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Pastries and Sweets in the Ottoman Empire
Assist. Lect. Bashar Farouk Abd Omar

University of Mosul / College of Basic Education
Abstract:

Sweets and pastries constituted a fundamental element of the rich culinary
culture of the Ottoman Empire, a culture that was most clearly manifested in the
kitchens of the imperial palaces, particularly in the section known as the
Halvahane. These sweets were not merely prepared to satisfy a desire for sweet
foods; rather, they played a significant role in the social, religious, and political
rituals of Ottoman society. Their functions ranged from being served at the sultan’s
banquets and circumcision ceremonies to their distribution as part of the ulufe
given to the Janissaries, symbolizing loyalty to the ruler.

At the same time, the diversity and development of these dishes—from the
complex preparation of baklava to the numerous varieties of halva, as well as milk-
based and fruit desserts—reflect the dynamic nature of Ottoman culinary
traditions. This variety also illustrates the cultural exchange between rural and
urban environments and highlights the influence of the Seljuk culinary heritage,
from which several types of sweets were adopted and further developed in the
Ottoman context.

Accordingly, this study sheds light on the symbolic significance of sweets
within Ottoman life by focusing on the sections responsible for their preparation,
the most prominent varieties produced, and the cultural meanings associated with
them. It also seeks to document aspects of Ottoman culinary heritage beyond the
traditional narratives of political and military history. The research is divided into
two main sections: the first examines pastries within the Ottoman kitchen, while
the second discusses the various types of sweets that formed an integral part of
Ottoman culinary culture.

Keywords: Sweets, pastries, baklava, tahini halva, the halvahane (halva
house).
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