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Introduction
Western travel writing and the city in the
Muslim world

Mohammad Gharipour and Nilay Özlü

How might the city—an entity in constant flux, dynamism, transformation and
contingency—be defined, constructed or produced? What are the discursive
tools for the spatial construction and social production of the city and how is
the city, itself a social product, defined and depicted? What was—and still
is—the role of travel in this production? Can the city be produced, defined
and depicted by travellers and travel narratives, and how does the spatial and
temporal movement and mobility of travellers and their discourses corre-
spond to the mobility of the city itself? By examining these questions, this
volume aims to scrutinize the relationship of the traveller—whether soldier,
pilgrim, scholar, merchant, artist, diplomat or tourist—to the city, and to
reveal the role of travel accounts, both visual and textual, in the social pro-
duction of the city. ‘The city’, here, is not a stable entity with a solid form but,
on the contrary, a constantly evolving paradigm, an ongoing construction of
mobile individuals living, experiencing or visiting the city, which is thus a
complex sum of their perceptions, depictions and conceptualizations.

Georg Simmel, defined as the “the first sociologist to reveal explicitly the
social significance of spatial contexts for human interaction” by David Frisby,1

emphasized the social consequences of space as early as 1903. Simmel intro-
duced the term ‘sociation’, indicating interaction between individuals through
social encounters or relationships that are also related to their position in space.
According to him, space requires five fundamental qualities to structure
common or urban life: exclusivity; boundary; the capacity to fix the contents
of social formations; proximity; and, of particular relevance to our discussion
here, fluidity, that is, the possibility of moving from place to place, and/or the
mobility of urban individuals.2 Half a century later, French Marxist philosopher
and sociologist Henri Lefebvre introduced and elaborated the theory of social
production of space, and his ideas remain at the core of our analysis and
understanding of the city. Urban space is not merely a combination of residential
units, trade and production facilities, transportation axes and public spaces,
but is greater than the sum of these entities: the city is a network of social, econo-
mical, political, ecological and intellectual relations. According to Lefebvre,
“space is a social product, a complex social construction which affects spatial
practices and perceptions”.3 In other words, there is a mutual interaction



between urban space and social production, where norms, values and politics
shape, and can be shaped by, the urban space. Although Lefebvre directed his
attention specifically at capitalist society, other aspects, such as religion, as a
major social norm, may also be considered to play a significant role in this
construction. In this volume we hope to shed light on the geographical, cultural
and religious aspects of urban space, and to show how the East is perceived by
the West; more explicitly, how the city in the Muslim world was depicted,
defined and produced by the western traveller.

The role of religion in the formation of urban space has been widely discussed
and studied; in particular, the ‘Islamic city’ and ‘Islamic society’, positioned as
the polar opposites of the modern, capitalist city and society, have been for-
mulated by various scholars. Except to give a brief summary of this academic
discourse, we are not concerned here to reformulate these categories, but
rather to reveal the role of travel writing in the construction, deconstruction
and reconstruction of this essentialist vocabulary.

The question of the city

Perception of the city and the meaning embedded in it, is defined and struc-
tured by the accumulation of collective and personal experiences and memory:
it is not only the sum of individual experiences within or of the city, but the
agglomeration and interaction of these experiences at different levels, through
various mediums and via separate social codes, that produces meaning within
the city. Renowned urban historian Spiro Kostof defines this as the “social
implications of urban form” and states that architectural and urban meaning
is eventually lodged in history and in cultural contexts.4 Thus, the city is a pro-
duct of its inhabitants, and the multi-dimensional interaction among those who
not only live and experience it, but also shape and define the urban environment
while themselves being shaped and defined by it. The city is a dynamic yet visible,
perceiveable palimpsest of social, political and economic inputs, and depiction
of urban life is a reflection of these inputs through subjective lenses.

Lewis Mumford, the American urban historian and literary critic, suggests
that the city as a dynamic entity is under constant transformation, formation
and deformation, so that a single definition can never cover all of its mani-
festations.5 While it is impracticable to present this never-ending cycle, or to
track and document every stage of becoming within the city, it is nevertheless
possible to historicize various states of its existence and to present its urban
form at a particular time, from a particular perspective. Most of the time, city life
is documented unintentionally by those who are experiencing it. Residues of
everyday activity—from architectural edifices to movie posters, from bus tickets
to local markets—turn into ‘documentary fragments’ for understanding and
depicting urban life.

