialist questions centering on the meaning 

of life, the unavoidable passage of time and certainty of death. I argue that such moments 

constitute valuable antidotes as well as counterbalances to the series’ relentless 

celebration of masculinism, imperial power and hyper individualism. Finally, in 

“Melancholia for failed Utopias and as the fabric of unanimity in Turkey,” I first examine 

the constructive potentials of melancholia in pursuing a “politics of ideality” (Agamben, 

1993, p. 20), for taking unfulfilled desires and wishes of the past as the frameworks of 

our expectations from the future. Before concluding the chapter, I reflect on the question 

of whether collective forms of attachment to melancholia might play a soothing and 

healing role for the present-day conflict-ridden Turkish society. 

 Nostalgia can be defined as a complex affective, emotional and cognitive process 

that serves to bridge and fuse the past and the present (Ritivoi, 2002, p. 30). Its emotional 

appeal is based on the supply of individual and collective memories that provide us with a 

sense of warmth and stability (Wilson, 2005, p. 23). It often pictures for us a world that is 

“more secure and full of promise and possibility” (Cawelti, 2004, p. 203). Thus, nostalgic 
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tales can be regarded as protective fictions, providing us with comfort especially in times 

of rapid change (Baake-Hansen, 2015, p. 117). As Andrea Deciu Ritivoi (2002) puts it, 

“when the present is fraught with pain or discomfort… nostalgia can be a source of relief, 

an escape into a much happier past symbolically contained in a secure place, the home” 

(p. 36). 

However, nostalgia is neither fully factual nor can it always be an all-innocent 

enterprise. The idealization of the past typically entails projection of the present-day 

desires to a past epoch that can only have an imaginative reality (Ritivoi, 2002, p. 32).  

Nostalgic remembrance, though it is often built upon the traces of lived record of events, 

is in actuality an imaginary construct that is more about the present than the past 

(Stewart, 1984, p. 23). That is because its experiencing and representations entail a 

dynamic reconstruction of the past and what and how to remember is subject to 

meticulous selection (Wilson, 2005, p. 25).  

Nostalgia, like any other form of narrative imagination, typically has an 

ideological dimension serving to particular socio-political purposes in its context of 

utterance (Stewart, 1984, p. 23). In that regard, it is even argued that nostalgic longing is 

bent towards simplifying, totalizing and even purposefully concealing the past events 

rather than illuminating them (Lankauskas, 2014, p. 40). In either case, just like Janelle 

Wilson (2005) suggests, nostalgia tends to be inherently phenomenological because it is 

often directed towards an act of meaning generation or it is dedicated to find 

transcendental essences in the lived experiences of the past (p. 26).  

Our nostalgic attachments to the past can also be regarded simply as inevitable 

reactions to the irreversible passage of time (Hutcheon, 1998, p. 194), as a “refusal to 
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surrender to the irreversibility of time” (Boym, 2001, p. xv). In that vein, living in an age 

marked by swift and uprooting transformations, nostalgia is surely a uniting fabric of the 

human race today and nobody seems to be devoid of sporadic rush of sentimental 

memories and yearnings. However, fixated idealization of the past can also unleash terror 

and warfare, legitimized by a dedication to restore a perfect historical moment (Boym, 

2001, p. xvi). Herein lies nostalgia’s central complexity; on the one hand, it speaks to 

common experiences that unite the human race, most obviously the irrevocability of the 

passage of time, and it provides us with warmth of feeling that can get us closer to other 

fellow humans. On the other hand, nostalgic bonding of a community can also prove 

itself to be lethal for the groups that are defined as its historical enemies, causing to 

massive acts of violence, even to genocides (Boym, p. xvi).  

This duality also marks the Magnificent Century’s politics of nostalgia, which are 

thoroughly suffused with ambivalences and contradictions. The series’ recollection of the 

past is essentially a distinct amalgam of these inherently perilous aspects of nostalgia 

with its more critical potentialities. Putting it more bluntly, the past that the Magnificent 

Century brings into existence is promising in so far as it is subtly critical of Turkey’s past 

and present, and yet also is hazardous in its totally uncritical celebration of militaristic 

imperial glory. 

I believe Svetlana Boym’s distinction of reflective and restorative nostalgia can 

prove to be a useful tool in analyzing these complex politics of nostalgia in the series. 

Simply put, restorative nostalgia is about the desire to restore an imaginary golden age; it 

expresses a firm desire to return to an era that never actually existed in reality. It relies on 

a “transcendental cosmology” of timeless essences that are waiting to be re-grasped and 
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rejuvenated (Boym, 2001, p. 43). This essence, ironically, is often considered to be 

subject to erosion, unless a radical action is to be taken to save it. This inherent 

totalitarian thrust in restorative nostalgia for absolute truths puts aside any notion of 

historical complexity and contingency, and forges a hot bed for right wing extremism that 

seeks after radical transformations in the present with an aim to revitalize an imagined 

past. In short, restorative nostalgia corresponds to the darker side of human capabilities 

for imagination and recollection. 

Reflective nostalgia, on the other hand, tends to maintain an ironic and self-aware 

distance from the objects of longing. So to speak, reflective nostalgia doubts its own 

accuracy while delving deeply into nostalgic remembering. It is much less about a desire 

to restore a foregone age, more so to reflect on the present state of affairs by drawing 

comparisons between two temporalities. According to Boym, that’s a hopeful, and even 

necessary form of memory work to instigate positive change in the present as it opens 

“multitude of potentialities, nonteleological possibilities of development …[and] awaken 

multiple planes of consciousness” (p. 50).  

Blended with fantasy and human imaginative capacities, such reflective forms of 

memory carry emancipatory potentials for the future as they re-evaluate the present in the 

light of the past (Pierson, 2014, p. 142-143). Thus, reflective nostalgia, in Boym’s 

thinking, represents pretty much all that is hopeful about nostalgia. It arrests the relentless 

flow of time for alternative possibilities of existence and different modes of perceiving 

the world, in the process rendering the individual and societal change conceivable. Yet, I 

believe, we should be cautious of this quick binary separation, as we are to be watchful of 

any form of orthodoxy. This difference between reflective and restorative nostalgia needs 
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to be seen, as any other form of classification, as a difference of degree rather than a 

complete split.  

In the context of studying the series, our discussion of nostalgia needs to be 

complemented by a focus on melancholia, with which it shares may affinities. In taking 

present-day lived time momentarily its captive for an intense and moving deliberation on 

the past; melancholia and nostalgia tend to combine with each other (Ritivoi, p. 32). 

Indeed, nostalgia was initially theorized in the 18th century as a form of melancholy 

produced by the absence of a well-remembered home (Ehland & Kohl, 2011, p. 130). 

Antonio Agamben (1993) describes melancholia as the human “imaginative capacity to 

make an unobtainable object appear as if lost” (p. 20), correlating it with the nostalgic 

longing for an imaginative past. These two terms share in common the longing for an 

idealized past, though melancholia might just as well refer to a state of yearning that does 

not have a clear object (Enderwitz, 2015, p. 6).  

Melancholia is not a particular fixed sensate position for the subject. Instead, it 

would better be conceptualized “as a complex affective state that blends diverse feelings” 

(Salmon, 2015, p. 23). Following Sigmund Freud (1917), we can also separate 

melancholia from the mourning. In the latter case, besides the fact that there is a 

definitive object that is lost, the subject already acknowledges the irretrievable nature of 

the missing object (Schwenger, 2006, p. 11). Melancholia, however, is a persistent 

attachment to the loss that the subject cannot fully process as permanent. The 

melancholic does not sever her links from the objects of longing for which she craves for, 

as she is infatuated with a desire and “a yearning that refuses to conclude” (Schwenger, 

2006, p. 175). To put this differently, melancholic grieves for that which she does not 
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believe she can completely lose. As such, melancholy “intertwines possession and loss” 

(Schwenger, 2006, p. 11), in so far as the melancholic subject refuses that the object of 

longing would never return back, even if it may have never actually existed.  

In melancholia, the subject often tends to confuse and merge herself with the 

object of longing. What is lost is not an outside reality, but is perceived as a fundamental 

part of the self. Melancholia is this reaction to the real or imagined loss that constitutes a 

critical component of the subject’s self-worth (Sarkar, 2009, p. 35). The desired past can 

also be the idealization of one’s state of being that is believed to have existed at a certain 

point in personal or collective history (Britzman, 2000, p. 34). What the melancholic 

cannot stop mourning is herself, because “the loss of the beloved ideal” (Luciano, 2003, 

p. 159) demonstrates that subject herself is lacking or incomplete without the longed-for 

object(s), whose eventual return is acutely desired and is rather feebly expected. In short, 

in melancholy, we essentially lament to ourselves and not to the objects that awaken this 

feeling in us (Schwenger, 2006, p. 2).  

That being said, we should not look at melancholy as a disease, pathological 

condition or an aberration that is exclusively related with individual psychology. 

Melancholia is almost always imbued with politics; it is a social phenomenon, which play 

a major role in the constitution of our subjectivities. It bridges and operates at the points 

of connection between “the individual and the collective, the spiritual and the material, 

the psychic and the social, the aesthetic and the political” (Eng & Kazanjian, 2003, p. 3).  

In a way that is similar to Boym’s theorization of reflective nostalgia, melancholy 

invites an open relationship with the past, it calls forth fragments of memories from the 

by-gone ages, arguably enrich the casual flow of our lives, while also rendering it 
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possible for us to look at the present age from altered perspectives (Eng & Kazanjian, 

2003, p. 4-5). Melancholia shapes and influences the political atmosphere in a particular 

polity (Eng & Kazanjian, 2003, p. 3), though not always for the better ends. Yet, in the 

series, it is plausible to make a rather clean delineation between the ugly face of 

restorative nostalgia and the critical potentialities that are opened up by melancholia, 

which I will demonstrate in the subsequent chapters. 

The Turkish society has long been diagnosed with an observable propensity 

towards melancholic feelings. For instance, Turkey’s internationally most celebrated, the 

first and only Nobel Prize winning novelist Orhan Pamuk (2008), once wrote that 

Istanbul is profoundly filled with melancholy, which can be seen as “a way of life that 

implicates” all of its city dwellers (p. 290). According to Pamuk, the remnants of the 

Ottoman era ruins and architecture in Istanbul stand as “reminders that the present-day 

city is so poor and confused that it can never again dream of rising to its former heights,” 

thus playing a major role in suturing the city with melancholic feelings (p. 299).  

Others paid more attention to the explicitly political aspects of melancholy in 

Turkey. Burce Celik (2011) claims that it can be considered as a principal uniting thread 

of Turkish society, as despite its myriad of internal differences, all groups of people share 

a similar tendency for melancholic attachments to the past (p. 126). In that regard, Celik 

claims that “historical melancholia” constitutes a building block of the Turkish national 

identity, as all people are stricken with a sense of historical loss (p. 18). Celik also claims 

that, somewhat similar to Pamuk, melancholy can be associated with the loss of the 

Ottoman imperial grandeur. Eminent Turkish historian Cemal Kafadar (2017) stressed in 

an interview that melancholy predates the downfall of the Ottoman Empire as we can 
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have a clear glimpse of it in the Ottoman era arts work and other written documents, thus, 

melancholy cannot be directly associated with the fall of the empire (Medyascope.tv, 

2017). I believe any attempt to reduce melancholic feelings to a single grandiose reason is 

doomed to failure as it would miss its multiplicitous, interactive and contagious nature.  

Though the above passages might make melancholy appear as a static character of 

the nation and its cities, the country’s mood certainly does not remain unaffected by the 

immediate socio-political events. It is argued that, in recent years, melancholia emerged 

as the dominant mood in Turkey, at least for a significant portion of the populace. 

Journalist, Tim Arango (2016), wrote that: “A palpable sense of melancholy could be felt 

when walking through the city.” According to him, “In Istanbul, optimism fades to a 

familiar melancholy” because of the recent depressing developments. 

One of the often-voiced opinions about the Turkish polity is that for the 

generations of people who wanted to imagine the coming of better days, the country 

promised mostly false hopes of improvement and bliss. A journalist of wide national 

renown, Ece Temelkuran, titled her recently published book Turkey: The Insane and the 

Melancholy (2016), basically arguing that the country can turn you either insane or 

melancholic, or both. She indicates that melancholy can be traced back deep into the 

Turkish history as a shared condition of people from various walks of life. She points out 

that one of the most commonly used expressions in Turkish is to say: “This is Turkey” 

after each disturbing event (p. 3). Reflecting her own frustration with the present 

situation, she writes that this expression “speaks of the melancholy of taking the great, 

long madness known as Turkey for what it is, of getting used to that madness, or, more 

accurately, resigning oneself to it” (p. 4).  
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I think the assertion “This is Turkey!” paradoxically combines saddening 

acquiescence with a revolting refusal to believe that the circumstances of the country 

cannot just get any better, unsettling the previous investments on it as the locus of hopes 

from the future. This frequently used expression, thus, is inherently melancholic, not only 

because it is filled with sadness and anger, but also because it is an instance when each 

revulsion hints us that even beneath the veil of accustomedness to disappointment, people 

never completely abandon their hopes that the future would be better, otherwise they 

would have felt no need to say it after each disturbing event anyways. In other words, 

“This is Turkey” manifests the melancholic lamentation over the loss of an ideal that the 

subject never fully believes that it is an irretrievable or irreversible condition.  

  I believe this interplay between submissive normalization, upheaval and the 

refusal to fully accept can be seen as inviting the resurgence of nostalgic and melancholic 

memories and partially explains the public attachment to their televisual depictions. In 

nostalgic depictions about good old times, we remember the days when we ourselves 

were more optimistic about the country’s future and our personal fates. Hence, I believe, 

a partial explanation for the general prevalence of melancholy in Turkish society, as well 

as the persistent appearance of the motif of childhood home in Turkish popular culture as 

the imagined realm of unsullied life, which I will investigate in the subsequent section in 

greater detail. 

 

Nostalgia for the origins and recalling the innocence 

The thematic preoccupation with the innocence and lost authenticity weigh 

heavily in the Turkish imagination. Reflecting and playing with this cultural atmosphere, 
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as Asuman Suner (2004) points out, Turkish historical movies often rely on the “sense of 

‘beforeness’ to describe how things used to be before the intervention of an external force 

and the consequent deterioration of society” (p. 5). The narrated epoch can be ages ago, 

just like in the series Magnificent Century, or only a few decades prior to the present, no 

matter what it is, they often center on the depiction of the “the good old days” as Nuran 

Erol Isik (2007) indicates (p. 3). Historical films and television productions in Turkey 

typically designate “an idealized world that existed before the loss of social harmony and 

innocence” (Suner, 2010, p. 29). It seems as if Turkish people are in desperate need to be 

convinced that there was a time, at least in the pages of history, when things were pure 

and simple, and we could unequivocally hope for a better future. 

As Asuman Suner (2010) argues, nostalgic remembrance in Turkey typically 

takes the shape of a rural landscape and the most prominently a country home (p. 1). We 

see the same occurring in the Magnificent Century exhaustively. All our major characters 

desolately reminisce about their rural homes, childhoods or early adulthoods 

intermittently as lost moments of authenticity and innocence. As I stressed many times 

before, in Magnificent Century, the palace is simultaneously both a much coveted and 

celebrated locus of power and wealth, but also the ultimate source of personal 

degradation. The country home stands opposite it as an expression of unadulterated 

human innocence. The village home stands for peace of mind, serenity, friendship and 

solidarity. This nostalgic home of the past presents us a mythical and primordial world of 

beginnings (Ritivoi, p. 35), from where all our central characters originate.  

In one of the earliest scenes of the series, we encounter an already enslaved 

Hurrem thinking about the recent memory of her abduction in a ship carrying her to the 
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Ottoman capital of Istanbul (fig.99.1). In this flashback sequence, Hurrem first 

remembers her intimate talk with her boyfriend in the small Ruthenian (present-day 

Ukraine) village where she apparently has been living ever since. Her expressed desires 

about getting married and to have “lots and lots of kids” in this primordial scene of 

happily ever after are abruptly interrupted when a horde of Tatar raiders attack her village 

and kill her entire family (fig.99.2). Likewise, a few scenes later, Ibrahim finds himself 

remembering his last day in his hometown of Parga, Greece, when an Ottoman soldier 

grabs him from the protective arms of his family members to carry him away to distant 

lands and to a life of near constant melancholic lamentation (fig.99.3-99.4).  

Fig.99.1. Kidnapping Fig.99.2. Kidnapping Fig.99.3. Kidnapping Fig.99.4. Kidnapping 

The series spends ample time stressing our central characters’ moral decay that 

accompanies their growing wealth and power especially by juxtaposing their earlier days 

of humble innocence with their present-day arrogance and delusions of grandeur. For 

instance, in a particularly notable scene that unites three temporalities in parallel editing, 

we see Ibrahim boasting about his power to foreign emissaries, which gets contrasted 

with Suleiman’s reminiscences about their days of innocence in Manisa when they were 

both younger and humbler. Sitting on a golden throne surrounded by two golden lions 

(fig.100.1), Ibrahim gives a long speech to his audience of two French diplomats, at some 

point boldly asserting that: “It is I who rule this mighty empire…even his majesties’ 
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orders would not be undertaken without my approval.”57 Then we see him inviting the 

diplomats to kiss his hand in a show of defiance to his absolute authority as one of his 

personal bodyguards raises his right hand for him (fig.100.2). 

Fig.100.1. Throne Fig.100.2. Throne Fig.100.3. Throne Fig.100.4. Throne 

This scene is followed by juxtaposing Ibrahim’s present-day arrogance to his 

humility in the provincial context of Manisa. In his conversation with Prince Suleiman, 

he says with all the honesty and goodwill that in his early youth all he ever wanted to be 

was  chief falconer, a minor position in the Ottoman state hierarchy, and he does have 

any greater aspirations in life (Fig.100.3). Then, the camera moves right to show us 

present-day Suleiman (fig.100.4), watching/remembering this speech of many years ago. 

The series, in one of its underlining thematic points of emphasis, is the tale of the biting 

of the sacred apple that is the palace and the gradual fall from the paradise that is the 

country home and youthful innocence. 

The contrast between the rural and the urban is one of the oldest and resounding 

cultural archetypes of storytelling practices as the cultural elaboration of this duality 

reaches back to the classical times and it can be detected in every urbanized culture 

(Xuelin, 2007, p. 16). The dichotomy typically separates the present from an imagined 

era of past munificence associated with the province, though it might retain some 

ambivalent undertones (Baena, 2016, p. 122). The rural is typically praised for pointing to 

																																																								
57 “Bu yuce imparatorlugu ben yonetiyorum… her sey benim kararimla oldugu icin, yuce humkarimizin 
verdigi buyruklar benim onayimdan gecmezse uygulanmaz.” 
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an essential lack or an excess in the circumstances of living in the urban, thus as a 

cultural trope its main purpose is to provide a critical outlook to the life in cities and to 

the present age. One of the main reason why this theme of rural bliss keeps recurring in 

our global popular cultures with varying degrees of emphasis over time is that it allows us 

to explore attitudes and values which we believe have been critically eroded or 

completely lost (Moor, 2012, p. 95). In our age, it is primarily the televisual nostalgia that 

offers us “the solace of symbolic immersion in a lost world of settled homogeneity” 

(Morley, 2001, p. 439).  

Andrew Higson (1993) points out that the historical films and their emphasis on 

the image of eroded past days of bliss in a pastoral mise-en-scène are intensified as a 

direct response to swiftly and unpredictably changing circumstances of life in the early 

days of neoliberal transformation in the 1980s (p. 93). A version of the same has occurred 

in the Turkish context with growing public attention in stories that explore what is left 

behind in the era of swift socio-economic restructuring. After more than a decade long 

neoliberal transformation, the most successful production of the Turkish cinema in the 

1990s was Eskiya (The Bandit), a movie which centers on the celebration of what is 

represented to be “disappearing values of love, honor and respect” (Ewing, 2008, p. 123).  

Magnificent Century, just like it aptly embodies and conveys neoliberal 

intensities, also retains a concomitant criticism of anything that can be associated with 

neoliberal capitalism, such as the strong emphasis on competitive individualism and the 

search for greater wealth and power, by repetitively celebrating a world of serenity in a 

primordial landscape. As Colin McArthur (1980) indicates, a society that goes through 

times of disorienting transition exhibits a penchant for consuming “images of more 
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settled times, especially times in which the self-image of the society as a whole was 

buoyant” (p. 40).  

All major characters have a back-story of lost innocence that is gradually 

revealed. Even though the circumstances and reasons might differ, they all suffer from 

losing the days of blossoming youthful innocence. This same formula gets repeated 

relentlessly, which is of course facilitated by the format of long running TV series that 

allows the elaboration of several life stories in depth. For instance, the chief Harem 

eunuch Sumbul is one of the very few characters to appear regularly from the beginning 

of the series and he has a considerable screening time in each episode. Only by the fourth 

season do we start learning about his past.  

On one occasion, he recalls the bliss of his childhood days that was cut short 

when he was kidnapped from his village to be enslaved and castrated to serve as a harem 

attendant. The series does not venture to depict the gruesome operation of castration, but 

also wants to make sure that we all undoubtedly realize what is yet to happen when it 

shows a small knife being put in the fire (fig.101.1). Later when all is done, we see the 

boy-Sumbul placed in a small water pool alongside several other children roughly his age 

(fig.101.2). This scene is accompanied by present-day Sumbul’s voice over speech: 

“Once upon a time, there was a possibility for a different life ahead of me as well”58 in 

clear reference to the loss of his childhood bliss that was abruptly taken from him. 

 Fig. 101.1. Loss     Fig.101.2. Loss  Fig.101.3. Loss     Fig.101.4. Loss  
																																																								
58 “Bir vakitler benim de onumde baska bir hayatin ihtimali duruyordu.” 
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Likewise, we are presented with the back-story of the noble warrior Atmaca 

several episodes after his first introduction to the series. Atmaca becomes a central 

character of season four and he is one of the major personalities who represent 

straightforward and honest militaristic masculinity. However, there are some darker 

shades to him, as he is initially associated with secretive groups organized within the 

Ottoman state. Later, we see him sporadically recalling in fragments the murder of his 

wife and children by a gang of criminals, thus destruction of his provincial home, which 

plausibly explains his joining in underground organizations (Fig. 101.3-101.4). 

By the middle of season three, we are introduced to Rustem, the only real central 

villain the series has ever had. However, even Rustem has a history of suffering inherited 

from his childhood. As the story progresses we ultimately learn that he lost his mother as 

a boy, and was frequently beaten by his abusive father, eventually deciding to escape 

from that house. As he leaves, he promises his sister and brother that he will one day 

come back for them, which he never does (fig.102.1). There is one instance when we see 

even Rustem demonstrates virtue as he remembers and reclaims traces of his past 

innocence that add some depth to his otherwise cunning and self-absorbed personality. As 

he drinks in an Ottoman era bar/brothel, he sees a young woman who reminds him of his 

little sister that he had to leave behind when they were both small children (fig.102.2-

102.3). A few minutes later, we see him crashing the door and entering the room to save 

that young woman from a man who tries to rape her (fig.102.4). 
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 Fig. 102.1. Childhood  Fig.102.2. Childhood Fig.102.3. Childhood Fig.102.4. Childhood 

These scenes also demonstrate that, beside the village home, another recurrent 

trope to portray a state of innocence is the childhood. Cultural critic Nurdan Gurbilek 

points out that Turkish TV viewers often tend to identify themselves “with the image of 

an ill-fated child” and derive pleasure from the self-pity arising from this image (Suner, 

2010, p. 40). Asuman Suner (2010) adds that in recent nostalgic films, child-like adults 

often occupy the central stage and the past is often imagined as a state of collective 

childhood (p. 40-41). Insistence on childhood seems to resonate with a desire to find and 

hold on to a guiltless and unadulterated condition of living. The figure of the blameless 

child stands for a guilt-free world and an age of collective innocence.  

I should also mention the backstory of the actor chosen to play Rustem Pasha. 

Ozan Guven is a nationally renowned actor in Turkey, but this is the first time we see him 

portray a villain. To the contrary, he actually made his career by playing characters that 

are extremely innocent and naïve. Guven is often a child-like adult in his movies. 

Choosing a person who is long remembered by Turkish audiences as childishly naive to 

play the villain seems to be intended to generate audience sympathies even for the biggest 

malevolent. As a result, all characters can become sympathetic with relative ease, 

especially as the series makes it sure to demonstrate that there was a time in their past 

when they too were the epitomization of virtue and innocence.   
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Towards the end of the series, this same prototypical scenario gets a new twist, as 

this time destroying the village house marks a character’s turn to evil. The weak drunkard 

and womanizer Prince Selim gets to the Ottoman throne by eliminating his honourable 

brothers. Selim is initially a benign and easygoing person with no great aspirations of any 

kind. But throughout the fourth season he becomes gradually a darker figure to emerge as 

the main antagonist of the later episodes.  

