
 

Orhan Gazi and the Transformation of 
the Ottoman Beylik, c. 1324–1362 
 
 

Introduction: The Beylik on the Brink of Empire 
 
The political landscape of early 14th-century Anatolia was one of profound fragmentation and 
opportunity. The once-mighty Seljuk Sultanate of Rum had fractured under the weight of 
Mongol invasions, leaving behind a patchwork of competing Turkish principalities, or beyliks.1 
Simultaneously, the Byzantine Empire, a shadow of its former glory since the Fourth Crusade's 
sack of Constantinople in 1204, was in a state of terminal decline, its authority in Anatolia 
shrinking to a few coastal enclaves.1 It was in this crucible of decaying empires and rising 
principalities that the nascent Ottoman state, founded by the Turkoman tribal leader Osman I 
(d. c. 1324) in the frontier region of Bithynia, began its ascent.1 

The Ottoman enterprise under Osman was one among many, distinguished primarily by its 
strategic location on the Byzantine frontier, which made it a magnet for ghazis—warriors for 
the Islamic faith—eager for plunder and glory.2 Yet, while Osman gave the dynasty its name, it 
was his son and successor, Orhan Gazi (c. 1324–1362), who would serve as the pivotal 
architect of its transformation from a small frontier 
beylik into a nascent empire.1 Orhan's reign was the critical period of state formation, a time 
when the institutional, military, and ideological foundations of the future Ottoman Empire were 
deliberately and systematically laid. He inherited a tribal chieftaincy and bequeathed to his 
successors a formidable, organized state with a permanent foothold in Europe. This report will 
analyze the dual nature of this foundational era, focusing first on Orhan the man and 
monarch, and second on the evolution of the Ottoman state under his transformative rule. 
 
Date (Approximate) Event Significance 
c. 1324–1326 Orhan's Accession Assumed leadership upon the 

death of his father, Osman I, 
ensuring a smooth and stable 
transition of power.1 

1326 Fall of Bursa Captured the major Byzantine 
city, which became the first 
Ottoman capital, signaling a 
shift from a nomadic to a 
sedentary state.9 



1327 First Ottoman Coins Minted Orhan struck the first silver 
akçe in his name, a definitive 
declaration of sovereignty and 
independence from Seljuk or 
Ilkhanid suzerainty.2 

1329 Battle of Pelekanon Decisively defeated a 
Byzantine army led by Emperor 
Andronikos III, ending 
Byzantine attempts to relieve 
besieged cities in Anatolia.13 

1331 Fall of Nicaea (İznik) Conquered the historically and 
symbolically important city of 
Nicaea after a long siege, 
consolidating Ottoman control 
over Bithynia.1 

1337 Fall of Nicomedia (İzmit) Captured the last major 
Byzantine stronghold in 
Anatolia, securing nearly all of 
the region for the Ottomans.1 

1345 Annexation of Karesi Beylik Absorbed the neighboring 
Turkish beylik, gaining a 
strategic coastline on the 
Dardanelles and an 
experienced naval force.2 

1346 Marriage to Theodora 
Kantakouzene 

Formed a strategic alliance 
with Byzantine Emperor John 
VI Kantakouzenos by marrying 
his daughter, becoming a key 
player in Byzantine politics.8 

c. 1352 Acquisition of Tzympe Fortress Gained the first Ottoman 
possession in Europe, the 
fortress of Tzympe (Çimpe) on 
the Gallipoli peninsula, as part 
of his alliance with John VI.1 

1354 Capture of Gallipoli (Gelibolu) Occupied the strategic city of 
Gallipoli after an earthquake 
destroyed its walls, 
establishing a permanent and 
crucial bridgehead for 
expansion into the Balkans.13 

1357 Death of Süleyman Pasha The unexpected death of his 



eldest son and heir apparent, 
the conqueror of Gallipoli, was 
a significant personal and 
political blow.14 

c. 1362 Death of Orhan Died after a reign of nearly 
four decades, leaving behind a 
vastly expanded and 
institutionalized state poised 
for further conquests in 
Europe.1 

 

Part I: The Architect of Empire: Sultan Orhan Gazi (c. 
1281–1362) 
 
 
Section 1: The Man and the Monarch 

 
 
