
westernization, decadence, and the turkish baroque 185

French engineers called in by Mahmud I [r. 1730–54] 

to work on the water system brought along with them 

sculptors, decorators, and draftsmen who introduced the 

Louis XV and Baroque styles to the capital. They thus laid 

the groundwork for the degeneration of the Ottoman 

style. Gradually, Ottoman artists began to adopt these 

fashionable European decorative idioms, which were 

vulgarly called “à la franka.” It took no time before they 

forgot the principles of Ottoman [architecture]. Ignoring 

even the fundamentals of this art, builders mixed all the 

styles, bringing about nothing but ugly and disparate 

[monuments]. Such is the Nuruosmaniye Mosque [fig. 

1]…such is also the Lâleli Mosque [fig. 2]: both of them 

belong to this period of decadence.1 

This passage is taken from the architectural historian 

Celâl Esad Arseven’s first book, Constantinople de Byz-

ance à Istanbul, published in 1909 with the media-

tion of the German Orientalist Charles Diehl. The 

two-volume work, on Byzantine and Ottoman art, is 

a translation by the author of a series of essays that 

had appeared in the journal ~kdam between 1906 and 

1907. The excerpt constitutes the core of Arsevens’s 

short exposé on the architectural production of the 

eighteenth century. Essentially an explanation of the 

nature of what he terms “la dégénérescence de l’art 

ottoman,” it brings out two themes that became par-

adigmatic of the historiography of the period over 

the course of the next eighty years: decadence, and 

European influence, which would be revalorized in 

the 1970s as “Westernization.”

Indeed it is not an exaggeration to say that until 

the 1980s most of the scholarship on the eighteenth 

century has been preoccupied with these two con-

cepts. This preoccupation has been guided by two 

premises, the first based on a belief in the higher val-

ues of the “national” character of Ottoman art in the 

“classical period,” and the second founded on the 

presumption that until the eighteenth century Otto-

man art had retained its necessary “ethnic purity” and 

had not engaged in any dialogue with European art. 

As we shall later see, while these premises remained 

fixed in place until the 1980s, “decadence” and “Euro-

pean influence” acquired different connotations over 

the years, becoming ideologically charged with vary-

ing meanings that, at times, seemed to resonate with 

the complex and multifarious discourses often lumped 

under the label “Turkish nationalism.” 

It is true that, on the whole, the eighteenth cen-
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Fig. 1. Nuruosmaniye Mosque, 1749–55. (Author’s photo)
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tury has received relatively little scholarly attention, 

caught as it is between the glorious classicism of the 

sixteenth century and nineteenth-century moderniza-

tion. But to a certain degree it has partaken of both 

the revisionist historical narrative of the late Tanzi-

mat period and the construction of the early repub-

lican nationalist discourse—more often than not in 

its capacity as the bête noire of Ottoman and Turkish 

architectural heritage and largely at the hand of Celâl 

Esad Arseven, who between 1909 and 1952 published 

at least five revised editions and expansions of Constan-

tinople. This is not to say that Arseven’s continuously 

changing interpretations of the eighteenth century 

were but a reflection of, or entirely shaped by, offi-

cial narratives and a long history of Turkish national-

ist ideologies. But they sometimes intersected with the 

broader intellectual discourses that took form in the 

course of his productive years as a historian of Otto-

man/Turkish architecture.

This essay will focus largely on Arseven’s writings. 

Unfortunately, this early phase of eighteenth-century 

historiography has been entirely eclipsed from the 

scholarship since the publication in 1954 of Do an 

Kuban’s Türk Barok Mimarisi Hakkænda bir Deneme (An 

Essay on Turkish Baroque Architecture), the first book 

devoted in full to the eighteenth century.2 Cumula-

tively, however, the writings of Arseven set the main 

parameters of the narrative that came to dominate the 

scholarship in the second half of the twentieth century, 

parameters that to a certain degree remain dominant 

today. They also reveal and elucidate the different sig-

nifications with which such concepts as “decadence,” 

“Westernization,” and “the Turkish Baroque” were 

associated in the early republican period, before they 

were eventually instituted and mainstreamed. 