 In a story that develops over several episodes, Selim starts having a secret affair 

with a woman living in a village house. When her husband learns about it, he asks for 

money blackmailing Selim that if this gets out it would ruin his reputation. Selim fears 

that his father Suleiman would never approve of his relationship with a married woman, 

and that would put him in a difficult situation in his struggle for succession, thus he 

simply agrees to pay the requested amount. Sometime after being paid the money, the 

husband comes back to ask for more. We never fully understand if this was a plot against 

Selim from the beginning, or if it was just the husband trying to turn the situation to his 

advantage, in either case Selim gets the couple murdered and then orders that village 

house to be burned (fig.103.1).   

Fig.103.1. Murder  Fig.103.2. Murder  Fig.103.3. Murder   

Selim watches the scene from a close distance as the fire starts engulfing the 

house (fig.103.3). This is a major point in his personal story that signals his resolute turn 

to an antagonist. In an extreme close-up shot, we watch the reflection of the fire in his 

eyeballs (fig.103.4). The fires that burn down the village house symbolically sets off the 
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fire in Selim’s soul, while marking the end of his untainted purity. It is he who is no 

longer innocent, who would burn his virtuous brothers and his other benevolent foes like 

a fire, destabilizing and causing havoc in the Ottoman realm. The burning of the village 

home foreshadows the coming of this desolate ending.  

In these scenes, the emphasis lies not only in painful memories of loss, however. 

They also point out that for all our characters there was a time when they could hope for a 

better life. The series imagines a present time where the village of home would not have 

been destroyed, the sacred apple would have never been eaten and the innocence of the 

past would have never been taken away. The emphasis on the loss opportunities later 

takes an explicitly political turn when the history of the Turkish national polity is 

similarly narrated as a story of the loss of innocence and the crumbling of the glimmering 

hopes for a better polity. We are made to entertain the notion that, just like Sumbul says 

in narrating his personal story, once upon a time there was the possibility for a different 

life ahead of the Turkish nation. I will continue to reflect on this topic in closer detail in 

the next chapter. 

It looks as if such lamentation for the imagined loss of simplicity and naiveté 

becomes a pop culture event every time it makes a convincing and emotionally influential 

appearance in Turkey. Burce Celik suggests that one of her interviewees, a senior 

copywriter for the biggest cell phone company in Turkey, Turkcell, told her that: “The 

only thing that can catch all these different people simultaneously is melancholy” (p. 

126). Tracing the representation of country home in Turkish popular culture is beyond the 

scope of this study, but advertisements indeed can give us some valuable clue. In terms of 

a convenient and simple comparison, such a moment of emotional reaction occurred in 
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2000 when a 45-second-long commercial involving a man nostalgically recalling the bliss 

of his village home hit the Turkish screens. 

The clip is as short as it is simple with possibly negligible costs to the production 

company. At first, we watch one common looking middle-aged man eating yoghurt in 

solitude (fig.104.1). The point of the commercial is that the taste of the yoghurt is so 

authentic that it brings to his mind his village home as well as the homemade yoghurts of 

his parents (fig.104.2). Needless to say, this is an advertisement for the company that 

produces yoghurts. He gets gradually more sadder as he continues to eat; meanwhile the 

scenes from his village home and a melancholic score that says: “I missed my village”59 

attend to his increasingly dismayed facial expressions. At the final seconds of the video 

he starts crying aloud (fig.104.3). The imagined uncomplicated virtue of the country 

home does indeed touch to a particularly sensitive nerve for the Turkish society, even 

when the whole point is just to sell yoghurts. 

Fig.104.1. Nostalgia    Fig.104.2. Nostalgia     Fig.104.3. Nostalgia 

The advance of capitalism, the growing rates of urbanization and rapid internal 

movements of populations from the countryside to the cities can be identified as some of 

the central causes of nostalgia for an imagined unsullied life experience associated with 

the countryside. As such, the rural urban dichotomy is arguably a bigger cultural concern 

for developing countries, as they typically have to deal with recently experienced 

																																																								
59 “Ben koyumu ozledim.” 
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uprooting transformations, internal migrations and higher degrees of urban poverty (June 

Yip, 2004, p. 196). Indeed, exploration of the tensions and dilemmas between the urban 

areas and the countryside has long been a favorite topic for Latin American and East 

Asian film directors (June Yip, 2004, p. 196). The rural, thus, becomes the ultimate 

representative of human decency, peace, social cohesion and virtue for populations who 

are stuck in a displeasing urban environment (Williams, 1973, p. 1).  

The rural-urban dichotomy has also been a paramount thematic preoccupation for 

the Turkish filmmakers. Turkey has gone through a swift transformation from a rural to 

urban-based economy starting from the 1950s. Massive numbers of people migrated to 

Istanbul since then, “so much so that contemporary Istanbul can be considered a city of 

migrants” (Tureli, 2010, p. 184). Even though immigration is no longer the chief source 

of population growth in Istanbul, “migration remains central to cultural imagination” 

(Tureli, 2010, p. 184). Like in other countries of comparable socio-economic situation, 

the city is often depicted in Turkish cinema simultaneously both as an object of supreme 

desire with its riches and opportunities, similarly to the way the Ottoman palace of the 

series, but ultimately as the greatest source of corruption for the people arriving there 

from the rural areas (Donmez-Colin, 2008, p. 31).  

As Raymond Williams (1973) points out in his seminal study The Country and 

The City, the duality of the rural and urban allows us to “become conscious of a central 

part of our experience and of the crises in our society” (p. 289). For the Turkish context, I 

believe, it is the ultimate point of crystallization of a search for an imaginative place that 

we can unambiguously call home and a sanctuary that we can unequivocally embrace in 

the ever-troubled waters of Turkish politics. I believe a public realm that is deeply 
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infused with the socio-economic crisis, memories of extra-judicial killings, major 

corruption scandals, violence of the military coups and notorious deep state (“derin 

devlet” in Turkish) organizations, but also various forms of more mundane and everyday 

disappointments, breed a general feeling of bewilderment and societal restlessness. 

Hence, the constant need for the search for an imaginative realm that precedes the 

confusion of the recent political history and displeasing present age. 

Deep state here refers to the secretive groupings embedded in the state apparatus 

which pursue their group interests as well as aiming to redesign Turkish politics in line 

with their ideological commitments in careful disguise and above any societal control and 

monitoring. Deep state operates beyond the legitimate control of both the law and the 

public eye. In concise, it refers to “extra-legal activities of the state” (Soyler, 2015, p. 4). 

In the late 2000s there was the infamous Ergenekon trials in which several Turkish army 

officers, including the ex-commander-in-chief of the Turkish armed forces, as well as 

many notable civilian public figures were arrested and put into a trial for allegedly trying 

to bring down the government through secretive plotting. More recently, in the 2010s 

there has been ongoing struggle of the Turkish government against the Fetullah Gulen 

group, a well-organized religious cluster with its members in the prominent positions in 

the army, police and judiciary and which was actually a close ally to the ruling party for 

several years before their definitive break up. This religious group is also accused of 

being the main culprit of the recent attempted military coup in 2016.  

The series creates mirror images of these more recent deep state groupings in the 

Turkey of the Ottoman 16th century. There are two separate deep state organizations, one 

is military-based and the other looks like a religious cult. These secretive groups pull the 
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strings behind the scenes, causing havoc in the Ottoman polity. A mysterious high-

ranking state official leads both of them and his true identity gets hidden from the viewer 

for an extended period of time. Famed Ottoman Admiral Piri Reis is the head master of 

the military based deep state organization by the fourth season, though of course this is 

entirely the series’ invention and no previous depiction exists neither in historical 

writings nor in the popular depictions of him as involved with clandestine organizations. 

For a long time, we watch him as a ghost figure hiding in the shadows and wearing a 

cloak that ensures that he remains unidentifiable (fig.105.1). Pointing to the incredibly 

deep-rooted position of this secretive grouping in the higher ranks of the Ottoman state 

hierarchy, one of their accomplices utters a dire warning when she says in her last breath 

that: “They are inside the state and they are all powerful.”60   

Fig.105.1. Deep State  Fig.105.2. Deep State  Fig.105.3. Deep State  

The religious deep state organization is more prominent in the earlier seasons and 

the Ottoman minister of finance is their secret leader. Likewise, for a long time we see 

him in a shadowy background with the camera never showing us his face and no clue 

given as to his true identity until much later. He is either filmed from behind or the 

camera shows us his arms and hands that are full of adornments, including a scepter, 

testifying to his personal wealth (fig.105.2.). Even high-ranking Ottoman Viziers do 

faithfully follow his orders that lead to chaos (fig.105.3). In Magnificent Century’s 

universe, such dark and mysterious forces are the main causes of social and political 
																																																								
60	“Devletin icindeler ve cok gucluler.”	
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problems, and their lack of open visibility in a spectral mise-en-scène is countered by the 

hyper visibility of the lighted up open spaces of the village home, which signposts it as 

the locus of purity.  

This emphasis on the deep state on the series’ part warrants further examination of 

this grim political reality in Turkey. The crucial turning point towards growing public 

attention to the secretive dealings of the Turkish state was the so-called Susurluk 

Incident. Until then, most people were already suspicious of such dark trades by the 

Turkish state, but when Susurluk happened it was no longer possible to deny or turn a 

blind eye to its existence. The Susurluk incident was initially nothing more than a rather 

frequently encountered road accident ending in mortality in Turkey, yet it turned out to be 

one of the biggest scandals of Turkish history. A parliamentarian, a high-ranking police 

chief, a mafia boss, who was wanted with a red priority order by Interpol (The 

International Criminal Police Organization) and a sex worker were all found in the same 

car when their vehicle crashed into a truck in the town of Susurluk. Additionally, mafia 

boss Abdullah Catli was carrying a Turkish government-issued diplomatic passport, 

furthering evidencing his close connections to the Turkish state apparatus. The passport 

had his picture but naturally had a fake name. As one newspaper article for the 20th 

commemoration of that day in 2016 reminisced: “In Susurluk accident the deep state 

came out to the light” (“Susurluk Incident”, 2016) for everybody to see it crystal clear for 

the first time. 

The deep state in Turkey, however, has its earlier beginnings and more atrocious 

deeds. One of the earliest deep state formations belongs to the late Ottoman period in the 

early 20th century, which went by the name “Special Organization” (Teskilat-i Mahsusa). 
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Before and during World War I, special units belonging to this undercover organization 

were engaged in duties that were considered to be too secretive or perilous for random 

soldiers (Zurcher, 2004, p. 109). They primarily worked as the shock troops of the ruling 

party CUP (Committee Union and Progress). Their biggest secretive operation was to 

play an active role in carrying out the mass murder of the Armenian people during the 

Armenian Genocide in 1915. As the Turkish historian Fatma Muge Gocek (2011) 

indicates, many of the founding fathers of the Turkish Republic “were, with the exception 

of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, members of the CUP Special Organization” (p. 142). Hence, 

undercover organizations, rather than emerging at a particular point in the republican 

history, played a key role in the emergence of modern Turkey itself. 

In 1955, there was a major pogrom targeting the Greek community living in 

Istanbul. It was later revealed that the attacks were organized by the “Special Warfare 

Department” (Ozel Harp Dairesi) (Ertur, 2016, p. 179). Later, in the 1980s and 1990s 

differently named Special Forces units carried out extra-judiciary killings and systematic 

torture to eliminate the Kurdish insurgency of the PKK (Kurdistan Worker’s Party) that 

was taking hold in Turkey’s Kurdistan (Ertur, 2016, p. 179). In summary, Turkey is a 

land that holds too many secrets both in its past and in its present, with a disturbing 

record of crimes that directly implicate the Turkish state.  

Putting aside the undeniable existence of the deep state organizations in Turkey 

for the moment, I also need to briefly tackle another and related aspect of the Turkish 

political life that plays a fundamental role in shaping public perceptions: conspiracy 

theorization. The Turkish society is unfortunately long afflicted with conspiracy theories 

that come with varieties of imaginative power. As the political scientist Michael Gunter 
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(2006) astutely observes, in the minds of many Turkish people: “Always there is some 

deeper, usually more cynical explanation for what is occurring” (p. 334). Even though 

conspiracies adapt themselves to changing circumstances of the world, there is one 

element that is common to all of them: there are malicious forces that are bent on the 

destruction of Turkey.  

Turkish movies and television dramas have played an unfortunate but critical role 

in spreading the public belief in the existence of mysterious forces that harm the Turkish 

state and the people of Turkey. Often foreign-originated or somehow linked with exterior 

forces, enigmatic organizations proved to be the benchmark of most successful TV series 

in Turkey. For instance, Berfin Emre Cetin (2016) suggests that a central thematic 

concern of the extremely popular television show Valley of the Wolves (2003 -) is that: 

“Neither individuals, nor classes, nor political groups are the primary agents of political 

realm, rather, the world order is globally ruled and controlled by an elite group of 

powerful people” (p. 115). Arguably, as one of its consequences, excessive conspiracy 

theorization has further intensified already cryptic atmosphere of the country. Hence, 

Magnificent Century cuts close to the major public concerns of the present-day Turkey in 

its portrayal of the shadowy figures and malevolent clandestine organizations, which 

simultaneously touches on both Turkey’s political history and its imaginary capabilities. 

Besides the uprooting neoliberal transformations, then, the concomitant effect of 

the dark legacies of the past, present-day societal disturbances and the wide spread public 

belief that trace the origins of every major societal problem to clandestine groupings can 

be seen as the major reasons why the motif of childhood innocence and rural bliss make 

intermittent appearances both in the series and in Turkish popular culture in general.  
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On that note, Martin Stokes (2010), in his study of Turkish popular music, indicates that 

nostalgia for famous singer Zeki Muren can be traced to a societal search for “sincerity, 

honesty, and warmth” that are impinged on Muren’s image in a conflictual present (p. 

71). Likewise, I believe, the attractiveness of village home and the bliss of early youth 

nourish the need to feel pure and innocent again under the heavyweight of history as well 

as being a buffer against the everyday dissatisfaction of living in a country of false 

promises.  

These scenes also work to cleanse the public realm of any trace of complicity in 

the violence, corruption and disarray. All that might have happened between the 

innocence of the childhood home as the imagined point of origin and the entire socio-

political history of the Turkish polity is rendered an unnatural state of diversion from the 

norm, from what the things would have been if not for the intervention of the outside 

forces. Violent deeds are disowned as they are exclusively and reductively identified with 

underground organizations that never were a legitimate part of the nation (Suner, 2010, p. 

40-41). As it is commonly argued, tropes of national innocence and consumption of the 

objects of emotional reassurance permit a lack of culpability for the nation (Doss, 2012, 

p. 153; Sturken, 2007, p. 7). I believe in Turkey the country home is the main “certificate 

of national innocence” (Kolakowski, 2005, p. 62). It ensures that “conflicts are elided and 

social solidarity promoted” (Radstone, 2007, p. 113). In fact, insistent focus on the motifs 

of village home and the purity of the early youth in Turkish popular culture seems to craft 

“a core national culture [that] can be imagined as a sanitized space of sentimental feeling 

and immaculate behavior, a space of pure citizenship” (Berlant & Warner, 1998 p. 549).  
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At the moment of connecting with past innocence, I argue, the Turkish populace 

simultaneously both mourn for what it has lost as it rejoices for what it rediscovers. The 

very loss that it mourns for also paradoxically confirms that it can never truly lose its 

innocence, thus becoming a source of the feelings of warmth and security. This is no 

doubt a bit similar to what all the major characters experience in the series; they painfully 

leave behind their innocence only to discover later that they can never be completely 

devoid of their childhood purity.  Similarly, in reminiscing/imagining about the childhood 

and village home, Turkish society melancholically mourns for the loss object that is the 

untainted purity as it negates its absence through the act of recalling.  

As an additional layer of paradox, remembering past innocence also tacitly 

suggests that Turkish society does not actually feel fully innocent, which is why it needs 

periodical reminders about its blamelessness that would falsify its deepest suspicions. 

This is also somewhat similar to the series characters’ nostalgic remembrances. They 

long for the purity of the past ultimately because they themselves are deeply implicated in 

the corrupt present. It appears to me that this same argument can be extended to explain 

the deep popular attachment to the myth of an earlier age of innocence in Turkey. We 

long for it, we enjoy watching its televisual depictions and we can easily identify with 

characters recalling their memories of the country home and childhood because we also 

sense and think that, at various degrees of consciousness and unconsciousness, our 

personal morality is compromised too and we are also implicated in socio-political 

disturbances of Turkey and the world. In other words, we look for an age of innocence 

where we can likewise locate ourselves as virtuous beings, inaugurated by the felt but 
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often-unacknowledged belief that we, in the present circumstances, are not pure and 

innocent. 

This emphasis on the village home dramatically renders the point that Turkish 

people need the near unquestionable innocence of early childhood to feel clean, guiltless 

and blissful again, providing a vivid proof to the state of mental anguish and to the 

feelings of being stuck in a world that lacks clarity. In other words, it appears to me that 

only desperate souls would feel the inclination to embrace repetitively the childhood 

innocence, because it means other possible images of blamelessness either don’t suffice 

or don’t look convincing enough.  

 Before concluding this section, I would like to pass a hopeful note on the 

imaginative remembrance of the innocence for the reflective tendencies that it brings 

forward. We may criticize it for its blatant inventive falsity, as well as its clear inclination 

towards historical erasure. There is also no doubt a pathological aspect to it; a society’s 

inexorable captivation with the depictions of innocence ultimately points to its deeply 

problematic relationship with the past and immediate present. Yet, it can still be 

considerably valuable, I believe, for its expressed contempt for the current state of things 

and its search for an alternative world. The melancholia of loss, which I will tackle more 

in detail in the next section, entails a commitment to idealities by invoking the belief that 

a perfect world was once a possibility. This form of reflective nostalgia, enmeshed with 

melancholia, is still commendable for its negation of the conflictual present-day 

circumstances, even though it is not capable of establishing a solid proposal for change as 

its capabilities of imagination can go no further than a fixation to a past episode of bliss. 
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Nostalgia for grandeur versus melancholia and the time-image 

 The restorative nostalgia, relying on the intermittent depictions of the past 

national grandeur and splendor, is recurrently juxtaposed to melancholic reverberations 

that focus on the losses caused by the flow of time and a nihilistic emphasis on the 

senselessness of all human struggles for the possession of power. The series champions a 

bygone age as the time when things were just perfect, “the magnificent century”. It favors 

success and powerful people, while glamourizing masculinism and the Ottoman imperial 

might. Yet, it also envisions the construction of a future polity where the troubles of the 

present age would be overcome. It also presents us with occasions when what it comes to 

celebrate gets undercut and vigorously critiqued, in fact, condemned. In such scenes, all 

forms of power, whether individual or national, are represented as inconsequential 

obsessions as the certain death renders all personal and collective aspirations for grandeur 

and sumptuousness null and void.  

In scenes that stress the national sway we encounter some of the crudest examples 

of chauvinism and sexism of television history, a topic that I partially explored when I 

discussed the portrayal of masculinities in the third chapter. In each of them, we watch 

the domineering power of the male leader over the subjugated and feminized foreign 

other as the ultimate symbol of national might. For instance, on one occasion Suleiman 

sends a gown to his main opponent, Ferdinand I of the Holy Roman Empire. Later, he 

sends him a sewing device. The same musical score of the war scenes accompanies these 

moments of uncritical celebration of masculinism and militarism that are built upon the 

combined denigration of femininity and foreignness. This restorative thrust is also 

accompanied by the showcasing of wealth, disciplined organization of the Ottoman state 
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apparatus and Ottoman era achievements such as the architectural splendors as other 

demonstrators of nostalgic glamour. There has been an upsurge of nostalgia for Ottoman 

military and political grandeur in recent years in Turkey (Walton, 2017, p. 43), and the 

series takes good financial advantage of it, exploiting this public mood in repetitive 

scenes stressing Ottoman might and splendor.  

 However, one of the distinguishing marks of the series is that the same tropes and 

visual strategies that are used to glorify the intertwined masculinism and state power later 

are re-utilized for a contradictory purpose to question and criticize them. In episode 88, in 

another prototypical scene that involves the crude debasement of foreign envoys, 

Suleiman gives a rather lengthy speech to the Venetian ambassador, who kneels in his 

presence, about his special imperial crown (fig.106.1-106.2-106.3). After mentioning at 

length about all the precious stones that are attached to the crown, he concludes his 

speech by asserting that: “This crown is the indicator of our eminence as the inheritor to 

all major empires in human history, including the Roman Empire and demonstrates that 

we are the world’s foremost empire today. This crown announces our goodwill to our 

friends and our destructive power to our foes.”61 

 

 

 

 

																																																								

61 “Bu tac Roma Impratorlugu dahil olmak uzere bugune kadar var olmus butun imparatorluklarin mirascisi 
oldugumuzun, ve bugun cihan hukumdarligimizin alametidir. Ve bu tac dostlarimiza hormetimizi, ve 
dusmanlarimiza da kahredici gucumuzu gosterir.” 
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Fig. 106.1. Golden Crown Fig.106.2. Golden Crown  Fig.106.3. Golden Crown 

 The crown is one of the symbols of Ottoman omnipotence in the series. 

Suleiman’s speech and close-ups of the crown are also accompanied by energetic musical 

tones that further aggravate the sense of Ottoman Turkish supremacy when contrasted 

with the subservient condition of the Western diplomat. It is also 

noteworthy to point out that a semblance of that crown was indeed 

worn by Suleiman on special occasions and that it was indeed a 

marker of imperial might for the Ottomans (fig. 107.1).   

         Fig.107.1. Crown 

However, at a much later scene in episode 117, the series gives us a completely 

different meaning structure by its focus on the same trope. This time, Suleiman 

deliberates on the inevitable passage of time, his powerlessness in the face of death and 

the pointlessness of human arrogance. In his darkened private chamber, he looks at the 

crown with an utterly dismayed expression on his face (fig.108.1-108.2). He touches and 

briefly plays with precious jewels on it (fig.108.3). They are now nothing more than 

earthly stones, losing their denotations as the symbols of wealth and power in the gloomy 

and solitary atmosphere of Suleiman’s bedroom. As we look at them through the eyes of 

the monarch who is haunted by the memories of his many misdeeds and vicious desires, 

the crown and its unique stones lose their entire glamour and instead become sad 

reminders of the pointlessness of human ambitions. 
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Fig.108.1. Remembering Death Fig.108.2. Remembering Death Fig.108.3. Remembering Death 

Almost every time one of our central characters reflects on death we hear the 

same non-diegetic sounds of water drops, audibly pointing to the unavoidable passage of 

time. Slow but ceaseless and periodic falling of water drops naturally does signify the 

flow of time by approximating the sound of a ticking clock. To visually demonstrate it, 

this is what we really hear: fig.109.1. We hear the sound of water drops in this scene as 

well, marking the crown not a symbol of power but its impossibility, as every second that 

they leave behind gets them closer to death. At two other occasions, when Suleiman 

appears lamenting in the privacy of his bedroom, the camera makes a zoom to an 

hourglass that he holds in his hands (fig.109.2), again visually signifying that the root 

cause of his predicament is existentialist concerns about the passage of time that is 

beyond his control, aging and inevitable death. 

 

 

Fig.109.1. Ticking Clock    Fig.109.2. Ticking Clock 

As I pointed out before, subtleties of artsy codification are a vital resource for the 

series to explore alternative as well as more critical perspectives to the world that it 

brings into life. In this and many other scenes, the series draws from more or less 
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recognizable symbols of art-house films, as the sound of ticking clock or close-ups to the 

clocks are often-encountered elements, especially of director Ingmar Bergman’s 

existentialist cinema (Gado, 1986, p. 184).  

Another line of double signification of the same visual tropes entails the Ottoman 

architecture. In Episode 117, Suleiman receives some fundamental information about the 

planned Suleymaniye Mosque. The magnitude and the splendor of the design clearly 

impress him as he looks at the construction site with enthralled facial features. As usual, 

an energetic and epic musical tune elevates the visual imagery beyond its ordinaries to 

the heights where we can be sure that the Ottoman Turkish past was all about glory and 

magnificence. Much later, in episode 134, we return back to the Suleymaniye Mosque for 

its opening day. This time the series takes its time to appreciate the architectural beauty 

with camera extensively lingering on the columns, tiles and domes of the mosque.  

