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2. Arrival

Traveling to the Middle East in the mid-nineteenth century 
remained an often arduous affair, despite dramatic improve-
ments in terms of conveyance, routes, and journey times. For 
most travelers it involved crossing the Mediterranean Sea, 
which even during the summer months is prone to sudden 
storms. “The Mediterranean is what it is,” wrote Eugène 
Fromentin (1820–76). “You can say all possible good or evil 
about it but it’s still the most beautiful, the bluest, and perhaps 
the most treacherous of all the world’s seas.”1 Rough condi-
tions could mean not only days of delay for the packet boats 
and other craft that plied their way to and fro but also a dis-
tinctly unpleasant experience for those on board. Conditions 
were often cramped and primitive, even for the wealthiest 
passengers, and few regarded the sea leg of their journey to the 
Orient as anything more than a means to an end. Reaching 
one’s final destination usually came as a welcome relief, even if 
the act of arrival itself presented yet more challenges.

One of the most striking first impressions of an initia-
tion into the hurly-burly of the Orient comes from the pen 
of a writer rather than an artist. Gustave Flaubert traveled 

to Egypt with his friend Maxime du Camp and du Camp’s 
manservant, a Corsican ex-dragoon named Sassetti, by a 
steam packet which, according to Flaubert, “rolled like a 
drunken man and made but little headway,” from Marseille 
via Malta. They had their first taste of Egypt in autumn 1849 
as they steamed into Alexandria and a bewildering barrage 
of sights, sounds, and—doubtlessly—smells. “Landing took 
place amid the most deafening uproar imaginable,” Flaubert 
wrote to his mother on 17 November, “negroes, negresses, 
camels, turbans, cudgelings to right and left, and ear-split-
ting guttural cries. I gulped down a whole bellyful of colours, 
like a donkey filling himself with hay.”2

David Roberts had met with a similar assault on the senses 
when he arrived at the same city in 1838. He described in a 
letter to his daughter Christine: “Our ship was surrounded 
by the most picturesque boatmen in the world, pulling, haul-
ing, and bawling—each fighting for which should have the 
passengers. On landing from the boats the scene was still 
more exciting: such scrambling among the poor black por-
ters to get hold of the luggage, that it was with difficulty 
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you could keep it under your eye; and they submitted to be 
kicked and buffeted, all for the sake of a few halfpence.”3

For Richard Dadd, writing from a steamer off Jaffa in 
1842, what had confronted him ashore was little short of 
overwhelming. “At times the excitement of these scenes has 
been enough to turn the brain of an ordinary weak-minded 
person like myself,” he explained, continuing—in an omi-
nous portent of his later fate (see page 41)—how “often I 
have lain down at night with my imagination so full of wild 
vagaries that I have really and truly doubted of my own san-
ity. . . . could you but glance on the princely beggary of these 
imperial ragamuffins, you would beat your breast and gnash 
your teeth until they came through your lower jaw!”4

Such scenes may well have constituted a baptism of fire for 
European ingénus, but it was usually possible for an artistic eye 
to see through the maelstrom and find aspects of beauty, as 
well as food for creative thought. David Wilkie immediately 
understood the significance and artistic value of Constanti-
nople on his first sight of the city in October 1840: “On the 
evening of Sunday, the 4th, we entered the Bosphorus, and 
cast anchor opposite the palace of the Sultan, and next morn-
ing saw Constantinople by daylight, in all her glory. . . . Of 
course everything we saw was a wonder—the streets, houses, 
and roads, dilapidated, yet crowded with people; nothing 
clean or tidy, all bustle, hurry, and business; yet no appearance 
of wealth, all living as if hand to mouth, with dresses splendid 
and dwellings wretched, still recalling, in all their doings, a 
race and a time from which civilization had sprung.”5

Given the impact of such powerful first impressions, and 
that for most Orientalist artists their first physical encounter 
with the East will have been at a port, it is no surprise to 

find port scenes featuring in their paintings. Many artists are 
known to have sketched onboard ships as they traveled to 
and from the East, including Elisabeth Jerichau-Baumann 
(see page 116) and Jean-Léon Gérôme, who worked until 
dark every night when sailing back to Europe from the Ori-
ent.6 Coastal views of Constantinople and the Bosphorus in 

20. Henry Hering, photographic portrait of Richard Dadd painting 

Contradiction: Oberon and Titania (c.1856). Dadd was hired by Sir 

Thomas Phillips as companion–draftsman on an expedition from 

July 1842 to May 1843 to Italy, Greece, Turkey, Syria, Palestine, and 

Egypt. The trip had a profound impact on Dadd and influenced his 

work for the rest of his life.
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21. Alfred Wordsworth Thompson, The Port of Algiers (1883). Oil on 

canvas, 55.2 x 92.1 cm. American artist Thompson studied with 

Charles Gleyre in Paris and visited North Africa with his wife Mary in 

the winter of 1882 –83. This view of Algiers was one of many Orien-

talist works he exhibited in the years that followed.
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