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On page seven, Marsigli for the first time mentions a Turk whose text he in-
cluded in his own work. Without naming the title, he informs the reader that 
this Turkish text talks about “the origin, the development, the ripening and the 
transformation of the fruit of coffee in a suitable state to prepare a beverage out 
of it.” The arguments put forth by this Turk are also shared by others who pre-
viously wrote about coffee, Marsigli emphasizes.30 Then he gives the name of 
the Turkish author, Hüseyin Efendi (“Cuseim Efendi”) on the same page 
(Figure II). 

Figures I & II: Cover page and page 26-27 of Bevanda asiatica (Biblioteca 
Universitaria di Bologna)

Also see, Feyza Tokat, Hezarfen Hüseyi n Efendi’nin “Tuhfetü’l-Erîbi’n- Nâfia li’r-Rûhânî ve’t-
Tabîb”i, (PhD Diss., Pamukkale University, 2012).

30 Marsigli, Bevanda asiatica, 7.
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Bevanda asiatica opens with a reference to Plato’s Symposium in which a 
group of notable men Socrates, Eryximachus, Aristophanes, and Agathon toast 
their drinks while having conversations about philosophy. The inclusion of the 
Symposium was to familiarize a foreign beverage to the European reader. This 
motif of friendship and engagement in scholarly discussions becomes central to 
Marsigli’s narrative and reflects Marsigli’s close relationship with Hezarfenn in 
Istanbul. On the first page of Bevanda asiatica, Marsigli directly addressed Car-
dinal Buonvisi in describing the close relationship between the dinner table and 
scholarly conversations. He wrote that the most distinguished moral philoso-
phers “thought that there was no better way of displaying their affection than to 
share with them their food, knowing that Plato, that great man, used to organize 
feasts that have been memorable until today since they have sparked scholarly 
discourses which were combined with the delightfulness that the dinner table 
offers.”31 Yet, meals do not only stimulate conversations and friendship, since 
they are also a way of “lifting the burden of preoccupations from the spirit.” To 
this end, Marsigli says that he would like to introduce a foreign beverage to the 
dinner table of his excellency: “coffee has so many qualities that by consuming 

31 Marsigli, Bevanda asiatica, 3.
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it your temperament will receive relief in those parts that sometimes negatively 
affect your perfect health.”32 Marsigli assured his readers that the arguments he 
puts forward “have only been presented by authors who excelled in medicine,” 
even though medicine is not his profession. He also declared that his description 
of this plant, coffee, is very different than what previous authors have written. 
Therefore, he stressed, his account on coffee might seem strange to the reader; yet, 
by including an Ottoman text he received from its own author, Marsigli aimed to 
make his narrative credible and authentic.33 He noted with pride that the original 
text in Ottoman Turkish is presented with its Italian translation, and the accuracy 
of his translation was acknowledged by Franz Meninschi, who served as the royal 
interpreter for Oriental languages.34

However, the Ottoman text Marsigli used to give greater credibility to his 
own narrative was not written by a physician either, since Hezarfenn’s main schol-
arly interest was in history. Why did Marsigli choose this text by an author with 
no medical training while claiming to present the “medical history of coffee” and 
its medicinal benefits? The reason was not only because Marsigli thought that 

“Hezarfenn is the most intelligent mind in the Ottoman Empire,” but also be-
cause this Ottoman polymath had been to Yemen and observed the coffee plant 
in its natural environment. Hezarfenn claimed that he had hands-on knowledge 
of coffee in its own indigenous place, Yemen, where he examined not only the 
growth of coffee plant and ripening of its beans, but also how to consume coffee 
in the most effective way. Therefore, Marsigli suggests his readers “listen to what 
Hezarfenn Hüseyin Efendi says with regards to the origin and the virtues of this 
fruit,” since he explains the truth “in comparison with the lies of other Turks 
who had written about it, and curious Christians who had given only simplistic 
accounts, not including the evidence that Hezarfenn had due to his presence in 
Fertile Arabia as a state official.”35 Marsigli presents Hezarfenn as “a man who has 
been highly esteemed not only for the position he gained within the Ottoman 
court and for the exact histories he has written, but also by those Christians, who, 
like myself, had the privilege to spend time with him in Constantinople’s court.”36 
Marsigli’s admiration of Hezarfenn was both personal and intellectual, but did 