Fig.110.1. Magnificence Fig.110.2. Magnificence  Fig.110.3. Magnificence  

Suleymaniye Mosque is surely an impressive crown piece jewel of the Ottoman 

era architecture. More important for us is to examine how the appreciation of its 

exquisiteness is framed. The same song of the battlefields plays in the background as two 

guards slowly open the giant gates allowing us to take our first peek at the large building 

(fig.110.1). It is not just an architectural marvel that the series praises, but also the 

Ottoman past itself through the focus on the visual splendor of the mosque. It does endow 

the audience with a sense of prominence and greatness that is tied to the overwhelming 
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presence and gigantic size of the construction, filmed from lower angles to further 

intensity this effect (fig.110.2-110.3). 

Indeed, historical buildings are often utilized as (literally) shining examples of 

Ottoman grandeur. As the series thematically and visually get darker as it approaches its 

ending, and despite all the malevolent deeds and corruption that engulf the Ottoman 

polity, these giant and stunning buildings always stand as firm indicators of Ottoman 

magnificence. Hence, the series sporadically shows us the Topkapi Palace, where the 

Ottoman Sultans lived for several hundreds of years, and Hagia Sophia,62 placed in a 

digitally enhanced mise-en-scène bursting with sunshine (fig111.1-111.2-11.3). The 

daylight that these historical buildings reflect seems to visually testify to the utter 

brilliance of a bygone age, despite many of its lost potentialities and weaknesses. 

Fig.111.1. Sunshine Fig.111.2. Sunshine  Fig.111.3. Sunshine 

Nostalgic glorification of the past is often promoted by the focus on the persona 

of the male hero who represents and embodies masculine virtues of the polity. At one 

time, this person is Sultan Suleiman, later becoming Prince Mustafa. After his death it is 

Prince Bayezit who represents the best that the polity can offer in terms of its masculine 

attributes. There are a number of similar scenes when we see them walk through a crowd 

of admiring supporters. In this often-repeated visual strategy, the male hero is venerated 

																																																								
62 Hagia Sophia was built as a church in the 6th century Byzantine Empire and for about a thousand years it 
was the biggest cathedral of Christendom. Converted to a mosque after the capture of the city by the 
Ottoman Turks in 1453, it was turned into a museum in 1935 as part of Kemal Ataturk’s secularizing 
reforms.  
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through the passionate devotion and obedience that his physical presence invites from 

others (fig.112.1-112.2-112.3). 

 

Fig.112.1. Splendor Fig.112.2. Splendor   Fig.112.3. Splendor 

 

Now I want to return to the scene in episode 117, where I started this discussion 

on the visual construction of the restorative nostalgia. After observing the giant 

construction project with his overly proud and contented face, Suleiman returns to his 

palace again similarly saturated by a loving crowd, with many people throwing red roses 

beneath his feet as he walks past them (fig.113.1-113.2). However, the meaning of the 

scene is radically different. The bombastic musical score is replaced by melancholic tunes 

and Suleiman’s accompanying monologue reveals his internal dilemmas and troubles. 

This time we listen to Suleiman’s painful lamentation about the overwhelming sway of 

pride and arrogance that seemingly have conquered his soul despite all of his efforts to 

stay clear of them.  

Fig.113.1. Fallen Leaves  Fig.113.2. Fallen Leaves   Fig.113.3. Fallen Leaves  
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His road to the palace is covered with fallen dry leaves, and as Suleiman 

approaches, the camera moves down to show them in greater focus (fig.113.3) 

Concomitantly, we start hearing a few lines from deceased Ibrahim’s notebook in his 

usually calm and yet painful voice that stress his moral predicaments about arrogance and 

delusions of grandeur for which he suffers deeply.63 His words reverberate in Suleiman’s 

mind as he shares his moral dilemmas for long and which likewise causes him great 

disturbance: “When have I started to consider myself greater than any creature of God?” 

Suleiman’s present self is clearly associated both with the leaves on the ground 

and Ibrahim, which simultaneously point to his lack of vitality, self-doubts and his moral 

decline. Hence, starting with the nostalgic adulation of the imperial power through the 

focus on colossal building project, and from the cherishing of the Ottoman grandeur and 

the person of the male hero, we reach to an entirely contrary signification that negates 

their celebration. Furthermore, in using the same pictorial scheme in which the male hero 

typically stands as the embodiment of the national polity amidst an obedient and devoted 

crowd of supporters, the series passes an ironic note to stress his ultimate loneliness 

despite all the power that he has, as well as stressing the cracks in the moral universe of 

what is supposed to be the infallible virile hero. In other words, the same exact visual 

strategy that is until then used to exhibit the male hero’s virility and the might of the 

Ottoman state is given a new significance to take a direct hit against the notion of being 

powerful, be it personal or national.  

Naturally, Suleiman’s walking comes to an end in his private room in the palace. 

It is there it is confirmed these lines are from Ibrahim’s notebook as he is shown holding 

																																																								
63	Okan Yalabik, who played Ibrahim Pasha, continued to take part in the series as a voice actor after his 
character died in the third season.	
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it in his hands. Ibrahim’s voice continues to accompany the scene: “One day, at a most 

unexpected moment, the truth will show itself to me. When I’ll be at the peak of a cloudy 

mountain that no human being ever set foot before, just when I think that I am the owner 

and master of everything, the truth will remind itself, whispering to my ears: No matter 

how superior you can consider yourself to all, you are only a weak and powerless human 

being.”64  

The close match between executed Ibrahim’s dilemmas and his own gets 

overbearingly painful for him, and towards the end of the scene he throws the notebook 

towards the camera, in a scene that also subtly recognizes the existence of a watching 

audience (fig.114.1). The pages of the notebook open up in the air as it approaches to us 

in slow motion (fig.114.2). Ibrahim’s handwritten words on the page stand superimposed 

on Suleiman’s image for a couple of seconds, which visually evidence the overlap 

between Ibrahim’s thoughts and Suleiman’s present-day reality  

 

 

 

 

Fig.114.1. Diary   Fig.114.2. Diary 

Gilles Deleuze’s (1986) differentiation between what he terms as movement-

image and time-image cinemas sheds valuable light on the series’ opposing thematic 

																																																								

64 “Bir gun hic beklemedigim bir anda hakikat karsima cikacak. Daha once hic kimsenin ayak basmadigi 
dumanli bir dagin dorugunda, cihanin tepesindeyken, tam da her seyin sahibi ve efendisiyken…kendini 
hatirlatip, kullagima fisildayacak: ‘kendini istedigin kadar ustun tut herseyden, sen zayif ve gucsuz bir 
adem oglusun.” 
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emphasis in using the same tropes and similar visual strategies. In movement-image 

cinema, the protagonists are hailed as the agents of history, their actions are valued for 

their world-making capabilities, and it appears as if is for these protagonists and their 

deeds that time exists. In the movement-image, time moves for the leading characters to 

effectuate positive change in the story world. “Time is reduced to intervals defined by 

movement” (Rodowick, 1997, p. 11). In other words the flow of time can be neatly 

compartmentalized into distinct units, all marked by the deeds of history-making 

individuals. Movement-image cinema creates an illusionary belief that the leading 

characters in a movie, and in identifying with them us as well, precede and ground “the 

flow of time rather than being an effect of time” Hence, it appears as if that the time 

stems from the movement (Deleuze, 1989, p. 35).  

Historical productions like Magnificent Century suitable specimens for the 

movement-image form for they offer us “exceptional individuals implicated in a drama of 

agency, social, and historical progress” (Landy, 2015, p. 131). History-making 

personalities typically emerge as the representatives “of the right and the true” 

(Rodowick, 1997, p. 85). Movement-image also corresponds to the narrative universe 

within which we position ourselves and make sense of the world. We give meaning to our 

lives and credence to the polities that we feel a part of through narrating them in a 

movement-image form. In that regard, “from the universal flux of images we carve out 

the movement-images through which we understand the world” (Martin-Jones, 2011, 

p.26). Deleuze does not necessarily consider the movement-image form as a source of 

negativity. It is rather a particular way of approaching the world with potential benefits as 

well as possible harms. Yet, it is noticeably prone towards rendering us complicit in 



	 301	

forms of domination by blocking different ways of seeing the social life as it often 

presents us with totalitarian truth claims (Rodowick, 1997, p. 84).  

Time-image, however, subordinates movement, action and the protagonist to the 

time itself, in which the protagonist is no longer situated as the driving engine of time but 

as its “voyant.” its seer (Posman, 2009, p. 51). The protagonists do not so much act on 

time, as what happens in the movement-image; instead they perceive it, cherish it or are 

pained by it. Above all, they “experience the passing of time” (Martin-Jones, 2008, p. 

93). In Deleuze’s (1989) words, this is the “cinema of the seer and no longer the agent” 

(p. 2). Accordingly, in watching the protagonists’ journeys, we do not so much encounter 

their deeds but the time itself, which also means that time no longer derives from the 

movement; instead movements of the characters on screen are dependent on time 

(Deleuze, 1986, p. ix). Hence, Deleuze writes that time-image cinema gives us “a direct 

image of time” (Deleuze, 1989, p. 169) that is unsubordinated to any character or action. 

In it, we encounter the time in its “transcendental” and “pure state” (Deleuze, 1989, p. 

271). In that regard, in contrast to the movement-image cinema, which is typically 

constructed to give a sense of power to the viewer in identifying with larger than life 

characters who effectuate positive change and hold the destinies of others in their hands, 

the time-image points to human fallibilities and impossibility to possess boundless power 

in the face of time and its relentless flow.  

A typical characteristic of time-image cinema is the gathering of various 

temporalities as well as the lived or imagined aspects of life into a creative unison. In 

time-image, “real and imaginary, past and present find themselves bound up together in a 

single time-crystal” (Posman, 2009, p. 51). In touching to multiple planes of the crystal, 
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in relating itself with varieties of points in the flow of time, it starts accentuating the time 

itself over the characters and their deeds. A single cinematic moment arrests the casual 

flow of time by weaving together multiple temporalities that provides us a direct 

experience of the time itself. As the past and present are interwoven to stress their 

similarities, the time-image points to the uniformities across the ages, and direct the 

attention towards time as a single fabric that encompasses and consumes human 

existence.  

As the past and present get into a dialogue to confound the linear progression of 

the story, narrative ambivalences and qualms take the place of ideologically informed 

certainties. “The time-image’s powers of the false,” its capabilities of falsification and 

negation of the hegemonic truth claims, brings into existence “the potential for creating 

new values and new modes of existence” (Rodowick, 1997, p. xvi). Time-image throws 

us off-balance; it “puts thought into contact with an unthought” (Deleuze, 1989, p. 214), 

or differently put, it points to “unthought-in-thought” (Rodowick, 1999, p. 38). This 

intertwining of multiple temporalities and manifold, real or imagined, voices from the 

past open the path to forms of critical imaginaries that destabilize the hegemonic forms of 

thinking that the movement-image cinema cherishes. Hence, differing from the 

movement-image which tend to “territorializes” us into pre-established patterns of 

thinking and legitimizes the dominant discourses, time-image questions their validity and 

significance thanks to its “deterritorializing” propensities that offer us alternative frames 

of looking at the world (Martin-Jones, 2008, p. 76). 

As David Martin-Jones (2011) points out, a rather classical form of time-image 

cinema is to film “wandering of characters without a purpose or goal” with an emphasis 
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on “the disruptive eruption of the past in the present” (p. 27). From the collapse of several 

temporalities, images and voices on top of each other, emerges a unity that is “too 

powerful, or too painful, too beautiful” for the characters and the audience to easily digest 

(Deleuze, 1989, p. 51). I believe the scene that I analyzed above is such an instance when 

the combination of various temporalities — deceased Ibrahim’s time, his imagined 

uncovered voice from the pages of history/his notebook, the days of innocence that is 

lamented over in his monologue, Suleiman’s purposeless walking that in other 

circumstances stress his virility and the imperial glory, fallen leaves that belong to an 

entirely different time of their own — create such a simultaneously powerful, painful and 

beautiful moment that destabilizes the series’ usual excessive veneration of Ottoman 

Turkish glory by shifting the attention to the time itself. 

Swift narrative changes, discontinuities and, perhaps more importantly, 

emotionally intense cinematic durations mark the time-image (Martin-Jones, 2011, p.60). 

The series, likewise, provides us with cyclical instances when the habitual progression of 

the story gets interrupted suddenly for an extensive philosophical reflection on the 

passing of time and on the nature of human evil. There are several other scenes when 

Ibrahim’s monologues continue echoing in Suleiman’s mind in a visually fitting mise-en-

scène that stress the decay and fall. At a particular instant, Suleiman promenades in a 

forest as Ibrahim’s voice accompanies him shedding light on his internal dilemmas. He is 

dressed up in a monk’s cloak that hides his actual wealth and power, but reveals his 

feelings of being just a lone man in this world and showcases his desire to re-embrace the 

days of unassuming simplicity (fig.115.1). From his eyes, we look to the fallen dry leaves 

on the ground that can no longer represent the vitality they once possessed, whereas the 
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barren trees thinly reveal us the skies that are too large and too persistent for a single 

human to ever feel all-powerful (fig.115.2-115.3).  

 

   

 

Fig.113.1. The Skies  Fig.113.2. The Skies     

   

  

 

Fig.113.3. The Skies       Fig.113.4. The Skies 

In this scene, however, Ibrahim’s monologue is not only concerned with the 

gradual degeneration of the human soul. This time, what is emphasized is the direct 

reflection on the inevitably dual nature of human kind. He says: “You, what scares me 

more than innumerable enemies [or] the blood that flows like rivers in the battlefields… 

You, my darkness, the devil inside me, the evil, I duel with you at every night… In every 

human, there is lightness and the dark. In all of us, there is devil and angel; heaven and 

hell meet in each of us.”65  

There is also another layer of time in this scene. Suleiman starts reminiscing about 

the day he buries the poisoned robe that is sent to him by his father while looking at 

fallen dry leaves on that very spot (fig.115.4). The series carries us to that day with young 

Suleiman uttering: “My father tried to take my life with this robe. I will never forget that. 

																																																								

65 “Nice düşmanlardan,cenk meydanlarında ırmaklar gibi akan kandan…daha cok korkutan sey. Ey benim 
karanlığım,ey içimdeki şeytan, ey kötülük. Seninle her gece hesaplaşıyorum…Her insanın içinde karanlık 
ve aydınlık.Hepimizin içinde melek ve şeytan ve dahi cennet ve cehennem.” 
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I pray to God so that I can be forsaken from such a mistake.”66 He never truly learns if it 

was indeed his father who wanted to poison him or it was somebody else, and audience 

never knows either. In either case, this scene enmeshes the moral fall of these three men 

on top of each other. More importantly, as before, it brings together multiple 

temporalities belonging to the past, present, and even the future as it foreshadows 

Suleiman’s eventual killing of his son Mustafa, while also including the eternal cycles of 

falling leaves in its imagery that encompass past, present and future altogether.  

Defining allegory as the art of producing a “new meaning out of the existing 

material” (Langford, 2006, p. 21), we can argue that in Magnificent Century, the time-

image typically takes the form of a multilayered “allegorical tableau” that “provides the 

viewer access to the numerous…layers of time, memory, as well as narrative” (Langford, 

2006, p. 110-111). Put it differently, the stasis and durational nature of the tableau is 

utilized in the series to open the path for alternative significations that ultimately stress 

the time and its passage as the central truths of human existence. 

From a universe that is defined and led by virile male heroes, we reach an entirely 

different scheme of connotations in which nobody can be the infallible agent of historical 

movement. We are told that each person is caught up with internal dilemmas and 

contradictions that reveal themselves clearer through time. The center of attention is 

neither battlefield victories nor the endless deadly intrigues of the foes, which scares 

Ibrahim and Suleiman less than the evil that they carry within themselves anyway. The 

time itself is again implicitly pointed as the real actor. Time itself is again implicitly 

pointed to as the real actor. The central characters are caught up in the process of 

“becoming,” differing from who they used to be through the passage of years, and they 
																																																								
66 “Babam su kaftanla canimi almak istedi. Bunu asla unutmayacam.” 



	 306	

are positioned as the “seers” of time, observing it in the process of unfolding. Deleuze 

(1995) asserts that time has an inherently falsifying power for our belief systems and 

value judgments, and that cinematic presentation of pure time as that which orchestrate 

various human becomings “brings into question any formal model of truth” (p. 66). What 

the time erodes in this case is the strong creed that in the figure of the male leads, we find 

the polity’s unfailing guide to supremacy, order and justice.  

For Deleuze, mainstream Hollywood cinema was the quintessential form of the 

movement-image, and the time-image was the intrinsic property of European art cinema 

of the post-World War II era. As David Martin-Jones (2008) argues, however, 

contemporary films tend to vacillate between these two poles, and their territorializing 

and deterritorializing components interact with each other in a complex and fluid manner 

(p. 77-78). The same is certainly true for Magnificent Century, as the intertwining of the 

characteristics of the movement and time-image marks the series’ politics. In fact, there 

are times when the same scene can embody both in signifying differing connotations in 

an extremely fluid and changing manner.  

A prominent example to this interlocking of simultaneous territorialisation and 

deterritorialization in the series is the execution of Sheikh Ismail Mahsuki, who is also 

referred to as the “Boy Sheikh” or “Oglan Seyh” in Turkish in historical accounts. His 

father before him was a notable Islamic cleric from whom he inherited the title “sheikh,” 

an honorary name for Muslim preachers. He was referred to as the boy sheikh because he 

was quite young when he reached to popularity in the 16th century Ottoman Empire and 

because he never lived beyond his youthhood. The Ottoman authorities, after an extended 
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trial, decided on his execution by beheading for committing blasphemy against Islam at 

the age of 20.  

One of Boy Sheikh’s popular sayings was: “Human is venerable, human is not 

created, but is the creator. Each person is God; it is God that makes an appearance in 

every shape. Hence, let us worship the God that we can see.”67 According to a testimonial 

to the Ottoman court leading up to his death, Mahsuki also said that: “Wine is the mantle 

of love, it is Godly exuberance and it is halal [permissible] for the true believers.”68 At 

another one of his controversial speeches, it is claimed that he said: “Have we not all 

come from the earth? Then, what you call adultery and fornication are just earth touching 

to earth.” Historical sources indicate that the Boy Sheikh managed to get himself a crowd 

of followers coming to listen to his sermons, while causing to a lot of controversy, and 

which eventually led to his death along with a number of his disciples (Kaygusuz, 2011).  

The series spends quite a bit of time portraying him. There are even some scenes 

when we extensively listen to his speeches. He is valued for his apparent humanism and 

novel ideas. And yet his death is also signified as the restoration of stability and authority 

against an insurgent man who causes upheaval. In the series’ universe, Suleiman 

personally warns him that he should not continue to make subversive speeches that cause 

trouble in his realm and sends him to his hometown for a change. Mahsuki returns some 

time later to continue to his sermons, violating the Ottoman Sultan’s direct command. His 

depiction is marked by duality, which reflects itself in the representation of his death. He 

is an inspirational young man, who is also a troublemaker, necessitating the intervention 

																																																								
67 “İnsan kadimdir; yaratılmamıştır, yaratandır. Her kişi tanrıdır, her biçimde gözüken odur. Öyleyse 
görünen tanrıya tapalım” (Kaygusuz, 2011). 
68 “Şarap aşk kamışı, tanrısal coşkudur ve inançlı kişilere helaldır” (Kaygusuz, 2011). 
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of the monarch whose expected role as the leading male figure is to maintain stability and 

reinstitute authority. 

 His lengthy execution scene starts with the camera showing us the skies, a 

quintessential image of eternity and perpetuity, before tilting down to reveal the lined-up 

swords, which are the evident symbols of the sudden ending when juxtaposed to the 

heavens (fig.116.1-116.2). Skies promise life without end, swords render death more 

painful, noting its shortness in comparison to the infinite. The time itself, independent of 

human actions, is underlined as an actor and we the audience are positioned as its “seers”.  

 

 

 

Fig.116.1. Boy Sheikh Fig.116.2. Boy Sheikh Fig.116.3. Boy Sheikh Fig.116.4. Boy Sheikh 

 

Fig116.5. Boy Sheikh   Fig.116.6. Boy Sheikh    Fig.116.7. Boy Sheikh     Fig.116.8. Boy Sheikh 

Boy Sheikh’s final moments are alternately filmed through objective point of 

view shots, from the perspective of the common folk, but most consistently from Sultan 

Suleiman’s balcony. Suleiman watches him from a distance away and from above in a 

position of clear dominance (fig.116.3-116.4). The cinematography appears less 

interested in positioning him as the victim and more to present Suleiman in a position of 

power. To the camera’s eye, this is more like a moment of retribution for sin and crime as 

well as being an instance for the male leader to assert his primacy.  
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Nonetheless, just before his death, Boy Sheikh delivers a prolonged speech that 

concludes by stressing that he and his followers are victims of gross injustices: “We are 

passengers to the Kaaba of love. We have been oppressed; oppressors would be forgotten 

and we would be remembered.”69 Then, he puts his head on the execution block 

fearlessly and calmly, as Suleiman continues to watch him from way above (fig.116.6). 

Throughout that sequence of events, action-packed music plays in the background, rather 

than melancholic tunes that are usually preferred in moments of death. The music choice 

seems to doubly signify that this is simultaneously Suleiman’s victory over the rabble-

rousers like him, yet also Boy Sheikh’s victory over the oppressors as his final words 

indicates that his memory would outlive those who kill him. Finally, our emphasis shifts 

from Mahsuki himself to the man who bears the sword to his neck, who, as the 

representative of the Ottoman Sultan, brings a swift end to Mahsuki’s life journey, 

stressing the sheer effectuality of power rather than its injustice (fig.116.7). For the final 

words of the scene, we return back to Suleiman (fig.116.8), who utters in a contented 

manner: “He reached to a desolate ending at this youthful age for insisting in his 

sacrilege.”70  

The scene strikes me as a curious melding of movement-image and time-image 

elements. The victim of state violence is given voice to make a point that is meant to echo 

through time. It stresses what can be thought as timeless essences: the struggle for justice, 

the desire to build a better world and the suffering of the idealist victims. Such concerns 

are ageless because they reverberate through time, connecting distinct moments in history 

to each other, joining the various real or imagined pasts to the present. This also opens up 
																																																								
69 “Bizler ask Kabe’sinin yolculariyiz. Zulme ugradik. Bize zulmedenler unutulacak, biz ise baki 
kalacagiz.” 
70	“Kafirlikte israr edince bu genc yasta sonu kotu oldu.”	
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the possibility for a critical perspective against the Ottoman imperial might, which can 

also be extended against the notion of brute state power, or even any misused exercise of 

power in very general terms.  

On the one hand, we are directed, albeit ambiguously, to reflect on the passage of 

time and to side with the victim rather than the victor, unlike what happens for the most 

part in the series. And yet, the series also constructs a conventional narrative of crime and 

punishment. It situates the male leader as the actor on time, who decides on the fate of 

others, and who drives the story forward through his actions. He emerges as a point of 

identification especially through the excessive amount of point of view shots accorded to 

him. Hence, I believe this particular scene exemplifies the series’ generally ambivalent 

political tone and its mixture of territorializing and deterritorializing cinematic elements, 

as well as their remarkable fluidity in intermingling with each other.  

Part of the reason why I find the ambivalence in the above-mentioned scene 

noteworthy is because in other circumstances scenes of execution tend to indicate a rite of 

passage for the male hero when he proves his masculine vigor as well as demonstrating 

his unforgiving commitment to justice. Shortly after his coronation as the new monarch, 

Suleiman’s first endeavor is to kill the power-abusive and corrupt admiral of the Ottoman 

navy. Later, he sporadically kills high-ranking officials and those who dare challenge his 

authority, proving that his priority is to secure order in his realm by punishing those who 

risk destabilizing it, while making sure that justice is served. Prince Mustafa also 

sporadically slays fraudulent state officials or random criminals in scenes that stress his 

commitment to righteousness and his masculine dexterity. Likewise, he performs it first 

right after his assignment to the city Manisa as its ruler in the form of initiation to 
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masculine leadership. However, this scene of masculine prowess is also mixed with 

alternative significations that approximate the characteristics of time-image cinema.  

From a distance Mustafa looks at the killing site with a close-up to his determined 

face and briefly nods with his head to the executioner for him to proceed, inattentive to 

the crying pleas of the corrupt and pathetic government official (fig.117.1-117.2-117.3). 

