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A Retreating Power: the Ottoman
Approach to the West in the 18th Century

Arr U. PEKER
Technical University of Ankara

Bu makale, onsekizinci yiizyidda, Batinin Osmanly diinyasindaki degisen algilanis:
uzerinedir. Karlowitz Baris Antlasmasinin (1699) imzalanmasindan sonra, Osmanl
Imparatorlugunun askeri giiciiniin azalmaswyla birlikte Osmanl elitinin Batr diiyasina
egilimi artmstir. Avrupaya giden egitimli seyyah ve elgilerin yazdiklar: seyahatnime
ve sefaretndmeler Batiya yaklasimdaki degisim iizerine ilk elden bilgi saglamaktadsr.
Sefaretndme yaziminda zaman iginde farkliliklarin imi edildigi ve Batinin teknolojik
dstiinliiginiin kabul edildigi bir yaklasim hikim olmaya baglamastir. Bu metinlerde ilk
defa Hristiyan ve Islim kiiltiivleri arasinda -kapal bir sekilde olsa da- karsilastirmalar
yapimaya baslanmastrr. Yiizyilin sonunda, bir Osmanly elgisi devletin istikrarinin ko-
runabilmesi i¢in muzaffer Avrupalilarin taklit edilmesini onerir. Bu yiizyilda, Osmanls
aydininin ‘kayitsizdan; ‘etki altinda kalana’ doniistiigiinii gorityoruz. Ote yandan, elgiler
bu yiizyilda da Osmanlynin kiltirvel olavak %istin’ oldugu fikvindedir. Osmanly devleti,
Avrupanin askeri metotlars wygulandigs, reformlar yapildigs taktirde tekrar en giiclii de-
viet olacaktsr. Elgiler igin Batr hila kendi medeniyetleri ile karsithk icine yerlestirdikleri
‘Otekidir. Batly insan ve maddi kiiltiir Batinin o donemde kullandsgr egzotik’ tanimina
girecek sekilde ‘yabanci’ olarak goriilip disaridan degerlendirilmektedir. Yakin donemde
Osmanly toplum tarihi, askeri ve ekonomik taribi iizerine yapilan yayinlar bu yiizyildaki
Batrya agilmanin’ on alts ve on yedinci yiizyillarda cesitli idari degisimlerin belivledigini
ortaya koymustur. Farklilasan yaklasim tarzinin sadece Bati ile iletisim ve etkilesimin
sonucu olmadig, ayni zamanda Osmanly toplumundaki i¢ degisimin bir iiriinii oldugu
belirtilmistir. Vergi toplama bigimindeki degisim, kitalararasi ticaretin gelisimi ve aske-
ri kurumlarda yapilan reformlar toplum sinsflarinin organizasyonunu etkilemis ve yeni
gruplarin ortaya ¢ikmasina neden olmugstur. Baty ile etkilesim artik askeri gerilemenin
kaginilmaz bir sonucu olarak degil, daha genis bir bakss agisindan, sinsf hareketliligi’
goriisii izerine temellendirilmis olan ‘toplum doniisiimii’ paradigmasi ile agiklanmaktadyy.
Dolayistyla, on altincs yiizyildan itibaren yiikselen bir ‘kent ve esraf burjuvazisi’ ve yeni
bir yonetici sinsf” grubu, bir yandan Dogunun gorsel ve edebi gelencklerine bagliliklarin:
stirdiiriivken, bir yandan da Bat: Avrupa kokenli sanat ve mimarlik ogelerinin aktarimins
saglamastir. Ilk defa bu donemde, Barok ve Rokoko tasarimlar ortaya cikmagstir. Batr Avru-
pa kiiltiirii ile gittikee artan etkilesim iginde degisen bir toplum sinifinin estetik tercibleri
Jfarklilasmas ve Rokoko iisliibu, belli bir olgiide de olsa, resim ve mimarlik tasariminda
etkili olmaya baslamstar.
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INTRODUCTION