1.1. Origins, Character, and Ascent 

 
Orhan Gazi was born around 1281, the son of the Ottoman dynasty's founder, Osman I.1 
Historical accounts vary on the identity of his mother, with some sources naming her Malhun 
Hatun, daughter of the influential Sheikh Edebali, while others identify her as Mal Sultana, 
daughter of a respected Kayi clan leader named Omer Bey.1 Later Ottoman traditions paint a 
portrait of Orhan as a tall man with a blonde beard and blue eyes, possessing a character 
marked by patience, fairness, and piety.8 He was described as a benign and forgiving ruler 
who admired theologians and spent considerable time among his people, earning their 
admiration.8 

Upon Osman's death around 1324, the succession of power was handled with a remarkable 
degree of stability that set the Ottomans apart from their contemporaries.1 Although Orhan 
was not the firstborn son, his father had designated him as successor, believing him better 
suited to rule than his more passive and pious elder brother, Alaeddin.22 In a gesture of 
fraternal unity, Orhan proposed that they share the emerging empire. Alaeddin refused, 
affirming their father's decision and the principle that the realm should not be divided. He 
accepted only the revenues of a single village near Bursa, choosing instead to serve his 
brother and the state as an advisor and, according to some traditions, the first Grand Vizier.4 

This peaceful transition was not merely a fortunate family affair; it was a critical political act 



that ensured the continuity of the fledgling state at its most vulnerable moment. Many other 
Turkish beyliks faltered and collapsed after the death of their founders due to destructive 
succession struggles.1 The harmonious partnership between Orhan and Alaeddin allowed the 
Ottomans to avoid this fate. It created a powerful synergy, combining Orhan's military prowess 
as a frontier warrior with Alaeddin's administrative acumen. This effective division of 
labor—one brother expanding the borders while the other built the institutions of state—was a 
foundational element of the early Ottoman success story. 
 
1.2. A Dynasty Forged in Diplomacy and War 

 
Orhan's reign demonstrated a sophisticated understanding of power that extended beyond 
the battlefield to the realm of dynastic politics and strategic marriages. His union with 
Holofira, a Byzantine noblewoman from Yarhisar who converted to Islam and took the name 
Nilüfer Hatun, produced his son and eventual successor, Murad I.8 This marriage was an early 
example of the Ottoman practice of absorbing local Christian elites into their power structure. 
His most significant diplomatic marriage, however, was his union in 1346 with Theodora 
Kantakouzene, the Christian daughter of the Byzantine Emperor John VI Kantakouzenos.2 This 
unprecedented alliance between a Muslim sovereign and a legitimate Christian princess 
shocked many in the Byzantine court but was a diplomatic masterstroke for Orhan.21 It 
elevated his status from that of a frontier chieftain to a peer of established European 
monarchs, bringing a new level of equality to Ottoman-Byzantine relations.16 More importantly, 
it made him a direct and indispensable player in the internal power struggles of the Byzantine 
Empire, providing him with a legitimate pretext to intervene in European affairs.2 Theodora was 
permitted to remain a practicing Christian throughout their marriage, a condition that 
highlights Orhan's political pragmatism.16 

Orhan's sons played crucial roles in his expansionist policies. His eldest, Süleyman Pasha, was 
his favored heir and the brilliant commander who led the Ottoman forces into Europe, 
capturing the fortress of Tzympe and the city of Gallipoli.1 Süleyman's untimely death in a 
hunting accident in 1357 was a severe blow to Orhan.14 The throne eventually passed to Murad 
I, his son by Nilüfer Hatun.8 The era of collaborative succession that had marked Orhan's own 
ascent came to a decisive end after his death. Seeking to secure his rule, the new sultan, 
Murad I, had his half-brothers Ibrahim and Halil (Orhan's son with Theodora) executed, 
establishing the brutal practice of royal fratricide that would characterize Ottoman succession 
for centuries.14 

 

Consort Name 
(Original Name/Origin) 

Origin/Significance Known Children Notes 

Nilüfer Hatun 
(Holofira) 

Byzantine noble from 
Yarhisar.8 

Murad I.8 Converted to Islam. 
Mother of the third 
Ottoman Sultan. 