32 Marsigli, Bevanda asiatica, 5-6.
33 Marsigli, Bevanda asiatica, 7.
34 Marsigli, Bevanda asiatica, 25.
35 Marsigli, Bevanda asiatica, 24-25.
36 Marsigli, Bevanda asiatica, 8.
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not extend to matters of faith. All the Christians who knew him, including Mar-
sigli, fondly remembered his talents and good companionship, yet they mourned 
the fact that “he died believing in the false Muhammadian religion.”37 He was 
their equal in all but faith. 

Hezarfenn’s account on coffee, as translated by Marsigli, focuses on the cultiva-
tion and the features of the plant as well as its medicinal uses. A comparison be-
tween the original entry on coffee in Tuhfetü’l-Erîbi’n- Nâfia li’r-Rûhânî ve’t-Tabîb in 
the manuscript and in Marsigli’s translation in Bevanda asiatica demonstrates how 
Marsigli occasionally changed the meaning while consolidating Hezarfenn’s textual 
authority founded in empiricism. Both the original and the translation indicate 
that coffee was a newly discovered plant and therefore no ancient treaties on medi-
cal herbs mentioned it. Yet, modern physicians talked about its essence, benefits, 
harms, and nature. As an example of these modern physicians, Hezarfenn presents 

“Sheikh Davud-ı Mısri” (Dâvûd-ı Antâkî, d.1599), who “wrote that the blossom of 
coffee occurs in March, and it is picked in August when the height of its tree does 
not exceed three hands and it is not any thicker than a finger. […] Its nature on the 
first stage is hot, on the second is dry.” In the original Hezarfenn states that “the 
discourse of Sheikh Davud-ı Mısri was completed, [şeyh dāvuduñ kelāmı tamām 
oldı], however, this fakir [religious ascetic] stayed in the lands of Yemen for two and 
half years […] and saw that plants that yielded coffee beans could be found solely 
in two regions of Yemen.”38 In Marsigli’s translation, however, this part is different: 

“This is Sayh Davud-i’s opinion. However, I, Hüseyin with the epithet Hesar Fen 
(of thousands virtues and arts), say that I stayed in the lands of Hiemena.” By pre-
senting Dâvûd-ı Antâkî’s discourse as an “opinion,” Marsigli contrasts this indirect 
knowledge with Hezarfenn’s firsthand experience. This word choice in the transla-
tion also indicates why Marsigli chose Hezarfenn’s account as the most authorita-
tive on coffee. The role Marsigli donned here was intermediary, since he aimed to 
present himself as a direct conduit to Ottoman learning and knowledge of coffee. 

Both in the original and in Marsigli’s translation, Hezarfenn underlined how 
he had actually “experienced” his depictions of coffee himself during his sojourn 
in Yemen: “This is all I can say about the form, quality, and usage of the cof-
fee plant which I observed and about the taste of the fruit which I ate.”39 In 

37 Marsigli, Bevanda asiatica, 8.
38 Tokat, Tuhfetü’l-Erîbi’n- Nâfia li’r-Rûhânî ve’t-Tabîb, 77a.
39 Marsigli, Bevanda asiatica, 33.
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the original, Hezarfenn said: “taģrīr olundı,” meaning that “it was registered.”40 
Hezarfenn also discussed medicinal benefits and harmful effects stemming from 
excessive usage of coffee: it “would refresh his humors, balance the excesses of bile, 
and delight his heart, since its steam would reach his brain. […] It is especially 
useful for those who are drunk, and even more for those tiryakis, who consume 
opium, for travelers, and those who are very tired. […] There are no doubts that 
those who drink coffee ten or twelve times a day are likely to become dozy and 
melancholic. Yet, on the contrary, those who make a moderate use of it will never 
experience melancholy and will cheer themselves up.”41