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689-1762), wife of the British ambassador to Istanbul,
Edward Wortley Montagu, lived in the city from 1716 to 1718. In a letter to the Abbé
Conti, she wrote that the Turks, ‘are not so unpolished as we represent them. “This true
their magnificence is of a different taste from ours, and perhaps of a better. I am almost
of the opinion that they have a right notion of life: they consume it in music, gardens,
wine, and delicate eating, while we are tormenting our brains with some scheme of
politics or studying some science to which we can never attain, or if we do, we cannot
persuade people to set that value upon it we do ourselves [...] I allow you to laugh at me
for the sensual declaration that T had rather be a rich Effendi with all his ignorance, than
Sir Isaac Newton with all his knowledge™. This restrained admiration of Turkish man-
ners by an educated British lady at the beginning of the 18th century is an indication of
the changing image of the “Turk’ in Western Europe. This revision had already started
in the second half of the 17th century, when, as Ahmet Evin states, the West began to
regard Turkey not as a land of barbarians but as a political entity embodying its own
benefits and drawbacks”. Concomitantly, Western culture gradually became a centre of
attraction for the educated Turk in the East, who sought to emulate recent technologi-
cal and urban growth in the West.

THE HISTORIOGRAPHY

Studies of the Ottoman outlook and approach to the West focus mainly on embassy
letters and observations on art and architecture. The former represent the viewpoint
of state representatives while the latter demonstrate the influence of Western aesthetics
through Baroque and Rococo elements. The travels of the envoys who recorded their
eye-witness experiences have attracted an increasing number of researchers. Likewise,
the attention paid to modern transliterations/translations of some of the foremost
travel accounts has also increased in Turkey and abroad of late. Recent studies on the
social, military and fiscal history of the Ottoman Empire have revealed that 18th cen-
tury openness to the West was conditioned by 16th and 17th century adjustments in a
variety of spheres. The altered approach was not only an end-product of contacts and
interaction with the West, but also of social change in Ottoman society. Governmental
inclinations and decrees regarding tax collecting, intercontinental trade and military
institutions affected the organisation of social classes, bringing about new cadres and
social groups. Rather than being viewed as an unavoidable result of military retreat,
increasing interaction with the West in the 18th century is now seen from a wider per-
spective, in light of recent research on social transformation and mobility. This new
research also illustrates the integration of forms and motifs borrowed from Western
art in the 18th century. As a result, we now understand that the aesthetic preferences
and choices of a rising bourgeoisie and a new group of ruling elites (who were also fond
of their own Oriental visual and literary traditions) opened the gates for new Western
European artistic elements. This article draws on this research in order to give an overall
impression of the 18th century Ottoman approach to the West.
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THE FORMATION OF A NEW CLASS

There are sociopolitical reasons for this new era of interaction. The defeat of the Otto-
man army outside Vienna in 1683 began the retreat of Ottoman power in Europe. A se-
ries of defeats and disadvantageous peace treaties followed. The political conjuncture in
Europe allowed for a gradual Turkish retreat from Eastern Europe which lasted almost
two centuries. Rivalry among the great European powers shaped their foreign policies.
The French, who were at this time secking an eastern ally against the Habsburgs and
Romanovs, turned to the Ottomans. Louis XIV had not sent troops to defend Vienna
during the Ottoman siege and later refused to take part in the War of the Holy League,
financed by the Pope against the Ottomans. At the end of this war, the allies — Russia,
Austria, Poland and Venice - signed the Peace Treaty of Karlowitz with the Sublime
Porte in 1699. Later, the Treaty of Pasarowitz (1718) strengthened the political power
of the Habsburg Empire in Central and Eastern Europe. In 1719, the inauguration of
the port of Trieste by Charles VI heralded Austria’s economic ascendancy in the Medi-
terranean. Hence, one of the most important outcomes of the Second Siege of Vienna
was the strengthening of the Habsburg Empire’s power and the improvement of its
commercial position®. In the middle of the 17th century, the Ottomans and the French
signed an agreement that brought a minor three per cent customs duty to all goods
imported from France®. In the same period, commodities produced in Ottoman lands
were subject to higher tax rates. Shortly after this convention French goods invaded
Ottoman bazaars. Their number increased in the second half of the 18th century. The
Baroque-Rococo decorations on objects imported from France were highly significant
in the creation of a new decorative style in Turkey®. A class of military men with higher
incomes, as well as the members of the ruling class in Istanbul, were the chief consum-
ers of the imported merchandise®. Meanwhile, the houses of ordinary people remained
unadorned, preserving a traditional simplicity. D’Ohsson relates this to the lack of
knowledge of living in foreign countries’. Since travelling was unsafe and risky, only
merchants and official envoys could venture it®.