In the epigraph quoted above, Arseven equates 

“decadence” and “degeneration” with the intrusion 

of European, and therefore foreign, elements into 

the Ottoman architectural idiom. This equation, nei-

ther new nor unusual, was integral to the contempo-

rary European art-historical discipline and the Orien-

talist scholarship with which we know, judging from 

the book’s introduction, that Arseven was conversant.3 

Only two years before the publication of Constantinople, 

the French Orientalist Henri Saladin, in his Manuel 

d’art musulman, had vigorously condemned the rapid 

decadence of the Ottoman architectural tradition—

decadence that he saw as having begun in the mid-

dle of the eighteenth century, and that in his view was 

exacerbated by “the mediocrity and ignorance of the 

European artists to whom sultans and high officials 

appealed.”4 As a result, European features of medi-

ocre quality began to “disfigure and corrupt” (déna-

turer) the spirit of Ottoman architecture.5 In this 

case, decadence was not attributed simply to foreign 

insemination, but also to the incompetence of Euro-

pean artists and their indiscriminate employment by 

Ottoman patrons. 

The belief in the foreign (Western) contamination 

of Ottoman art (and, more generally, “Islamic” art) 

from the eighteenth century onward is one that would 

remain relatively unshaken in European scholarship, 

as evidenced, for example, in the work of the German 

art historian of the Vienna school, Ernst Diez. In his 

Türk Sanatæ: Ba×langæcændan Günümüze Kadar (Turkish 

Art from Its Beginnings to the Present), published in 

1946, Diez wrote of the “abundant and heavy…baroque 

decoration” that brought about a degenerate and bas-

tard, or, more literally, lineage-less (soysuz) style.6 Nine 

years later, in his second book on Turkish art, Türk 

Sanatæ, coauthored with his student and assistant Oktay 

Aslanapa, Diez reiterated this sentiment, merely sub-

stituting melez (hybrid) for the earlier soysuz.7 

Fig. 2. Lâleli Mosque, 1759–63. (Photo: Walter B. Denny)
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Celâl Arseven’s earliest assessment of the eighteenth 

century no doubt converges with the Orientalist and 

the European art-historical discourses; although he 

acknowledges that every artistic tradition is often sub-

ject to foreign influences he does not depart radically 

from the Orientalist presumption that Ottoman art is 

a self-contained tradition that should remain imper-

vious to foreign intrusion and “penetration.” How-

ever, as Sibel Bozdo an has suggested in relation to 

his later writings,8 Arseven’s premises are, already in 

1909, undeniably nationalistic in character and conso-

nant with European nationalist historiographic prac-

tices. Specifically, they are in tune with one of the 

most notable cultural products of the late Tanzimat 

ideology of dynastic nationalism, the Uª¢l-i Mi{m¸rº-i 

{Osm¸nº of 1873.9 For Arseven, if the intrusion of Euro-

pean elements into Ottoman architecture ushered 

in a process of decadence, it was first and foremost 

because they stripped this architecture of its “funda-

mental principles”: those that, he explains, “preserve 

the specific characteristics of a national style…in the 

same way that natural laws perpetuate the resemblance 

between two plants of the same family and the physi-

ognomy of men of the same race.”10 In other words, 

he deplores not simply the loss of the principles of 

Ottoman art but also the loss of its national distinc-

tiveness. This is the central theme of his introduction 

to the 1909 edition, a remarkably avant-garde attack 

on European scholarship concerning “Islamic art” 

that he would continue to expand and embellish in 

the years to come. 

