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The 1790ies were years of radical political change, both in France and in the Ottoman Empire. 

The first years of the reign of sultan Selim III (1789-1807) were marked by major reforms 

which were aiming at modernizing the Ottoman military and administration in order to catch 

up with Russia and Western Europe. The young Ottoman sultan invited European and mainly 

French officers, engineers and shipbuilders to modernize the Ottoman infantry, artillery, and 

navy. Both, French royalists and republicans were employed for this purpose. Even a young 

artillery officer by the name Bonaparte applied for a permission of the French government to 

be sent to Istanbul as a military instructor. At the same time, while the French were assisting 

the Ottomans in modernizing their military, the French themselves were looking for Ottoman 

assistance in other two respects: The revolutionary government was hoping to win Istanbul as 

an ally against Habsburg Austria and Russia and the French envoy had to request financial 

help from the sultan, because Paris was not able to send sufficient funds for the maintenance 

of the French establishments in the Levant. The French were not able to convince the 

Ottomans to give up their neutrality and to fight with the French republic against the rest of 

Europe. But the Ottoman Empire, notwithstanding the fact that it was considered by most 

Europeans as the despotic regime par excellence, was nonetheless one of the very few 

monarchical states in which the French were allowed to openly wear the cockade, to found 

Jacobin Clubs and to celebrate the 14 July. Moreover the Ottoman sultan gave generous loans 

to the French envoy to maintain the consular establishments in the Ottoman Empire, to 

support the French hospital in Izmir, and even to come up for the sailors’ wages of a 

detachment of the French fleet mooring in Izmir, unable to return to its navy base in Toulon, 

which was occupied by the British.  

This paper seeks to give possible explanations, why Ottomans and French cooperated to such 

an intensive degree until very shortly before Napoleon’s Egyptian mission and why this 

cooperation ended so abruptly. 