European commercial ascendancy in the Middle East brought about political and so-
cial change. Western governments started to back their respective companies in order
to maintain economic dependencies in the Ottoman lands. As political power was de-
pendent on economic power, the delegates of trade companies acquired a great deal of
influence and indeed became the official representatives of their countries. The Babuili
(Sublime Porte) acknowledged their new status and started to discuss diplomatic,
political, commercial and even religious issues with them’. Thus, the Ottoman state
entered into an age of lively relationships with the West European capitals and their
representatives in the East. In the second quarter of the 18th century, a new politi-
cal atmosphere changed attitudes towards Western civilisation, which until then had
been considered inferior. Agreements with Western governments no longer contained
statements stressing the supremacy and glory of the Sultan'. As noted by Lewis, the
Ottomans became aware of the fact that they were ‘no longer the Empire of Islam con-
fronting Christendom but one state among several, among whom there might be allies
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as well as enemies’™. The waning hostility of the Westerners towards the Turks and a
new Turkish approach to the Europeans opened avenues for dialogue. The accounts of
French travellers contributed much to this development'.

From the 1660s, prestigious roles opened up for Greeks in the Ottoman Empire, and
conversions to Islam probably became less frequent'®. Greeks and other minority groups
resided mainly in coastal towns where intercontinental trade was intense. Traders and
financiers from these and Levantine groups had been in a close relationship with West-
ern culture. This was not only because of their commercial ties with Europeans, but
also because they could access and read printed material that they had had the right
to publish and circulate since the 16th century'®. While Muslim merchants were con-
centrating on local trade®, Christians and Jews profited from intercontinental trade.
In the 18th century, the latter accumulated wealth and started to pursue a European
lifestyle in the major cities of the Empire. Hence, minority groups emerged as a kind
of commercial bourgeoisie. The same century witnessed the appearance of a new class
among Muslim subjects of the Sultan in the towns. Beginning in the second half of the
18th century, a new group of officials was trained in a Western style. This led to the Ot-
toman-Muslim-Turkish bureaucratic-bourgeois formation, with bureaucrats ready to
become faithful instruments of administrative reform’®. Together with non-Muslims,
the Muslim ruling class and high officials were influential in the Westernisation of the
Empire. On the other hand, the Ottoman elite’s increasing western orientation caused a
growing alienation of the traditional, conservative groups from the upper classes"”.

In his seminal book, Abou-El-Haj emphasised that there are ‘indigenous roots for inter-
nal change in Ottoman society’. In the later 16th century, population growth, the flow
of American silver and the rise of raw silk and cotton prices, generated an economic
crisis. The spread of tax farming and an increase in the power of the tax farmers fol-
lowed this. At the very end of the 17th century, life-time tax farms, so-called malikane,
had been given to the local ruling elite. Malikanes proved to be a threat to the power
of central administration and the state entered into a ‘process of decentralisation of
power’ ™. In the 18th century, local dynasties were even granted large tracts of land
as private property. Foreign trade also contributed to their wealth'. Thus, with the
decentralisation of the Ottoman Empire, a semi-feudal aristocratic class appeared in
the provinces, following the social and economic transformations that took place at the
end of the 16th century. These were wealthy and powerful provincial magnates (a kind
of semi-feudal aristocracy, dyan, esraf, aga) who eliminated the timariots (fief-holder),
their cavalry, traditional land use and taxation system, and became influential agents
between the common people and the Sublime Porte®. The state depended on them
— a ‘civilian oligarchy’ — for internal security'. Hence, the 18th century witnessed the
emergence of a new class, which was mainly composed of Muslim high officials, mer-
chants from non-Muslim minority groups, Levantines in the urban centres, and local
dynasties in the provinces. Abou-El-Haj connects the diminished number of pious in-
stitutions founded by the members of the Sultan’s household, and the number of simi-
lar foundations augmented by the new members of the ruling elite in the 17th and 18th
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centuries, to the loss of the palace’s power?. The aesthetic preferences and the choices of
donors from the emerging new class engaged in the design of a now much more syncre-
tic artistic milieu. This followed the previously-dominant era of classical Ottoman art
and architecture, which had been conditioned primarily by the tastes of the uppermost
ranks of the Sultan’s household.