While Arseven’s critique of the “décadence” of the 

Ottoman style and his ironic contempt for its “pom-

pons et rocaille”11 extend to the second half of the 

nineteenth century, to include what he derides as the 

“pseudo-renaissance” of the Abdülaziz era, his views 

are perfectly in line with those advanced by advocates 

of this “pseudo-renaissance,” namely, the cosmopoli-

tan authors of the Uª¢l. These authors had delared, 

“It is by reviving the sane and vigorous traditions of 

the great masters of Ottoman architecture that con-

temporary artists…managed to recapture the purest 

sources of national art.”12 In reality, much of Arsev-

ens’s brief section on the eighteenth century is but 

a reiteration of ideas already articulated in the Uª¢l, 

which was in its time the only example of an indige-

nous disquisition on Ottoman architecture. The excerpt 

quoted in the epigraph echoes almost verbatim the 

following statement from the Uª¢l: 

Under the influence of French painters and sculptors…

[who] tagged behind the engineers brought over by 

[Ahmed III] for the execution of special works, Otto-

man artists gradually adopted the European styles of 

ornament. One step further and they were setting out 

onto this disgraceful path where soon, fall after fall, they 

descended into a profound oblivion of any rational notion 

of art and any purity of taste.13

Arseven is equally in agreement with the authors of 

the Uª¢l in attempting to exempt the first decades of 

the eighteenth century from the disgraceful descent. 

According to the Uª¢l, this descent, which began 

sometime in the seventeenth century, had been briefly 

interrupted by a moment of “regeneration” beginning 

with Ahmed III’s accession to power in 1703 and last-

ing through the 1730s—that is, some ten years into 

the reign of Ahmed’s successor, Mahmud I. For the 

authors of the Uª¢l especially, what characterized these 

four decades was the uncanny dexterity that architects 

displayed in the realm of surface ornament: the highly 

ornamented public fountains of the 1720s and early 

1730s stood out as monuments to the excellence of 

Ottoman “national industries.” Two out of the eight 

monographs included in the treatise (mostly devoted to 

such grand monuments as the Green Mosque of Bursa, 

the Süleymaniye, and the Selimiye) are dedicated to the 

fountains of Saliha Valide Sultan at Azapkapæ (1732) 

and of Ahmed III near the Bab-æ Hümayun (Imperial 

Gate) of the Topkapæ Palace (1729), over which “all 

the national industries lent a hand to the imperial 

architect to create a marvel, or rather, an assemblage 

of a thousand marvels” (figs. 3 and 4).14 As Ahmet 

Ersoy remarks in his study of the Uª¢l, while its authors 

promoted mainly the sixteenth-century Ottoman “clas-

sical” style, which they considered to be the “epitomy 

of rational principles,” they also expressed particular 

interest in the more hybrid styles of the fifteenth cen-

tury and the early decades of the eighteenth.15 In this 

respect, it is significant that one of the centerpieces 

of the Ottoman pavilion at the 1873 Vienna World 

Exhibition was chosen to be a replica of the fountain 

of Ahmed III mentioned above. 

While Arseven’s Constantinople does not reflect the 

same enthusiasm for the style of these fountains, which 

he qualifies as “bâtard,” they occupy a significant part 

of his short section on the eighteenth century and are 

repeatedly praised for the magnificence of their deco-

ration.16 More importantly for Arseven, the first forty 

years of the century, in contrast to the later decades, 
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had managed to retain the essential forms of Otto-

man “national architecture.” 

The break between these two periods became for-

malized in the first revised edition of Constantinople, 

titled Türk Sanatæ (Turkish Art), published in Ottoman 

Turkish in 1928.17 There Arseven introduces a full-

fledged periodization (generally accepted by scholars 

until the early 1980s) in which the eighteenth century 

begins with the Lâle Devri (Tulip Period). This des-

ignation had become popular following the publica-

tion in 1915 of Lâle Devri, an account by the historian 

Ahmet Refik of the reign of Ahmed III (r. 1703–30). 