As Mustafa gets going on his way without bothering to watch the killing, an aggressive 

score plays in the background to accompany his walking steps. Next, we have a slow 

motion close-up to the sword moving in the air towards the victim. Then, the camera 

zooms in to the victim’s blood slowly spilling all over the place, which is rendered all the 

more dramatically visible as it scatters on the white marble floor (fig.117.4). Right at this 

moment, the music changes to melancholic tunes and a man sings: “What they call 

sovereignty is only a worldly strife.” 71 

Fig.117.1. Blood Fig.117.2. Blood  Fig.117.3. Blood  Fig.117.4. Blood   

The scene positions Prince Mustafa as a backbone to the polity, rendering the 

point that we need the leadership of the male hero to ensure that justice is served and the 

wrongdoers are punished. To protect us from the crimes of the men of state, we still need 

another man of state. To put this differently, the state is recognized as a potentially 

criminal entity, harboring lots of self-seeking and abusive men, and the male leader is 

cherished for his role in remedying it.  

																																																								
71 “Saltanat dedikleri bir cihan kavgasidir.”  
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This much we get in most scenes of execution. What differs this time is that the 

scene also makes subtle connotations that lament the pointlessness of human ambitions 

for more power in the face of certain death through the combination of visual imagery, 

melancholic tunes and the lyrics. The close-up of the slow-motion movement of the 

sword in the air is the first step towards an ambivalent tone. The themes of justice and 

masculine strength in killing take their sway from decisiveness and swiftness. When we 

see both Suleiman and Mustafa killing deceitful people, they typically act suddenly and 

their actions are accompanied by aggressive music. Slow motion murder opens up a 

space for uncertain feelings. Quick change to sadder tunes at this point confirms that the 

series aims at spoiling the audience enjoyment for vengeful institution of justice.  

When the camera zooms in to that small lake of blood at the same time as we start 

hearing the gloomy lyrics of the song, it appears as if the series is trying to say that 

human life is all about a struggle to get more power, though at the end all is in vain 

because time flies away and we are all destined for the ultimate end. More important than 

our specific interpretation of the last shot is the fact that the series directs its audience to 

philosophically reflect on the meaning of human life by getting us in touch with the flow 

of time. Time-image entails such an emphasis on “the fragmented, molecular, 

antinarrative treatments of character, landscape, and affection” (Landy, 2015, p. 187). It 

opens the space for shifting significations in presenting us a direct image of the time. 

To summarize the main assertions of this section, the series’ politics of nostalgia 

and melancholia rests on a duality and create a narrative of constantly differing 

connotations that on occasions bleed into each other in the same scene. The series 

positions the virile male hero as the easily identifiable history-maker upon whose active 
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presence the national grandeur is built upon. It constructs a linear story world, which 

brings into existence a linear Turkish history. Accordingly, Turkish polity thrives 

following the footsteps of the strong and just male leaders and falls in their absence. 

Hence, the series is primarily made up of moments that exemplify Deleuze’s movement-

image with its focus on the straightforward progression of the history by the deeds of 

remarkable individuals, which also serve to the purposes of ideological reproduction for 

the blending of Turkish nationalism with Islamism.  

Opposing that, we are also told instead of linearity, human history entails 

circularity in which different characters repeat the mistakes and delusions of others and 

previous generations. Historical circularity also means that the oppression and suffering 

of the benevolent reiterate in different ages under similar circumstances. Above all, the 

series gives us many notable examples of time-image cinema where the focus shifts from 

the characters’ deeds in time to the time itself in an unadulterated form as the ultimate 

reality and force that envelopes and eventually consumes us all. In his frame of thinking, 

we are witness to the flow of time, rather than being its principal actors. Following 

Deleuze, it can be asserted that such poignant and intimate moments of touching to the 

time itself point to the social constructedness of even the most cherished of human beliefs 

and political organizations. In that regard, the series also flirts with nihilistic themes, 

which I will explore in greater detail in the next section. 

 

In defense of televisual nihilism  

Death has a principal role in the series’ narrative arch especially as our central 

characters age and the series thematically gets overall gloomier in the final season, 
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though it is a persistent pre-occupation starting from the earlier episodes. It is dually 

signified; on the one hand as an unknowable realm that nullifies personal existence and a 

definitive conclusion that obliterates the point of any earthly conflict. Our central 

characters’ lives of prominence signified as insignificant in the face absolute end. They 

live to eventually die and disappear away, like everybody else. On the other, death is 

represented as a happy ending that cures the maladies of an unjust world; a heaven when 

long suffering innocence finds its moment of salvation. In this frame of thinking, death is 

denoted not as an end at all but instead a road to a much better life, a passageway to the 

heaven for the innocent and benevolent, curing the ills of this earth. Of these two 

contradictory positions, the former is addressed mostly through artsy and subtle means, 

and the latter is showcased rather too explicitly and exaggeratedly.  

 Some of the most artistically distinguished scenes of the series cover Hurrem’s 

rendezvous with death. Hurrem, after suffering from a lasting pain on her neck, finally 

receives the news that there is simply no cure for her illness and she does not have much 

time left as she is on her way to visit her son. She immediately throws herself into a 

nearby forest, while talking about death in a lengthy monologue: “The colours wither, all 

wars end, conflicts cease…neither ambition remains nor the most brilliant crowns when 

its name is mentioned…All meanings disappear when you hear its name…Death is now 

calling for me.”72  

More impressive than this rather feebly written monologue is the visual 

designation of Hurrem’s feelings. Matching her speech, no colours exist in the darkish 
																																																								

72 “Renkler soldu, butun savaslar bitti, dindi kavgalar…ne hirs kaldi onun adi gecince ne de dunyanin en 
parlak taclari…onun adini isitince butun manalar soldu hizla…Olum simdi benim adimi aniyor.” 
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atmosphere, making her barely visible to the camera. She stands beside a small lake to 

look to her own fleeting reflection (fig.118.1-118.2). She appears to be in a state of 

dissolution into the nature, slowly moving from existence to non-existence as her barely 

reflection get superimposed to that of the barren, flowerless trees behind her (fig.118.3). 

From one shot to the next, her reflection literally becomes less visible, getting submerged 

in the darkened atmosphere (fig.118.4). From her eyes, we watch her absorption in the 

nature ceasing to endure as a separate being. This is the most elementary form of 

nihilism, which entails, “beneath the colours and shapes of human experience,” looking 

right into the “darkness of the Void or the Abyss” (Stoehr, 2006, p. 9). Nihilism, at its 

core, is this dreadful, bitter, numbing and melancholic encounter with human finitude. 

 

 

 

Fig.118.1. Lake   Fig.118.2. Lake 

 

 

 

Fig.118.3. Lake   Fig.118.4. Lake 

At another artistically noteworthy reflection on death, Hurrem first sees a shining 

ball in the air (fig.119.1), which slowly takes the form of a giant and golden bird made of 

fire, flying free in the skies (fig.119.2). The golden bird of fire certainly represents 

Hurrem herself. A golden feather falls from the bird, and Hurrem catches up and holds it 

in her palm for a moment (fig.119.3). When she opens her fists, all she can find there is 



	 316	

just a piece of soil (fig. 119.4). What remains behind from the unique reddish golden bird, 

made of light and fire, is just a piece of humble and common earth. The scene emphasizes 

that even for the most glamourous and unique creatures, Hurrem and the golden bird, the 

ultimate end nullifies the previous splendor.  

Fig.119.1. Bird  Fig.119.2. Bird  Fig.119.3. Bird  Fig.119.4. Bird 

Death is inherently melancholic for the simple reason that it is an evitable loss 

that we have hard time in fully coming into terms that it actually exists, it is unavoidable 

and that the life that it terminates is irretrievably gone. As Richard Armstrong (2012) 

writes: “Everyone knows that they are going to die, but the idea seems academic, a mere 

notion, vague dread rather than expressible experience” (p. 8). There seems to be nobody 

who, at least from time to time and covertly, does not entertain the belief that they are not 

actually going to die in the sense of reaching to a total and irrevocable state of non-

existence as a conscious being. Since any lasting “total embrace of nothingness” (Dixon, 

2003, p. 4) is not practically achievable, death continues to remain as a loss one does not 

and cannot truly believe that it exists. Thus, even for the most ardent nihilist, death takes 

the form of melancholic attachment to its opposite, life.  

There are times when the series is more explicit and verbal in its nihilism. For 

instance, after receiving the news of her mother’s death, Suleiman throws himself into the 

streets in Istanbul. He is fittingly dressed up as a beggar or as a priest who cares nothing 

for material possessions, might and splendor of any sort (fig.120.1). In this scene, totally 
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desolate Suleiman in the face of death that even he does not have any control over, talks 

about the ultimate meaninglessness of all pretensions to absolute power. Suleiman says: 

 

The world is a dream Suleiman, the air that you breathe, 
…the water that you drink, and the fires that burn you 
inside, are all dream. Don’t think they would last forever. 
Whoever has fallen into this dream, would certainly wake 
up one day, it makes no difference if you are a Sultan.v 

 

Fig.120.1. Lone Beggar 

By the end of the last episode of the series, a majority of the original cast is finally 

dead, is about to die or they departed to distant locations long ago. The only exception is 

the long-time harem eunuch Sumbul. It appears that Sumbul is kept alive for a final 

strong emotional brush of melancholia at the series ending. In the last indoor scene of the 

series, we watch him walking through the unexplainably empty palace corridors, which 

shouldn’t normally be empty as life continues in the palace (fig.121.1-121.2). As he 

walks cumbersomely relying on his stick, we hear the non-diegetic voice of Hurrem, who 

passed away two episodes ago, once more lamenting the shortness of life: “What you call 

life was a blink of the eye. My eyes got opened and they got closed. What you call life 

was a single day, it appeared and disappeared.”73            

Fig. 121.1. Harem Fig. 121.2 Harem  Fig.121.3 Harem  

																																																								
73	“Omur dedigin bir goz kirpmasiymis. Gozlerim acildi ve kapandi. Omur dedigin bir gunmus, bir 
gorundu, bir kayboldu.”  	
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This is followed by a cacophony of overlapping whispers, dialogues, laughter and 

shouting of multiple characters from the past. These are the voices of people who no 

longer exist. In his last tour of the harem, Sumbul is accompanied by the irretrievably lost 

fragments of time from the past 46 years of on-screen time and four-year-long run of the 

series. Meanwhile, we watch from his eyes the hall room that we have been viewing since 

the beginning of the series for the last time. At last, he closes the majestic entrance door, 

literally announcing the end of his time in the palace, while poignantly representing the 

symbolic ending of audiences’ journey through the series, as he closes the door 

simultaneously both for himself and for us (fig.121.3). Completion of our experience of 

watching the 16th century Ottoman palace is matched to the ending of his life journey in 

there. It appears that the series makes the point that all of our experiences in this world as 

the human race, whether we are born in the age of Ottoman imperial grandeur or we are 

the 21th century television audience, still comes to an analogous definitive end.  

Daniel Ambrose (2013) argues that the film can provide us with unconventional 

forms of thinking about human reality, as a defense mechanism against the tendency to 

turn everything into a “surface without depth – a simulacra” (Ambrose, 2013, p. 5). This 

is sometimes referred to as “passive nihilism” of capitalism, which is a certain propensity 

to believe that we live in the best of all possible worlds, and even if everything might not 

be ok with mindless consumerism, it is still the finest of available options (Olivier, 2009, 

p. 84). According to Ambrose, we need cinematic interventions against this form of 

nihilism that pervade present-day popular cultures (p. 4).  

 For Jean Baudrillard (2015), the cure is the “active nihilism” (p. 188). This term 

is first mentioned in the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche; accordingly, active nihilist sees 
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the emptiness of the world and hollowness of all the societal organizations as an 

opportunity to introduce novelties in them. Active nihilist acutely recognizes that all 

established systems of belief are human inventions and thus they can be altered or 

destroyed for the sake of positive change (Olivier, 2009, p. 75). In that regard, for 

Baudrillard, “to search for nothing, nothingness or absence” is in and of itself a necessary 

remedy against the flow of visual simulacra in our global cultures, which makes it visible 

their senselessness and inconsequentiality, and which carries the potential to open the 

gate for alterative patterns of thought (p. 188).  

Popular cultures do surely not entail mere depthless simulacra, which would have 

obliterated the need to carry out this thesis project. Yet, I believe the intermittent and 

often artsy nihilism of the series, just like Baudrillard insists, constitute a remarkable 

critical standpoint as it enables, though not a decisive denunciation, a different and 

negating perspective to what the series otherwise cherishes unhesitatingly. Unlike 

Baudrillard though, I don’t see it merely as a cure for neoliberal capitalism alone. As 

Kevin Stoehr (2006) suggests, nihilist attitude tends to negate various possible orders of 

intelligibility and disrupt the major cultural parameters that organize our lives (p. 14). 

Such disruption looks to me only as a favorable counter-poise when what it interrupts is 

the strong valorization of military might, masculinism and excessively self-centered 

journeys of success. 

Nihilist melancholia appears to me as a necessary antidote to what is otherwise 

crude celebrations of state and masculine centered and perilously mixed militaristic 

nationalism and Islamism. Restorative nostalgia exalts the national past and ties together 

the members of the community by offering them a fantasized grandeur. It connects 
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people through illusory declarations of greatness and by carefully delineating a list of 

subjugated and humiliated others. Nihilistic melancholia, on the other hand, unsettles the 

relevance of any claim to personal or national supremacy, uniting the human race by 

positively asserting the inevitable loss that awaits us all. In other words, nihilist 

melancholia brings together people through relating each one of them to time itself.  

It naturally does not altogether annul the series’ fascination with masculinism and 

imperial might, nor it can effect a decisive change in Turkish society that incessantly 

celebrates them. Yet, it does alter the angle for a different perspective. As Peter 

Schwenger (2006) writes, melancholic imagination and representation offers “an antidote 

to normalcy” of established frames of thinking, opening “new vistas beyond…[their] 

authoritative last word” (p. 14). Especially its nihilist variant that presents us the 

perspective of people who stand close to death allow us to look at the world under a new 

light “as a dying person might be born into new perceptions” (Schwenger, 2006, p. 14). 

Robert Clarke (2016) indicates that at the height of the colonial expansion of the 

British Empire in the 19th century, imperial ambitions and territorial expansionism were 

presented as cures against melancholy. Accordingly, colonialism and its desires for new 

conquests were looked upon as the political means through which melancholy is removed 

from the social body (Clarke, p. 30). It seems to me that, at least in the specific context of 

present-day Turkey, the reverse is also true and that nihilistic melancholy can be the cure 

against lavish dreams of national omnipotence. Nihilist melancholia serves to balance out 

the excess of restorative thrust to nostalgia. Thus, taking into account present-day 

situation of Turkey where the arena of popular culture is truly suffused with the 
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glorification of Turkish military grandeur, I believe these occasional moments of 

nihilistic melancholy are definitely fortunate intrusions into the series’ narrative universe.  

With all the artsy or explicit emphasis on nihilist concerns, masculinism still 

comes across as too strong an influence whose forces of magnetism cannot be rebuffed 

for an extensive period of time, even in death and existentialism. Though the series says 

an impressive goodbye to Hurrem by devoting nearly an entire episode to her last 

moments in life, Suleiman’s death in the last episode is still differently signified. This 

entire episode is full of flashbacks to earlier moments in his life, when he was a morally 

upright, aspirational and strong man. Before he dies we repetitively revisit the times when 

he did not have any moral ambiguities.  

The last scene of the series looks way too similar to the ending of The Tudors 

(2007-2010), possibly taken from it. In The Tudors, a white horse approaches towards the 

camera in a slow-motion shot, as we listen to an aged King Henry Tudor talking 

lamentingly about the shortness of life and the ultimate darkness of death (fig.122.1). 

Likewise, in the ending of Magnificent Century, we have a white horse approaching 

towards us from far away, again in slow motion (fig122.2), and we hear Suleiman’s 

analogous existential speech accompanying the scene: “The reign ends. That’s the end for 

the sorrow of the roses. That’s the end of this dream. Neither sovereignty nor the crown 

remains now. I leave this earth empty handed just the way I arrived in it. What remains 

behind is just a handful of soil. Let everyone knows, Suleiman has passed from this 

earth.74”  

 

																																																								
74 “Bitti saltanat, bitti gullerin huznu, bitti bu ruya. Ne hukumdarlik kaldi, ne tac, ellerim bos geldigim bu 
dunya evinden, ellerim bos cikiyorum. Kalan sadece bir avuc toprak, Herkes bilsin ki, bu dunyadan bir 
Suleyman gecti.” 
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Fig. 122.1. White Horse  Fig. 122.2. White Horse 

Human life is portrayed both as a dream that eventually comes to an end, but also 

a disappointing journey, causing sorrows to the “roses,” the most beautiful flowers in the 

garden of life. The series passes the unequivocal point that what remains behind from 

human beings, despite all the reputation and wealth that they may accumulate in life, is 

just a handful and common piece of soil. Yet, visual symbolism of the horse galloping 

hard at the center of the screen gives to this otherwise reminiscent sequence of utterances 

a different tide. Falling sun in the background posits that even when standing so close to 

dead, Suleiman is still a gallant, agile and noble white horse sweeping across the empty 

terrains of this earth independently. The earth becomes an empty territory for the male 

protagonist to move recklessly on it, and the showcasing of that power ultimately excuses 

the wreckages that he leaves behind in his life journey. The movement-image and time-

image bleed into each other in the concluding moments of the series with Suleiman 

simultaneously being both an actor that drives the time and the seer of the passage of it.  

As I pointed out in the introduction to this section, death is simultaneously 

signified as a heaven that offers peace, serenity and redemption, but also as the definitive 

end to one’s life journey or as a place of unknowability beyond which we cannot know 

what will happen. For instance, when Suleiman’s mother dies, she reaches to a serene 

river dressed in whites. Later, when benevolent Cihangir dies, he is again shown in all 

white clothing, and upon his entrance to heaven he hears his half-brother Prince 

Mustafa’s soft voice saying “Welcome Cihangir,” which also confirms that Mustafa, who 
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dies two episodes prior, is likewise in heaven. For a story that gets too grim with lots of 

over-idealized young men dying under excruciating circumstances, the heaven provides a 

televisual relief to the audience. Benign victims of misfortune and villainy reach the ever-

lasting happiness that they so much deserve, compensating for its lack in their actual 

lives. However, death is also signified as the ultimate end beyond which nothing exists, 

as the series’ recurrent nihilism indicates. At a particular occasion, in the murder of 

Prince Bayezit and his sons, these two difficult to reconcile perspectives coincide with 

each other. 

Prince Selim captures his brother Bayezit along with his little boys, after defeating 

him in the civil war thanks to the support he receives from corrupt high-ranking state 

officials and his aged father who is no longer at his prime in making the right judgments. 

Bayezit is honorable, brave and just. Selim is cowardly, deceptive and weak. But what we 

watch is not just the victory of the malicious over the good, but also the eclipse of the 

hopes for the Turkish polity. Bayezit condemns him as the greatest rascal of the Ottoman 

dynasty; in return Selim tells him it is Bayezit’s unwavering commitment to uprightness 

is the reason why he could never win. Right beside them stand Bayezit’s four boys lined 

up according to their age and height with the eldest one of them being just a teenager 

(fig.123.1). Selim nods to the assassins, despite his brother’s tearful pleas to take only his 

life and spare his kids, to carry on with murdering them. As Selim departs, they start 

strangling all of them with exasperated Bayezit watching his boys falling dead one after 

another (fig.123.2-123.3). 
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Fig.123.1. Death  Fig.123.2. Death Fig.123.3. Death  Fig.123.4. Death 

Fig.123.5. Death Fig.123.6. Death Fig.123.7. Death  Fig.123.8. Death 

In this same episode, while being held as prisoners in the Persian King’s dungeon, 

Bayezit tells his children the story of Noah’s Ark. Noah, as the story goes, is spared from 

the flood alongside his family in a ship. Bayezit tells his kids God saves Noah’s family 

from the utter destruction of the planet because they are the embodiments of innocence in 

a profoundly corrupt world. Towards the final moments of the execution scene, Bayezit 

starts yelling: “Death is our ship. Together with my sons, we will get into that ship and 

we will arrive in the presence of God.”75 A few second later, the camera makes a close-up 

to Bayezit, who seems to have likewise passed away following the murder of his children 

(fig.123.4). Then, in a rather extended sequence, we see him and his boys, all dressed up 

in white and smiling in happiness, in a large boat traveling in beautiful weather towards a 

glimmering source of light (fig.123.5-123.6). We can presume that they are on their way 

to heaven. The series gives to these long-suffering victims of a fraudulent world final and 

eternal peace. The audience can still sleep well at night. 

																																																								
75	“Olum bizim gemimizdir. Ogullarimla birlikte o gemiye binecegiz ve Allah’in huzuruna cikacagiz.” 
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Just when we may start thinking that this is the ending of the episode, the series 

returns back to the killing scene. Bayezit, whom we think is already dead, is still moving 

his eyes and body briefly (fig.121.7). This time, however, he gives his last breath in front 

of our eyes and falls to the ground. The episode ends with a close-up of his motionless 

face remaining on the screen for nearly 20 seconds with music reaching a crescendo 

before a moment of complete silence (fig.121.8). Then, the generic music and the titles 

enter and the episode ends. We are subtly given the impression that this whole chapter of 

events, about the boat carrying him and his children to the heaven, might well be his final 

thoughts before death. This is after all the same story he narrated to them before and 

while seeing them getting strangled he yells that death is their ship to deliver them to  

paradise. The last close-up of his motionless face then seems to suggest that, contrary to 

what he would like to imagine it to be, death is the ultimate ending for him.  

It can also be argued that the series does offer only the options and it remains to 

the audience to choose between these two alternate endings. However, one of these 

conclusions is over-blown and impossible to mistake, and the other is indirectly stated 

and much harder to detect. Just like it occurred on many occasions before, the series hides 

one set of less conventional meanings under the heavy weight of over-exaggeratedly 

clear, while also repudiating the latter’s claim to truth. 

To conclude this section, I would like to stress the point that the chief 

commendable aspect of televisual nihilism is its implicit denunciation of all sorts of 

earthly conflicts by pointing to the similarities of human experience. Time passes for all 

and the saddening fate of the ultimate end renders quite possibly all characters 

identifiable. The passing of time and death are such poignant sources of identificatory 
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pull, allowing us to identify even with those whom we may share little similarities. In 

death, we find our most basic, painful and melancholic commonality as the human race. 

 

Melancholia as a fabric of unanimity in Turkey 

The series is entirely suffused with melancholia that undergirds the progression of 

the plot from its launch to its end. The intermingling of various experienced, possible and 

feared losses often occupies the central stage. The whole cycle of events ends in 

melancholic imagination that stresses the time that is lost; which include romantic love, 

comradeship, battles, youth, morality, innocence, rural home, family members or the life 

itself. In short, every possible human experience is surrounded by melancholia. In every 

step that it takes forward, the series always misses for something that it leaves behind. 

Every victory eventually turns into an occasion for mourning for the loss. This 

melancholia for the loss sometimes comes at the forefront of attention and other times 

glides into the background, but it is always there. And yet, the center of attention is never 

actually these various losses themselves, but the notion that things could have gone 

differently and we could see better days. Hence, in this concluding section, I will 

investigate the socio-cultural role of melancholia’s prevalence for the present-day 

Turkish society with a specific focus on its inherent utopian thrust. 