Asporça Hatun Byzantine 
noblewoman.13 

Ibrahim Bey, Şerefullah 
Bey, Fatma Hatun, 
Selçuk Hatun.14 

Orhan's first legal 
wife.14 

Theodora 
Kantakouzene 

Daughter of Byzantine 
Emperor John VI 
Kantakouzenos.8 

Halil Bey.14 Remained Christian. 
Her marriage 
cemented a key 
political alliance.16 Her 
son was executed by 
his half-brother Murad 
I.25 

Eftandise Hatun Orhan's cousin, 
daughter of Akbaşlı 
Günduz Bey.8 

Süleyman Pasha.14 Mother of Orhan's 
eldest son and original 
heir. 

Bayalun Hatun Possibly the daughter 
of the tekfur 
(Byzantine lord) of 
Bilecik.13 

N/A Mentioned by the 
traveler Ibn Battuta in 
1331.14 

Melek Hatun Orhan's niece.14 Fülane Sultan Hatun.14 Daughter of Melik Bey, 
son of Osman I. 

Theodora Uroš Daughter of Serbian 
King Stefan Dušan.14 

N/A Married Orhan around 
1351 when she was 
twelve.14 

 

Section 2: Leadership and Governance Style 

 
 
2.1. The Ghazi Ruler and the Pragmatic Statesman 

 
Orhan's leadership was defined by a masterful balancing of two distinct but complementary 
personas: the ideological Ghazi and the pragmatic statesman. His honorific title, Gazi, 
meaning "warrior for the Islamic faith," was a crucial part of his public identity.9 This ethos of 
ghaza, or holy war against non-Muslims, was the ideological engine of the Ottoman frontier 
state, attracting thousands of uprooted Turkmen warriors who sought both religious merit and 
material wealth.2 The 
Ghazi identity was the "brand" that supplied the manpower necessary for constant expansion. 
However, Orhan's actions reveal a ruler whose methods were guided by patience, strategic 
calculation, and pragmatism rather than pure religious zeal.1 He preferred to win cities through 
lengthy blockades and diplomatic negotiations, as seen in the peaceful surrender of Bursa, 
rather than costly assaults.10 When he turned his forces against the fellow Muslim Beylik of 



Karesi, he did so under the carefully constructed pretext of being a "bringer of peace" to a 
realm beset by civil war, demonstrating a keen awareness of the political justification required 
for such a move.13 The 14th-century traveler Ibn Battuta, a contemporary observer, captured 
this dual nature by describing Orhan as "the greatest of the Turcoman kings and the richest in 
wealth, lands, and military forces".14 

This duality was the key to his success. The Ghazi ideology mobilized the formidable military 
force of the frontier, while his pragmatic statesmanship allowed him to consolidate these 
gains, engage in complex diplomacy that often transcended religious divides—most notably 
his alliance with and marriage into the Byzantine imperial family—and build the lasting 
institutions of a permanent state. He used the powerful rhetoric of holy war to fuel the engine 
of a highly sophisticated and adaptable political project. 
 
2.2. Justice, Piety, and Public Image 

 
Orhan's public works and his carefully cultivated reputation for justice were not mere acts of 
personal piety but essential components of his state-building strategy. Historical accounts 
consistently portray him as a just and charitable ruler who made himself accessible to the 
common people to hear their grievances.8 He was a devout Sunni Muslim who supported 
Islamic scholars, funded the construction of mosques and madrasas (theological colleges), 
and encouraged the spread of Sufi mysticism, thereby aligning his nascent state with the 
values of orthodox Islam.1 

This commitment to justice and public welfare was a form of "soft power" that was as crucial 
to his success as his military victories. In an era of constant warfare and shifting loyalties, 
establishing a reputation for just and stable governance was a powerful tool for attracting 
subjects and encouraging conquered populations to acquiesce to Ottoman rule. His extensive 
building programs, particularly in his new capital of Bursa, included not only religious edifices 
but also vital civic infrastructure like public baths and caravanserais (inns for travelers), which 
facilitated both commerce and daily life.2 This approach, which treated non-Muslim subjects 
with relative fairness provided they paid the requisite 
jizya tax, offered an attractive alternative to the decaying and conflict-ridden Byzantine 
administration.1 It encouraged cities like Bursa to surrender peacefully and facilitated the 
rapid and willing incorporation of their diverse populations into the growing Ottoman state.10 
These policies of consolidation and legitimization were pragmatic tools designed to make 
Ottoman rule both durable and appealing. 
 