The second period is the Barok Devri, which stretches 

until 1807, the end of the reign of Selim III (1789–

1807). In the most general terms, what distinguished 

these two periods, according to Arseven, was that the 

first drew on Eastern visual traditions whereas influ-

ence during the second came from the West:

During the period of Ahmed III, [Ottoman architecture] 

leaned toward Seljuk and Persian idioms, departing from 

classical forms…[and] a new style came to life. As [the 

architects] aimed to impart the arts with new energy 

and vitality, they broke out of the specific rules that had 

been laid out [for them]…in search of new canons. Until 

[the end of] this period, Turkish inspiration came from 

the East. From this point onward, as [European] people 

and goods infiltrated the city [of Istanbul], they began 

to exert an influence on those [architects] in search 

of innovation, and provided them with new [working] 

elements…A Baroque style appeared in buildings…and 

so did curls and twists and curvilinear forms…But this 

Baroque did not exactly resemble its European counter-

part. [Architects] included details specific to a Turkish 

taste, and a Turkish Baroque [style] took shape.18

This is the most neutral assessment of eighteenth-

century architecture that Arseven would ever make; 

Fig. 3. Fountain of Saliha Sultan at Azapkapæ, 1732. (Author’s photo)
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indeed, it is one of the most neutral statements made 

on the subject in the first hundred or so years of the 

historiography. There are no references to the bas-

tardized style of the early decades, nor the slightest 

insinuation of a stylistic decadence prompted by the 

adoption of European styles; the running theme is 

rather about innovation and a new surge of energy. 

Nor is external “influence,” be it Eastern or Western, 

regarded as a sign of submission by a passive Ottoman 

receiver incapacitated by the intrusion of so many 

foreign currents—an interpretation widespread in the 

later scholarship, to which I will return. Instead, in 

an overtly nationalist tone, Arseven talks of what we 

would now call an indigenous process of reinterpre-

tation of the European Baroque, carefully relocating 

this Baroque within the sphere of Turkish “national” 

art and thereby divesting it of its “foreign” corrupt-

ing potential. The eighteenth century emerges as a 

period of creativity and individuality with the capacity 

to bring fruitful change to a great Ottoman artistic 

tradition. 

How can we understand the shift of tone and inter-

pretation between 1909 and 1928? It might be pro-

posed that, with the increase after 1923 of the official 

Kemalist discourse, hammering at the necessity of fol-

lowing the Western model of civilization, the old equa-

tion between European (visual) imports and decadence 

became obsolete. But this does not seem to apply to 

the few contemporaneous voices who expressed their 

sentiments about eighteenth-century architecture, nota-

bly Arseven’s older contemporary, Mehmed Ziya Bey, 

a fervently nationalist historian and poet. In his histor-

ical and topographical work ~stanbul ve Bo aziçi, writ-

ten between 1920 and 1928, Mehmed Ziya Bey main-

tains the decadence narrative of the Uª¢l, describing 

a process of architectural stagnation and decline (fætret 

ve inhitat) that began under Ahmed III and casting 

blame on ignorant foreign architects who brought in 

a strange (acib ül-×ekil) European fashion called the 

Rococo.19 This narrative would survive into the 1930s, 

possibly as a form of lament by the “modernists” over 

a process of Westernization that had remained incom-

Fig. 4. Fountain of Ahmed III at Bab-æ Hümayun, 1729 (Author’s photo)
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plete and thus incapable of filling the gap left by the 

loss and forsaking of a great tradition.20

But Arseven’s 1928 pronouncement is far more 

ambiguous. What can we make, for example, of his 

ambivalent assessment—that the Baroque is not neces-

sarily a sign of decadence, but neither is it fully West-

ern—that recalls the intellectual haziness of the late 

Tanzimat vis-à-vis the West? Was his effort to resur-

rect the eighteenth (and the nineteenth) century an 

attempt to save the entire tradition of Ottoman archi-

tecture from protracted collapse at a time when his 

own architectural universe and the eclectic revivalist 

style that characterized it continued to hark back to 

the Ottoman past?21 In other words, was his effort to 

redeem the whole history of Ottoman architecture 

merely a way to situate his own contemporary world 

within a dignified historical continuum, characterized 

by a dynamic ability to regenerate itself internally? 