The life and structure of a city is not only related to architectural edifices—
its buildings, monuments, marketplaces, roads and transportation axes—but
is also a reflection of social norms and orders, including religion. Rather than
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merely the morphology of the urban environment or its physical form, the city
is a combination of socio-economic networks and power relations. In Italo
Calvino’s Invisible Cities,6 the inhabitants of Ersilia stretch coloured strings
from the corners of their houses: the different hues, chosen according to their
relationships of blood, trade, authority, or agency, well represent the structure
of the city as a web of social networks. When these strings become too many
and too complex, the citizens abandon the city, leaving only the strings behind.
A traveller coming upon the remains of Ersilia sees only “spider webs of
intricate relationships seeking a form”. Cities with their webs of relationships
leave documentary fragments without a solid form or a fixed definition and it
is perhaps in the nature of the traveller to strive hardest to trace and under-
stand them. But it is all too easy, using fragmentary traces to construct an
image of an entire city, to fall into biased constructions or misrepresentations,
and western travellers, more often than not, tended to produce Eurocentric
representations out of the documentary scraps they came across.

The traveller has a unique status, being both eastern and western, insider and
outsider, local and stranger. This ‘positionality’ of travellers, in fact, makes each
individual’s experience and narrative distinct and the resulting travel accounts
offer multiple ways of thinking about the cities described. Such representations,
reflecting the traveller’s positionality between internal and external, are both
ideological and spatial constructions. ‘Internal’, here, refers to those inhabiting
and experiencing the city, engendering their own spaces of socialization and their
own networks of interaction within the city, while the ‘external’ eye observes and
represents the social, physical, geographical, economic, anthropological or
architectural aspects of the city while keeping a social, cultural and mental
distance. Travellers, having a more than merely symbolic relation with the
city, live in, experience and represent it, taking part in the creation of urban
culture and production of knowledge while maintaining their liminal status
between external and internal.

Travellers are not only literally mobile—moving physically from one place
to another—but they are also mobile on the epistemological level, shifting
among various identities, ideas, positions and positionalities. French cultural
theorist Paul Virilio introduced the term ‘dromology’, the science of speed, and
relates mobility with power and possession of the territory. Virilio takes “the
image of the ‘polis’ (city) as a dynamic, vehicular landscape”.7 The mobile
individual contributes to knowledge of the city, and travel accounts could be
seen as snapshots of urban life, depicting and defining a city in constant flux,
with its inhabitants in constant motion. This multiple mobility creates a
challenge for contextualizing travel narratives, and how to define, depict and
analyze the city, as a constantly changing and evolving phenomenon, is
an ongoing discussion. From antiquity, the concept of the city has been
studied and elaborated by both western and eastern scholars. Our aim in this
volume is neither to challenge nor to confirm these deliberations, but rather
to show that the definitions themselves are also mobile and in constant
transformation.
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Here, it is important to clarify that, even though this volume focuses on the
depictions of the western visitors to the Muslim world, the accounts of local
travellers are also significant sources for the production of the urban image,
contributing to the perception of the city both inside and outside the Islamic
world. Roxanne Euben’s Journeys to the Other Shore: Muslim and Western
Travelers in Search of Knowledge explores the role of both eastern and western
travellers in the production of knowledge. Euben, “instead of only investigating
how Western travel writing produces the ‘colonized other’,” asks how “travel
and exploration byMuslims produced and transformed their own sense of self and
other, of membership”.8 And, although we have limited ourselves to consideration
of accounts by western travellers, local accounts are equally susceptible to the
critical perspective outlined here. Conceptualizations of the city by travellers,
whether eastern or western, are not uniform; and their definitions of urban
space and their categorizations are always open to discussion. One of the
most debatable categories is that of ‘Islamic city’, and one of the goals of this
volume is to scrutinize the ways in which travel literature from different periods
contributed to the production and reinforcement of such essentialist terminology.

Throughout history, numerous local and regional travellers voyaged through-
out North Africa and the Middle East. Some of these journeys, undertaken for
religious, intellectual or economic missions, were recorded in literature: the
travelogues of such well-known individuals as Nasser Khosrow, Ibn Battuta and
Evliya Çelebi were widely used to study and understand socio-economic and
cultural formations in the Islamic world. While these regional and local travellers
were diverse in terms of origin, accuracy, and chronological and cultural
context, most had the advantage of making observations based on first-hand
experiences and testimonies. Their familiarity with dominant languages such as
Arabic and Persian enabled them to interact with local people and to read and
interpret existing literature, legends, inscriptions and local stories. Although
these accounts by Muslim or local travellers are generally accepted as being
more reliable or objective sources than those of westerners, it is important to
underline the fact that they are subjective representations based on previous
knowledge and expectations of these terrains. A priority in the study of any
travel account, therefore, must be to explore the writer’s preconceptions and
prejudices, and the extent of their understanding of the society and of the city
they describe.