CULTURAL INTERACTION

In the 18th century, like almost all European nobilities, the Ottoman ruling class fell
under the charm of the French palace. According to Max Beloff, in 18th-century Eu-
rope, ceremony and outward show were so essential for monarchy that to create a Ver-
sailles was the first step towards acting like its master (for example, Frederick the Great’s
palace of Sanssouci)”. Turkish-French relations strengthened throughout the 18th
century, as the French language gained in popularity in intellectual circles. A contem-
porary Ottoman intellectual, Seyyid Mustafa, says that he dedicated himself to learning
French because he thought it more efficient and universal than other languages**. Of
course, French at this time was in any case the vehicle of international interaction, and
in many countries it was the mode of expression of polite society. When, in 1774, the
Russians and the Turks negotiated the important treaty of Kutchuk-Kainardji, both
sides used French?®, as did the Ottoman state in its diplomatic correspondence with the
West. From the 15th to the early 20th century, among the Western words in the Otto-
man-Turkish language (6,930), words of French origin predominated (71 per cent)*.
The first Western experts who were invited to reform the Ottoman military were of
French origin. These included De Bonneval (1675-1747) who established Hendesehane
(aschool of geometry) (1734) and trained Humbaraci (bombardier) corps (1734). Un-
der Mustafa III, books on astronomy were ordered from the French Academy in Paris®.
During Louis XVT’s reign, the French ambassador to Istanbul, the comte de Vergennes,
became minister of international relations, and France supported the Ottoman Em-
pire against Austrian and Russian expansion. France contributed to military reforms
through De Vergennes’ secretary, Baron de Tott (1734-35), who established a new
rapid-fire artillery corps, supervised the rehabilitation efforts of the Ottoman Navy,
and founded a naval mathematics school (1773) and an engineering school (1776).
In 1784, the comte de Choiseul-Goufher, a member of the French Academy, came to
Istanbul as the French ambassador to the Ottoman Empire. Choiseul-Goufher brought
a team of 30 military instructors and two artists to contribute to the modernisation of
the Ottoman army and navy. French teachers taught students in the new military en-
gineering school (opened in 1783) in the same way that . Lafitte-Clav¢, Monnier and
Brune taught at the navigation school. From the middle of the 16th century, the French
embassy in Istanbul provided a setting from which European perceptions of the Otto-
man Empire were to some extent fashioned. Diplomats, travellers, artists, designers and
writers found a safe haven under its roof; especially in the 18th century. They published
their works mostly in Paris and shaped the image of the Turk in Europe. Books written
in French on the Ottoman Empire were more numerous than those written on America
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and Russia”®. On the other hand, the 18th century was also a time when France’s eastern
policy had a Janus face. Voltaire, for instance, was turning the French public against the
Ottomans and the comte de Choiseul-Goufhier, and in the introduction of his travel ac-
count on Greece, advocated the liberation of Greece from Turkish dominion®. At the
end of the century, public mistrust originating from this western policy governed reac-
tions on the part of Muslim subjects to the reforms introduced by the Ottoman elite.

At the end of the century, the sisters of Selim III were sympathetic to western ideas.
Hatice Sultan hired an architect from Karlsruhe, Antoine Ignace Melling, who built
a palace for her private use. Sultan Selim IIT ordered the calendars to be organised
according to Cassini’s Astronomical Tables. Mahmoud Raif Efendi wrote a book in
French on the reforms introduced by the Sultan (7zbleau des noveaux réglements de
UEmpire Ottoman, 1797). He presents the new Ottoman system (Nizam-i cedid) to the
West as a new civilisation. On 3 November 1839 an imperial script, read by Resid Pasha
at Giilhane, initiated the era of reform called Tanzimat, which was an end product of
the 17th and 18th century transformations. It was in the Tanzimat period that Western
institutional forms and administrative laws began to be adopted openly.