In the preface of Tuhfetü’l-Erîb, Hezarfenn indicated that he compiled his 
medicinal encyclopedia from different Greek, Persian, Arab, Ottoman, and Latin 
sources. The main criteria he used in selecting textual sources were based on 
whether the medicines were already used and proven to be successful (güzīde 
ve mücerreb müfredāt). In this alphabetically arranged encyclopedia, he also in-
cluded original versions of the loanwords of plants, animals, and other medicinal 
products as well as their equivalents in Persian, Arabic, Greek, and Latin. Draw-
ing on the hermetic idea of harmony between the human body (microcosmos) 
and the cosmos (macrocosmos), he stressed that everything in the universe was 
interconnected. The cosmos was “in constant movement;” therefore his aim was 
also to capture the differences among plants regarding their growth, seasonal 
changes, and local climates, as he did in his entry on coffee. 

Hezarfenn’s main criticism was against physicians of Galenic medicine. For 
him, their practices to cure diseases were ineffective since they only considered 
the four humors: blood, yellow bile, black bile, and phlegm. Since they were 
not able to understand the real causes behind different diseases, their prescrip-
tions were not efficient.42 Hence, students of medicine had to know umūr-ı 
tabi’iyye, principles of nature, which is the foundation of medicine.43 As for the 
causes of diseases, Hezarfenn counted them as three: mercury, sulfur, and salt.44 
Although he did not name it in his encyclopedia, he was referring to Paracelsian 
medicine. 

40  Tokat, Tuhfetü’l-Erîbi’n- Nâfia li’r-Rûhânî ve’t-Tabîb, 77b.
41 Marsigli, Bevanda asiatica, 33.
42  Tokat, Tuhfetü’l-Erîbi’n- Nâfia li’r-Rûhânî ve’t-Tabîb, 11b.
43  Tokat, Tuhfetü’l-Erîbi’n- Nâfia li’r-Rûhânî ve’t-Tabîb, 4b.
44 Tokat, Tuhfetü’l-Erîbi’n- Nâfia li’r-Rûhânî ve’t-Tabîb, 10b.
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Paracelsus’s (Theophrastus von Hohenheim, 1493/4-1541) medicine 
emerged in the time of a new Renaissance interest in the book of nature. Draw-
ing on Christian neo-Platonic and Hermetic philosophy, Paracelsus aimed at re-
placing Galenic medicine and the conventional explanation of diseases stemming 
from imbalance of humors with his idea of three principles: mercury, sulfur, and 
salt (“the three first things”). He claimed that localized malfunctions within the 
body could be explained through these three principles. The idea of nature was 
no longer considered a hidden entity, since through observation and experiment 
one could perceive truth in nature. Bodily experience was a key to certainty about 
nature.45 

While Paracelsian medicine maintained its legacy, by the late seventeenth 
century it was no longer a central way to think about nature in Western Europe. 
However, Paracelsian medicine received a profound interest in the seventeenth-
century Ottoman Empire during the movement to translate European works. 
Paracelsus’s new medicine (šıbb-ı cedīd li-Baraqlīsūs) was introduced by the chief 
physician Ibn Sallum of Aleppo (d. 1669) in his New Chemical Medicine (Šıbbü’l-
Cedīd al-Kimyevī). Sallum’s work was an Arabic translation of collections from 
Oswald Croll’s (1563-1609) Basylica chymica and Daniel Sennert’s (1572-1637) 
De chymicorum.46 

Hezarfenn did not put Paracelsian medicine forward as the new medicine. 
He positioned it as the main and only sort of medicine for physicians to use. His 
preference for Paracelsian medicine over Galenic medicine did not necessarily 

45 On Paracelsian medicine, see Allen G. Debus, The Chemical Philosophy: Paracelsian Science 
and Medicine in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (New York: Science History Pub-
lications, 1977), Allen G. Debus, Man and Nature in the Renaissance (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1978), Nancy G. Siraisi, Medieval & Early Renaissance Medicine: 
An Introduction to Knowledge and Practice (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990).

