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ABSTRACT 

Writers of the twenty-first century contest historical timelines to explore multiple dimensions of history. Written in 

the past for mere entertainment, the modern writers go beyond history to explicate ambiguity for truth. Metahistory 

propounds the theory of Contextual approach to explore these narratives and reveal the truth behind fiction. These 

texts believe that there is no glory in the past and it repeats itself. The writers of these texts mirror the present 

through the ages of the past. Historical time is a wave to be harnessed for meanings. This paper analyses Raymond 

Khoury’s The Ottoman Secret for timeline deviances and historical alterations. The reasons for these fractures are 

to make history relative; to make the readers see the present and predict the future.  
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Historical narratives of the twenty-first century question the genuineness, the timelines and the actions of historical 

objects or characters as part of their metanarrative of the search for truth. Though read for their entertaining versions 

of historical data, their ambiguity and the usage of certain tropes remain unexplored. Applying historical theories to 

these narratives reveals them as just more than fiction; the formidable truth does indeed lurk behind a frivolous 

exterior. As texts, they can be subjected to hermeneutical analysis through theories and deconstructed to provide 

multiple meanings for various readers. The rereading of these texts shakes the very foundation upon which history 

has been resting peacefully for centuries. 

Contemporary writers like Ken Follett, Wilbur Smith and Philippa Greggory contest history through fiction that they 

claim to be more than just stories. Follett‟s representations of the medieval ages in his Kingsbridge trilogy and the 

World Wars in his Century trilogy are beyond realistic. They are bitterly ironical and question the present through 



 

2 | P a g e  

 

the past. Smith‟s Egyptian Series and Courtney Series are powerful portrayals of history gone haywire at the hands 

of tyrants and politicians. Raymond Khoury is a Lebanon-based screenwriter and novelist best known for his epic 

thriller The Last Templar (2006) which is a history-altering tale about the search for the long lost treasure of the 

Templars. The Ottoman Secret (2019) combines time travel with history to visualize the present world in the hands 

of the Ottomans.  

Time travel has been a constant theme of science fiction like H. G. Well‟s The Time Machine (1895) to the modern 

11.22.63 (2011) by Stephen King. Time is central to these narratives and the protagonist searches for his past and 

future. He learns certain disturbing secrets during his quest and ultimately returns back to destroy his invention. The 

combination of time travel with history is indeed fascinating and Khoury operates with a vision of „what if?‟ 

scenarios that strike fear into the hearts of readers. The Ottoman Empire was the most powerful empire to have 

existed lasting from the thirteenth to the twentieth century. Khoury imagines the present world in the hands of these 

powerful rulers just because an insignificant man has learnt to travel time. 

The narrative opens with Ayman Rasheed time travelling to 1682 when Sultan Mehmed IV and Kara Mustafa Pasha 

prepare for the second siege of Vienna. Rasheed is an ISIS agent who wants the Ottoman reign to continue. He 

chooses the opportune moment to introduce explosives at a time when they were unknown to the Ottoman 

conquerors and literally alters history. When the Ottomans should have lost to John III Sobieski and Charles, Duke 

of Lorraine, they win against all odds. This single incident serves as a colligating thread that commences a massive 

change in history. The modern twenty-first century is completely altered. The introduction of the protagonist Kamal 

Agha working for the Sultan‟s Secret Service in Paris also introduces the changes brought about by Raheed‟s 

actions.  

The City of Romance and Art is a dull grey collection of spires and the draconian rules issued by the Sultan have 

made life a torture. Women are covered up, there is to be no music and no art, clubs and casinos are demolished and 

the whole city has toppled. Buildings of historical importance are either demolished or turned into humble 

institutions of education or hospice: 

Not that there weren‟t lots of people in Fontainebleau  . . . The old château dated back to the 

twelfth century, but it had grown spectacularly in the 1500s and had long been a favourite 

residence and hunting lodge of many of France‟s kings. After the Ottoman conquest, it had been 

converted into a sprawling madrasah complex that was home to a community of students, 

teachers, workers and their families. (Khoury 288 [1]) 
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But there are numerous advantages also. Women are free to apply for instant divorce, education is equally 

provided to all people, the „waqf‟ or charity boards have made expensive surgical treatments available to all and 

there are no paupers in the city. Rasheed has carefully planned and executed what he thought the best for the future. 