THE VIEWPOINT OF THE ENVOYS

Marquis de Bonnac, the ambassador of France to Istanbul (1716-1724), was one of
the closest European friends of Sadrazam Damat Ibrahim Pasha, prime minister of
Ahmed III*°. He was asked to bring the plans of French palaces and gardens to Istanbul
for the construction of the Sadabad Palace complex®. This friendship bore fruit and
Yirmisekiz Celebi Mehmet Efendi was sent to Paris as an envoy on 7 October 1720.
Marquis de Bonnac arranged the itinerary and provided a galleon for the voyage of
Celebi, who had been given the mission of restoring French-Ottoman relations after a
period of dissonance during the reign of Louis XIV. He landed at Toulon and went to
Paris via Toulouse, Bordeaux and Orléans. He was warmly greeted by Louis XV who
accompanied him in a hunting party. Celebi stayed in France for nine months. He was
given the task of signing a pact with the French king. However, from the beginning,
Celebi also intended to collect detailed information about French civil and courtly
life**. This approach signals the beginning of a new era in which Ottoman intellectuals
started to probe Western culture.

In Paris, Celebi visited palaces, gardens, plants, a medical school, a botanical garden (le
Jardin du Roi), the zoo and a printing house. He twice visited the famous Paris observa-
tory and went to an opera performance®. During his observatory visits, Celebi dis-
cussed astronomical matters with Cassini, the director of the obervatory, and examined
the modern instruments. He received a written report from Cassini and communicated
this report to Ottoman astronomers®. The visits of Celebi in Paris made a great impres-
sion on the Parisian nobles. He helped dispel the legendary suspicion of the ‘cruel Turk’
and stimulated a fashionable interest in zurguerie>. On his return home after almost a

year, Celebi brought back gifts for the Sultan that included wigs, commodes and bot-
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tles of champagne. As was reported by the ambassador of Venice, Emo, he also brought
pictures and plans of French palaces and gardens®. Celebi also presented an embassy
letter (sefaret takriri) in the form of a travel account to Sultan Ahmed III and Sadrazam
Nevsehirli Damat Ibrahim Pasha®’.

Celebi, for the first time in the genre of Ottoman embassy reports, gives a detailed
description of the daily life of the French nobles, their palaces, gardens and the ceremo-
nies that took place there. Shortly before him, Ibrahim Pasha had been sent to Vienna
in 1719. In the embassy letter (Sefarendme) written by a member of Pasha’s entourage,
the social and cultural life of the villages, towns and fortresses they visited was only
superficially described with a few words like “prosperous, has stores, abandoned™*. On
the other hand, Celebi describes Saint-Cloud, Meudon, Versailles, Trianon and Marly
palaces, emphasising certain characteristics of the architectural complexes he had visit-
ed. His comments concern the systematic organisation and grandeur of the gardens, the
specific role played by water, the type of royal architecture created for ceremonial set-
tings and mere entertainment, and the splendour of the buildings and furniture. Celebi
remarked especially upon the cultivation of nature in architectural settings which were
specifically created for aesthetic enjoyment and royal ceremonies®”. However, Celebi’s
conceptual tools and terminology were not adequate to give every detail of the urban
milieux, palaces and gardens that he visited in France. Said Efendji, the son of Yirmisekiz
Celebi Mehmed Efendi, accompanied his father during the travels. When he returned
home, he encouraged Ibrahim Miiteferrika (d. 1745) to open a printing house. In 1726,
with the permission of Sultan Ahmed III, Muteferrika established the first printing
house and started to print a series of books in Ottoman Turkish that included historical
and geographical treatises, a monograph on governmental issues, a study on magnet-
ism, chronological tables of the Ottoman sultans, an Arabic-Ottoman dictionary and
a French-Ottoman grammar book™®. In his writings, Muteferrika advises learning from
Western civilisation and military order to regain success*. Twenty years later, in 1742,
Mehmed Celebi’s son, Said Pasha, made a second visit. Said Pasha’s visit engendered a
new wave of turquerie in France. Shorty after this visit, the parade organised in 1748
by the students of the French Academy in Rome, was named La Caravane du Sultan a
la Mecque™.