46 Ibn Sallum’s work is known in the current historiography as “New Chemical Medicine,” 
yet al-Kīmyā’ as a term is more relevant to “alchemy.” On Paracelsian medicine in the 
Ottoman Empire, see Nil Sa rı and M. Bedizel Zülfikar, “The Paracelsian Influence on Ot-
toman Medicine in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries,” Transfer of Modern Science 
and Technology to the Muslim World, ed. Ekmeleddin Ihsanoğlu (Istanbul: IRCICA, 1992), 
157-79, Miri Shefer-Mossensohn, “An Ottoman Physician and His Social and Intellectual 
Milieu: The Case of Salih bin Nasrallah Ibn Sallum,” Studia Islamica, 1 (2011): 133-58, 
Harun Küçük, “New Medicine and the Hikmet-i Tabi’iyye Problematic in Eighteenth Cen-
tury Istanbul,” Texts in Transit in the Medieval Mediterranean, eds. Tzvi Langermann and 
Robert Morrison (University Park, PA: Penn State Press, 2016), 222-242.
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mean that he discarded earlier Islamic medical authorities, such as Ibn Sina, whose 
theories were similar to those of Galen. Instead, he merged Islamic pharmaco-
logical texts with Paracelsian medicine. His medium for revising pharmacological 
texts was experience (tecrübe). If any pharmacological account included evidence 
based on experience, it found its place in Hezarfenn’s encyclopedia.

However, for coffee, Hezarfenn thought that there was no reliable empirical 
information. Although he mentioned Dâvûd-ı Antâkî in his medicinal encyclo-
pedia, he did not acknowledge Antâkî’s account as an absolutely authoritative 
source on coffee until the previous physician’s statements were proven through 
observation.47 This put Hezarfenn’s entry on coffee at odds with Orientalist schol-
ar Edward Pococke’s (1604-1691) The Nature of the Drink Kauhi, or Coffe, and 
the Berry of which it is Made, Described by an Arabian Phisitian (Oxford: 1659).48 
As its title suggests, Pococke’s work was an English translation of Antâkî’s account. 
Both Hezarfenn and Pococke referred to Antâkî’s account as an introduction to 
the perplexing subject of coffee. However, their approaches to Antâkî’s text were 
different. While the English Orientalist was hunting for the oldest manuscript on 
coffee during the seventeenth century, he evaluated Antâkî’s treatise as textual ma-
terial which provided information regarding the exotic drink of “kauhi.” On the 
other hand, Hezarfenn was more cautious towards the information Antâkî pro-
vided. Thus, rather than giving Antâkî absolute authority on coffee, Hezarfenn 
stressed the necessity of verifying the account on the basis of observation. 

Marsigli concluded Bevanda asiatica by stating that the properties of coffee 
as described by Hezarfenn were in accordance with the discourses by Thomas 
Willis (1621- 1675) and Jérôme Tencke (d. 1687). Thomas Willis, who practiced 
medicine at Oxford from 1640s to 1650s, associated coffee with sobriety. As 
a physician particularly interested in melancholy, Willis explained that he fre-
quently prescribed coffee for those who suffered from the effects of the brain. 
Willis’s discourse on the medicinal benefits of coffee was widely cited by other 
contemporary scholars as well. One of them was Sylvestre Dufour (1622-1687), 
who referred to Willis in his Traitez nouveaux et curieux du café, du thé et du choco-
late (Lyon, 1688) in relation to the benefits of coffee for diseases of th e brain (les 

47 On Antâkî, see Ayşegül Demirhan Erdemir, “Dâvûd-i Antâkî”, Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslâm 
Ansiklopedisi (DİA), 1994, IX, 26-27.

