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			Montesquieu


			French writer and philosopher


			

					Born in Château de La Brède (southwest France) in 1689.


					Died in Paris in 1755.


					
Notable works:
	
The Temple of Gnidos (1724), poem


	
Reflections on the Causes of the Grandeur and Decline of the Romans (1734), essay


	
The Spirit of Laws (1748), essay







			


			Charles-Louis de Secondat, baron de La Brède et de Montesquieu, better known simply as Montesquieu, dabbled in a variety of careers: after studying law at the University of Bordeaux, he became a high-ranking magistrate at the Parliament of Bordeaux and joined the academy of Bordeaux. In 1721, he anonymously published his novel Persian Letters, which was an immediate success and earned him entry to a number of literary salons, in particular those of the Marquise de Lambert (French writer, 1647-1733) and Claudine Guérin de Tencin (French writer, 1682-1749).


			He was elected to the Académie Française in 1728, and in the same year set out on a three-year journey across Europe. His observations and reflections about the various political regimes he encountered on his travels formed the basis of one of his most famous works: his 1748 essay The Spirit of Laws.


		




		

			Persian Letters


			An account of a journey to the West


			

					
Genre: epistolary novel


					
Reference edition: Montesquieu. (2008) Persian Letters. Trans. Mauldon, M. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


					
1st edition: 1721


					
Themes: culture shock, French society, travel, satire, customs, politics, religion


			


			Persian Letters was published anonymously in Amsterdam in 1721, with Montesquieu claiming that he had simply translated the book in order to avoid censorship. This epistolary novel tells the story of an eight-year journey through the letters of two Persian noblemen, who write down their impressions and thoughts, while their correspondents tell them about the major events that are taking place back home, particularly in the seraglio (the living quarters of the wives and concubines of Usbek, one of the protagonists).


			The letters, which are satirical and often comical in tone, provide an account of 18th-century French society, customs, politics and religion, and are notable in particular for their insightful political commentary. The also reflect the widespread fascination with the East and the seraglio at that time in France, and Montesquieu provides a wealth of culture-specific details to keep his readers entertained.


		




		

			Summary


			Persian Letters takes the form of correspondence between Usbek and Rica, two Persian noblemen who have left their homeland to discover the West, and numerous friends and acquaintances of theirs who are still in the country. They are from the Persian town of Ispahan (present-day Iran), and have travelled from there to Paris, where they respond to their many new acquaintances with a mixture of indulgence, bewilderment and criticism. However, while they are away, order in the seraglio (where Usbek’s five wives and the eunuchs [castrated men] who guard them reside) begins to break down and the women free themselves from male domination, culminating in the suicide of Usbek’s favourite wife Roxane.


			Discovering the Western world


			Usbek and Rica are about to leave their hometown of Ispahan to travel around Europe. They both want to learn about the cultures of the countries they visit, but this is not Usbek’s only motive for leaving: his virtue and decency make him an easy target in the corrupt world of the court, so he is trying to escape from his enemies. However, his wives do not want him to leave, and complain about his departure and their boredom in the seraglio in a series of letters.


			
The seraglio


			The term “seraglio” originally referred to the part of a Turkish house where the women lived, while “harem” can refer to both a group of wives and concubines and the place where they live. In Persian Letters, as in many Western literary works, the two words are used virtually interchangeably. The seraglio was a popular exotic motif in the 18th century, and is the subject of the novel’s last 15 letters, which detail the frustrated women’s revolt, the total breakdown of order and Roxane’s suicide.
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