Section 3: Legacy of a Foundational Ruler 

 
 
3.1. The Unsung Founder 



 
While Osman I is the eponymous founder of the dynasty, a strong historical case can be made 
that Orhan was the true founder of the Ottoman state.7 Osman led a tribal beylik, a fluid and 
personal enterprise typical of the Anatolian frontier. Orhan, by contrast, systematically 
transformed this entity by creating its key institutions. He established the first fixed capital 
city at Bursa, minted the first sovereign Ottoman currency, created a formal administration 
with a vizierate, instituted one of the first standing, salaried armies in the Islamic world, and 
laid the groundwork for a state-based legal and tax system.1 

The qualitative shift from a beylik (principality) to a devlet (state) occurred decisively during 
his reign. His long and stable rule, spanning nearly four decades, provided the continuity 
necessary for these new institutions to take root and mature.1 Later sultans like Mehmed II and 
Süleyman the Magnificent, famed for their spectacular conquests, built their empires upon 
the solid, often unglamorous, institutional "staircase" that Orhan had meticulously 
constructed.27 He managed the critical and most difficult transition from a nomadic warband 
to a sedentary, bureaucratic state, making him the "silent architect" of the empire.27 While 
Osman gave the dynasty its name, Orhan gave it the permanent structure of an empire in the 
making.1 

 

3.2. The Last of the Turkic Names 

 
Orhan's name holds a unique cultural significance in the long history of the Ottoman dynasty. 
It is of pre-Islamic, Turkic origin, a legacy of the Ottomans' Central Asian nomadic heritage.31 
He was the last of the Ottoman rulers to bear such a name. From his son Murad I onward, the 
names of the sultans and princes were overwhelmingly drawn from Arabic and Persian Islamic 
tradition—Murad, Bayezid, Mehmed, Süleyman, Selim. 
This shift in naming conventions is a subtle but profound indicator of the Ottoman dynasty's 
evolving self-perception. It marks the transition from their origins as Turkic tribal leaders on 
the periphery of the Islamic world to their new and ambitious role as sovereigns of a 
multi-ethnic, orthodox Sunni Islamic state. As the state expanded and its institutions were 
built upon classical Islamic models, its identity became more formally Islamic to legitimize its 
rule over a diverse population and to position itself as a leading power in the Muslim world. 
The adoption of Arabic names, common throughout Islamic civilization, was part of this 
process of asserting a new, more universal Islamic identity that transcended their specific 
tribal origins.31 Orhan thus stands at a cultural crossroads, embodying the final link to a purely 
Central Asian Turkic past before the imperial, pan-Islamic identity became dominant. 
 

Part II: The Genesis of an Empire: The Ottoman State 
under Orhan's Rule (c. 1324–1362) 
 



 
Section 4: The Conquest of Bithynia and the Consolidation of Anatolia 

 
 
4.1. From Siege to Capital: The Strategic Conquest of Bursa 

 
The capture of the formidable Byzantine city of Bursa (ancient Prousa) in 1326, coinciding with 
Orhan's accession to leadership, was his first monumental achievement and a defining 
moment for the fledgling state.1 The city, protected by strong walls, did not fall to a direct 
assault but rather capitulated after a long and patient blockade that may have lasted nearly a 
decade, possibly aided by the defection of its Byzantine commander.10 Upon its fall, Orhan 
immediately designated Bursa as the first major Ottoman capital, a move of immense symbolic 
and strategic importance.3 

This decision signaled a fundamental shift in Ottoman identity and ambition. Moving the 
center of power from a small frontier town like Söğüt to a major, walled Byzantine city with 
established trade routes and administrative infrastructure was a declaration of permanence.4 
It marked the transition from a nomadic raiding culture to a sedentary, urban-based state 
intent on supplanting, not merely harassing, the Byzantine Empire. Bursa became the first 
laboratory for Ottoman statecraft, where Orhan began his extensive building programs and 
established the administrative, commercial, and cultural institutions that would define his 
rule.1 The city's strategic location also served as an ideal springboard for subsequent 
campaigns against the remaining Byzantine strongholds in the region.21 

 

4.2. The Battle of Pelekanon and the Fall of Byzantine Anatolia 

 
With the Ottomans tightening their grip on the region, the Byzantine Emperor Andronikos III 
Palaiologos made a final, desperate attempt to reassert imperial authority in Anatolia. In 1329, 
he led a relief force to break the sieges of Nicaea and Nicomedia.14 Orhan's disciplined army 
met the imperial forces at the Battle of Pelekanon (near modern-day Maltepe) and inflicted a 
crushing defeat upon them.13 The emperor himself was wounded, and the Byzantine army was 
routed.33 