48 Edward Pococke, The Nature of the Drink Kauhi, or Coffe, and the Berry of which it is Made, 
Described by an Arabian Phisitian (Oxford: Henry Hall, 1659).
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maladies de la tête).”49 Likewise, Marsigli emphasized that both Willis and Tencke, 
renowned figures in the field of medicine, “agreed that coffee holds the property 
of clarifying the intellect, dissolving stream, intestinal gas and drying, by pen-
etrating with its volatile parts, the abundant humidity that is usually generated 
in the parts of the brain.”50 By referring to them, Marsigli touched on one of the 
hotly debated subjects in seventeenth-century medicine: hypochondria. While 
there was no clear distinction between hypochondria and melancholy in the sev-
enteenth century, some physicians from both Europe and the Ottoman Empire 
named hypochondria a new disease. Some even considered hypochondria a seri-
ous epidemic which could only be overcome by “new” medicinal beverages such 
as coffee and chocolate.51 Coffee, however, was the best remedy one could find 
for many diseases such as hypochondria because of its significant role in digestion. 
The cause of hypochondria was considered to be related to digestion problems in 
the stomach. Hydropsy (“hydropisie”) which could cause hypochondria, said Du-
four, was little known among the Turks since they frequently drank coffee which 
protected them from it. He explained further that in cities such as London that 
were quick to adopt coffee, this disease became gradually rarer over the years.52

Marsigli prioritized Hezarfenn’s account over the other texts on coffee on 
the grounds of his personal acquaintance with the author and his high esteem 
for his intellect, as well as Hezarfenn’s reliance on empiricism. However, it was 
also due to a shared methodology in both authors’ approaches to knowledge 
construction. Hezarfenn’s rejection of all previous sources mentioning coffee and 
the emphasis on his own observations in Yemen to where coffee was believed to 
be indigenous reveals how Hezarfenn aimed to build his own authority over the 
medicinal history of coffee. His claim about the absence of medical texts on cof-
fee in Tuhfetü’l-Erîbi’n is hardly credible, since he was a renowned encyclopedist 
close to the Ottoman court and the collector of a wide range of manuscripts and 
books. For Hezarfenn, then, the issue was not really the lack of the availability of 
any sources on coffee, but the lack of useful texts that were in accordance with 
his own understanding of coffee. 

49  Sylvestre Dufour, Traitez nouveaux et curieux du café, du thé et du chocolate (Lyon, 1688), 
176-7.

50 Marsigli, Bevanda asiatica, 46.
51 Yasmin Haskell, “Poetry or Pathology? Jesuit Hypochondria in Early Modern Naples,” 

Early Science and Medicine 12 (2007), 187-213.
52 Dufour, Traitez nouveaux, 129.
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The encyclopedic nature of most of Hezarfenn’s works ranging from medi-
cine to history signifies how he aimed to revise available knowledge within the 
Ottoman Empire according to empiricism. This methodological revision, also 
shared by his European contemporaries such as Marsigli, reflects the change of 
a pattern in the Ottoman intellectual world of the seventeenth century. The 
relationship between Bevanda asiatica and Tuhfetü’l-Erîbi’n complicates the 
history of “cross-cultural knowledge exchanges” in early modernity. Marsigli 
selected Hezarfenn’s text to introduce coffee to Europe not only because of his 
personal acquaintance with the Ottoman scholar, but also because Hezarfenn 
adopted a method with which Marsigli was already familiar: Paracelsian medi-
cine and the idea of empiricism. Knowledge exchange between an Ottoman 
and a European scholar became possible when their intellectual agendas over-
lapped as well as when they were already familiar with the context from which 
they would benefit.

Abstract  Focusing on Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli’s neglected treatise, Bevanda 
asiatica (1685), this article explores knowledge exchanges between the Ottomans and 
Europeans in the late seventeenth century. Bevanda asiatica was based on Hezarfenn 
Hüseyin’s encyclopedic entry on coffee as well as on Marsigli’s own experiences both 
as a naturalist and as a slave-cook in Ottoman lands. Marsigli stated that Hezarfenn’s 
empirically driven depiction of the coffee plant was “the most original source” on 
coffee. By analyzing how and why Marsigli selected Hezarfenn’s text, this article 
sheds light onto the practices of cross-cultural knowledge exchanges in the early 
modernity.

Keywords: coffee, early modern, Marsigli, Hezarfenn, knowledge exchange, natural 
history, history of medicine, history of science.
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