Certainly, the attempt to locate Arseven’s revised 

interpretations within the wide and heterogeneous 

range of nationalist discourses is to some degree inev-

itable. But the danger of explaining his shifting posi-

tions strictly from the amorphous lens of nationalism, 

and of undermining thereby his intellectual autonomy, 

becomes clearer as we start looking at the entire cor-

pus of editions of his Türk Sanatæ. And it is tempting 

to simply accept and appreciate the author’s continual 

rethinking and revision of his previous arguments: in 

his next editions, appearing in the 1930s, he adopts 

yet another surprisingly new position.

L’art turc depuis son origine jusqu’à nos jours, pub-

lished in 1939, and an undated edition of Türk Sanatæ 

that in all likelihood provided the basis of the French 

edition and must have been published in the mid-

1930s22 focus through and through on the concept of 

rationalism. This concept had first been expressed in 

the Uª¢l with respect to national Ottoman art prior 

to the eighteenth century, and in the 1920s Arseven 

had taken it up in the same context.23 But for the first 

time Arseven now introduces the notion of rational-

ism in his assessment of the eighteenth century. One 

wonders whether his new thinking was tainted by the 

intellectual climate of the early 1930s, in which ratio-

nalism acquired a new resonance and became a leit-

motif of the republican project of rewriting the his-

tory of Turkish modernization. As Bozdo an points 

out, this was a moment when 

...much intellectual effort was devoted to demonstrating 

the compatibility of Turkish culture with universal civi-

lization…It was argued that modernism, far from being 

an alien import, was in fact the uncovering of what was 

already rational and modern in Turkish culture, forgotten 

behind layers of obscurantism and backwardness.24  

Arseven was personally invested in the ideologically 

charged Turkish History Thesis, as he acknowledges 

obliquely in his revised introductions. There he praises 

Mustafa Kemal for instigating new research on the 

nation’s history and its history of art, and he refers 

to the Türk Tarih Kurumu (The Turkish Historical 

Society), founded in the early 1930s, as one of the 

two umbrella organizations that sponsored the new 

historiographic efforts.25 

The degree to which the intellectual environment 

of the 1930s was fundamental to reshaping Arseven’s 

architectural thinking on the eighteenth century is a 

matter of conjecture. Even if the centrality of ratio-

nalism in his new editions is in line with the official 

republican discourse, his brand of rationalism is a 

rather idiosyncratic one that serves to redelineate his 

old concept of decadence. Indeed, his idea of deca-

dence, previously associated with the emergence of the 

Baroque in the 1740s, now acquires a completely dif-

ferent inflection and is identified with the ornamented 

idiom of the first decades of the century, the so-called 

Tulip Period (figs. 5 and 6). From the beginning of 

the eighteenth century onward, he writes,

Fantasy dominated the minds [of artists], and they ceased 

to be rational (zihinlere fantezi hâkim oldu, artæk rasyonel 

olmaktan çækældæ). Buildings became more frivolous and 

less sober. Facades were filled with ornament. A love of 

detail emerged, and harmony was neglected. Architects 

fell into a kind of artificiality or mannerism (sunilik) that 

recalls Indian and Persian works. Fantaisie gradually gained 

ground, and, thus, an artistic decadence began.26

Although the term rasyonel appears for the first time 

in the 1930s editions, one can already detect in the 

1928 text comparable sentiments about the “irrational-

ity” of architecture in the first decades of the eigh-

teenth century. Indeed, if we reconsider the seemingly 

neutral passage cited earlier in relation to Arseven’s 

views about the virtues of the Turkish national style, 

his description of the “Baroque” style of the reign 

of Ahmed III as “lean[ing] toward Seljuk and Per-

sian idioms [and] departing from classical forms” 

can be safely read as a euphemism for irrationality. 

