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August Querfurt (1696-1761), 
The Turkish siege of Vienna, 
1750s, oil on canvas, 
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In his book The Ottoman Empire 1700-1922 published in 2000, Donald Quataert explains how 
in the summer of 1983, while in Vienna, he was struck by …lines of schoolchildren [who] wound 
their way through the sidewalks of the Austrian capital. 

These children were lining up for an exhibition to commemorate the 300th anniversary of the 
victory over the Turks in the second siege of Vienna of 1683. The Ottoman Turks were literally the 
terror of their enemies,1 and it was precisely this factor that the author claims induced him to write 
his book. 

Celebrations of victories over the Turks are still very much felt especially in the Mediterranean 
and the Balkan states. This is undoubtedly ground in traumatic historical experiences resulting 
from centuries-old antagonisms based on religious and cultural values and considerations 
that over the centuries have impeded a proper evaluation and assessment of the role played 
by the Turks in the Mediterranean, in the Balkans and elsewhere. As often happens in many 
societies, many rites associated with war are staged by a single side, identifying the enemy, 
recounting their moral inferiority while glorifying the celebrant’s own community. Such rites 
keep political antagonisms alive, without necessarily exacerbating them to the point of physical 
hostilities. In Malta, for example, among the most important occasions for public festivals 
is the celebration of victory over the Turks in the Siege of Malta of 1565, connected to the 
feast of Our Lady of Victory. Through this kind of celebration, the Order of St John in Malta 
regularly defined the Turks as their enemies. The aim was to associate the Turks with a variety 
of derogatory symbols, while trumpeting the virtues of their own polity.2 

Elaborate festivities staged at the time reflected the social ideology propagated by the 
authorities. The distinction between Turk and Christian emphasized boundaries which 
symbolically made all those falling within them feel that they respectively shared common 
bonds. Various potent symbols were manipulated in the rituals, like the Crusaders’ red flag 
with a white cross of the Order, especially so after the Christian victory in the 1565 Ottoman 
Turkish siege of Malta, when somewhat to the astonishment of both sides the Turkish 
forces besieging Malta were catastrophically repelled, an event that left a permanent mark 
on Maltese identity.3 

Festivities in which the masses participated actively often included military parades in which 
the Grand Master and other dignitaries of the Order took part. These celebrations helped to 
mirror important hierarchical distinctions in society, and also brought together people from all 
walks of life while presenting them with potent symbols of social identity, besides nourishing a 
sense of ethnic belonging and also of the legitimacy of the Order’s presence in Malta. It was an 
occasion for much pomp and festivity, but it would be wrong to assume that such celebrations 
were over-exaggerated. In a study on Shakespeare’s Othello, Daniel J. Vitkus argues that despite 
feeling ‘safely removed from any direct Islamic threat early modern English authors frequently 
refer to the menace of the Turkish conquerors in terms that express a sense of immediacy’.4 
By way of example Vitkus refers to the series of common prayers for delivery from Turkish 
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attack by the Protestant ecclesiastical authorities in Elizabethan England. The first of these 
refers to a common prayer recited in one English diocese, which asked God: 

to repress the rage and violence of Infidels, who by all tyranny and cruelty labour utterly 
to root out not only true Religion, but also the very name and memory of Christ our 
only Saviour, and all Christianity; and if they should prevail against the Isle of Malta, it is 
uncertain what further peril might follow to the rest of Christendom.5 

When news of the lifting of the siege reached England, the Archbishop of Canterbury ordered 
another form of prayer to be read ‘through the whole Realm’ every Sunday, Wednesday and 
Friday. The prayer expresses thanks to God for delivering Malta from ‘that wicked monster 
and damned soul Mahumet and our sworn and most deadly enemies the Turks, Infidels, and 
Miscreants’, but warns of catastrophic consequences should the Turks succeed in Hungary.6 

Thus, it would be misleading to assume that Malta was in any way unique. In his book Arabs 
and Medieval Europe, Norman Daniel concludes that: 

…the moral identity of Europe was preserved by a fiercely determined orthodoxy which 
wanted nothing to do with any least deviation in the whole field of religion, [such that] 
religion itself became the expression of that same sense of identity.7

By claiming religion to be an expression of identity Daniel may be criticized of having taken the 
matter too far. However, it would be wrong to ignore the fact that over the centuries religion 
has served as a major constituent of ethnic identity. It would likewise be wrong to assume 
that a cultural association with religion in Europe can only be met in peripheral societies like 
Mediterranean islands, the Balkans or Ireland. 

