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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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particular were commonplace by 1800, and more detailed 
studies of other ports across the region were to follow as the 
traffic in artist–travelers grew.

A particular favorite was the harbor at Algiers, for three 
centuries the impregnable stronghold of the fabled Barbary 
corsairs (until the French annexation of 1830), and therefore 
rich in iconography and glamor. It was painted by William 
Wyld in 1833 and again by Alfred Wordsworth Thompson 
exactly half a century later. Thompson’s The Port of Algiers 
(Figure 21) depicts a busy scene of ships moored, tidy harbor 
buildings, and merchants engaged in business transactions. 
Other artists favored a more romantic interpretation, with 
Frederick Arthur Bridgman conjuring a nostalgic image in 
his book, Winters in Algeria. He describes wistfully how, four 
decades earlier, before the construction of a modern quay 
and boulevard in Algiers, “the Arab town came down to the 
water’s edge, and boats were moored to rings in the very walls 
of the houses. What a picture!”7

The timeless quality of the location clearly struck a chord, 
as Bridgman went on to say how many of the traditional fish-
ing smacks were still there at the time he was writing (the late 
1880s), “their coloured sails thrown over the boom to shel-
ter sailors making their bouillabaisse, the blue smoke curling 
up through the rigging.” He produced various studies of the 
port in Algiers, one featuring as an illustration in Winters 
in Algeria and at least three of which were part of his major 
exhibition at the Art Institute of Chicago in May 1890. The 
traditional corner of the port, away from the modernized sec-
tion built by the French colonial authorities, was also a focus 
for Albert Besnard (1849–1934), who in 1893–94 produced 
the romantically charged work, The Port of Algiers at Dusk.

Elsewhere, David Roberts depicted the ports at Suez and 
Tyre, views that were to form part of his bestselling lithog-
raphy series with Louis Haghe (see pages 203–205), and in 
1872 Edwin Lord Weeks painted the harbor at Tangier, the 
earliest known of his works in the Orientalist style.8 Gustav 
Bauernfeind’s Jaffa, Recruiting of Turkish Soldiers in Palestine 
(1888) (Figure 22) is notable for its depiction of a port not as 
a scenic subject but as the location for a particularly dramatic 
event: the enforced conscription of soldiers taken away by 
boat and the reaction of their distressed families on the shore.

First Footfall
Once passengers were disembarked, there were usually cus-
toms checks to be undertaken. This was an often random 
exercise, as Edwin Lord Weeks discovered on arrival at Tre-
bizond (Trabzon) in Turkey, in July 1892: “An ancient Turk, 
who has been detailed to burrow into our bags and boxes, 
mercifully ignores the fire-arms and cartridges, but pounces 
at once on Murray’s hand-books for Bengal and the Punjaub 
[Weeks’s ultimate destination was India], and Adams’s Cable 
Codex, which he scrutinizes severely. The printed page in an 
unknown language is considered by the Ottoman official to 
be fraught with peril to the peace of all true believers. These 
suspicious volumes are detained for the examination of the 
censor, but were kindly returned to us on the following day, 
duly indorsed on their fly-leaves, to the effect that nothing 
detrimental to the religion of Mohammed had been found.”9

Having successfully negotiated customs and any other 
bureaucratic obstacles, travelers—by now usually accompanied 
by a retinue of (often uninvited) helpers and hangers-on—
headed off to find accommodation. In many cases this was 
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prearranged, the result of recommendations from home. Many 
artists arrived with letters of introduction from well-placed 
friends and acquaintances and, armed with such credentials, 
would take an early opportunity to seek out the most highly 
placed local officials or national representatives. Frederick 
Goodall arrived in Egypt in 1858 with letters of endorsement 
in his bag written by none other than David Roberts, whom 
he described as “my dear old friend.”10 Murray’s Handbooks 
stressed what an essential part of pre-departure planning such 
documents were but equally conceded that all was not lost if 
one arrived without any: “Should the traveller be unprovided 
with letters, he will do well nevertheless, to call on those holding 
official situations. From them he will obtain correct informa-
tion as to the state of the countries in which they reside, and 
how far travelling is practicable; any advice so given should be 
strictly adhered to.”