Pelekanon was the military turning point of Orhan's reign. It was the last time a Byzantine 
emperor would personally lead an army into the field against the Ottomans in Anatolia.13 The 
defeat was a psychological catastrophe for the Byzantines, shattering any remaining hope of 
defending their Anatolian heartland.21 It demonstrated the clear superiority of the organized 
Ottoman forces over the increasingly unreliable mercenary armies of the Byzantines. With no 
prospect of relief from Constantinople, the fate of the remaining Byzantine cities was sealed. 
Nicaea (İznik), a former imperial capital and a city of immense religious and historical 



significance, surrendered in 1331 after a grueling three-year siege.1 The great port city of 
Nicomedia (İzmit) held out until 1337 before it too fell, placing nearly all of northwestern 
Anatolia firmly in Ottoman hands.1 

 

4.3. Uniting the Turks: The Annexation of Karesi 

 
In 1345, Orhan executed a strategic pivot, temporarily shifting his focus from the ghaza 
against Christian lands to the absorption of a neighboring Turkish state, the Beylik of Karesi.2 
He skillfully exploited a succession crisis that erupted after the death of the Karesi emir, 
intervening in the ensuing conflict between the emir's two sons under the guise of restoring 
order.13 The campaign was swift and decisive, resulting in the full annexation of the Karesi 
territory.13 

This move, while seemingly a diversion, was a strategic masterstroke that reoriented Ottoman 
ambitions towards Europe. The annexation of Karesi provided the Ottomans with two critical 
assets they had previously lacked: a long and strategic coastline along the Dardanelles Strait 
and, most importantly, the experienced Karesi fleet and its skilled sailors.14 This acquisition of 
a ready-made navy and a direct geographical launchpad was the essential prerequisite for 
the subsequent leap into Europe. The timing was no coincidence; the Karesi campaign 
immediately preceded the Ottomans' first major interventions in the Balkans. It also signaled 
the beginning of a new, long-term Ottoman policy: the unification of the Anatolian beyliks 
under their own rule, a grand project that would occupy Orhan's successors for over a 
century. 
 
Section 5: The Leap into Europe 

 
 
5.1. An Ally of Convenience: Ottoman Intervention in the Byzantine Civil Wars 

 
Orhan's newly consolidated power in Anatolia positioned him to exploit the profound internal 
weaknesses of the Byzantine Empire. The protracted Byzantine civil war of 1341–1347, which 
pitted the regent John Kantakouzenos against the supporters of the young emperor John V 
Palaiologos, provided the perfect opportunity.14 Kantakouzenos, desperate for military 
support, forged an alliance with Orhan, who provided him with thousands of Ottoman 
warriors.19 These troops proved decisive, enabling Kantakouzenos to seize the throne as John 
VI.2 

This alliance, sealed by Orhan's marriage to Theodora, was far more beneficial to the 
Ottomans than to the Byzantines.21 In exchange for his support, Orhan gained immense 
wealth from the right to loot Thrace and, more importantly, allowed his forces to gain intimate 
familiarity with the Balkan geography, political landscape, and military weaknesses.2 In a 



subsequent civil war between 1352 and 1357, John VI again called upon his Ottoman allies, this 
time against John V.14 Orhan acted not as a mere mercenary but as a kingmaker, using 
Byzantine disunity as a tool to advance his own strategic interests. In a supreme irony of 
history, the Byzantines effectively paid the Ottomans to learn how to conquer them. 
 
5.2. The Bridgehead at Gallipoli 

 
The Ottoman presence in Europe was initially transient, but Orhan's strategy was aimed at 
establishing a permanent foothold. As a reward for his military assistance, John VI granted 
Orhan's forces the use of the fortress of Tzympe (Çimpe) on the Gallipoli peninsula around 
1352.1 This small fortress became the first Ottoman possession on European soil. 
The truly decisive moment, however, came through a combination of strategic positioning and 
sheer fortune. On March 2, 1354, a catastrophic earthquake struck the region, leveling the 
walls of the far more important city of Gallipoli (Gelibolu) and causing its terrified Greek 
inhabitants to evacuate.14 Orhan's son, Süleyman Pasha, whose troops were already stationed 
nearby at Tzympe, acted with lightning speed. He immediately occupied the abandoned city, 
began rebuilding its fortifications, and, crucially, started populating it with Turkish families 
brought over from Anatolia.19 This act of colonization demonstrated a clear intent for 
permanent settlement. When a desperate John VI offered Orhan a cash payment to vacate 
the city, the Ottoman ruler refused, reportedly claiming that he had not taken it by force but 
had received it as a gift from God.20 Gallipoli became a secure, permanent bridgehead, the 
gateway through which the Ottoman conquest of the Balkans would be launched in the 
decades to come.1 