Precisely like the Viennese and other Europeans, for the people of Malta the term ‘Turks’ meant 
a most complex reality. ‘Turks’ actually referred to fighting forces, who may or may not have 
been ethnically Turkish, but who all belonged to the multi-ethnic and multi-religious Ottoman 
Empire. This designation made some sense since the Ottoman dynasty was ethnically Turkish 
in origin, as were some of its subjects. But it may be argued that the use of the term ‘Turks’ had 
changed over the centuries, since the Ottoman dynasty had through inter-marriage with other 
ethnic groups lost its original Turkish quality. In fact from the fifteenth century onwards, state 
power relied on a heterogeneous mix of people some of whom were renegade Christians, or 
the sons of renegades to Islam.

Irrespective of the original ethnic meaning of ‘Turk’, in the Western European Christian mind 
the term came to mean ‘Muslim’. Thus to turn ‘Turk’ basically meant converting to ‘Islam’. This 
comes out very clearly in the report sent to Rome by the Inquisitor of Malta Innicio Caracciolo 
(1683-86). At face value the report appears to be a straightforward description of events. 
However, the terms used by Caracciolo give a feeling of the way the knights and inhabitants 
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of Malta, as indeed most of the people of Christian Europe, perceived the Ottoman Empire at 
the end of the seventeenth century. 

News and Celebrations 

In August 1683, Inquisitor Caracciolo reported to the Secretary of State of the Holy See that 
an English vessel which had just arrived in Malta from Cyprus had brought news of continuous 
movements of Turkish troops in Hungary, where all the top echelons of the Sultan’s court 
had joined for war.8 By mid-September Caracciolo was able to provide more details thanks 
to the information brought by a French tartana, which confirmed that war was being waged 
between the armies of the Holy Roman Emperor and the Grand Turk, and that the latter was 
being beaten. The Inquisitor had learned that Vienna, the capital city of the Empire, had been 
besieged by a multitude of soldiers gathered from all parts of the Ottoman Empire, and that in 
Malta the bells were rung every evening to implore divine mercy against the ‘common enemy’.9 

The same Inquisitor Caracciolo was informed in a letter from Rome dated the 27th October that 
the Turks had lost at the Siege of Vienna. On the 3rd November the Inquisitor reported that 
as soon as the news reached Valletta, spontaneous public joy spread like wildfire throughout 
the Island for the liberation, expressed through continuous artillery volleys, fires and lights. 
The people kept thanking God with numerous processions from churches all over the island. 
These were accompanied by musicians and were held for three consecutive days.10 On the 
16th November the same Inquisitor reported that the official jubilation and festivities for the 
victory at Vienna had been formally inaugurated with the celebration of solemn Masses and 
processions with the participation of the population.11 

Inquisitor Caracciolo attached a detailed report of the festivities held in Malta on the occasion. 
He informed the Holy See that news of the Christian victory at Vienna arrived on the vigil of 
the feasts of Saints Simon and Jude, and on that same day all the churches of the Island held 
funeral services for the death of the faithful who died at war. Many Masses for the dead held 
privately and by the Order of St John were said for the souls of the dead of the Siege of Vienna. 
No less than 3000 Masses were held in the days that followed.

On the day of the Holy Apostles, Pontifical mass was held at St John’s Conventual Church 
followed by a procession with the reliquary containing the hand of the Baptist, which hand 
had touched the head of Jesus Christ at baptism. When the procession arrived at the Church 
of Our Lady of Victory many artillery shots were fired from the nearby fort [St James Cavalier ?], 
to which there was a response of 150 cannon shots.