Although French customs and traditions occupy a minor place in the Travels, Celebi
Mehmed Efendi’s text was the first and only reliable source written on contemporary
life in Western Furope®. Before Mehmed Efendi, traveller and romancer Evliya Celebi
(1611-1682?), had written a Seyahatnime (book of travels) that included chapters
dedicated to some European countries. However, Evliya never attempted to authenti-
cate his sources of information. In 1655, the Ottoman geographer and polymath, Katip
Celebi, wrote a book on the history of the Greeks, the Romans and the Christians.
However, he relied on Atlas Minor and other Western sources and gives very limited
historical and geographical information. The other two notable historians, Hiiseyin
Hezarfen (d. 1691) and Miingjjimbag: (d. 1702), like Katip Celebi, based their knowl-

edge of Europe on the same sources*. Mehmed Efendi can therefore be regarded as the
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first modern Ottoman envoy and traveller who related his knowledge on Europe from
personal experience, and demonstrated control over the biases and stereotypes which
limited his predecessors.

German lands such as Austria and Prussia also aroused the interest of Ottoman admin-
istrative circles. Following the death of Osman III, Ahmed Resmi Efendi was sent to
Vienna in 1757-58 to announce the coronation of Mustafa III. Ahmed Resmi Efendi
wrote an embassy letter on his mission to Vienna. This letter includes information on
political factions in the Habsburg Empire, Maria Theresa, Frederick the Great and the
city of Vienna. Later, Ahmed Resmi Efendi wrote another embassy letter during his
ambassadorship in Berlin (1763-64). This report, which fastidiously gives details of the
towns visited and Frederick’s policies, was widely read among the upper segments of
the Ottoman governing class. Virginia Aksan has studied Resmi Efendi’s encounter
with West-European culture. According to Aksan, Resmi Efendi’s impartial observa-
tions, and occasional admiration regarding the customs of the infidels, characterises his
narrative. This distinguishes the style of the report from its precursors which include
insulting and despising reflections on European culture. At the end of the century, Ot-
toman statesmen were advising imitation of the victorious infidels in order to secure the
stability of the state. However, Ahmed Resmi was still sarcastic about European society,

traditions and customs®.

In the era of Selim I1I (1789-1807), Ebu Bekir Ratib (1749-1799) was sent to Vienna in
1791 as an envoy of the Sultan. He brought back a detailed report not only on military
and administrative establishments but also on technology and social advances, which
noticeably expresses this new trend*. He had a clear vision to observe Austrian institu-
tions and to collect information on them. Ratib Efendi gives a detailed account of the
military institutions, political, social, economic and cultural aspects of the Habsburg
Empire in his five-hundred-page ambassadorial report (Layiha). The first chapter of the
book is dedicated to the Austrian military system. It is so detailed that it even provides
tables of officers’ wages. The second chapter includes administrative, fiscal, economic
and social institutions in Austria. He not only systematically gives detailed information
on institutions, but also interprets the philosophy behind European civilisation and
institutions?. In this book, Ratib Efendi criticises the Ottoman system and praises Eu-
rope in sections on military technology, the military status of the king, taxation policy,
proper customs duties, consumption habits, protectionist policies aimed at domestic
industry, the power and fame enjoyed by the nobility, the material well-being of the
people, employment, the idea of citizenship, art and trades, agricultural conditions,
and liberty in the areas of speech, diet, drink, dress and belief*. According to Fatih
Bayram, Ratib Afendi showed an admiration for Western customs, but was proud of
his own identity. He did not question the truth of the Ottoman world-view, but criti-
cised the prevailing practices and corruption in the Ottoman state. Ratib Efendi held
that Europe’s material standards were high but its moral aspects were poor®. On the
whole, Ratib Efendi held a positive image of the West. In his critics of secularism and
freedom of women, he was not a captive of bigotry. He regarded these latter as a way of
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life and praised the freedom of citizens in general®. In his letter (ndme-i hiimayiin) to
Leopold II, Ratib Efendi depicts Austria as a land of merits (vasiyf ve hasler) and marvels
(harikulade)>'.