 

Section 6: Forging the Instruments of Empire: Military and 
Administrative Transformation 

 
 
6.1. From Tribal Levy to Standing Army 

 
As the Ottoman state evolved from a raiding principality to a territorial empire engaged in 
complex siege warfare, Orhan and his brother Alaeddin recognized the limitations of their 
traditional military force.13 The army of their father, Osman, had been a tribal levy of volunteer 
ghazi horsemen who assembled for specific campaigns and disbanded afterward, subsisting 
on plunder.13 This model was ill-suited for the long sieges required to capture fortified cities 
and for garrisoning conquered territories. 
In a revolutionary reform, they created one of the first standing, salaried armies in the region, 
predating similar developments in Western Europe by a century.13 This new force consisted of 



paid infantry units known as the 
Yaya (or piyade) and cavalry units called the Müsellem.1 These soldiers were kept in constant 
readiness, received regular wages from the state treasury, and were organized into formal 
decimal units of tens, hundreds, and thousands under appointed commanders.13 This 
professionalization of the military had profound political consequences. It began the crucial 
process of shifting military power away from autonomous and often fickle tribal chieftains and 
concentrating it in the hands of the central state. A paid army's primary loyalty is to its 
paymaster—the sultan—not to a clan leader, thereby laying the military foundation for a 
centralized, absolutist monarchy. 
 
6.2. The Janissary Question: A Historiographical Debate 

 
One of the most debated institutional developments of the early Ottoman period is the origin 
of the famed Janissary corps, the elite slave-soldiers of the sultan. The historical sources 
present conflicting accounts. A strong tradition, particularly among oriental writers, attributes 
the corps' formation to Orhan, acting on the advice of Alaeddin and the statesman Kara Khalil 
Çandarlı.13 According to this view, the initial concept was to create a force of soldiers 
personally loyal to the sultan to counterbalance the power of the Turkish nobility.22 The 
proposed mechanism was the 
pençik system, based on the sultan's right to one-fifth of all war captives, who would then be 
converted to Islam and trained as soldiers.22 

Conversely, many European and some modern sources ascribe the formal creation of the 
Janissaries to Orhan's successor, Murad I.14 This narrative links the corps' establishment more 
directly to the institutionalization of the 
devşirme system—a regular, bureaucratic levy of Christian boys from the empire's own Balkan 
subjects, who were then raised as Muslims and trained for state service.41 

This discrepancy likely reflects an evolutionary process rather than a single, discrete act of 
creation. The political need for a force loyal solely to the sultan, independent of the powerful 
Turkish clans, was already apparent under Orhan. It is highly probable that he initiated the 
idea and the early practice of creating a slave-soldier corps using the pençik system, which 
relied on an ad-hoc supply of prisoners from ongoing wars. His son, Murad I, ruling over a 
much larger Christian population in the Balkans and requiring a more systematic and reliable 
source of manpower, then formalized and institutionalized this practice into the regular 
devşirme levy. In this interpretation, Orhan can be seen as the conceptual founder of the 
corps, while Murad I was its great institutional organizer. 
 
Attributed 
Founder 

Key Advisors 
Mentioned 

Proposed 
Recruitment 
Mechanism 

Primary Rationale Supporting 
Sources 

Orhan I Alaeddin Pasha, 
Kara Khalil 

Pençik (levy on 
war captives) 

Counterbalance 
the power and 

13 



Çandarlı partisanship of 
the Turkish 
nobility; create a 
force loyal only to 
the sovereign. 

Murad I (Not specified in 
same detail) 

Devşirme (regular 
levy on Christian 
subjects) 

Formalize and 
expand the 
slave-soldier 
corps to meet the 
needs of a rapidly 
growing empire 
with a large 
Balkan population. 