All throughout its run, there are many moments in the series when the action-

packed flow of the movement-image is interrupted by a melancholic toned monologue 

that showcases us a character’s open reflections on suffering, repression and 

disenchantments with the general condition of the world. . In episode 62, one of the staple 

characters of the series, Daye Hatun, who was the closest aide to Valide Sultan until she 



	 327	

passed away a few episodes prior, commits suicide. It seems for the large part she wants 

to kill herself because Valide Sultan, whom she served for more than 40 years is gone and 

she wants to be with her in the afterlife as soon as possible. Her speech also discloses her 

many disappointments in life that have so far remained unexpressed as well as a hope that 

after life will be a place that will soothe all the pain of the earth. Daye Hatun says: “What 

have we seen in this arid land other than grievances? What have seen in this barren land 

other than oppression? ...In this river, there is no sorrow, grief or trouble. This river is all 

about living, goodness and generousness. Don’t stop, come quick!” 76  

 

 

 

Fig.124.1. Afterlife  Fig.124.2. Afterlife  

As she utters these last words, she slowly puts the noose to her neck with a sad 

expression mixed with a slight, unsure yet hopeful smile (fig.124.1). Then she lets herself 

loose from the chair to her death (fig.124.2). For a senior lady that she is with lots of 

personal experiences on earth, it seems only death can offer a piece of faith that a better 

world can yet be possible. However, the last words of her monologue and her barely 

perceptible smile beforehand also indicate that she still manages to retain some utopian 

aspirations for the future, even though she can never be sure of if these are, were or will 

ever be possible to achieve. 
																																																								

76 “Bu kupkuru yerde yakinmadan gayri ne gorduk? Bu kupkuru yerde ne gorduk zulumden gayri? …Bu 
irmakta ne gam var, ne keder var, ne dert. Bu irmak alabildigine yasamaktan, iyilikten, comertlikten ibaret. 
Durma cabuk gel.” – These lines are taken from a poem written by the poet Rumi (Mevlânâ Celâleddîn-i 
Rûmî). 
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David Matin-Jones (2011) indicates that Deleuze considers time-image cinema as 

a form of thinking and imagining for what is yet to come and for what is not yet achieved 

(p. 102). Likewise, in this scene and in many others, we encounter such subtle touches of 

imagination for the eventual arrival of better days that we the audience, just like Daye 

Hatun, can hope that it would eventually visit our lives as well. Melancholia is 

debilitating and saddening, and yet also emerges as the locus of our expectations from the 

future, because it reminds and allows us to hold on to our best hopes from the past despite 

a life that leave them unfulfilled. After all, as Antonio Agamben (1993) asserts, 

melancholic imagination is often directed towards “a politics of ideality” that waits for its 

moment of fulfillment at an indefinite future time (p.20). Clinging to the hopes of the 

past, rather what it actually comes to deliver, means insisting to hold on utopian dreams. 

Virtually every death becomes an occasion to reflect on the loss of aspirations and 

wasted opportunities for a better life. Such is the case, for instance, in the spoiled 

relationship between Sumbul and Cevher. He, for a long time, hides from her that he is a 

eunuch. She hides from him that she actually knows everything about him and she was 

sent by Hurrem’s enemies to learn about her secrets. After causing her quite a bit of 

trouble, Hurrem furiously instructs Sumbul to get Cevher killed. Loyal Sumbul does not 

hesitate to carry out the order though this does harm him greatly. After eating from the 

poisonous dinner that Sumbul brings, without yet being aware that she is about to die, she 

confesses to him her initial intentions and asks him to run away together from this 

intrigue-filled world to a life of simplicity. At this point, both are in love with each other, 

which turns her moment of death not only to an emotional climax, but also an occasion of 
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melancholic reflection for what could have been for both of them and their love if they 

were to meet under different circumstances (fig.125.1-125.2). 

 

 

  

 

Fig.125.1. Destiny  Fig.125.2. Destiny  

Such death scenes are not only dismaying because we are witnessing the end of a 

human life, but because we see the eclipse of once-flourishing dreams, aspirations and 

hopes. What renders these scenes particularly sad is watching our characters look at their 

once most cherished desires slip away from the tips of their fingers. Melancholia is not so 

much about the loss itself; it primarily emanates from this blatant sense that things could 

have been a lot different but regrettably is not as it is “a mode of resuscitating that which 

could have been” (Sarkar, 2009, p. 43).  

 Occasional family gatherings are saturated with melancholia, especially signified 

by the choice of sad tunes accompanying these scenes (fig.127.1-127.2-127.3-127.4). 

Despite the apparent fact that all characters rejoice, such moments are profoundly 

dismaying because of our bitter knowledge that they are not meant to continue for 

forever. We do know that in the conflictual world of power politics such scenes of 

harmony cannot last for long. But since they were possible even only for a fracture of 

time, we are also led to entertain the notion that there perhaps was a possibility for these 

moments of utter delight and harmony to endure.  
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Fig.127.1. Happiness Fig.127.2. Happiness Fig.127.3. Happiness     Fig.127.4. Happiness 

This same melancholic orientation gets a politically highlighted tone in covering 

the executions of Ibrahim Pasha, Prince Mustafa and Prince Bayezit after him. As I will 

elaborate in analyzing Prince Mustafa’s portrayal in the last chapter, these idealistic and 

over-idealized men’s murder are signified as the ultimate reasons for the Ottoman 

Turkish polity’s decay and eventual downfall. Shortly before their deaths, we are told 

about their grandiose aspirations. For Ibrahim that’s his desire to conquer Rome, Prince 

Mustafa’s biggest plea is to set sail to the Americas to bring its riches to the Ottoman 

domain, and for Bayezit, the main issue is to rid the Ottoman administration completely 

of the increasing levels of corruption and reinstitute a just polity. Whatever its specifics 

might be, before each death we are told that these men have high ideals that are already 

condemned to failure. And yet, with their will power, they could have turned the adverse 

course of history for the Ottomans. The main axis of the series’ politicized melancholia is 

this broad idea that the history of the Turkish polity could have been different and we 

could have seen better days.  

If the bliss once loomed like an achievable prospect, it can also be a realizable 

possibility for the future. Melancholic imagination, by grieving for the past loss and 

inevitability to be, retains its hope for the future fulfillment of aspirations. While 

mourning for the loss, but also believing that the loss object cannot be totally gone, 

“melancholia paradoxically figures a certain space of delay as well as an anticipation of a 

place yet to come” (Eng & Kazanjian, 2003, p. 13). Melancholia is filled with half 



	 331	

disguised and half expressed utopianism. The series presents us with a vision of history as 

“a repository of possibilities that are living options for future action,” therefore; the lost 

opportunities tell us “what could have been still can be” (Kellner, 2012, p. 84). 

This is the crucial difference of melancholia from restorative nostalgia. The latter 

rests on the belief that a particular age in the past was the “magnificent century” that we 

can now reminisce in awe. For the former, however, utopian days are not solidified at any 

particular episode in the past; instead, they are the hopes and desires of the past. It is in 

the unaccomplished desires of Daye Hatun and our male heroes we are introduced to the 

notion that the past can also be the grounds for yearning for the future change. Hence, 

when we melancholically remember bygone ages, we do not venerate them for what they 

were, but for their dreaming of a better age than what it was and what it is now.  

Another regularly performed cinematic strategy to put a melancholic spin on the 

to the story world is visually depicting the flow of time by fixing the camera to a 

particular physical site while digitally altering the natural environment around it. From a 

shiny day to the winds of the fall and to the snow blizzards of winter, the sheer passage of 

time is depicted through the change in the natural environment (fig.128.1-128.2-128.3-

128.4). At a particular occasion, they mark the movement of time rather more artistically. 

Hatice walks alone all in a forest first under a shining sun and amongst blooming flowers 

(fig.128.5). Then, the plants get yellowish and start dropping (fig128.6). The weather 

changes again for a heavy rain (fig.128.7), which is then followed by the snow 

(fig.128.8). Finally, we return to the summer again. The scene is accompanied by a slow 

and saddening tune, and yet Hatice unmistakably smiles throughout the whole scene. She 
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is divorced from the strife of the palace intrigues and power politics, while finding relief 

and healing in merely observing the passage of time. 

Fig.128.1. Climates Fig.128.2. Climates Fig.128.3 Climates Fig.128.4.Climates  

Fig.128.5. Climates Fig.128.6. Climates Fig.128.7. Climates Fig.128.8. Climates  

These scenes allow us to understand that the series makes a substantial time leap 

into the future. Since the series covers 46 years in total, we encounter such moments 

repeatedly. In terms of their thematic significances, combined with dramatic scores, they 

obviously point to the inevitable flow of time that is all beyond human control. Time 

moves forward, paying no attention to the surrounding drama of humans, as we hear and 

see nothing about our historically important central characters while months and years are 

shown to be passing away. These scenes do not have an inherently melancholic quality 

only because we watch the falling leaves, the darkening of the sky and the departure of 

the sun, but because we also see them reappearing again later. Melancholia is a form of 

lamentation for an object that we do not fully believe that we can lose. These scenes 

visually perform that the loss time is not vanished, as the sun never fails to emerge again.  

Orhan Pamuk (2008) asserts that melancholia corresponds to “a state of mind that 

is ultimately life-affirming as it is negating” (p. 290). It saddens you, as it is hearth 

warming at another level. Perhaps in emotionally portraying the inevitable passage and 
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ending of it, life appears more precious and yet less worthy of high efforts and associated 

hassle. To put this differently, it embraces life at the point in which it negates the point of 

taking any strong action for it. Such scenes are in alignment with what is sometimes 

argued to be an often-encountered characteristic of Turkey, its attachment to melancholia, 

while going against the best judgment of its time of production, which cherishes the 

speed and action. They seem harmful, because we live in an age that values rapidity and 

productivity, but also commendable for the same reason, because we need some form of 

balance to the hurried course of 21th century life.  

However, perhaps Pamuk was not quite right in claiming that Istanbul causes its 

people to be melancholic because the ruins of the imperial past remind them of the past 

grandeur that is no longer attainable in the present. Living in a city of giant and historical 

mosques and other historical structures, inhabitants of the city are saturated with time and 

the reminders of its inevitable passage. Centuries-old buildings tell us that we are the 

guests in the city’s long historical journey and they are the hosts. Istanbul’s melancholia 

does not so much emanate from the past greatness or the sense of disgrace in view of it, 

but more so from the inescapable daily encounter with time itself. Living in Istanbul, 

thus, means touching time on a constant basis for the most part and for many people. Life 

in the city approximates more closely the characteristics of time-image cinema, rather 

than movement-image, which is why it may at times look slower, life negating and life 

embracing all at the same time. All in all, both the city and the series’ melancholism seem 

to ground an existentialist type of humanism, which is, I believe, never unwarranted for a 

country marked by divisions and conflicts.  
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Denise Gill (2017) in her study on the prevalence of melancholia in the Turkish 

classical music argues that: “Melancholy is a modality for mending, tending to, and 

repairing dis-ease” (p. 157). Accordingly, Turkish classical music tends to value 

melancholy for it “connects individuals to one another” and that it is the best antidote 

against agony because, as the saying goes, “suffering is remedy itself” (dert dermandir) 

(Gill, p. 157). In other words, we find some hopeful note, a moment of soothing and even 

enjoyment in dwelling melancholically on our losses, real or imagined.  

Contemporaneous Turkish society, for various interlinked reasons, is in a 

particular historical juncture when it appears to be navigating the borders of a collective 

state of unease and outright disease. The culture of melancholia that we can clearly 

observe in the series, after all, might indeed serve a positive function of healing and 

soothing for the Turkish people. On this note, I would like to return to Temelkuran again 

shortly. She mentions in her book an interview with an elderly politician in the early 

1990s amidst political turmoil at that time, who tells her that: “This country has a safety 

valve that no one seems to be able to locate. This country will be fine. It will always pull 

together at the last minute” (p. 282). 

 Melancholia might not be the cure to the ills of the Turkish society, which are too 

complex and multiple to be solved with ease. But it appears to me that melancholic 

attachment to the past does play a role in negotiating the strong differences and in 

generating a sense of cohesiveness for the Turkish society. That being said, I do not mean 

to valorize melancholia as a higher value in and of itself. Excessive attachment to it is 

certainly debilitating, thus cannot possibly be commendable. Instead, I want to take 

notice of its role in cleaning the human soul following the experiencing of traumas, as 
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well as an antidote against the dangerous effects of lavish dreams of national and 

personal omnipotence. In other words, I believe, melancholia, with its reflective 

tendencies, seems to counterbalance and even negate societal antagonisms. Hence, 

perhaps, melancholia has been the safety valve for all the time. In other words, 

melancholic mindsets, imageries and representations can be considered as one of the 

major foundations in the sustenance of a “community of feeling” (Carroll, 2000, p. 124) 

in Turkey. It appears to me that it is this melancholic sensibility that constitutes the 

Turkish polity’s ultimate thread of interconnectivity and one of its last breaks before the 

collision course. 
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Chapter IX: Anatomy of a Televisual Death  

The murder of Prince Mustafa in episode 123 of the last season has become the 

greatest popular media event of recent Turkish history. Watching the execution of a 

mostly forgotten figure of Ottoman history on their television sets has literally shaken the 

Turkish public, with the same topic continuing to be discussed months after the series’ 

last episode aired on TV. This last chapter is dedicated, naturally not to the memory of 

the historical prince himself, but to the recent re-discovery of this murder in an attempt to 

sort out the underlying reasons of this grandiose public reaction. The ultimate aim of this 

chapter is to trace the socio-cultural implications of this televised killing. In that sense, 

this chapter is essentially a cultural anatomy of a televisual death. 

Prince Mustafa was in the cast originally as a little, troublesome boy. After a 

rather long break, he re-joined the team as a handsome, skilled, romantic and honorable 

adult man. By the fourth season, he emerged as the unquestionable central character of 

the series. When he died on 12 February 2014, it was a groundbreaking event. Perhaps no 

actual death of any living person could have generated such a chain of reaction in Turkey 

at that time. One news reporter, acutely observing the gap between historical 

forgetfulness and sudden emotional charge, wrote that “thousands of teary eyed Turks 

flocked to Mustafa’s long-forgotten tomb to honor his memory” (“Murder of Ottoman 

Prince”, 2014).  

The Mayor of the city of Bursa, where the tomb is located, said in an interview 

that the day after the screening of the prince’s execution there were 400 people visiting it 

by noon, many coming from far away cities, and that most inhabitants of Bursa did not 

even know that Prince Mustafa’s tomb was in their city until Magnificent Century 
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(“Onslaught to Prince’s Cemetery”, 2014). Ayse Hur (2014), a historian and a journalist, 

suggested in her piece in the Turkish daily newspaper Radikal that neither the Roboski 

(Uludere) massacre in 201177 nor the young people who were killed during the Gezi Park 

protests in 2013 aroused a comparable public interest in Turkey, thus, pointing out the 

obvious that: “So, it seems we faced an important event in terms of collective 

psychology.”78  

I have three sections in this chapter. The first one is titled “Impossible love that is 

the nation,” in which I will demonstrate that Prince Mustafa’s story is heavily dependent 

on the same exact narrative structures we encounter in romance. The central argument of 

this section is that Mustafa’s deep emotional attachments especially with the Ottoman 

soldiers, who are represented as the backbone of the polity, effectively constitute a story 

of romance. In the second part, “Mustafa as the epitome of innocence,” I briefly return to 

the previous chapter’s discussion on virtue with a focus on the series’ representation of 

the prince as the ultimate marker of purity in the Ottoman realm. In the last section, 

which is titled “A prince to unite a divided nation,” I analyze Mustafa’s complex and 

contradictory portrayal in the series which allows various opposing segments of Turkish 

society to locate in him a fitting figure to represent their collective aspirations and 

historical losses. I finally argue that Magnificent Century’s portrayal of Prince Mustafa 

simultaneously touches upon and activates multiple planes of collective memory 

practices in Turkey, which should be considered as the central reason why his death 

caused to such an unprecedented communal outcry in Turkey. 

 
																																																								
77 In Roboski, Turkish air force bombed and killed 34 Kurdish villagers, mostly underage Kurdish youth, 
suspecting that they might be Kurdish guerillas fighting against the Turkish state.  
78 “Demek ki toplumsal psikoloji açısından önemli bir olayla karşı karşıyaydık.”	
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Impossible love that is the nation  

I first would like to start with the analysis of the exaltation of the male hero to the 

status of a love object. The series’ representation of Mustafa seems to directly copy  

countless stories of romance that we encounter in the series. All love stories first start as 

an impossible love. The romantic partners then experience moments of utmost delight 

when they can get together, momentarily being able to forget the world around them. In 

such moments, lovers also typically hope for the future arrival of better days, when 

predicaments of their present-day circumstances would be completely overcome. Yet, 

they also encounter quite many obstacles that temporarily distance them from each other. 

 Various hurdles, inconsequential or grave, keep getting in their way, preventing 

any long-lasting bliss. Finally, if nothing else, the inevitable death ensures that romantic 

love remains a melancholic idealization that can never be attained for good. Thus, the 

major commonality of all love affairs is that they are all built upon a chain of scenes in 

which ultimate satisfaction is repetitively evaded. This much is no big surprise; after all, 

“European paradigm of love continues to be predicated on lack of fulfillment” (Passerini, 

Labanyi & Diehl, p. 20). The same, I believe, applies to national love and ideality of the 

nation, as I would like to demonstrate in this chapter. 

This point is clearly demonstrated by a love story I talked about before, the love 

affair between the gallant warrior Malkocoglu and Armin, the Jewish shopkeeper’s 

daughter. Though she does not show much interest in him at first, Armin slowly falls in 

love with Malkocoglu. But even though their feelings are mutual now, their social status 

is still dissimilar. Malkocoglu is Muslim, Armin is Jewish, and her father is strictly 

against her relationship with a Muslim man. He appears to soften his attitude over time, 
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but then, Armin gets terminally ill with the plague. They eventually do marry, hoping that 

her illness can perhaps be cured, but the morning after their marriage she passes away.  

During the saga of their love story, they have moments of the “interrupted kiss,” 

when their kiss gets literally cut short by an outside factor. For instance, at one time, 

when they are about to kiss each other for the first time (fig.129.1) they hear a sudden 

knocking on the door, and they get back to their previous posture (fig.129.2). At a later 

scene in the next episode, they finally do kiss each other very briefly for a few seconds, 

but they get separated for an extended period after that (fig.129.3). Finally, in the 

bedroom shortly after their marriage, her highly contagious medieval illness provides the 

last barrier to a good kiss to ever occur. As Malkocoglu leans over to kiss her, Armin, 

with teary eyes, puts her hand towards his mouth to stop him from approaching further 

with the obvious intention of safeguarding him from the plague (fig.129.4). When 

Malkocoglu wakes up the next morning, he finds her lying dead, bringing a sad 

termination to this rather humdrum love story. 

Fig. 129.1. The Kiss Fig.129.2. The Kiss Fig. 129.3. The Kiss Fig. 129.4. The Kiss  

Waiting is codified as the pillar of a true love story; true love can only be possible 

and can arrive at the expanse of strenuous moments of waiting. Turkish TV series are 

sometimes criticized for their extreme slowness, in which lovers spend enormous 

amounts of time just exchanging glances. Though this criticism is certainly not 

unwarranted, we also need to recognize these slow moments in general as unique 
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cinematic ways to stress the importance of waiting to the accomplishment of a good love 

story (Sullivan, 2016, p. 243), effectively commending to its audience that if they want to 

watch about the ultimate flourishing of a passionate love affair on the screen, they also 

need to wait patiently, like the characters in the series. The same is true for the national 

love as well, I believe, which necessitates waiting inconclusively in the hope of eventual 

fulfillment in an imaginary time of future. 

More importantly than waiting, it seems as if a good love story is most effective 

when it remains unaccomplished or when it is cut short. For each love story, a series of 

bulwarks stand on the way for the ultimate unification of couples, which in time prove 

themselves to be unsurpassable, thus tears flow from the characters and from the 

audience. In all, we have a protracted fluctuation of rising and declining hopes, and a last-

minute touch that increases the expectations just so that the final breakdown of the 

romance can be more dismaying. Hence, the small kiss that increases the expectations, 

followed by the desolation introduced by the illness, the marriage that again raises the 

stakes, only to be consumed by the final and irreversible death. However, in its failure, 

romance is also allowed to live in the imagination in an ideal and sacralised form.  

I believe in this romantic paradox, the dramatic loss is the necessary condition for 

the love to get sacralized in the form of a future hope, and that the sheer force of spent 

investment in its evaded realization only furthers our desire to see it accomplished one 

day at a future time. Thus, the failure of the success is the guarantor that the ideal remains 

pure and sacred. At the end, and ironically, romantic paradox serves to uphold the sacred 

status of romance at the moment of its greatest failure to get accomplished. This partially 
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happens because failure also allows the continuation of the fantasy by protecting it from 

disillusionment.  

I believe we can observe the same exact melodramatic orientation in the series’ 

narration of the nation’s history, which I call national melodrama. By adopting the 

characteristics of melodramatic narratives, the series effectively turns the nation’s history 

into a complex melodrama of hopes, passionate devotions, sad acquiescence to fate, 

revolt to the circumstances and final inability to be. Here, I should unequivocally stress 

that I follow the long list of scholars who define melodrama not as a unique genre unto 

itself, but as a widely encountered storytelling mode that encompasses and traverses 

several genres including romance, crime, Western and thriller (Landy, 1991, p. 15; 

Zarzosa, 2012, p. 16; Marcantonio, 2015, p. 6).  

Linda Williams (1998) argues that melodramatic mode has always been the 

classic Hollywood cinema’s dominant form of operation since its dawn (p. 42). She thus 

claims that melodrama should not be considered as a deviation from realist narratives or 

be located exclusively in what is sometimes called as “woman’s film” (p. 42). There can 

be no such duality between realism and melodrama, according to her, as melodrama 

appears modern by being based on realist filmmaking techniques, which renders 

melodramatic passions and actions more realistic looking and more believable (p. 67).  

Ultimately, American cinema in general offers the audience a mixture of “realism, 

sentiment, spectacle, and action in effecting the recognition of a hidden or misunderstood 

virtue” (Williams, p.  54). Williams suggests very broadly that any film that privileges 

moralism and virtue in its storyline should be considered as melodramatic: “If the 

narrative trajectory is ultimately more concerned with a retrieval and staging of 



	 342	

innocence than with the psychological causes of motives and actions, then the operative 

mode is melodrama” (p. 42). Hence, what grounds melodrama is not so much theatrical 

acting or Manichean polarities; it is the staging, unearthing or the rediscovery of 

innocence in the diegetic world of the film (Williams, p. 55). Likewise, Ann Kaplan 

(2005) also posits that she sees “melodrama as an aesthetic form,” rather than a genre, 

that is bent towards the “search for identity, social order, and clear moral values by which 

to live in modernity” (p. 72). 

According to more conventional understandings of it, melodrama is typically 

based on pathos, emotionalism and graphic sensationalism (Singer, 2001, p. 58). In 

melodrama “bodies remain the essential vehicles for performance and emotional 

expression” (Marcantonio, 2015, p. 26). Crucially, it directs its audience to watch the 

unfolding of the story “from the perspective of suffering” and the protagonists who 

embody victimization (Zarzosa, 2013, p. 145). It is also marked by Manichean 

juxtapositions of good and evil, last minute rescues, contradictory portrayals of 

incapability of expression and excessive emotional reactions as well as a focus on the 

tropes of home and nation as places of belonging (Marcantonio, 2015, p. 11).  

Pam Cook (2012), for instances, points out the similarities between “women’s 

picture” and what is thought to be characteristically masculine genre of Western (p. 31). 

A basic resemblance is that their narrative progression is commonly based “on circularity, 

digression, and delay” (p. 31). She suggests that: “The choices facing the Western hero, 

between love and duty, family life, and a wander’s existence are not that different from 

those encountered by women’s picture heroines” (p. 31). In terms of aesthetic composure, 

Western genre is often based on “the expressive use of music and mise-en-scène to 



	 343	

heighten” affects, just like one would expect from more conventionally melodramatic 

stories. Hence, Christine Gledhill (2000) refers to melodrama as a “genre-producing 

machine” (p.22) for its capability of engendering new genres based on the use of similar 

thematic preoccupations and narrative formulas across multiple genres.  

Carla Marcantonio (2015) argues that historically melodrama “has been the 

preeminent vehicle through which the narration of the nation has incited the imagination 

and the emotion of its citizens” (p. 2). Especially long running TV series constitute a 

privileged site in the construction of an imagined community that “rallies around specific 

images of itself” (Lopez, 1994, p. 262). Mary Paniccia Carden (2003) argues that even 

the driest formal historical texts follow similar plot elements of the melodramatic love 

stories even though they are often thought in stark oppositional terms (p. 4). The most 

basic similarity between them is that they both give coherent meanings and a sense of 

order to the contingencies, complexities and inevitable finitude of individual and 

collective existence (Carden, p.4). Melodrama “straddles and mediates social, cultural, 

and political change,” thus, reworking and reimagining the national identity 

(Marcantonio, p. 28). 

I argue that Magnificent Century’s national history is a tale of romance. Simply 

put, it is story of a melancholic fall and inability to attain better days for the nation and its 

leader. The series’ representation of the relationship between Prince Mustafa and the 

Ottoman people borrows extensively from the same melodramatic elements that are 

extensively used in the depiction of the romantic love. In both cases, the evasion of the 

unity ensures the continued attachment to the ideality of the love object. National history 
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is narrated through multiple “interrupted kisses,” moments of elusion when the unity 

between the prince and people looks almost achieved but ultimately is evaded.  