Max Weber’s nineteenth-century analysis of the city could be accepted as a
turning point in the field. He argued that, to be defined as such, a city should
carry the same legal and administrative elements found in those of European,
Christian society. Non-European cities, and particularly Islamic ones, lacking
a self-governing body with a collective identity, are therefore not cities. In
other words, Weber presented the monolithic and undifferentiated Islamic city
as the antithesis of the modern, secular and diverse western city. Without
autonomous administrative and legal functions, and civic culture, the Islamic
‘city’ is simply a place for the accumulation of population.9 Weber contrasts
the webs of organic and complex streets and secluded residential units of the
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Middle East to the open public spaces and rational networks of the modern
European city.

Despite Weber, the idea of the Islamic city continued to be debated in
academic literature, particularly in France where scholars played a crucial
role in the formation of Islamic urban studies. According to them, religion
played a crucial role in the formation of the city, establishing social norms
and relations between citizens. The work of the Marcais brothers from the
French school of Algiers could be considered as one of the first ‘formal’
analyses of a city in the Muslim world.10 Their conception of the Muslim city
and Muslim town planning would seem to fit naturally into the fundamental
concept of Orientalism. They focused on the Arab cities of the Middle East,
defining them as ‘non-cities’—in other words, the negation of Western urban
order.11 Another formal and structural model to define the Islamic city is
offered by the Austrian historian and Arabist Gustave Grunebaum. In his
essay “The Structure of the Muslim Town”, Grunebaum suggested that there
is a hierarchical relation between religious components and the city.12

Following this line, the works of Sauvaget, Pauty, Planhol, Roberts and Blake
and Lawless analyzed Middle Eastern cities under the title ‘Islamic city’,
attempting to establish a common denominator that characterized their urban
form and structure.13

By the 1940s, an interest in the actual architectural and urban topography
of the Islamic city had arisen. The account of Aleppo (1941) by French
historian and orientalist Jean Sauvaget, could be considered as one of the first
comprehensive studies of the history of an Islamic city. Ira Lapidus’s work on
cities in the Mamluk period in Egypt (1960) and André Raymond’s study on
Cairo (1973) are also important accounts, while Janet Abu-Lughod’s volume
on Cairo (1971) was accepted as a classic in the field, explaining contemporary
Cairo in relation to its urban history.14 American urban sociologist and world
system theorist Abu-Lughod devotes the first chapter of her book to the
concept of the Islamic city, arguing that it is the inheritor to the Medieval city,
namely the preindustrial city.15 Despite the increasing number of academic
works devoted to Islamic and Middle Eastern cities, none really challenged
Weber, continuing to present the Islamic city as the ‘other’, and emphasizing
how they contrast with contemporary European cities.16

It was only after the 1980s that scholars seriously began to challenge
Weber’s arguments. With the rising critique towards Orientalism, multiple per-
spectives were brought to bear on the Islamic city; both western and Muslim
scholars developed counter-arguments to Weber’s theory and introduced new
models for understanding and analyzing the cities of the Muslim world. A
number of Middle-Eastern scholars with a western education, such as Egyptian-
French political scientist Anouar Abdel-Malek, Palestinian historian Abdul
Latif Tibawi, and Edward Said were among the pioneers criticizing the western
perception of Islam which positioned it as Europe’s symmetric opposite.17

Against this hypothetical orientalist construction, the Islamic city was scrutinized
and various nuances and significances identified. Geographical, historical and
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cultural differences between them challenged the idea of the unchanging,
stable, and stereotypical idea of the Islamic city.

In Orientalism and in his other writings, Edward Said played a significant
role in the development of this discourse. He questioned western perceptions of
the East and accused Europe of biased conceptions and representations.
According to Said, the Orient is the constructed ‘other’ of hegemonic Europe.
Said’s famous critique draws a great deal on travellers’ accounts which, he con-
sidered, played a significant role in the construction of the idea of the
Orient.18 He suggests that, travelling either from a desire to discover exotic
lands, or from scientific curiosity, travellers always depicted the Orient as being
inferior to the West.19 According to Said, the Orient was ‘created’ by western
travellers for imperialist purposes—in other words, it was ‘orientalized’. In his
seminal study, Orientalism, he considered numerous travellers and their
accounts from the Hellenistic to the modern era, arguing that they had shaped
and reinforced Orientalism’s imperialist view of the world. Said is much cri-
ticized for his lack of historiographical perspective and for overlooking the
transformations that took place both within the eastern and western worlds.20