14 

 

6.3. The Pillars of State: The Vizierate, Coinage, and Law 

 
Orhan's reign saw the systematic establishment of the core administrative pillars of a 
sovereign state. He created a formal executive office by appointing his brother Alaeddin as his 
first vizier, delegating the management of the growing bureaucracy.4 This move separated the 
civil administration from the person of the ruler, a key step in institutional development. 
In 1327, Orhan took the momentous step of minting the first Ottoman silver coin, the akçe.2 
This was a powerful and unambiguous declaration of sovereignty. By issuing currency in his 
own name, he formally broke with the tradition of acknowledging the suzerainty of the Seljuks 
or the Mongol Ilkhanids, whose coins had previously circulated.13 The 
akçe became the foundation of the Ottoman monetary system for centuries and provided the 
economic tool necessary to fund the new salaried army and the expanding state apparatus.45 

Alongside these developments, Orhan laid the foundations for a state-run legal and financial 
system. He established the first Islamic courts, introduced a regularized system of tax 
collection, and developed the timar system—a practice of granting land revenues to 
cavalrymen in exchange for military service.1 These administrative, economic, and military 
reforms were not isolated acts but parts of a single, coherent state-building project. The 
vizierate managed the state, the currency paid for it, the tax system funded it, and the courts 
provided the legal framework to hold it all together. 
 
Section 7: The Urban and Architectural Vision 

 
 
7.1. Building the Capital: The Orhan Gazi Külliye and the Urban Development of 
Bursa 



 
Upon establishing Bursa as his capital, Orhan initiated a major building program that would 
define the city's character and serve as a model for future Ottoman urban development. The 
centerpiece of this effort was the Orhan Gazi Külliye, a large charitable complex constructed 
in 1339–1340.48 This 
külliye was a multi-functional public center that included a mosque, a madrasa (school), an 
imaret (public soup kitchen), a hammam (public bath), and a caravanserai or han (a 
commercial inn).49 

The külliye was more than an architectural statement; it was a sophisticated instrument of 
urban planning and social engineering. Funded through the Islamic system of pious 
endowments known as waqf, these complexes were designed to be financially self-sustaining 
and to serve as the nuclei around which new neighborhoods would grow.53 By strategically 
placing these public service centers, Orhan and his successors could direct the expansion of 
their cities in an orderly fashion. The Orhan Gazi Mosque itself is a significant architectural 
landmark, representing one of the earliest examples of the "T-plan" or "Bursa-type" mosque, 
a design that integrated spaces for prayer with rooms to lodge traveling dervishes and host 
community meetings.48 This model, which integrated religious, social, educational, and 
commercial functions into a single complex, became the cornerstone of Ottoman city-building 
for centuries. 
 

Conclusion: The Quiet Architect of a Global Power 
 
The reign of Orhan Gazi represents the indispensable bridge between the Ottoman dynasty's 
origins as a frontier warband and its destiny as a world empire. He inherited from his father, 
Osman, a small but strategically located beylik, and through nearly four decades of patient 
and visionary leadership, he forged it into a formidable and organized state. His legacy is dual 
in nature: that of a shrewd monarch who masterfully combined the martial ethos of a Ghazi 
with the calculated pragmatism of a statesman, and that of the foundational architect who 
built the very scaffolding of the Ottoman state. 
Orhan's conquests were transformative, securing the Anatolian heartland with the capture of 
Bursa, Nicaea, and Nicomedia, and then executing the audacious leap into Europe with the 
establishment of a permanent bridgehead at Gallipoli. Yet his most enduring achievements 
were not on the battlefield but in the realm of institution-building. He created a standing army, 
a sovereign currency, a central administration, and a model of urban development that would 
be replicated across the empire. He stabilized the state at its most fragile point through a 
peaceful succession and used sophisticated diplomacy and strategic marriages to elevate his 
dynasty onto the world stage. 
While often overshadowed in popular history by the legendary exploits of his father or the 
monumental conquests of his successors like Mehmed II, Orhan's contributions were arguably 
more critical. He was the "silent architect" who managed the most difficult and crucial 
transition in the empire's genesis: the transformation from a nomadic confederation into a 



sedentary, bureaucratic state.27 The triumphs of later sultans would have been impossible 
without the solid military, administrative, and economic foundations that Orhan meticulously 
laid. He was, in every meaningful sense, the true founder of the Ottoman state, the quiet 
builder who turned a frontier principality into a power poised for global dominance. 
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