All envoys sent to Europe in the 18th century emphasised the superiority of the Ot-
toman Empire, either overtly or by implication. Ottoman diplomats in this age still
regarded themselves as representatives of a world power. A traditional Ottoman view-
point dominates observations made by the envoys. According to them, if the Ottomans
applied the military methods used in Europe, it would again become the most power-
ful state. Arrogance and some distaste for the West continued to prevail, but scientific
and technological developments dazzled their eyes. However, the high esteem felt by
envoys of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century is not to be found in
their reports’*. According to Hasan Korkut, the envoys shared a holistic approach to
the Other (Europe). They were mainly interested in the differences, and not in the sci-
entific inventions and ideologies of Europe. According to them, the Ottoman Empire
with its traditional moral system, cultural accumulation, statecraft and resources was
still self-sufficient, great and unique and only needed a series of reforms. They focused
mainly on moral standards, but not on religious life. Women’s different status from men
and the non-separation between the harem and the man’s section of the house were
concerns of all the envoys. This, and other striking contrasts with Ottoman habits, plus
the culture of eating and drinking and of entertainment, were especially emphasised.
However, the tone of the observations on social life could and did alter in accordance
with the state of political affairs between the visited country and the sublime Porte. Art
and architecture and the urban characteristics of European cities were points of intense
concern for the envoys. They admired the order but were bewildered by their pomp and
organisation™. Even in a century when the power of the Empire was severely eroded,
educated members of the Ottoman administration asserted the superiority of their cul-
tural background and, at the end of the century, recommended reforms so as to remedy
corrosion in the administration. Again, they mainly emphasised cultural differences
rather than similarities, partly because of their own amazement, and partly because they
felt themselves to belong to an entirely different cultural realm. On the other hand, the
curiosity and interest in Europe that they felt — an aspect of 18th century culture — is
evident in the detailed accounts they gave of daily life, the customs, and the towns and
cities of the countries they visited.

NOVELTIES IN ART AND ARCHITECTURE

The appearance of the first Baroque-Rococo decorative elements coincided with the
dissemination of new ideas in the decade when Celebi was sent to France as an envoy.
The Ottoman palace pioneered the circulation of the Rococo style by ordering innova-
tive decorations for architectural works like fountains and sebils. They were acclaimed
by Sultan Ahmed III, his vizier and their entourage. It was a period of tulips, symbols
of luxury and prestige*®. The Great-Vizir Damat Ibrahim Pasha organised tulip festi-
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vals (Lale Ciragany, illumination of tulips) for Sultan Ahmed III at his waterside villa
(Crragan Yalist) on the Bosphorus. Gardens were decorated with crystal lamps which
were illuminated tulips arranged in the form of pyramids, towers and arches®>. Minori-
ties, Levantines and provincial Muslim magnates were vigorous in the dissemination
of Rococo, which invaded their houses and mansions from the middle of the century
onwards. These residential units in Istanbul and provincial towns and villages reflected
the modified living habits and material culture of the elite. It is significant that West-
ern-style mural paintings according to the rules of perspective first appeared in these

18th-century houses™.

Accordingto Tiilay Artan, at the same time the role of the Sultan was transformed, and his
vigorous image as a war leader on horseback faded. As a result, his authority and strength
was pronounced by the erection of new waterside palaces and ceremonies attached to
their use. They provided the Sultan with a screen of magnificence®. The banks of the
Bosphorus and Golden Horn never saw such a proliferation of royal chateaux. A similar
development had taken place earlier in Europe, when the development of the city-palace
and villa meant a loss of importance for the feudal seat, the castle, and the need for a sub-
stitute within the city®®. The shift of the royal centre from Topkap: to the city followed a
similar socio-political change in the Ottoman Empire. This challenge to the authority of
the Sultan in the provinces was probably one of the motives that led to an announcement

of might and grandeur in the capital. Seashore palaces served this purpose®.