In the early years of European travel to the Orient pro-
viding such advice to visitors was unlikely to prove too much 
of an imposition on “those holding official situations.” The 
number of travelers was relatively small and for European 
officials posted abroad the new arrivals offered the prospect 
of welcome relief from the long weeks, if not months, of 
enforced social monotony in remote locations. However, 
as tourism expanded and the trickle of visitors grew into a 
steady stream, providing the level of service and support that 
had been feasible previously must have become increasingly 
irksome, if not impossible, for consuls and other foreign 
representatives. This was particularly the case in well-visited 
countries such as Egypt, where European diplomatic repre-
sentatives had traditionally offered hospitality to visitors at 
their own residences. The British consul-generals in Egypt, 

Henry Salt (in post from 1815 to 1827) and John Barker 
(1827 to 1833), were often inundated with requests for 
accommodation and during the popular winter months 
rarely had the consular residence to themselves. Not only 
were consuls and other officials called upon to host passing 
travelers but they were also expected to provide advice and 
assistance on a myriad of different matters ranging from the 
hiring of servants to protective measures against malaria.

So it was that, soon after his arrival in Alexandria in 1838, 
David Roberts was being entertained at the dining table 
of the consul, Alexander Thorburn, and meeting with the 
consul-general, Patrick Campbell. The latter was “indefati-
gable in his endeavours to serve me,” wrote Roberts, “and 
has given me letters of introduction to Mehemet Ali [the 
Egyptian ruler].”11 Not all consuls were quite so quick off the 
mark. Edwin Lord Weeks, when visiting Rabat in Morocco 
in 1877, went to pay a call on the Spanish consul, who had 
previously extended a most enthusiastic invitation to visit 
the city and do him the honor of staying at his residence. “I 
found him in bed,” recalled Weeks, “but having realized that 
his arduous duties of host and cicerone had fairly begun, he 
was soon ready to return with me to the custom-house and 
exert his official authority.”12

Following pages: 22. Gustav Bauernfeind, Jaffa, Recruiting of Turkish 

Soldiers in Palestine (1888). Oil on canvas, 148 x 280.4 cm. This work 

is based on a real incident witnessed by Bauernfeind at Jaffa in 1885. 

In a letter to his mother and sister, he described a scene “where aged 

fathers wanted to embrace their sons for their last time, and were 

beaten off with cudgels by the rough soldiery. . . . Still, enough of this 

cruel spectacle!”
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The fact that Weeks, an American, should have forged 
a connection with a Spanish consul was not at all unusual. 
Fellow compatriots were usually the first port of call, but in 
their absence—or failure to oblige—artists would approach 
any person of influence, regardless of nationality. In any case, 
European or American interests in remoter locations were 
often represented by a local national or other expatriate, as 
Thomas Seddon (1821–56) discovered in Jaffa (see facing 
page). For artists particularly, the objective in seeking out these 
people was one of self-advancement and the procurement of 
special favors and access, including to possible clients; namely, 
the same principles as they would have applied at home, the 
demands of commerce being nothing if not universal.

Some artists were able to attract very senior clients indeed. 
Hermann Corrodi (1844–1905) spent the winter of 1876–
77 in Egypt making studies for several pictures ordered by 
the country’s ruler, Ismail Pasha.13 It appears to have been 
the artist’s first ever trip to the Orient and occurred at a 
time when the rulers of both Turkey and Egypt were actively 
commissioning works from European artists. Even so, few 
painters were able to land such a prize without having excel-
lent connections, although it is not clear what these were 
in Corrodi’s case, at least initially. The visit to Egypt was 
to change the direction of his career, for after returning to 
Rome to complete his paintings for Ismail Pasha he began to 
specialize in Orientalist works and later traveled to Syria and 
Palestine on commissions for Kaiser Wilhelm I, his reputa-
tion by that time clearly secured.

A similar level of patronage was enjoyed by Stanisław 
Chlebowski (1835–84), who studied in St. Petersburg, 
Munich, and then in Paris, where he was tutored by Gérôme 

23. Hermann Corrodi, Kiosk of Trajan, Philae on the Nile (date 

unknown). Oil on canvas, 100.3 x 64.2 cm. Although Corrodi traveled 

to Turkey, North Africa, Egypt, and Syria, most of his works—including 

this one—were painted in his Rome studio.
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