
 

Süleyman the Lawgiver1 and his empire  

 Ottoman expansion climaxed during the reign of Süleyman I 
(Süleyman the Lawgiver), 1520-1566.  

 
 Süleyman personally led armies that pushed the empire 

out in nearly every direction, including Europe 
(making it as far north as Hungary – once seen 
as “the impenetrable shield of the Christian 
West).2 

                                                           
1 It is interesting to note that Süleyman is honoured in the West as “the Great” or “the Magnificent,”  while his own people use the 
epithet “the Law Giver”. 
2 Christopher Catherwood, A Brief History of the Middle East, (New York: Carroll & Graf, 2006), 124. 



 

 
 Süleyman I established the Ottoman Empire as a naval power, creating or fortifying 

pre-existing fleets in the Black, Caspian and Mediterranean Seas. Süleyman I 
challenged Christian vessels throughout the Mediterranean (particularly through his 
grand admiral Hayreddin Barbarossa), as well as Portuguese ships in the Red Sea 
and Indian Ocean (thanks to the ill-fated efforts of Ottoman navigator Piri Reis). The 
Ottomans seized the island of Rhodes from the Knights of St. John, besieged Malta, 
acquired Yemen and Aden on the Arabian Peninsula. 
    

 The Sultan exercised personal command of the army, appointed and dismissed 
officials at will, and adopted whatever policies he wished. In theory, the Sultan 
owned all land and granted it to their people on a hereditary basis in return for 
payment of fixed taxes. 
  

o Süleyman I compiled and systematized sultanic or secular laws (kanun) and 
harmonized them with Islamic Law (sharia) - hence the honorific “the Law 
Giver.” Especially during the later part of his reign, the Sultan wanted to be 
remembered as a just ruler.3 

 
 
 

                                                           
3 Gábor Ágoston and Bruce Masters, Encyclopedia of the Ottoman Empire, (New York: Facts on File, 2009), 542. 
 

Quote published in “Suleiman the Magnificent” by André Clot (2012) 



 

 Süleyman I largely shifted the Ottoman empire’s military focus from east to west, 
and his victories in the Balkans, Hungary and the island of Rhodes established his 
image in Europe as a great adversary (particularly of Holy Roman Emperor Charles 
V) and in the Islamic world as a warrior sultan and defender of Islam. 
 

o A key part of the sultan’s military strategy was the use of cannon technology. 
As André Clot writes in Suleiman the Magnificent (2012): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 As with sultans before him, the janissaries were a critical part of Süleyman’s 

political and military worlds. As André Clot continues: 

 

 

 

 

 

The Ottoman Court 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Hurrem Sultan 
 
Taken from Leslie Peirce’s Empress of the East: How a European 
Slave Girl Became Queen of the Ottoman Empire (2017): 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