Prince Mustafa offers his people a chance to set sail on the open seas, just like 

Pedro offers that chance to Mihrimah in the love story that I analyzed in the third chapter, 

to accomplish its greatest dreams, both figuratively and metaphorically as he often speaks 

for the need to set sails to Americas to extend Ottoman wealth and power. The 

relationship between Prince and people waits for its moment of realization, and at the 

moment of its failure, it increases the audience’s commitment to the national polity as 

well as to the figure of the leader in a deeply emotionalized and sacralized form as a lost 

promise, just like failed romance does the same for the romantic love itself and the figure 

of the idealized romantic partner. 

Mustafa is not just the heir-apparent due his being the oldest son, but thanks to his 

many heroic actions and good deeds, almost the entire Ottoman public already looks 

upon him as Sultan-in-waiting. At times, they refer to him as Sultan Mustafa already, 

which is a big affront to Suleiman. Not unexpectedly, relations between Suleiman and 

Mustafa are strained, as the monarch perceives him to be a grave threat to his absolute 

authority and to his throne. However, in the series’ depiction, Mustafa is completely and 

unhesitatingly loyal to his father, and he never does anything that deserves his father’s 

suspicions and his eventual wrath.  

His representation as an ideal hero makes his eventual death saddening in and of 

itself. But what we have is not just the passing away of a good person, a handsome man, a 

good romantic or a good warrior. We have them killed in popular culture all the time. He 

stands for something bigger than himself, and that’s the national polity that he embodies. 
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His execution is unequivocally represented as a watershed event in the gradual decline 

and fall of the Ottomans, thus by the killing of the good prince, so to speak, Ottomans 

trade off future utopia to an extended period of decline. In one of the clearest examples of 

it, several episodes after Mustafa’s death, his mother Mahidevran tells Suleiman by 

pointing towards his son’s recently finished tomb: “Look Suleiman, our sun is down, our 

future is sunk into darkness…here, right here, lies the future of our dynasty, the 

Ottomans.”79 His melodramatic journey of rise, fluctuations of optimism and 

hopelessness, and eventual fall becomes a resounding narrative arch to represent Turkish 

national polity’s history through his persona. Thus, by shedding tears at his death, the 

Turkish audience also cries to its own perceived melodramatic incapability of getting, 

metaphorically, a good kiss.  

A core element of the melodramatic mode of storytelling is that each feat is 

almost always followed by the new complications that arise on the central characters’ 

path (Gerould, 1991, p. 123). Likewise, we encounter in a cyclical manner moments 

when we can be hopeful for Mustafa’s and the Turkish polity’s united future success, 

which then get interrupted by the surfacing of another major impediment, before a new 

albeit perhaps dim source of hope appears on sight. One such notable incident takes place 

in episode 103. Suleiman prepares for a major military campaign, but does not ask 

Mustafa to join him, which surprises everybody. Instead, he orders Mustafa to stay in the 

city Manisa, where he is appointed as its ruler. With his father’s growing coldness, 

Mustafa feels disempowered and starts to think that there is no longer any real chance for 
																																																								

79 “Bak gunesimiz batti, istikbalimiz karanliga gomuldu…iyi bak Suleyman…iste burda, tam burda, 
Osmanli’nin, hanedanimizin istikbali yatiyor.” 
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him to succeed his father one day. He is given over to alcohol and embittered by a 

depressive mood, just like our lovers in the series when they think they have lost the 

person they love.      

 Famed Ottoman Grand Admiral Barbarossa (Barbaros Hayrettin Pasa) pays a 

visit to him before he departs for the campaign. As the two talks at some length, 

Barbarossa tells him that one day, after Mustafa becomes the Sultan, they will travel the 

seas together, capturing new territories in a previously unknown extent. Mustafa replies 

that such can only be a matter of dreams, he is even forbidden to leave Manisa now. 

Barbarossa then invites him outside, telling him that there is something he wants to show 

him before he leaves. Outside, we see a large contingent of lined up Janissaries, 

apparently coming all the way from the capital to see Mustafa before they leave for the 

campaign. They all bow down in respect as they see him (fig.130.1). Mustafa, utterly 

surprised by this show of loyalty, looks at Barbarossa who is positioned behind him in 

disbelief (fig.130.2). Just before Mustafa gives a concise emotional speech to the troops, 

Barbarossa tells him: “As you see my prince, your destiny does not belong to you alone. 

They are loyal to you by heart; they walk following your steps, you have no right to leave 

them in the lurch and disappoint them.”80 

                                                                                                    

 

Fig. 130.1. Happy Union  Fig.130.2. Happy Union 

																																																								
80	“Gordugunuz gibi sizin kaderiniz sadece size ait degil sehzadem. Onlar size yurekten baglilar, sizinle 
ayni yoldan yuruyorlar, onlari yari yolda birakarak, hayal kirikligina ugratmaya hakkiniz yok.”	
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Fig. 130.3. Happy Union  Fig.130.4. Happy Union 

Besides boosting Mustafa’s moral and reminding him of his responsibilities, this 

scene also serves to the melodramatic function of establishing shortly and fleetingly the 

unity of the young idealistic leader and the polity amidst troubles and in an uncertain 

future. Similar scenes are intermittently showcased, and virtually the same filmmaking 

strategies and camera angles are used in each instance. A staple of such scenes is to show 

the leader by positioning the camera as if it’s one of the soldiers in the crowd, to create 

the visual impression of looking at him through the eyes of these loyal soldiers 

(fig.128.4). Furthermore, as the soldiers are partly visible on the margins of the frame, we 

are given an imagery in which the leader stands superimposed on the lined-up soldiers, 

figuratively uniting both in a single frame (fig.130.4).  

Until the series, Suleiman had been a widely respected and valued historical 

personality in Turkish history. The series seems to have changed that attitude for many, 

by showing him as the murderer of Prince Mustafa. The online comments on YouTube 

and elsewhere on the Internet are full of explicit slurs uttered against a once much 

renowned Sultan in Turkish history textbooks. All of a sudden, Suleiman became a hated 

figure for many, and I believe this is also related with the fact that he effectively became 

that melodramatic obstacle that separates the fated and much desired unity of the prince 

and the people. 
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 Mustafa is executed at the end of episode 123. Much of the following episode 

124 is devoted to his funerary processions, and we see scores of characters, but especially 

his loyal soldiers, in utter tearful desperation, weeping aloud as one would cry in the 

series after losing a passionately loved partner (fig.131.1-131.2-131.3). Such scenes of 

excessive emotional reaction, “expression of sentiment” typically occupies the central 

stage in melodramatic narratives (Affron, 1991, p. 11). Pam Cook (1991) suggests that 

melodrama softens the boundaries of sexual difference, merging cultural masculinity and 

femininity (p. 253). For a change, it is the militaristic men whom we watch in dreadful 

tears. It seems plausible that audiences shed their tears partially for these sobbing 

mournful soldiers who are left behind as they are robbed of their love object that is the 

prince. 

Fig. 131.1. Martyr  Fig. 131.2. Martyr       Fig.131.3. Martyr 

Lillie Chouliaraki (2010) argues that “aestheticisation of death” is a forerunner in 

“communicating the nation to nation” (p. 60). Witnessing to the televised spectacle of 

dying unites people “around its traumatic effect” (Chouliaraki, p. 70-71). According to 

Chouliaraki, “by combining the singularity of martyrical death with a collectivity united 

in denunciation,” aestheticisation of death “construes the nation as a moral community of 

action against the perpetrators of death” (p. 65). Just like the depictions of romantic 

couples moralize the world and render it all innocent, so it seems the same is the case for 
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the crowds’ romance with their idealized male leader. In deeply mourning the passing of 

their leader, they are united in their condemnation of an unjust realm, and emerge as the 

real owners and representatives of the national polity. It can thus be argued that in getting 

exposed to this scene of dying and heartfelt mourning, the audiences become “members 

of a mythical national community” (Chouliaraki, p. 69) alongside the soldiers who are 

united in their grief.  

Prince Mustafa’s six minute, thirty second long execution scene in episode 123 is 

one of the greatest pop culture events of recent Turkish history. The production company 

has uploaded the scene on YouTube and it has been watched about 2.5 million times. 

This comes close to doubling the number of times episode 123 was watched on YouTube, 

which is slightly over 1.5 million. Furthermore, there are many more versions of this clip 

everywhere on the Internet, uploaded by private users. It is fair to say that the aesthetic 

and dramatic organization of the scene played a major part in generating this effect of 

grandiose audience response, naturally inviting a close analysis of it.  

This scene itself can be analyzed as an independent unit of cinematic 

representation, thus we can momentarily isolate it from what comes before and what will 

follow it. It is essentially a concise, six minutes long melodrama with a beginning and 

end. Mustafa first enters his father’s dark and gloomy tent, leaving the bright sunshine of 

the outside (132.1), where loyal Janissaries wait in anguish with their battle-ready hands 

resting on their swords, if necessary to protect their beloved Prince against his own father 

(fig.132.2). Mustafa then realizes that he directly marches into an ambush and he is 

surrounded by a large group of executioners blocking his escape in all directions 

(fig.130.3). Meanwhile, he appears in the dark interior as the sole representative of 
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innocence, as the light from outside shines on his all-white clothing (fig.132.3). This is 

followed by a dramatic and lengthy hand-to-hand combat that lasts for about three and 

half minutes, during which the executioners try to subdue him and put the execution rope 

around his neck (fig.132.4). 

Fig.132.1. Ambush  Fig.132.2. Ambush  Fig.132.3. Ambush  

 

Fig.132.4. Ambush  Fig.132.5. Ambush  Fig.132.6. Ambush  

The battle itself is ripe with melodramatic fluctuations when Mustafa seems to be 

getting rid of his assassins, or when the struggle goes in the opposite direction and it 

seems he will be overpowered. Following the same formulaic structure of melodramatic 

fall, Mustafa is unwilling to succumb to what seems to be his unavoidable end in an 

utterly desperate effort (fig.132.4). But then achieving what is unlikely, he manages to let 

himself loose by beating and pushing aside all these assassins, and starts running towards 

the exit. At this point we adopt his perspective and see from his eyes the thin curtains 

separating the dimly lit inside from the shining brightness of the outside (fig.132.5). The 

curtains are so close that he/we can almost touch them. All of sudden, a last guard enters 
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the frame and gets the prince to the ground by attacking him from behind. Other 

executioners follow and they kill Mustafa by strangulation (fig.132.6). 

This stirring depiction of a historical personality’s death effectively turns the 

execution scene into a miniature and allegorical representation of Mustafa’s whole life. 

He is a pure innocent man who enters into a world of corruption and villainy (fig.130.2), 

but in which he continues to shine in his absolute difference from his surrounding 

(fig.132.3). The Ottoman people look upon him as an ultimate source of hope, and they 

wait for their moment of melodramatic union (fig.132.1). By his resolve, he manages to 

outwit his foes and overcome many obstacles (fig.132.4), and for a moment there 

certainly is a chance for him to achieve the melodramatic union that everybody desires 

(fig.132.5). Finally, we are presented with a prototypical scene of melodramatic inability 

to be. Despite being so close to them, and after a prolonged effort, he cannot reach the 

troops waiting for him outside because of a last-minute obstacle and he dies right at the 

exit (fig.132.6).  

Melodrama is typically marked by a focus on the emotional aspects of human 

experience with a strong emphasis on moments of dramatic intensity and climaxes 

(Bignell, 2000, p.17). Characters in film melodrama often “seem tossed about the will of 

some capricious fate”; they always hope for the better, yet they almost always end up 

being defeated (Turk, 1989, p. 67). In the series, these often-encountered aspects of 

melodrama are used as the basis of the Turkish polity’s history. This last-minute failure to 

escape death is actually one of the many last-minute opportunities that could have saved 

Mustafa’s life. The melodramatic cycle is at work in the depiction of his entire life; there 

are multiple occasions when it seems as if finally, and despite many odds, the hero could 



	 352	

attain his rightful place to lead his people to the days of munificence, only to be 

prevented from achieving it at the last moment.  

On the one hand, the murder of the prince, and thus the fall of the polity, looks as 

if it was an unavoidable destiny since many chances again and again were missed, just 

like it would happen in a melodramatic romance. On the other hand, for the same reason, 

it also fosters the contradictory belief that despite all the obstacles, the ultimately eluded 

moment of unity and bliss could have been attained, because after all, there always was a 

chance for it to be realized in every single one of these last-minute evasions. Therefore, 

Turkish polity was both fated for the decay, and that we can invest in it as an object of 

our pity, nonetheless, it could have achieved salvation because there always was a shortly 

missed opportunity for it, thus we can believe in its future success.  

Linda Williams (1998) indicates that in melodrama “tears are an acknowledgment 

of hope that desire will be fulfilled, they are also a source of future power; indeed, they 

are almost an investment in that power” (p. 71). Similarly, the series represents the 

nation’s history itself as a melodramatic fall from happy union that provides short 

glimpses before its demise, but at its moment of failure, it revitalizes our belief in the 

sacrosanctity of the national polity as an ideal that still waits for its moment of 

accomplishment and the male leader as the harbinger of it.  

Anu Kantola (2010) calls nationalism “a romantic project,” for it is based on 

mythical narratives that give people a sense of stability and meaning amidst uprooting 

transformations (p. 248). In view of the series’ depiction of Prince Mustafa and 

contemporaneous Turkish people’s sudden attachment to this historical figure, she might 
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have just as well referred to it as a project of romance, which gains its strength through 

the passionate attachment between the male leader and his people. 

To stress again, the same melodramatic narrative strategies that fix our 

commitment to romantic love are reconfigured and re-directed towards constructing 

national polity’s history along the same lines as the ultimate locus of evaded satisfaction. 

Both love-based melodrama and the politically-oriented melodrama are organized 

according to what I call the “interrupted kiss.” Interrupted kisses look feasible, but are 

evaded by a last-minute turn of fortune. But the kiss is only arrested in time; it may yet be 

able to find another love affair, romantic, as well as political, to accomplish its long-

awaited consummation.  

 

Mustafa as the epitome of innocence 

In melodrama, central characters often tend to lack any shade of ambivalence and 

contradiction (Gerould, 1991, p. 126). The overall progression of the narrative is 

primarily determined by the “logic of the themes” in a story and the central characters 

often are the ultimate embodiments and expressions of these themes (Fentress & 

Wickham, 1992, p. 65). In melodramatic mode, characters rarely do carry the full weight 

and personal ambivalences of the real-life people; instead they are positioned as the 

“spokesmen for the emotional ideology” of the story (Gerould, 1991, p. 126).  

Beside his many actions that situate Mustafa as the ideal male hero for his talent, 

bravery, humility and devotion to his polity, we are directly told that Mustafa took upon 

himself only his father’s “best characteristics” and that God has taken away “arrogance 



	 354	

and ruthlessness” from him and have them replaced by “loyalty and modesty.”81 Prince 

Mustafa is the ultimate and precious relic of purity in that world, a figure that not only 

sacralizes and masculinizes the polity, but also renders it innocent. Prince Mustafa speaks 

to us of the “emotional ideology” of innocence. When he dies, this is not just the passing 

of an ideal leader, but innocence itself, which finds an embodiment, in fact, a refuge in 

his persona in a world saturated with corruption. 

Episode 123 starts with the news that Mustafa is summoned to his father’s 

presence. Despite many forewarnings about the possible outcome of this, he still chooses 

to go there rather than trying to overthrow him. In the series’ depiction, this is fairly easy 

as he has the unconditional support of the Ottoman central army, but being an honorable 

man, he wants neither to betray his father nor become a rebel by disobeying his order, 

choosing to put his trust in his father instead. This episode includes an unusual amount of 

recurrent flashbacks to Mustafa’s childhood that crosscut to crucial moments in the 

events leading to his death. With a slow editing rhythm, these scenes serve to create a 

linear continuity between present and the past, associating his current state with 

childhood innocence. This constant intrusion of his childhood days primarily renders us 

witnesses to the death of a child-like adult. 

His present-day decisions are marked as if they are the actions of an innocent little 

child. For instance, a scene from his childhood talking to his mother (fig.133.1) is 

crosscut to him dressing up and making his final preparations to go his father’s side 

(fig.133.2). This play with temporality is carried out one last time at the very last scene as 

his father caresses his dead body. Suleiman holds Mustafa in his arms with a stern 

																																																								
81	“Sense humkarimizin sadece guzel huylarini almissin, allah senden kibri ve acimasizligi almis, yerine 
alcakgonullgu ve sadakati vermis.”	
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expression on his face (fig.133.3). We start looking at him from his father’s perspective 

briefly. What he sees, however, is his son’s early childhood self (fig.133.4-133.5-133.6). 

Then, he starts crying and yelling aloud. He evidently appears to remember his murdered 

son’s childhood, which is in and of itself painful, especially since it is him who orders his 

execution. More to the thematic emphasis on untainted virtue, it appears as if it is at this 

point he finally realizes that his son has always been blameless, now as ever, which is the 

reason for his lengthy cries.  

Fig.133.1. Innocence  Fig.133.2. Innocence  Fig.133.3. Innocence 

Fig.133.4. Innocence  Fig.133.5. Innocence  Fig.133.6. Innocence 

As I pointed out in the previous chapter, watching the murder of a child-like 

innocent hero has a special connotation for the Turkish audience for the simple reason 

that Turkish society has a clear tendency to identify with the undeserved miseries of the  

gullible child. The suffering of a child reminds the audience of its own miseries, while 

positioning it as an innocent victim of forces that are beyond its control. Asking again the 

question that I believe I have at least partially answered before, what are the socio-

political and cultural factors in Turkey to necessitate this robust collective need to 

discover such fragments of child-like innocence in the pages of history?  



	 356	

Peter Brooks (1976) in his seminal study Melodramatic Imagination argues that 

melodrama came into being “in a world where the traditional imperatives of truth and 

ethics have been violently thrown into question,” and according to him, that was the late 

18th century following the sweeping changes introduced by the French Revolution and the 

fall of a church-centered moral universe (p.15). Though Brooks is sometimes criticized 

for the apparent Euro-centric position in his theorization of melodrama, he still hits the 

target as he suggests that melodrama is a search for moralism by a focus on specific 

individuals who best epitomize the primacy of ethical principles and virtue following the 

sense of desacralization experienced at a societal level.  

Melodramatic narratives are often marked by moments of “heightened 

emotionality and visual excess” (Chapman, 2005, p. 308). What is deemed to be excess, 

however, often serves to practical socio-cultural roles. A frequently noted feature of 

melodrama is it’s connecting us directly to an experience of emotional purity and 

authenticity (Gerould, 1991, p. 121). Hence, the social function of melodrama in different 

geographies and times essentially boils down to the same need of resacralization 

following large-scale societal conflicts and far-reaching transformations (Landy, 2001, p. 

15). In such moments of societal crisis, melodramatic experience offers us the needed 

moral confirmation that “we do not live in a world completely drained of transcendence 

and significance” (Brooks, p. 205). 

Janine Holc (2005) writes that: “Obsession with innocence…disallows genuine 

engagement with historical fact, even though historical facts are corralled to support the 

case for innocence” (p. 322). Such, I believe is the case, with the series’ portrayal of 

Prince Mustafa’s real-life execution. Even though it is based on recorded historical 
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events, the series central aim is to position Prince Mustafa as the epitome of 

unadulterated innocence. As for the major socio-cultural role of the fixation on 

innocence, I can reiterate that in a particular society, when contemporaneous social life is 

more disconcerting, the future looks bleak and the past is full of repressed traumatic 

memories, it seems we have the greater need for melodramatic stories to enhance our 

belief in the existence of a moral universe. 

We might also suggest in remembering the loss of the national hero and the age of 

innocence, we tend to cleanse ourselves of the sense of guilt for the present state of 

affairs. While partially alleviating the guilt of the past through identification with the 

unadulterated hero, it also locates the future as the possible re-establishment of the purity. 

It is also plausible to argue that Turkish people, often criticized for their lack of care for 

violence in Turkey’s history and scarcity of reactions to continuing deeds of violence, at 

irregular intervals burst into an emotionally sensitive mood in the face of the suffering 

and death of a child-like innocent figure, as if to compensate for other violent deeds 

where it has chosen to remain silent. This can partially explain the giant reaction to 

Prince Mustafa’s televised murder. 

 

A prince to unite a divided nation 

All of this still only incompletely explains why the prince has emerged as an 

historical figure over whose death Turkish society temporarily has appeared united in its 

sorrow. In a country that is growingly more marked by its internal divisions than its 

commonalities this was a remarkable feat. In order to understand what made the Prince so 

likeable to a broad section of the Turkish public across the boundaries of cultural and 
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political differences, we need to examine the cultural construction of the prince perfect in 

the series more closely. The guiding question then how has the portrayal of the prince 

managed to touch these diverse segments of Turkish society simultaneously? What about 

him, his personality and his deeds that could make a character from the 16th century so 

appealing to otherwise opposing groups in present-day Turkey?  

As I argued in the introductory chapter, there has been a noticeable increase in 

popular and academic attention on Turkey’s past since1990s (Koksal, 2016, p. xv). 

Traumatic experiences of the past, including the violence of the military coups, atrocities 

against minority populations and left-wing wing activists, have all been extensively 

discussed in academic and popular history. Ever since, the past has also become the 

paramount arena where the political confrontations are fought. Conflicting groups 

typically emphasize aspects of Turkish history to advance their political cause in the 

present age to legitimize their own positions while trying to undermine the truth claims of 

their opponents (Ozyurek, 2007; Cinar, 2001). The two most commonly identifiable 

camps of Turkish society are its secularists and political Islamists, though we should 

approach any unproblematic categorization cautiously. Yet, the divide still exists, if not in 

the actual conditions of living and demeanor, at least in people’s imagination and their 

making sense of their collective present. Hence, around this main axis that splits Turkish 

society, there developed a series of conflicting memory practices for each group to utilize 

for their ends and to mobilize their like-minded constituents.  

I argue that Prince Mustafa’s death became a major affective site embodying and 

representing varied real or imagined historical losses and traumas of Turkish society. 

Turkish people responded to his death in an exceptionally emotional manner primarily 
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because they identified in his dead body their diversified historical traumas. This could be 

possible because the representation of the prince was allied with various communal 

memory practices in Turkey. His execution took its affective power from its capability of 

serving as a crossing point in the major memory practices. The reaction to his death was 

never really about historical Prince Mustafa, but it was a moment when at times 

diversifying and at other times crisscrossing traumas of the past came to the surface. 

In the audience responses to his death, we can clearly observe that there are three 

major constellations of interpretation. Each closely correspond to the contemporary 

collective memory practices in Turkey. One particular report immediately made to the 

front pages of Turkish newspapers shortly following the broadcasting of Prince Mustafa’s 

execution. This was about a man who has decided to open up a court case against 

Suleiman the Magnificent for his indictment as a criminal, while also asking for an 

official acknowledgement of the executed prince’s innocence (“Lawsuit Against 

Suleiman”, 2014).  

After his charges were dismissed by the prosecutor since Suleiman has been dead 

for the past 500 years, he proclaimed that he simply is not going to give up: “I will take 

the issue to the European Court of Human Rights and International Criminal Court in the 

Netherlands if necessary… A crime against humanity cannot expire with time. I want an 

apology for all the killings committed by the Ottoman state” (Poyrazlar, 2014). He further 

indicated that Mustafa’s killing effectively represents and embodies for him all that is bad 

about the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic: “This is not only about a cruel 

father who killed his son…It is also about a state which long oppressed and massacred 
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Muslim, Christian and Jewish minorities. The Turkish Republic is the continuation of the 

Ottoman Empire” (Poyrazlar, 2014). 

Likewise, the imprisoned leader of Kurdish guerrillas, Abdullah Ocalan82, drew 

parallels between Prince Mustafa’s killing and the historical deeds of violence committed 

by the Turkish state. Ocalan reportedly asked Kurdish parliamentarians who visited him 

after the broadcast of episode 123 in the island prison where he has been held since his 

capture in 1999: “Have you seen the film, right? It’s such a horrible thing what Suleiman 

did to Prince Mustafa” (“Ocalan’s Uprising on Magnificent Century”, 2014).83  

According to him, Mustafa’s execution is emblematic to a general historical problem in 

Turkey that still continues to this day: “A frame of thinking that sees everything 

legitimate” to protect one’s power and sovereignty. In short, the execution of the prince 

gets emulated in this new environment as symbolizing a bigger historical issue of state 

violence aiming the innocents.  