For the “national character” of Arseven’s Ottoman 

architecture27 lies precisely in its having rid itself of 

the “pomp and excessive ornamentation” of its Seljuk 
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Fig. 5. Fountain of Ahmed III at Bab-æ Hümayun, detail. (Author’s photo)
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predecessor and having developed a pure and logi-

cal, or rational, style (debdebe ve fa¾la süslerden tecerrüd 

etmesi, s¸delik ve man«æ_ içinde eñ güzel ü bedº{º formülleri 

bulmu× olmasædær).28 “The sense of originality of Turkish 

artists,” he wrote elsewhere, “is to the highest degree 

about purity/pleasantness (nez¸het), simplicity/purity 

(s¸delik), and reason/logic/rationality (man«æ_).”29 

While Arseven was, in all likelihood, inspired by the 

Uª¢l’s early emphasis on the rationality of Ottoman 

architecture, his conception of the rational is far more 

exclusive, confined as it is to sixteenth-century classi-

cism. By contrast, for the authors of the Uª¢l, rational-

ity remained integral to the early-eighteenth-century 

idiom. Keen on advocating the ornamental virtuosity 

of this period, they managed to harmonize it with an 

understanding of rationalism by which ornament was 

to remain subordinate to tectonics—an understanding 

inherent to the contemporary European debate on 

rationalism. Thus, they argued, in the great fountains 

of the 1720s and 1730s, ornament was “chiseled into 

the surface” and was therefore only secondary to form 

and structure.30 

While in the last edition of Türk Sanatæ, published 

in 1952, the rational/irrational dichotomy remained 

key to characterizing Turkish art, it lost its relevance 

with regard to the eighteenth century. Particularly 

striking about this expanded edition, the voluminous, 

800-page Türk Sanatæ Tarihi Men×einden Bugüne Kadar 

(Turkish Art History from Its Origins until Today),31 

is that it strives to present the eighteenth century in a 

more favorable light. The so-called Tulip Period, now 

appraised in direct relation to the classical period, is 

no longer irrational, but eccentric or mannered and 

playful (inhinalæ ve oynakdær). Its forms, compared to 

the male forms of the classical period, are feminine, 

as is the Corinthian order in comparison to the Doric. 

Flowers and twigs, Arseven explains, replaced the 

muqarnas and the heavy and sober decoration of the 

classical style, imparting buildings, even tombstones, 

with a “coquettish and cheerful air” (×uh ve ne×eli bir 

×ekil).32 The Baroque period (which he now consid-

ers to extend into the middle of the nineteenth cen-

tury) not only continued this sense of playfulness but 

introduced the fashion for frivolous (hafifme×reb) dec-

Fig. 6. Fountain of Mahmud I at Tophane, 1732, detail. (Author’s photo)

