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However, this “agreeable contrast” and “language of contemporary good society”
often reflected cultural perspectives and ideological positions that were less than
equitable towards Ottoman and Islamic cultures. According to the editor of a 1763
edition of Favart’s works, the playwright’s oeuvre reflected a singular

taste [that] is independent of our tastes & our genius, a sort of
general sentiment which determines all ideas on the beautiful,
the good, the bad . . . it is the Taste, strictly speaking, a uniform
and invariable Taste amongst all People where the Letters and
Arts are cultivated. It is a national Taste, which holds entirely to
our morals, our general characters, to our biases.'

In other words a “universal taste,” trans-national and (it would seem) without
temporal limits, indicative of a hegemonic Enlightenment ordering of the world,
forms the ideological underpinning of Favart’s work(s). In addition, this “taste,”
as we shall see in Les Trois Sultanes, is effected in the seraglio through the character
of Roxelane. Favart’s dialogue achieved note for its light and comedic effect, similar
to Marivaux’s word-play, and gained acclaim as the theatrical equivalent of the
paintings of Boucher or of Watteau. But within Les Trois Sultanes, “French” values
(as compared to those of the Ottomans) are clearly constructed as the benchmark,
as noted by the above quotes. Taste and values are embedded in the language, to
the extent that spirit, “‘charm,” and rhetorical power are present even when characters
do not know what they are speaking about, as Roxelane explains to Elmire:

But of course; at the suppers which one gives in Paris,
Above all else nimbly one discusses, one reasons,
And never has one more spirit
Than when one knows not what they say,
The French are charming.'

This repartee reveals a distinct national chauvinism and ideological bias. Critic
Yegenoglu defines this agenda as one where

the project of Enlightenment needs to be understood not only as
aby-product of, as David Lloyd puts it, “the intersection of liberal
humanism with the necessities of imperial polity,” but also as a
process of temporalization which fostered a certain narrative of
the world within which the West is anchored as the center.!”

Thus, with the West positioned as a center from which power and knowledge
radiated, the rest of the world became raw material for imperialist ambitions and
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plays of Moliere and Marivaux. In many ways, she can be reduced to a coquette in
Ottoman garb, a veiled ingenue, and a progenitor of Beaumarchais’s Suzanne,
though without the latter’s revolutionary credo. The eighteenth-century critic
Geoffroy reduces her character to that of a “most distinguished coquette of the
genre who reunites reason with craziness, sentiment with gaiety, nobleness of the
soul with frivolity, a heroic courage with all of the graces and little affected ways
of her sex.”! But this coquette, though initially a destabilizing force within the
seraglio, ultimately reneges upon her liberalizing agenda, instead opting for a
submissive domestic role at the end of the play with her vow of submission to the
Sultan.

The differences between the historical Hurrem and Neoclassical and
Enlightenment perception(s) of this exotic sultaness articulate how a powerful and
respected woman formed a threat in Westerner’s imaginations. In the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, Western historians regarded Hurrem with fear, viewing
her as politically motivated, manipulative, and ruthless. The Sieur de Verdier credited
her motives and ambitions to her “resolve to take further the effect of her hatred
and malice”; the Ottoman historian Chalcondyle attributed her machinations to
her fears of Mahidevran’s son’s “perfections,” and Jean Leunclavius, adding to
Chalcondyle’s compendium on Turkish history, attributed her powers to the
“enchantments of a Jewish sorcerer.”* These critics reduced this Ottoman sultaness
to an archetypal Oriental femme-fatale: cunning, manipulative, and dangerous.
Favart’s sultaness (or actually sultaness-to-be) poses little threat, other than her
flippant behavior, which mildly shocks the Sultan with its “arrogance.””*?

Hurrem’s status as an outsider also positioned her against French phallocentric
and universalist concepts of identity, since as a foreigner and as a woman, she
would have lacked the faculties for reason and the capability to wield power.
However, this is not the case in Les Trois Sultanes, where Roxelane embodies the
universalist agenda of the Enlightenment as a Westerner in the seraglio, as the
subject who dictates the parameters of meaning within the world-view of the play.
She possesses, in the words of Fabian, “the educated French traveler’s knowledge
... It is a superior knowledge, for it is not shared by the Orientals caught in the
present of their cities, either deserted and dilapidating, or overpopulated and
putrid.”** Roxelane’s “superior knowledge” gives her the moral as well as
intellectual authority to reform the seraglio, starting with Suleyman, as she tells
him that she will, “Commence, if you like, to disabuse you / Of the notion that you
have the right to tyrannize us.””** And later on, she succinctly states her intent while
expressing her exasperation with Osmin: “Oh! I don’t want someone to fall asleep
/ When they should snap to and obey me. / I want to establish reform in the
seraglio.”¢ Roxelane’s imperialist imperative had its roots in the Western perception
that the Ottoman Empire, in the eighteenth century, no longer formed the threat it
formerly had.
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Croyons-en Mahomet, notre législateur;
La nature prudente imprime dans leurs dmes
La complaisance, la douceur
Tous ces étres créés pour le bonheur des hommes,
Sont tendres par état, et faibles par devoir;
Autant vaut Elmire qu'une autre:
Céder est son destin, triompher est le votre.” (Les Trois Sultanes 332-33)
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Que vous ayez des droits pour nous tyrannizer.” (Les Trois Sultanes 345)

36. “Oh! je ne veux point qu’on s’endorme
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Quand il s 'agit de m’obéir
Je veux dans ce sérail établir la réforme.” (Les Trois Sultanes 363)

37. The splendors of Suleyman’s empire were now viewed through two centuries of increased
Western political and economic strength in the Eastern Mediterranean and a steady decrease in Ottoman
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