Another major branch of interpretation was to accuse the Ottoman state in 

particular by separating out the executed Prince from the scorned Ottomans; thus, he 

emerges as the embodiment of the national self that is harmed and killed by the outsider 

Ottoman dynasty. One of the most frequently encountered comments online is to draw 

parallels between the executed Prince Mustafa and the founder of the Turkish Republic 

who incidentally has the same first name, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. One Internet user 

wrote, for instance, in this highly popular comment on YouTube: “Prince Mustafa’s soul 

																																																								
82 Abdullah Ocalan is the leader of PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party), which started a campaign of armed 
struggle against the Turkish state by the year 1984 in a still continuing conflict.   
83“Filmini de izlediniz değil mi; Kanuni’nin Şehzade Mustafa’ya yaptığı şey korkunç bir şey.”  
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passed to Mustafa Kemal” (Hamdi Pera, 2015).84 Somebody else made the comparison in 

a more straightforward manner in a cycle of historical crime and punishment “Mustafa’s 

revenge was taken by another Mustafa,” referring to the historical fact that Mustafa 

Kemal Ataturk eradicated the rule of the Ottoman dynasty. Another user just exclaims 

under the 7 minutes video clip that showcases Prince Mustafa’s funeral: “Mustafa Kemal 

Ataturk(s) don’t die” (Cem Ince, 2014)85, seeing many Kemal Ataturk(s) in history, and 

identifying Prince Mustafa as one such embodiment of him. 

A major report that has widely circulated in the media following the Prince 

Mustafa’s execution was about the reactions that the members of the Ottoman dynasty 

received. One of the descendants of the family, Orhan Osmanoglu, mentioned in an 

interview what happened after the screening of the episode 123:  

I have been persistently called by telephone until 4 am in the morning, I have 
 received a torrent of insults both through social media sites and over telephone. I 
 have got hurtful messages even from my closest friends. I turned my phone’s 
 volume down, yet I couldn’t sleep the entire night… I also don’t understand how 
 come an event that took place 500 years ago can instigate such an explosive 
 reaction (Ziflioglu, 2014).86  

 
I believe this entire incident of the old Ottoman monarch killing the ideal modern 

romantic hero struck a chord for the secularist sections of Turkish society and activated 

their resentment for the politics of Neo-Ottomanism, propagated by the disdained 

present-day government of Turkey, as this absurd case of online insults to the Ottoman 

family members from the Turkish populace seem to demonstrate. After all, as Murat 

																																																								
84 “Şehzade Mustafa'nın ruhu Mustafa Kemal'e geçti.” Such comments with teleological leanings, 
comparing Prince Mustafa to Kemal Ataturk, are quite widespread in blogs and various Internet forums. 
85 “Mustafa Kemal Ataturk’ler olmez.” 
86 “Sabah dörde kadar telefonlarım hiç susmadı, sosyal paylaşım sitelerinden tutun da telefonuma kadar 
hakaretler yağdı. En yakın dostlarımdan bile rencide edici mesajlar aldım. Telefonumun sesini kıstım fakat 
yine de uyuyamadım… Gece boyunca gözümü kırpmadım. 500 yıl önce yaşanan bir olay nasıl olur da 
bugün böylesine bir patlamaya yol açar anlamış değilim." 
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Ergin and Yagmur Karakaya (2017) demonstrate in their recent study a significant 

portion of the Turkish society tend to perceive the Ottomans in astutely negative terms (p. 

37). 

There is another major reception pattern that mourns Prince Mustafa’s death from 

an Ottoman centered nostalgic worldview. According to this, his killing is the root cause 

for the gradual decline of the Ottoman military and political might. Indeed, in television 

programs, historians vehemently debated what could have happened if only the executed 

prince had become the Ottoman Sultan. For instance, a nationally renowned journalist, 

Oral Calislar, dedicated an article to these possibilities more than a year after the prince’s 

execution was screened on TV. In his pieced titled “What if Prince Mustafa was not 

killed?” (Calislar, 2015), he speculates on the fate of the Ottoman dynasty in case 

Mustafa was not executed.  

Many online commenters did not need any extensive discussions on the topic as to 

pass a judgment on this historical speculation, as they self-assuredly assert that the 

Ottomans could still be alive now, if Mustafa was not killed. Others exclaim that the 

Ottomans could have grown bigger, further expanding into Europe: “If Mustafa could be 

Sultan, the world would have been ours” (Eser Kapciolgu, 2014).87 Yet, others express 

their frustration for Suleiman for inhibiting this possibility: “You signed the death 

warrant of this mighty state” (Berkay Sevgi, 2016).88 

Pointing out the popularity of the series across the boundaries of political 

differences, a forumer jokingly claims that: “After this series, if Mustafa enters the 

																																																								
87 “Mustafa Padisah olsaydi iste oz aman dunya bizim olurdu.” 
88 “Bu yuce devletin yikilma fermanini sen imzaladin.”  
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elections, he will get more votes than Tayyip [Erdogan]”89 (sari kemaL, 2015), who has 

not lost any elections since 2002. There are three major reception patterns that match the 

three major contours of present-day public memory practices in Turkey. Depending on 

one’s political positioning, Mustafa’s death simultaneously speaks to each group’s 

historical melancholia: lamenting the loss of the innocent lives by the actions of a brutal 

state, the killing of the modern by the Ottomans, reflecting the secularist anger for 

Islamists over claimed transformation of the previously better Turkish society for the 

worse, and, alternatively, the killing of Mustafa as a threshold that marks the loss of the 

Ottoman golden age.  

Based on the passionate audience responses, we can say that the series worked 

primarily at an affective register leading to an unparalleled emotional response uniting 

Turkish society momentarily in its attention to this execution. Though interpreted and 

framed in widely different ways, for each particular mode of understanding it, Mustafa’s 

death is simply deplorable. What is more important is that in mourning to his death, the 

audience also clearly remember many other historical losses and lament for them in the 

persona of the executed prince. The relative ease of building such unlikely historical 

connections, such as considering Kemal Ataturk, who lived about 400 years later, as the 

avenger of Prince Mustafa, or upholding the image of an Ottoman Prince as a symbol for 

all the persecuted minorities of Turkey, or thinking that a single prince could actually 

change the course of entire known history, proves Alison Landsberg (2004) right as she 

argues that: “memory remains a sensuous phenomenon experienced by the body, and it 

continues to derive much of its power through affect” (p. 8).  
																																																								
89 “Bu diziden sonra şehzade Mustafa seçimlere girse tayyipten fazla oy alir.” 
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These distinct ways of interpreting his death are also made possible by the series’ 

representation of him. His fall resonates with the three common sources of melancholia in 

Turkey, primarily because he is endowed with varied tenets and values that appeal to the 

political tastes of the different segments of Turkish society. There are moments when the 

series’ portrayal of Prince Mustafa is more in alignment with Islamic sensibilities and 

there are times when he is portrayed as a distinctly modern character especially stressed 

through his romantic and sexual mores as well as his having a farsighted and innovative 

personality in a growingly conservative environment. Additionally, there are also 

intervals when he is literally portrayed as a left-wing activist from the 1960s and 1970s, 

and his story of victimizations draws close parallels to the sufferings of the activists in 

Turkish history. Therefore, his coming loss is tinted for a long time with various real or 

imagined losses; diverse and contradictory they may be, but these losses are mourned in 

the death of the prince who concurrently substitutes in his persona these multiple injuries.  

First, Prince Mustafa is depicted as a unique modern character, delineated form 

the social and moral conventions of the age. He is represented as a capable idealist who 

can be clearly demarcated from his conservative surrounding. His openness to novelty, 

change and new ideas are often stressed. He has his ambitious dreams about expanding to 

the New World as an important step to further expand the Ottoman wealth and power. 

Especially by season four, it is his eyes that are set on the Western world, not just as an 

object of conquest, but also a major source of influence for the Ottomans to emulate, 

whereas his aged father Suleiman appears disinterested in either goal. What we have in 

him is the depiction of a visionary man whose youthful capacities and blood boiling, 

passionate devotion to his polity often marks a contrast to sluggishness of his entourage.  
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Furthermore, his romantic and sexual mores are also a major site in which his 

distinctly modern way of life is fashioned. His sexual mores demarcate him from his 

father Suleiman and the sanctioned polygamy of the age and his monogamous life and 

romance-based sexual relations get him closer to become a modern day romantic hero 

more to the taste of a present-day audience. Romantic moments in the series typically are 

infused with orientalist imagery rich in colour palette, but this is mostly avoided when 

representing Mustafa’s relationships. Unlike Suleiman, he never cheats on a woman, he 

never appears to be lascivious, and he always remains monogamous full time devoted 

partner to the woman he loves, thus, overall, he is more in alignment with modern 

expectations from the ideal male hero.  

His being closer to an ideal lover is certainly not astonishing for a television 

series, but this gains a particular significance when it takes place in the middle of the 

Ottoman 16th century and in a series, that is centered on Ottoman Harem, the main 

historical site of polygamy. It is plausible to argue that this aligns him quickly in the 

context of Turkey with a particular understanding of modernity that often expresses itself 

through juxtapositions with its claimed opposite: The Ottoman imperial past. The least 

we can say about his portrayal is that the series provides ample opportunities that allow a 

careful eye to dislocate him from his surrounding Ottoman realm, thus marking him as 

the victim of scorned Ottomans. Hence, modernity takes an affective turn; it expresses 

itself in the persona of an ideal romantic hero whose innovative projects and dreams for 

his people and country, as well as his sexual mores turn him an embodiment of an 

imagined modernity in the midst of a represented failure to catch up with time.  
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Another recurrent portrayal of Mustafa is to represent him as a possibly better 

military commander than his father, promising much further territorial expansion for the 

Ottoman state. The series frequently portrays him as a remarkably courageous and 

ambitious Muslim warrior, who is firmly dedicated to extending the glory of Islam by his 

sword. The series directly links the gradual decline of the Ottoman state to his untimely 

and treacherous murder. Thus, the decline of the Ottoman golden age starts with Prince 

Mustafa’s death.  

Mustafa constantly instigates his father to attack Western Europe in large 

campaigns to extend the Ottoman might, and is much disappointed by his father’s 

reluctance to do so. He laments deeply for failed Ottoman objectives, while carrying a 

strong belief that they are still achievable. For instance, at one scene, he tells his brother 

Cihangir, with an air of mixed lamentation and hope, that: “Vienna escaped from our 

clutches at the last minute, but we can do it again, we can even go further,”90 in reference 

to the first failed Ottoman siege of Vienna (capital city of present-day Austria) in 1529.  

I should point out the cultural notoriety of Vienna in the Turkish imagination as 

the last point that the Ottoman armies could reach in its ambitious drive to march further 

into Western Europe. As subsequent Ottoman efforts at capturing the city failed, and 

from then on in the late 17th century the gradual process of Ottoman decline started, 

Vienna has become a symbol of the unattainable.91 Thus, Mustafa’s frequent talk about 

																																																								
90	“Viyana son dakikada elimizden kurtuldu, tekrar yapabiliriz, hatta daha ileri gidebiliriz.”	
91 After Turkish national soccer team defeated the Austrian national team at a game played in Vienna in 
2001, the Turkish daily newspaper Star famously wrote in its headline: “Vienna has fallen, sleep well my 
Ata” (Viyana dustu, Atam rahat uyu”) in reference to Kemal Ataturk, who has no relation whosoever to 
Vienna.  
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his wish to capture Vienna touches a sensitive cultural nerve, and turns his persona into a 

potential redeemer of unattained dreams inherited from the Ottoman age.  

His scenes with the Ottoman troops are highly popular among audiences. Small 

clips from the series showing him leading the soldiers, watched by hundreds of thousands 

to millions of people. There is much user-generated content, especially on YouTube, in 

which Mustafa’s various scenes of military accomplishment are edited together to earn 

the admiration of his fans (Ayvaz, 2014).92 One of the notable examples of such scenes 

occurs after Ottoman troops return from a recent campaign. Mustafa meets up with and 

congratulates the Ottoman troops. The camera switches back and forth between hyper-

individualized Mustafa and homogenized loyal soldiers, as he says: “My lions, you, the 

sword of Islam and the nightmare of infidels, my brave warriors, you have returned from 

the military campaign with accomplishment.” (fig. 132.3).  

Fig.134.1. Order  Fig.134.2. Order  Fig.134.3. Order  Fig.134.4. Order 

Such intermittently repeated scenes stress the fascistic notion that the future of the 

polity rests on the shoulders of youthful men, who gather together for a higher purpose, 

forming camaraderie made up of exclusively male participants (Mosse, 1985, p.174). A 

																																																								
92 For instance, a clip uploaded by a certain Kerim Ayvaz has been watched by nearly a million and half 
people on YouTube. The clip is exclusively about Mustafa’s military deeds. 
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common feature of these scenes in general is that Ottoman troops’ absolute loyalty to the 

male leader is time and again stressed. They all lean forward to indicate their obedience 

and submission to him (fig.134.1-134.2) and they remain in that position until Mustafa 

orders them to stand straight with a brief hand move. This scene, just like other scenes of 

male leader adulation, eerily resemble to Leni Riefenstahl’s Nazi propaganda films in 

terms of the composition, camera movements and the use of depth of field to showcase a 

large and continuous crowd, whose movements are synced to the leader (Hinton, 2000, p. 

42). Just like in a Riefenstahl movie, various camera angles are used to film the crowd 

alternating at aerial, eye-level, ground level, and overhead shots (Hinton, p. 42).  

This physical unity in space and time creates an affective magnet by pointing to 

the unison of selfless troops, who are committed to a cause greater than their individual 

selves. The coordination of music, fast paced editing of shots alternating between close-

ups of Mustafa and the various angles for filming the crowd emphasize the unity, 

obedience and commitment of the troops to an ideal. That ideal is defined exclusively in 

militarist and masculinist terms and is based on the adulation of the male leader. This and 

other similar scenes serve to interpellate the audience to an idealized Turkish-Islamic 

world-view defined by military heroism, corporate unity and success. When Mustafa gets 

killed, this becomes a wound for these ideals as well.    

Prince Mustafa is also heavily endowed with left-wing discourses and 

imaginaries. For instance, he plans to institute a land reform in his city, Manisa. A poor 

peasant explains Mustafa’s plans for the city in grateful language: “His highness the 

Prince said that he is going to give fields to anyone who demands it…Whatever is needed 

will be provided by him. We are going to do the work of cultivating the field, some will 
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be ours and the rest will be given to state treasury. I hope that happens and that we would 

be praying for our prince day and night.”93 The project sounds proto-socialist in its aims, 

like giving lands and all needed equipment to those who demand it for free, plus it seems 

to aim at eradicating feudal lords who own the land and are effectively auxiliaries to the 

central government in ruling over a population and in the collection of taxes. In Mustafa’s 

vision, thus, we see a full-scale land reform that is often voiced by the leftist activists in 

Turkey especially in the1960s and 1970s.94  

It is unrealistic of course for a mid 16th century Ottoman Prince to actually 

become so committed to a fundamental left-wing policy of the 20th century; feudalism 

was the norm of that age, but is aberrant in our time. Yet, this works to liken the character 

to young left-wing activists of the 1960s and 1970s, many of whom lost their lives and 

have been subsequently remembered, especially in recent years, as innocent victims. 

Moreover, the episode featuring his execution introduces a new song to the series’ 

soundtrack: “Zahit Beni Tan Eyleme.” This is an anonymous old Alevi-Bektasi95 song 

that has been very popular among the leftist circles particularly since the 1960s and 

1970s. The music and the lyrics stress the unjust loss, melancholic feelings deriving from 

this, but the resilience to continue the struggle: “We cannot be counted by fingers, and we 

won’t go extinct by breaking/killing.”96  

																																																								
93	“Sehzade hazretleri isteyenlere tarla verecegini soylemisler…Ne lazimsa temin edilecekmis beyim, biz 
ekip bicecez, bir kisminin biz alacaz, gerisi de hazineye gidecekmis, insallah olur, o vakit gece gunduz dua 
ederiz seyhzadeye.”	
94 In certain rural areas of Turkey pre-capitalist and feudal relations used to be, and to a certain extent are 
still strong, in which a feudal landowner effectively would own the people who live on the land.  
95 Alevis are a heterodox religious group that has been persecuted over the centuries under the Ottoman 
rule.  
96 “Sayilmayiz parmak ile, tukenmeyiz kirmak ile…”		
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Besides such direct references to the history of left-wing activism in Turkey, the 

series endorses the young prince as the sole harbinger of rightfulness and justice in a 

world full of depravity. The most potent visual symbol of this comes in episode 116, 

when the prince is shown to be the only upright person surrounded by fallen others, 

depicted by the fallen leaves that surround him. The camera first shows us the leaves on 

the ground for a moment (fig.135.1), and then starts moving up to reveal Mustafa 

marching towards us (fig.135.2-135.3) and it continues to film him from various angles, 

situated in a sea of fallen leaves, before finally resting on his face in a close-up shot 

(fig.135.4).  

 

Fig.135.1. Leaves Fig.135.2. Leaves Fig.135.3. Leaves  Fig.135.4. Leaves 

Meanwhile, this imagery is accompanied with a matching story told by one of 

Mustafa’s closest friends recounting the tale about an ant that carries water to Prophet 

Ibrahim before his execution. In the story, Prophet Ibrahim is condemned to death and a 

giant fire is put in place to burn him alive. A small ant, however, sets to work to rescue 

him. Carrying a tiny water blob in its mouth, it walks towards the execution area. A giant 

eagle mocks the ant, telling that that tiny piece of water has no use for the condemned 

man and no good can come from such a feeble attempt. The ant replies: “So be it, at least 

they would know which side I was in for.”97 

																																																								
97	“Kartal gulmus, senin bir damlar suyun ona ne yapabilir ki. Su tasiyan karinca magrur, olsun demis, hic 
olmazsa safimiz belli olur.”		
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There are two possible interpretations of the allegorical interplay between the 

image and spoken word. First, Mustafa is the ant that wants to save a fallen realm. The 

other likely explanation is that his close friends are the ants who want to save Mustafa, 

embodiment in this case of Prophet Ibrahim, from the fires that would eventually burn 

him. In either case, the moral of the story is definitive; one should follow and do what is 

right irrespective of the circumstances. That is what Mustafa and his followers try to do 

even though they are in a sea of fallen leaves, amidst corrupt and self-seeking people. 

Another important aspect that makes his death so mournful is that he is pre-

warned and is aware of his likely end. At a particularly dramatic moment, a group of 

Janissaries show up on his way and they literally beg him not go to his father’s tent 

(fig.136.1-136.2). But not going to his father’s presence when ordered to do so would 

naturally mean treason, and in that case, his only other option is to openly rebel to 

overthrow him, which he would never do.  

 

 

 

 

Fig.136.1. Sacrifice   Fig. 136.2. Sacrifice  

The activists of the 1960s and 1970s are often remembered as youngsters who 

willingly and knowingly marched to their deaths to follow their rightful objectives. They 

are people who are believed to have sacrificed themselves for the benefit of their country 

and their people. Prince Mustafa’s portrayal in the series, thus, speaks to the ingrained 

cultural memory of those youth activists. Additionally, his all white clothing, besides 
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being a token of his innocence, also demonstrates his readiness for possible death, since 

in Islamic tradition people are dressed in white before burial. 

The mournful loss of the young prince is permeated with “mid left-wing 

oppositional politics” (Suner, 2004, p. 5). The clearest example of it comes from 

Mustafa’s letter to his father. Mustafa puts it on his chest for his father to find and read it 

in the event that he gets executed. We listen to this letter from Mustafa’s voice as his last 

speech of the series at the beginning of the next episode. Deeply emotional language of 

the letter pays a direct homage to all “oppressed peoples” of history that are forgotten or 

mislabelled as traitors or rebels, by giving them all a voice through Mustafa:   

My Sultan, my dearest father, …I have held my promise father, I have never 
 betrayed you, I would have never done it. But you have turned from your  word; 
 you did what you said you never would. I leave you this cruel world where a 
 father kills his son, as I would rather prefer to die as a victim of oppression than 
 become a man who murders his own father for power and prosperity… My name 
 may not be written in the pages of history with golden letters. Unlike you,  nobody 
 may talk about my victories. Historians may even write that I was a traitor and a 
 rebellious prince… Let them write so…One day, the story of the oppressed 
 peoples would also be told, perhaps years, even hundreds of years later, somebody 
 will tell my story… and that day, justice will be served for the persecuted.98  

At this stage, the series’ depiction of Mustafa easily lends him to becoming a 

symbol for all the persecuted people in Turkish history, rather than merely reminding us 

the activists of the 1960s and 1970s. It also seals, for the moment, the series’ commitment 

to stand shoulder to shoulder with the losers of historical conflicts rather than the 

																																																								
98	“Ey hünkarım.. Ey canum babam… Ben sozumu tuttum baba, ve zinhar ihanet etmedim, … etmedim 
etmem. Fakat siz sozununzden dondunuz, asla yapmam dediginizi yaptiniz. Size bir babanın evladına 
kıydığı bu zalim dünyayı bırakıyorum....Zira ikbal ve iktidar uğruna babasının canına kast etmiş bir zalim 
olarak yaşamaktansa bir mazlum olarak ölmeyi yeğlerim. Adim sizin gibi tarihin altin sayfalarina 
yazilmayacak belki, hic kimse zaferlerimden bahsetmeyecek, hatta bir hain ve asi bir Sehzade oldugumu 
yazacak vakuanuvisler. Varsin ole yazsinlar…bir gun gelir mazlumlarin hikayesi de anlatilir, belki yillar, 
belki de yuzyillar sonra, biri benim hikayemi anlatir…iste o gun mazlumun hakki mazluma teslim edilmis 
olur.” 
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winners. The series seems to lament over the loss of past dreams to build a better world, 

as well as the unjust suffering of the benevolent. It openly condemns the world for its 

cherishing of egotism, power and wealth over idealism and victimhood. Yet, it still 

retains the belief that things can be drastically different at an indefinite future time, when 

justice and rightfulness will be privileged over power, while clearly positioning itself as 

the redeemer of history by momentarily emphasizing the untold story of the victim(s). 

Prince Mustafa’s death is truly suffused with “left-wing melancholia,” which 

especially gained an impetus ever since utopian aspirations of the earlier decades largely 

left their place to a state of capitulation to the neoliberal hegemony (Traverso, 2016, p. 2). 

As Enzo Traverso (2016) indicates, 21th century can be seen “as a time shaped by a 

general eclipse of utopias” (p. 5), and in response to that, left melancholia “perceives the 

tragedies and the lost battles of the past as a burden and a debt, which are also a promise 

of redemption” (p. xv). Hence, in the series’ depiction of Prince Mustafa’s death, “the 

present gives its meaning to the past” (Traverso, p. 7), in the sense that the fall of selfless 

idealism and utopian ambitions are pitted against reckless self-interestedness that is often 

claimed to be a defining feature of our age.  

It is of course common for melodramatic storytelling mode to exert such morally 

emblematic and sententious speeches at crucial moments in the story (Gerould, 1991, 

p.123). But I believe in this case the socio-cultural implications of Mustafa’s speech/letter 

are directly linked to Turkey’s long history of unjust and traumatic losses. It appears to 

me that various historical traumas endured especially by the political activists who are 

deemed to be traitors and rebels in Turkey are indirectly referenced in narrating Prince 

Mustafa’s unwarranted execution.  
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We can argue that a melodramatic mode proves itself to be a suitable medium to 

narrate such histories of loss because it has an eye for making “the injustice of the world 

palpable and legible” (Marcantonio, 2015, p. 122). As Ann Kaplan (2005) points out, 

melodrama can be seen as a particular suitable form to narrate the collective wounds, 

allowing a polity to address “its traumatic hauntings” (p. 69). Melodrama can serve the 

function of “registering while negotiating the cultural traumas” (Kaplan, p. 69). In other 

words, a polity’s historical traumas can be discussed by melodramas with an eye to come 

to terms with them, in making them digestible for the general public.   

Melodrama centers on “the point of view of the victim” (Elsaesser, 1991, p. 86). 

A chief cultural function of melodrama is to redistribute “the visibility of suffering in a 

community” (Zarzosa, 2013, p. 2). Agustin Zarzosa writes that: “Melodrama shifts the 

sense of virtue and evil to determine whose suffering is rendered visible or legitimate” (p 

17). In order achieve that effect it needs to represent individual suffering as emanating 

from a character’s morality and ideals (Zarzosa, p. 16). Likewise, it is his ideals and high 

moral standards that condemn Prince Mustafa to this desolate ending. Through him 

various “traitors” and “rebels” of Turkish history find themselves a place in the national 

memory, and they become legitimate instances for us to mourn for.  