Book 1.indb   192Book 1.indb   192 9/20/2007   9:17:48 PM9/20/2007   9:17:48 PM



westernization, decadence, and the turkish baroque 193

oration.33 More important, the author cautions, more 

forcefully now, against designations of the Baroque 

as a Western (frengî) or a decadent style. Instead, he 

states, it should deserve a place in “our national his-

tory of Turkish art.”34 

While, as noted above, Arseven’s work in general 

had little impact beyond his own time, these caution-

ary words about the place of the Baroque in Ottoman 

and Turkish historiography would somehow persist 

another thirty years, during which all attention cen-

tered on the scope and significance of European influ-

ence. In fact, his remarks were appropriated as early 

as two years later by Do an Kuban in his Türk Barok 

Mimarisi Hakkænda bir Deneme, the book that brought 

the eighteenth century into the fold of Ottoman archi-

tectural scholarship. Though Kuban nowhere refers to 

the work of Arseven, the main parameters of his argu-

ments clearly derive from his predecessor. Kuban’s 

book, in short, is an essay about the nature of Euro-

pean influence and the extent to which the eighteenth 

century should be regarded as decadent. Yet his con-

ception of decadence bears little resemblance to ear-

lier ones; circumscribed within the broader context 

of Ottoman political decline that began following the 

empire’s military defeat in Vienna in 1683, what Kuban 

terms “the spirit of decadence” is no longer a process 

instigated by the penetration of Western ideas, but 

rather one that made such penetration possible and, 

to a certain degree, inevitable.35 To Kuban, political 

decline, compounded by the incompetence of West-

ern architects who brought in foreign styles, largely 

determined the architectural production of the eigh-

teenth century, which, save for a few “sempatik eser-

ler” (pleasing works), was on the whole of mediocre 

quality.36 Overlooking earlier forms of artistic inter-

action between the Ottomans and Europe, Kuban 

argues that the adoption of European elements was 

but a by-product of Ottoman political decline and 

constituted an acknowledgment of Europe’s superior-

ity, whereas previously, when the Ottomans had had 

no fear of Europe, they had shown little interest in 

things European.37 

Less than a year later, however, Kuban’s interpre-

tive tone had changed. In an article addressed to an 

international (mostly Western) audience, published 

in French in the journal Palladio, he wrote about the 

“favorable climate” of political, trade, and diplomatic 

exchange between the Ottomans and Europe that 

brought to Istanbul European artists and, along with 

them, new styles and creative impulses.38 Forsaking 

earlier notions of decadence and decline, Kuban here 

examines the extent of these influences and, like Arse-

ven before him, emphasizes the national character of 

what he now prefers to call the Rococo, on account 

of its superficial, ornamental character.39 The Nuruos-

maniye Mosque, previously derided (following Arsev-

en’s Constantinople and the works of Orientalist schol-

ars) as a bizarre-looking monument that heralded the 

decadence of Ottoman architecture, is now extolled as 

“a Baroque gem” and “the most magnificent Baroque 

monument in Istanbul.”40 Kuban’s later publications, 

between the 1980s and 2004, largely reiterate these 

views. Alternatively presented as Baroque or Rococo, 

European influence, which by 1996 he redubs “West-

ernization,” is the consistent framework of inquiry 

within which he explores architectural change, and 

the product of a new and overarching inclination 

toward the West that began at the dawn of the eigh-

teenth century.41

But by 1996, the concept of Westernization had 

already taken on a life of its own, emerging as the 

central paradigm in the little flurry of publications 

that came out between the mid-1970s and mid-1980s. 

The titles of articles and book chapters that appeared 

in the course of this decade are telling: Ayda Arel’s 

Onsekizinci Yüzyæl ~stanbul Mimarisinde Batælæla×ma Süreci 

(The Period of Westernization in the Architecture 

of Eighteenth-Century Istanbul); Ülkü Bates’s “The 

European Influence on Ottoman Architecture”; Filiz 

Yeni×ehirlio lu’s “Western Influences on Ottoman 

Architecture in the Eighteenth Century”; Michael 

Levey’s “Intimations of Rococo”; and Godfrey Good-

win’s “Baroque and After.”42 This apparent urge to his-

toricize Turkish modernization and fit it into a histor-

ical continuum reaching back to the early eighteenth 

century extended to the historiography on painting 

and literature as well.43 Like Kuban’s, all these works 

relied almost exclusively on European-language sources 

and drew extensively on eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century European travel literature. Over time, they 

also formed a chain of transmission, which explains 

in part why the literature of the 1970s and 1980s is so 

extremely consistent, and why even certain historical 

anecdotes, which can be traced back to eighteenth-

century European travelers but for which we have no 

other evidence as yet, are perpetuated and acquire 

the status of historical fact.44 

Ultimately, this also explains why, despite the recent 

emergence of works that do not partake of the dom-

inant Westernization narrative and offer instead new 
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research directions and methodologies,45 public per-

ceptions of the eighteenth century have not drasti-

cally changed since the 1950s. Indeed, the paradigm 

of Westernization, anticipated by Arseven and conse-

crated in the work of Do an Kuban, continues to sur-

vive in specialized studies and textbook surveys as well 

as in the more widely read literature on Ottoman cul-

ture and history. What unites all these works is their 

prevailing assumption that admiration for and inter-

est in European culture did not begin until the turn 

of the eighteenth century.46 Following the (otherwise 

outdated) political decline thesis, they tacitly accept the 

idea that from the beginning of the eighteenth century 

onward, the cultural regeneration of a militarily ailing 

empire could occur only by its turning to Europe. In 

the dominant narrative of Ottoman architectural his-

tory today, the eighteenth century inaugurates a new 

era of peace and diplomacy with Europe that is con-

trasted with the warring and depressed atmosphere of 

the previous decades. Against this backdrop, the rul-

ing elite’s cultivation of a new westernizing outlook is 

perceived as the chief impulse that gave shape to the 

architectural and cultural horizon of the time. 