Rococo was associated with femininity and private life in Paris. This was not surprising
when the shared nature of private life in Eastern houses and new French domestic spac-
es is taken into consideration. Rococo ornamentation spread in the Ottoman realm,
in the halls and boudoir-like private rooms functioning as bedrooms and guestrooms
in the Topkap: Palace Harem, and mansions (ya/z and kiosk) of the elite. The Otto-
man harem adopted French Rococo, perhaps because of the underlying commonality
in the creation of a feminine style in the West. Ottoman princesses (sultanefendi) liked
Rococo probably for the reason that it was more domestic and feminine, and therefore
closer to the spirit of their life, than the Baroque of the preceding century, which did
not find the slightest echo in Ottoman interiors. However in the 18th century, we may
talk about an ‘Ottoman Occidentalist mode’ in art and architecture®. It is well-docu-
mented that in the second half of the 18th century, sultanefendi built Rococo-decorat-
ed seaside mansions in Istanbul for their own use®’. In a similar way to the reallocation
of chiteaux in France, princesses moved from the ancient inner city, Topkapi Palace, to
seaside mansions on the shores of the Bosphorus and Golden Horn. Tiilay Artan points
out that in the 18th century, moments of privacy from the life of the thriving rich and
elites were for the first time expressed in miniatures and ‘representation of the private
realm’ became possible; hence, intimate (m2ahrem) prevailed over formal and ‘public’
(kamu) was given emphasis as an autonomous realm®. Redefinition of the ‘private
realm’ in the Ottoman capital facilitated new aesthetic appeals, which led to artistic
renovations. Ottoman Rococo was one of these trends introduced by the upper middle
classes, but historicism still reigned among the learned (#/ema) and bureaucrats®.



A Retreating Power: the Ottoman Approach to the West in the 18th Century 79

When we compare these houses with Parisian hdtels, we might say that both were ex-
pressions of the thriving bourgeoisie in their own domains. While Rococo invaded
interiors, classical orders still governed the design principles of royal and public build-
ings in France and the Ottoman lands alike. There was nothing new that we might call
Rococo applied in the planning of the town houses which still followed the academic
canons formed by Jules-Hardouin Mansard (1646-1708) and Louis le Vau (1612-
1670)%. Rococo was basically a style of ornamentation. In Ottoman architecture it also
remained as a decorative elaboration, and proposed no change in the design and plan-
ning standards of the Classical Age, shaped by Sinan, architect of Siileyman the Mag-
nificent. Rather than being the result of attempted Westernisation, Rococo decoration
reveals the openness of the Ottoman ruling class to the West®. Western European art
now reached the Ottoman ruling class through increased trade relations facilitated by
a stronger bourgeois class.

OTTOMAN EXOTICISM

The exotic basically denotes the non-European. As Barnard Smith puts it, “[exoticism]
was a category of accommodation by means of which the European perceived and in-
terpreted the Other”®. Christa Knellwolf writes similarly that the “exotic describes
fantasies as well as historical responses to otherness™”. The exotic object is signified in
a historical perspective, derived from geography and cultures outside of the Greco-Ro-
man and Christian worlds. This use appeared in the 18th century, when medieval cos-
mography was still conditioning approaches to the outsider. Western perception was
conditioned by imaginative pictorial representations of the other continents and vice
versa. This created a distance between the exotic object and the Western subject. We
know that the Ottomans were equated with Muslims in the 18th century and consid-
ered as iconic of the Other. On the other side of the divide, as evidenced through the
writings of the envoys sent to Europe by the Sultans, the Ottomans also placed a dis-
tance between themselves and non-Muslims. For them, Christian and Jewish subjects,
Levantines and Europeans were dissimilar, hence the Other. Until the 17th century, the
theme of Ottoman superiority was central to literature on Europe. As Bernard Lewis
has demonstrated, the first Ottoman writer who broke away from the traditional pat-
tern of uninformed contempt was Evliya Celebi. Celebi does not overtly state points
of difference or superiority of the West: he implies them. Yirmisekiz Celebi Mehmed
Efendi likewise makes implicit comparisons®®. While visiting the gardens of Marly, Me-
hmed Efendi makes a witty remark and recites a saying that ‘the world is the prison of
the Muslims, heaven of the infidels’®. In this sentence, there is a sharp distinction made
between the Muslim ‘we’ and the infidel ‘Other’. Celebi implies his compassion for the
‘poor’ Muslims who suffer, while the Others find pleasure in the world.

The reforms of Mahmut II and Tanzimat followed the now institutionalised ‘imitation
paradigm’ at the beginning of the 19th century. The 18th century is then a critical stage
in the transformation of the Ottoman intellectual from unconcerned to susceptible.
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However, this was a lengthy process, and the outlook of the average Muslim did not
alter greatly until the end of the 19th century. For him, Europe was still an exotic land.
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