As an additional layer of complexity, however, the fact that the victim of injustice 

in this case is unmistakably defined as a figure of national importance invites those who 

may have sympathies with the traitors and rebels of Turkish history into the national 

imaginary. After all, “we are constituted, in part, as subjects by those we grieve for” 

(Pribram, 2011, p. 123), as they play vital roles in determining and shaping our emotional 

commitments to polities and ideologies. Ekaterina Haskins (2008) argues that our 
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present-day “culture of simulacra” generates unique opportunities “for political subjects 

to enter the discourse of national memory” (p. 307). Magnificent Century invites Turkish 

subjects from various walks of life to enter the discourse of national memory by 

differentially relating them to the history of the polity. It does so primarily by 

nationalizing the victimhood through its focus on Prince Mustafa’s murder.  

Carla Marcantonio (2015) argues that present-day melodramas, largely as a result 

of the increasing trends of globalization, while undertaking their customary role of 

narrating the nation’s history, also have a deconstructive effect on national narratives and 

imageries (p. 5). What she calls as “global melodrama” in terms of its international reach 

is defined by this “slippery relationship to the national” (p. 5). We can observe a similar 

tension in Magnificent Century’s depiction of the Turkish national history. Its 

melodramatic mode of storytelling both invites commitment to the ideality of the nation 

by locating it as a site of victimization, while destabilizing it at the same time by 

pinpointing it as a domain where victimizers rule and victims are created. As the clearest 

indication of this, at around the same time Turkish people from various walks of life shed 

their tears for Prince Mustafa, they also cursed Sultan Suleiman, who used to be a much-

cherished figure in Turkish history. But, at the end, I think that the nationalizing 

tendencies of Magnificent Century trump its destabilizing capacities. 

Even though Prince Mustafa’s death was already a groundbreaking event for the 

16th century Ottoman Empire, the series reinterprets this incident to render it emotionally 

significant for the contemporaneous audiences. The series provides us with “a pastiche of 

contradictory attitudes” (Landy, 1991, p. 18) enmeshed in each other in its representation 

of this historical figure. His murder thus leads to such an inflated reaction because it 
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resonates on multiple fronts all at the same time. The series’ portrayal of Prince 

Mustafa’s death targets the affective intensities of its audience and it gets operationalized 

“where it resonates” (O’Shaughnessy, p. 45). This historical representation leads to 

emotional reaction from the audience in so far as it touches to their various other 

collective memories of loss. After all, just as Frederic Jameson (1982) puts it, “history is 

what hurts” (p. 102). And like in all narratives of popular history, “the truth or 

accuracy…takes a back seat to what is socially accomplished through storytelling” 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 2012, p. 7). The series performs an art of touching to various 

historical traumas, through which it garners its effectivity.   

Dominick LaCapra (2001) points out that the memory and cultural construction of 

historical traumas play vital roles as “basis of identity for an individual or a group” (p. 

23). They stabilize a sense of self and keep us away from the troublesome questions 

about the inherent instability of our identities. Even though nationalism is heavily 

dependent on claims of superiority, a topic that I extensively explored in this thesis, 

another equally notable aspect of it is the exaltation and narrativization of “historic 

tragedies and defeats” which present us “a sense of possible victory” (Roosvall & 

Salovaara-Moring, 2010, p. 11). Jing Tsu (2005) eloquently argues that:  

“The fundamental paradox of nationalism is its testimony not to greatness but to 
 the need for greatness. Oddly, its persuasion and legitimacy derive from the 
 lack of precisely those elements on the basis of which its ideology can be reified. 
 The identity of the nation must be perceived as having failed in some way in order 
 for nationalism to come to its rescue… A nation for which one cannot enjoy an 
 exalted image is the driving displeasure behind the nationalistic impulse” (p. 
 24-25). 

It appears to me that the dialectic relation between past loss and future possibility 

simultaneously attracts our pity, hope and desire to see the national ideal realized one 
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day. In other words, the lack of national fulfillment paradoxically ensures that the 

national ideal is retained, inviting our commitment to it. Melodramatic mode hits a 

special chord for nations who may at times feel like they are condemned to live “in the 

waiting room of history” (Sarkar, 2008, p. 48). Faithfully following the melodramatic 

story-telling tropes that are repeatedly used in romance, the past failures still wait for 

their moments of accomplishment in the form of an old national promise. There may be 

other people like Prince Mustafa and his devoted followers who might emerge to take 

upon themselves the duty to carry out this historical and national vow. I argue that this 

turning of history into a national promise is then a primary way of attachment to the 

nation in Turkey as an ideality by creating the impression that there was a delayed and 

unfulfilled promise in the first place. 

Socio-cultural symbols of the nation are always already in the process of change. 

Besides, they may not be fully interpellating all the subjects into the nationalist frame of 

thinking. Plus, they might also be sources of division as well as unity, depending on one’s 

political stance. After all, Turkish nationalism has many incompatible, in fact mutually 

hostile brands, each emphasizing different historically notable memories and symbols 

(Bora, 2003, p. 433). In that regard, sidestepping the myriad internal differences of the 

Turkish populace, the series presents melodramatic inability and the resulting 

melancholia as the ultimate national structure of feeling in Turkey and a decisive source 

of belonging to the nation realm. 

The series locates the national body as a suffering victim, inviting the audience 

sympathies for the suffering body that is the nation. I should also point out that this 

melodramatic narrative plays on the prevalent atmosphere of self-victimization in Turkey, 
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in which every major segment of the society simultaneously believes that it is a victim of 

an external act of physical and cultural violence. This strong belief in victimization 

renders Turkish society effectively incapable of truly coming to terms with the traumatic 

episodes of its history. The nostalgic attachment to an imagined age of collective 

innocence and purity in the past effectively reproduces the exteriorization of violence in 

which all major groups identify themselves as victims, putting aside their own historical 

complicity. The Magnificent Century creates the precious figure of a fallen hero that 

unites Turkish society through his victimization, but whose depiction also forecloses the 

internal critique by re-solidifying the conviction that each group, and Turkish society 

itself, is the quintessential victim of historical dispossession. 

To reiterate, the series presents us with a melancholic representation of national 

history. Raymond Williams (2009) defined his term “structure of feeling” as “the felt 

sense of the quality of life at a particular space and time” (p. 36). He was primarily 

interested in the “experiential results of living within a specific social and cultural 

context” (p. 44). I believe a central structure of feeling in present-day Turkey is 

melancholia, and melodrama is the mode through which melancholia finds an expression 

to itself. In this regard, the series reveals that it is primarily through melodramatic modes 

of storytelling that national history is constructed and made sense of in present-day 

Turkey. Our commitment to the national ideal is called for by narrativizing the history of 

the nation in a melodramatic mode of storytelling. Hence, we are interpellated to the 

nation-idea by reserving for ourselves a place in this historical and melodramatic journey, 

whose pain stricken past paradoxically becomes the ground of our future hopes. 
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Chapter X: Conclusion 

 

For a thesis that runs so long, it is only fair to end it on a short note. As I argued 

before, Magnificent Century, in many ways, is a unique production. Neither the media 

debates that it has generated, nor the scholarly literature it has inspired, have done full 

justice to its narrative and affective complexities. This study is organized with an eye 

towards deciphering various superimposed and intermingling narrative and affective 

elements upon which the series is built and which have not previously been explored. 

 In the first chapter my emphasis rested upon the series’ central character Hurrem. 

I investigated socio-cultural causes that have made her character so appealing to ensure a 

wide audience following. I argued that Hurrem personifies and exemplifies some of the 

essential tenets of 21th-century stress on postfeminist woman that brings together the 

progressive elements of feminism and regressive tendencies of pre-feminist times with a 

noted emphasis on neo-liberal competitiveness, self-reliance and personal resilience. 

 The second chapter focused on the affective flows that energize the story world. I 

demonstrated that one major audience appeal of the series is its gendered power reversals 

in which women and men constantly fight and try to subdue each other. Another notable 

aspect of the series is the crossing of gendered roles. The series first establishes a strictly 

bifurcated domain of spatial and behavioral differences for women and men. Then, it 
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became one of its central pleasures when these stringent boundaries, albeit temporarily, 

are traversed by the central characters who starts performing types of behavior that are 

not customarily connected with their gender identity.  

The third chapter was based on the analysis of the co-construction of Turkish 

nationalism and masculinity. I argued that it is through their interactions that each gains 

its strength. Masculinism depends on the appeal of militaristic national glory for its 

continuance and the careful detaching of women from this realm. In turn, nationalism 

garners its main value by primarily associating itself as the safest and most direct route to 

masculinization. Women, aging men and corrupt state officials are the necessary others 

that establish and sustain the myth of virile masculinity as the central backbone of the 

national polity.  

The series also explores the theme of masculinity in crisis through a focus on 

Suleiman’s identity dilemmas, fears and his questionable deeds as the aging patriarch. 

Yet, even then masculinity is retained in an idealized form with his morally upright and 

gallant sons emerging as the new hopes of the polity. The series may be argued to be 

women-centered, at least initially and for the duration of nearly three seasons, but it never 

reached the heights where it could be seen as a direct challenge to the masculinist 

hegemony in Turkey. Though sporadic it may seem to be, the delineation and celebration 

of a masculinist ethos was a major characteristic of the series throughout its run. 

For the fourth chapter, I investigated the neoliberal affectivities that I believe 

saturate the series in many different yet overlapping forms. First of all, the series is about 

the dynamics of rise and fall in which everybody can dream about reaching to the heights 

of power and nobody can ever feel secure in their positions despite how high they can 
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rise. I demonstrated that the series effectively presents us with a social Darwinist world 

where only few can succeed and the most miserably fail in their aspirations. Furthermore, 

failure and the resulting drama is explored and milked to serve audience pleasures of 

cinematic sadism and masochism. In an overly formulaic and repetitive manner, the 

suffering of the privileged is typically first used to garner audience pleasure at seeing 

them lose. Later, the series opens up a place for the viewers to identify with their 

miseries. I argued that this persistent attention on the suffering should be thought in 

conjunction with the insecure, dislocating and destabilizing socio-economic propensities 

of neoliberal times. Neoliberalism aggravates the simultaneous tendencies of both 

identification and disidentification with human suffering, hence the series’ recurring 

inclination to create circumstances when both are respectively activated. 

Still in this chapter, I investigated the topic of televisual Machiavellianism and 

fragmented personalities as rising trends in the global mediascape. I suggested that the 

prevalence of anti-heroes that are marked by their divided selves and internal dilemmas 

can only be meaningfully analyzed by tracking how these personal characteristics relate 

to the immediate neoliberal moment. I argued that the internal quandaries of our central 

characters reflect, perform and touch to many people’s real-life experiences of personal 

fragmentation, rootlessness and moral ambiguities that are, if not directly caused, 

intensified by the neoliberal age. Lastly, I analyzed the major ways the series tackles the 

concept of power in differential and contrasting manners. I also pointed out that 

approaching its ending, the series took a much more critical attitude towards power 

holders and power games of all sorts, effectively reflecting the decay of more optimistic 

moods in Turkey in its screening period from 2011 to 2014. The Turkey of 2011 was 
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looked upon as a major winner of global capitalism—but by 2014, the country was 

increasingly becoming more autocratic, political divided and economically stagnant. 

Whatever reason had previously existed to celebrate the possession of power and power 

games, it was fast disappearing and we can clearly obverse it in the series’ depiction of 

this central concept.  

I started the fifth chapter with the socio-cultural implications of the series’ 

recurrent emphasis on the tropes of childhood home and innocence. I basically claimed 

that overall emphasis on home as the imaginary locale of purity in the Turkish popular 

culture directly results from its perceived lack in the actual circumstances of living in 

Turkey. Thus, just as it expresses a desire to return to an imaginary time of before as the 

locale of an ever-lasting bliss, it also showcases the collective need to believe that 

innocence and simplicity that we crave for now did exist in some form and in some 

anonymous past moment. Then, I analyzed the series’ simultaneous glorification and 

repudiation of imperial might, masculinism and the hyper individualism relying on 

Deleuze’s formulation of time-image and movement-image cinemas. 

 Later in the same chapter, my emphasis shifted to scrutinize the series’ recurrent 

emphasis on existentialist and nihilist concerns. I argued that sometimes explicit but often 

artsy handling of existentialist motifs can be seen as positive influences when considered 

in juxtaposition to the celebration of hyper-individualistic, militaristic, nationalist and 

masculinist thrusts. Finally, I concluded that chapter by reflecting on the constructive 

potentials of melancholy in Turkey as a thread of accord despite quite many cultural, 

political and ethnic divergences. 
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The last chapter is dedicated to the series’ representation of a long-forgotten 

historical figure that became an instant celebrity: Prince Mustafa. He became the central 

character of the last season until his death. His death was one of the biggest pop culture 

events in living memory in Turkey. It was a totally rare instance when the deeply split 

population of present-day Turkey came together in mourning. I argued that there are three 

concomitant reasons for this grandiose emotional outpouring. The prince is idolized as 

the ultimate embodiment of untainted innocence and virtue in a world that is growingly 

more fraudulent. His killing can hardly be looked upon without a bleeding feeling of 

sadness as he emerges as the ultimate link between our morally ambiguous present world 

and an imaginary epoch of straightforward honesty. Furthermore, his relations with his 

loyal followers and with the Ottoman people directly copies stories of romance. I argued 

that the breaking apart of this romantic bond between people and its male leader is 

another major factor that lead to the substantial emotional reaction from the public. 

Finally, and most importantly, I argued that the series’ representation renders him 

a particularly suitable site to project various divergent as well as overlapping historical 

losses that the different segments of the Turkish society have experienced. The 

victimization of Prince Mustafa speaks to various histories of persecution that the 

different parts of the Turkish society have gone through and are very fond of in 

remembering for their group existence. I also suggested that the series turns the national 

history in Turkey into a melodramatic fall from grace, incapability of grasping the final 

bliss despite its nearness, but also a historical promise that we can hope to attain one day 

at a future time.  
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From its first chapter to the last, this thesis is centered in identifying and 

analyzing the moments of enmeshments between our bodily being, the world and the 

series, hence the phenomenological thrust of this entire project. This does not mean that 

all across the diverse spectrum of audiences each has responded to the series in the same 

manner. It is surely the case that different people have found different aspects of it 

worthy of their time and emotional investment. However, my central concern has been to 

distinguish the angles and currents when identifiable socio-cultural and political aspects 

of our globalized world, which inevitably leave their marks in the composition of our 

subjectivities, have made their way into the series. I investigated the major meaning 

structures of the series that interact and condition each other. I shed light to the meanings 

that variously and in alteration arise from the affective flows of the story world. On the 

whole, this has been a study oriented towards the excavation of meaning. 

As I indicated before, in terms of its audience reach and publicity, Magnificent 

Century can be seen as the highest achievement of the thriving Turkish television 

industry. As of now, three years after the broadcast of its final episode, the series is still 

being sold to foreign countries. For instance, it started to be broadcasted in Nicaragua in 

May 2017 (Elnuevodiario, 2017). The series is fully available to audiences on YouTube 

in high quality. Various audience-generated clips or the ones that are directly distributed 

by the series’ producers likewise endure the passage of time on YouTube and elsewhere. 

As evidenced by the number of recent comments that are posted under these videos, it 

seems likely that the series is going to retain a certain degree of popularity with the 

audiences in the coming years.  
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In 2015, producers came up with a similar project, this time focusing on a 

different powerful woman of the Ottoman palace who lived a few decades after Hurrem, 

Kosem Sultan (1589-1651). This latter series is titled Magnificent Century: Kosem (2015-

). To me it looked like a rather feeble copy of the original, lacking its narrative and 

affective densities, and yet repeating many of the problems of the original. Audiences in 

Turkey did not show expected levels of attention to the show and its ratings remained 

much lower than the original series. Yet, it still managed to break an industry record, 

being sold to 30 different countries just after its initial episodes were screened in Turkey 

(Internet Haber, 2016). 

Expansion of the TV series market throughout the 2000s meant that they emerged 

as a major site for political contests over the meaning of Turkishness and clashing 

interpretations of Turkish history (Cetin, 2014, p. 2463). Since Magnificent Century, the 

Turkish television scape started to reflect more acutely the increasing polarization of 

society. The state-run channel TRT came up with a number of Ottoman-era series that 

represent Turkish history along the lines that are favorable to the AKP government’s 

immediate and long term political goals. Chief among them in terms of its ratings success 

is the series Dirilis (Resurrection): Ertugrul (2014 -). The series tells the story of 

Ertugrul, the father to Osman, founder of the Ottoman dynasty, and his adventures with 

the tribe that he leads.  

The naming of the series is telling; the early beginnings of the dynasty’s rise is 

represented as a moment of revitalization, which naturally speaks to present-day AKP’s 

desire and propaganda for a stronger Turkey that goes through a period of regeneration. 

In other words, two distinct temporalities, the age of Ertugrul and the present, are both 
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constructed as humble beginnings to what it yet to come: an all-powerful empire. 

Needless to point out, the series if full of what makes Magnificent Century most 

criticizable, a crude celebration of nationalism, Islamism and masculinism, but unlike the 

latter, without any genuine hint of narrative density. 

Another notable series that primarily serves governmental interests while 

achieving considerable success is Payitaht: Abdulhamit (2017-). This time the topic is the 

late 19th century empire and an important figure of that age: Sultan Abdulhamit (1842-

1918), who ruled the empire from 1876 to 1909 when he was deposed. Abdulhamit has 

been an exceptionally celebrated figure for Islamists and conservative parts of Turkish 

society, who also constitute the main audience base of this series, just like we can tell the 

same for Resurrection. On the other hand, Vatanim Sensin, “My Country Is You” (2016-), 

a drama about the period of 1919-1923, when Mustafa Kemal Ataturk established himself 

as the leader of the emerging Turkish Republic, regularly tops the list as the most 

watched TV program of the week (“My Country Is You Tops the Ratings”, 2017). Hence, 

the drama series quite clearly demonstrate the politically divided climate of Turkey, as 

well as being the most effective cultural tools in a war of position between rival political 

groups of Turkey.  

What seem to be sacrificed in the process are the narrative thicknesses, 

sophistications and creative ambivalences that we could observe in Magnificent Century, 

which, despite many of the weaker moments and shortcomings of the series, were the 

most remarkable feats for a prime-time show. Considering the tension-filled and 

autocratic political atmosphere of the present-day country, we may not be able to see 

these characteristics that marked Magnificent Century reiterated in any short while, in a 
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different series. Hence, I believe, one of the central reasons why it has been important to 

carry out this project where I dedicated a hefty amount of my time to inspect various 

intermingling meaning patterns of the series. As a final word, for a series that is marked 

by complexities for a complex age, I would like to entertain the idea that my readers 

found my investigation more thought-provoking than thought-confirming. 
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Appendices 

																																																								
i Ben Alexandra La Rossa! Osmanlı sarayına satılmış Rutenyalı köle ! Dinyepe Nehri'nden Karadeniz'e 
savrulmuş köle ! Anası ,babası ,kardeşleri ,sevdikleri yok olmuş köle ! Bu dev dalgaların üstünde her an 
ölsemde cennette aileme kavuşsam diye dua eden , 17 yaşında dünyanın kederini, zalimliğini öğrenmiş, 1 
günde 1000 yaş almış, yaşamaktan caymış kadersiz, kimsesiz Alexandra ! Ben Alexandra La Rossa ! 
Kederimi kimseye söylemedim paylaşmadım , derdimi derin kuyulara bağırdım, denize döktüm, dalga alıp 
götürdü , canımı yakan herşeye kahkaha ile cevap verdim , göz yaşımı sadece ailem için akıttım , bu köle 
kızdan bir sultan yarattım , kadere karşı koydum , ve işte şimdi hayatımın kaderimin değiştiği yerdeyim ! 
Sultan Süleyman'ın sarayında ! Başlarına yıkmak istediğim bu saray artık benim evim,yuvam ! İntikam için 
duran kalbimin aşk için yeniden atacağını nerden bilebilirdim ki ?! Ben Hürrem ! Sultan Süleyman'ın 
kölesi,cariyesi,sultanı! 5 evladının anası, nikahlı karısı Hürrem ! Miski,amberi,varı,sevgilisi,parlak 
ayı,yakını,sırdaşı,güzeller içinde sultanı Hürrem ! Mehmet'in , Mihrimah'ın, Selim'in,Beyazıt'ın,Cihangir'in 
talihli anası ! Evlatlarım ben size, kendime bir söz verdim ! Vaktiyle diz çöküp etek öptüğüm af dilediğim 
herkez gün gelecek benim önümde diz çökecek dedim ! İşte o günler geldi çattı ! Bana türlü 
cefayı,kederi,eziyeti layık gören düşmanlarımın sonu geldi ! ARtik korksunlar benden. Zira aldıkları her 
nefesi zehir edicem onlara ! Ateş olup üzerlerine yağıcam ! Harem ne ki ?! Dunyayi ben yonetecegim! 
ii	“Ben Mihriman, 1522 senesinde dogdum. O gun bu saraya huzur degil, aksine huzun verdim, bilhassa 
annem Hurrem Sultan’a, zira bir Sehzade degildim. Harem’in kaideleri katidir, sehzaden yoksa hukmun de 
yoktur, kimse ciddiye almaz seni, haremin duvarlari arasinda solup gidersin… bu yuzden hic kizmadim 
anneme, onu anliyorum simdi oldugu gibi. Ben Mihrimah, her istedigini alan, her dedigi, her emrettigi 
yapilan, cihanin gelmis gecmis en guclu sultani. Ben Mihrimah bir baskasiyla hayal ettigim bu 
muhetesem dugun benim cenaze merasimim oldu… 17 yasinda Rustem Pasayal evlendirdiler 
beni.”  Episode 99 
iii	“Pargali Rum balikci Manolis’in oglu Ibrahim. Devleti Aliye”nin Veziri Azami, sanli Osmanli 
Ordusu’nun Seraskeri, Osmanli hanedanindan Hatice Sultan’in biricik esi, Ibrahim Pasha. Yetmedi mi? 
Bitmeyecek bu iktidar oyunu? Kac kere daha elin bulanacak kana, zehire? Kalbini kas kere daha 
paramparca etttirecksin dusmanlarina? Bir kadin rakip nasil on erkek rakipten daha tehlikeli ve daha 
cerbezeli olabilir? Sasirma Ibrahim sasirma. O da donme, senin gibi, Rutenyali Alexandra. Kendi seytanini 
sen sectin. Sen yarattin, Sultan Suleyman icin. Dondun, biat ettin, kazandin. Yine biat et, yine hirsina yenil, 
yenil ki, kavga edecek ofken biriksin.”	
iv		
Ben İbrahim. Parga’dan 10 yaşında devşirilen. Dönme İbrahim. 17’sinde Şehzade Süleyman’ın 
şahincibaşısı, 25’inde Sultan Süleyman Han Hazretleri’nin hasodabaşısı, 28’inde hünkârının vezir-i azamı, 
iktidarın ortağı İbrahim. Cenneti, cehennemi hep içinde taşıyan, kendi şeytanıyla dost, postun şeyhiyle 
müttefik ama hep tetik. Araf’ın yüce kapısının sadık bekçisi; kapıkulu İbrahim. Sultan Süleyman’ın 
mahreminde, sırrınıda ama hep sınırda olan İbrahim. Hünkârının derin gözlerinde her gün kendi cenazesini 
seyreden İbrahim. Sultanının gözlerinde baktıkça ölüme koşarak giden İbrahim! Ölümüne kaza namazları 
kılınan İbrahim. 
Ben Pargalı Rum balıkçı Manolis ile Venedikli Sofia’dan doğma. 
Parga’dan 10 yaşında devşirilen, dönme İbrahim. 
Adım neydi, hangi dilde ne anlama geliyordu, unuttum. Unutmak özgürlük. 
Yoksa bırakmıyor kalbini adını aldığın dil, üzerinde yürümeyi öğrendiğin toprak. 
Ben İbrahim. Parga’dan 10 yaşında devşirilen, dönme İbrahim. 
Dönmek nasıl bir şey, insan nereye döner, döndüğü yer neresidir? 
Geriye dönmek var mıdır, mümkün müdür? 
Yoksa kader sadece ileriyi mi gösterir? 
Geldiğin, döndüğün yer orada mıdır? Bekler midir? Baksan görür müsün? 
Kalbin dönerken pusulan mıdır? 
Geçtiğin yerleri unutmadan, aynı yerlerden geçerek evin yolunu bulabilir misin? 
Yoksa döndüm, değiştim, geldiğim dediğim her yer ve dilde ve de dinde hala dönme misindir? 
Dönmek kabiliyet değil, zaruret midir? 
	