There have been no World Wars, nuclear weapons and cold wars. Because of the Sultan‟s rules, there is hardly any 

crime. Heretics and traitors are publicly beheaded. But uncertainty and corruption lurk beneath the tranquil 

atmosphere of Ottoman Paris and Nisreen, the rebel heroine sets out to find it. She hears complaints of people 

arrested for no reason by the Z Directorate, a black ops unit. Her quest leads to the darkest parts of history and the 

Ottoman government is ready to do anything to keep things as they are. 

Ramazan Hekim is a popular surgeon at Hurrem Sultan Külliye or the Sultan‟s Hospital. He discovers a 

strange patient brought in for heart surgery. The patient‟s torso is covered with tattoos and he speaks an ancient 

language. By keeping the strange man semi-conscious with drugs, Ramazan and his wife Nisreen find out all about 

the altered history. The man is Ayman Rasheed who has time jumped once again for better treatment. Rasheed 

reveals how he learnt the secret words by accidentally arresting the Director of Museums in Syria when Rasheed 

was part of an ISIS unit. The Director has learnt the secret from a Palmyran temple dedicated to the ancient 

Canaanite sky god. Rasheed kills the Director and decides to change history for good. However, this puts Ramazan‟s 

family within the evil clutches of the Z Directorate who are trying to preserve their history. Finally after the 

murders, Kamal Agha and Nisreen recite the spells and go back to the Siege of Vienna. They alter the altered units 

of history and Nisreen sacrifices herself to bring about the revolution she so desires. Things are back to normal and 

Kamal understands the world is a better place even with the World Wars and all. He remains with the secret 

incantation to stop people like Rasheed in future.  

Metahistory excavates beyond the remains of history through revolutionary approaches and offers 

explanations. As propounded by Hayden White in his Metahistory: The Historical Imagination of Nineteenth 

Century Europe (2014), the explanation by Forman Argument reveals that Khoury has used the Contextualist 

approach to history in his narrative. The colligation thread that links the past to the present time is Ayman Rasheed 

who becomes a historical object when the Sultan makes him governor for all time. The historical fields are shifted 

from Istanbul to Paris, Syria, Vienna and back to Paris again. By representing Rasheed and his minions, Khoury has 

revealed a part of a whole through the waves of time. Men of the pen, men of the religion and men of the sword are 

given the best and even exempted from taxes as mentioned by Khoury;  

Taxes were raised, although, much to the distaste of the populace, the askeri – the priviledged 

ruling classof clergy, military and state officials – were still exempt . . . Inflation rose. Imperial 

public spending shrank, and the little that remained was earmarked for Istanbul, seat of the sultan, 
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and its surroundings, where it was eaten away by the inflated price-rigging of the sultan‟s cronies. 

(65 [1]) 

 Markets fail to produce profit for the sultan. The poor had to pay taxes for everything. The Base – including 

Kamal, Nisreen, Ramazan and their children – work hard to produce capital for the Superstructure of which the 

sultan and Rasheed are a part of. This capital is extravagantly splurged for ammunition, exotic food and luxurious 

indulgences by the sultan. The sultan shows off his dominion as the best compared to the Puritan republic of 

America. Though the Americans have found clean energy and managed to convert Africans to their side, the sultan 

spends to show off his rich conquest. But the foundations of the Ottoman Empire are in ruin. The Empire declines 

even after Rasheed tries so hard to keep it up and running. This proves the theory that time remains the same and it 

cannot be altered. The outcomes are inevitable: “The Ottoman Empire had suffered a devastating defeat, the worst in 

its illustrious history. It was a defeat that would trigger a series of wars that would last a century and usher in the 

beginning of its long decline” (Khoury 530 [1]). 

 Contextualism presents layers of meanings as solution to the problem of constructing a narrative structure 

in a particular historical field. When the field and the timeline are fractured, synchronicity is lost and cuts are made 

into the fabric of time to evaluate the historical objects and their actions: 

The “flow” of historical time is envisaged by the Contextualist as a wavelike motion (this is 

explicitly indicated by Burckhardt) in which certain phases or culminations are considered to be 

intrinsically more significant than others. The operation of tracing threads of occurrences in such a 

way as to permit the discernment of trends in the process suggests the possibility of a narrative in 

which the images of development and evolution might predominate. (White 18 [2]) 

 Raymond Khoury‟s text is a representative of the present age. The social conditions of his Ottoman period 

are the conditions of today. In fact, his Ottoman Empire is just a fancy label for the modern period and its various 

secrets. The siege of Palmyra, Vienna, the extravagance of the ruling class and the scourging of the poor are all 

terms for the present age.  
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