There is no doubt that the Ottomans’ increasing 

diplomatic contact with Europe in the aftermath of 

the 1699 treaty of Karlowitz accelerated the infiltra-

tion of Western artistic knowledge, ideas, motifs, and 

techniques.47 As every scholar has pointed out, Neo-

classical, Baroque, and Rococo elements gradually 

permeated the architecture of Istanbul in particular, 

especially from the 1750s on. But did this trend nec-

essarily signal a sudden inclination toward Western-

ization, in the sense of an all-encompassing interest 

in emulating the West? And how exceptional was it 

to the history of Ottoman architecture? While artis-

tic and cultural exchange certainly intensified from 

the turn of the eighteenth century onward, the vir-

tually continuous artistic contact between Ottomans 

and Europeans for more than two centuries prior to 

1700 cannot be ignored.48 

The treatment of Westernization as at once a symp-

tom of the empire’s decline and a preface to the West-

ern-dominated modernization reforms of the nine-

teenth century is firmly crystallizing the problematic 

belief that Westernization was, and had to be, the prin-

cipal agent of architectural change in the eighteenth 

century. Not only does this belief simply disregard the 

more complex and extensive character of architectural 

developments, but it also precludes the possibility that 

locally circumscribed factors could effect any form of 

change. Doubtless some transformations were brought 

about by a wider exposure to foreign ideas and mate-

rial culture, but what was most distinctive about the 

eighteenth century was its unprecedented receptive-

ness to all sorts of artistic innovations that included 

not only Western details, but Safavid Persian and 

Mughal Indian elements as well. And that receptive-

ness, in turn, was primarily nurtured by a long pro-

cess of transformation in the social order, by chang-

ing patterns of patronage, and by newly emergent 

conceptions of architectural beauty.49

More broadly speaking, the very notion of Western-

ization must be problematized. It has come to acquire 

the meaning of an overriding and unilateral influence 

over an eager and compliant receiver. Yet, as the pop-

ularity of turquerie in most major European cities itself 

reveals, “influence” between the eighteenth-century 

European and Ottoman worlds was hardly unidirec-

tional. Nor was it fundamental to the development in 

the Ottoman Empire of a new architectural and dec-

orative language: as Arseven was already pointing out 

a century ago, selectively appropriated features and 

motifs were thoroughly reworked into a distinctly Otto-

man idiom. And while Western features were acknowl-

edged by contemporary Ottoman observers as part 

of the architectural vocabulary, these features hardly 

stood out in the widely eclectic visual environment 

of the time, nor were they at any point invested with 

the kind of cultural charge implied by the concept of 

“Westernization.”50 
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NOTES

 Author’s note: I thank Sibel Bozdo an and Gülru Necipo lu 

for their valuable comments on this essay. This paper has 

greatly benefited from the generosity of Ahmet Ersoy and 

Yavuz Sezer, who lent me their personal copies of the lesser-

known editions of Celâl Esad Arseven’s work. 

1. “Les ingénieurs français, appelés en Turquie par Mahmoud 

Ier pour les travaux hydrographiques, amenèrent avec eux des 

sculpteurs, des décorateurs et des dessinateurs qui, en introdu-

isant les styles Louis XV et baroque, préparèrent la dégénéres-

cence du style ottoman. Avec le temps les artistes ottomans 

se rapprochèrent de plus en plus des types d’ornementation 

européenne qui devint à la mode, et fut appelée alors vul-

gairement ‘à la franka.’ Ils eurent tôt fait d’oublier les prin-

cipes de l’art ottoman. Ignorant les notions mêmes de cet 

art, les constructeurs mélangèrent tous les styles, ne mettant 

ainsi au jour que des oeuvres laides et disparates. Telle est la 

mosquée Nouri Osmanié…telle est aussi la mosquée Laléli: 
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