On the following Sunday, High Mass was celebrated by the Vicar of the Cathedral Chapter (vicario 
capitolare). After lunch another procession, in which both the regular and secular clergy left the 
Greek parish of Our Lady of Damascus in Valletta, reached the Capuchin Church above the Floriani 
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fortifications (Floriana), about a mile from the city, carrying in procession the miraculous Icon of the 
Most Holy Virgin of Damascus. The Vicar could be seen carrying a silver cross encrusted with many 
holy relics. On arrival at the Capuchin Church, the Prior of the Dominicans gave a sermon about 
the great mercy of God in defence of His Church when most in need.

The following Thursday His Eminence the Grand Master Gregorio Carafa (1680-1690) held 
a lavish banquet for the Grand Crosses (top-ranking knights) and all the Piliers (heads of 
the Langues), for which the Apostolic Visitor (and Inquisitor) could not attend due to his 
indisposition, which forced him to stay at home and follow a strict regimen.

On sunset of that day, many lights were lit all over the city. All houses were lit and not even the 
window or balcony of the poorest citizen was left in the dark. Great fires were also lit in the 
streets as a sign of jubilation. 

The galleys berthed at the harbour could be distinguished by their distinctive banners and 
flags. They had been newly painted and dressed with flags for the occasion, and offered a 
spectacular view to those who climbed the road from the port to the city of Valletta. At night-
time the flags were removed and fireworks were fixed to the top of the galley masts. The 
galleys were then moved away from land and stationed at the opening of the harbour. Then 
many firearms were fired, followed by three artillery shots, and the shots of many muskets. 
One could also hear the shouting of the people and the shots fired from the small vessels in 
the harbour, all of which mingled with the shouts of people who went to see the spectacle 
from the shores. The fireworks were then lit.

At the end of the spectacle the galleys were taken to their usual berthing site in that part of 
the harbour between Senglea and Vittoriosa, but which despite the darkness of night could 
be distinguished due to the presence of numerous lights. At the same time other fireworks 
had been prepared in Valletta. The main attraction of the Valletta fireworks was one which 
depicted the Ottoman Moon held underneath the talons of the Imperial Eagle. An ugly image 
of a Pasha represented the humiliation suffered by the Grand Turk, who was shown under the 
eagle’s claw. Many other new and creative fireworks were lit and continued to burn for a long 
time against the continuous explosions of small mortars, which could be heard throughout 
most of the night.

The Langue of Germany organised the singing of the Te Deum at the Victory Church, where 
solemn Mass was held, and on the following Sunday they held a banquet inside the Auberge, 
superbly decked for the occasion both on the inside and outside, with paintings and other 
decorations, including a fountain with flowing wine – the activity went on for many hours.12

In the sixteen years of continuous war that followed the failure at Vienna, the Ottoman Empire 
suffered defeat both on land and at sea. In the Treaty of Karlowitz of 1699, the Sultan ceded 
Hungary to the Austrians and parts of the Dalmatian coast, Athens and the Morea (modern 
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Peloponnese) to Venice. In the end the Ottomans recovered their lost territories in Greece, 
but they never regained Hungary from Austria. After Karlowitz the Austrians and the newly 
arisen Russia of Peter the Great were also able to make further considerable inroads into the 
European part of the Ottoman Empire, which, for a time, appeared on the brink of dissolution.

The detailed description of the festivities held in Malta on the occasion of the Christian victory 
at Vienna, confirms that crusading and perpetual war against the Ottoman Empire remained 
at the top of the list of preoccupations for the Order of St John in the late seventeenth 
century. It also shows that the Holy See still perceived Malta as the bulwark of Christianity in 
the Mediterranean, and the Inquisitor as Apostolic Visitor was duty-bound to report in detail 
on all activities that took place in Malta to Rome. Finally, the celebrations of 1683 suggest that 
the centuries-old Christian culture, consolidated by the active presence of the Order of St 
John and its position as guarantor against the Muslim threat, had already become an essential 
element in Maltese ethnic awareness. 
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