He flattens the narratives, including those of travel accounts, produced by the
‘West’ at different historical periods to reinforce his thesis, whereas the con-
cept of the Islamic city and western perception towards the East has in fact
evolved and transformed over time, with notions of the ‘Orient’, ‘East–West’,
‘Muslim world’, and ‘Islamic city’ having no rigid or fixed definitions.
Albert Hourani was another Christian Arab intellectual with a western

education who criticized the European idea of Islam. He was a mid-twentieth-
century scholar who worked on the concept of Islamic city and the idea of Islam
in the eyes of westerners. Together with Samuel Miklos Stern, he scrutinized the
concept of the Islamic city and argued that Islamic civilization was urban.
Like Abu-Lughod, Hourani attempted to construct a picture of what a ‘typical’
Islamic city would look like, defining its four elements as “the citadel, the royal
city or quarter, a central urban complex with mosques, religious schools, and
central markets, and finally the core residential quarters”.21 Hourani’s
approach to the Ottoman-Arab city was groundbreaking, as he uses court
records (kadı sicili) to depict its socio-political fabric.22 From this perspective
he challenged Weber’s main argument that the Islamic city ignored the
administrative or legal foundations of the city. Following Hourani, court
records, cadastral surveys, tax records and archival documents would be included
by scholars working on Islamic cities.23 Hourani also analyzes the relation
between Europe, the Orient and Orientalism, arguing that European aware-
ness of the world of Islam increased in early modern times, and that from the
sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries the nature of their relationship changed,
especially with the decline in Ottoman military power. Meanwhile, improve-
ments in navigation and exploration expanded European trade and settlement
in other parts of the world. Increasing interaction led to treaties and alliances
between Islamic and Christian states. In Hourani’s view, the European dis-
covery of Muslim lands increased commercial, political and scholarly interest
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towards the Orient. By the sixteenth century, the first systematic study of Islam
and teaching of Arabic at the Collège de France had begun. Library collections
and chairs in Arabic were created in the UK, often by travellers who had
visited the Middle East.24

Despite the abundance of works on Orientalism and on the question of the
Islamic city, the majority do not touch on urban aspects. Many examine the
role of religion (Islam) in shaping the urban space, but few discuss the role of
the city and urban space in the formation of urban culture, or how orientalist
discourse was influenced by urban forms and elements. Several books on the
cities of the Islamic world focus on the urban fabric and social history of a
single city, or comparatively analyze several cities. These volumes, rather than
questioning the term ‘Islamic city’, use it as a given, providing a historic,
economic or sociological analysis of the urban precinct. Damascus, Cairo,
Aleppo, Istanbul, Jerusalem and many other cities of Muslim lands have been
studied and analyzed from either an orientalist viewpoint or a critical perspec-
tive. Thankfully, recent studies tend to bring a more analytic and comparative
perspective to the field, with scholars such as Nezar Al-Sayyad, Nebahat
Avcıoǧlu, Irene Bierman, Zeynep Çelik, Edhem Eldem, Oleg Grabar, Donald
Preziosi, Nasser Rabbat, André Raymond, Peter Sluglett, Paul Starkey and
Janet Starkey offering alternative definitions to the orientalist perception of
the Islamic city, and focusing on a wider geographical or political area to
analyze the cities of the Middle East, North Africa, Central Asia or the
Ottoman Empire from multiple perspectives.25

So, what is the Islamic city, and how can it be defined? Indeed, should it be
defined? One of our goals in this book is to bring this homogenizing term, one
which refers to a wide array of cities from North Africa to Central Asia, into
question. We are aware that by using the vocabulary of binary oppositions—
East–West, Islamic city–Western city, Muslim world–European world—we are,
in a way, reproducing these very categories, but we have taken a conscious
decision to use this terminology, while repeatedly bringing it under the spot-
light. The chapters which follow aim to scrutinize the term ‘Islamic city’ and
to address how this idea is constructed, while underlining the fact that, like all
constructions, the very idea of the Islamic city is subject to continuous change and
cannot refer to a homogeneous entity. To better present this diachronological
approach, we will cover a wide time-frame, from the medieval to the modern
era, asking how the concept of the Islamic city has transformed over time. Thus,
we do not intend to ask whether or not such categories as ‘Islamic’ or ‘Islamic
city’ actually exist, but rather to scrutinize how they were, and still are, produced;
and to question the role of the western traveller in this production.

In their comparative analysis of Aleppo, Izmir and Istanbul, Edhem Eldem,
Daniel Goffman and Bruce Masters argue that there are many different types
of cities, differentiated according to religious, administrative, commercial or
civic functions, but they refute the idea of the European, Arab or Islamic city
as a fundamental definition.26 In this volume, we intend to use the Islamic
city as a (practical) terminology but to keep our critical distance from its
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essentialist connotations, questioning not only the term itself but also the vast
geographical area and the cultural landscape it represents. Our approach
corresponds to urban historian André Raymond’s classic essay, “Islamic city,
Arab city”, which is critical of the orientalist perception of Muslim lands:

In this vast, “Muslim” domain we are certainly faced with an urban system
whose reality reveals the great weakness of the Orientalist description: its
conclusion, explicit or not, of so-called “urban anarchy”, is quite obviously
devoid of any meaning, since a city, that is to say a geographical concentra-
tion of a large population, can only subsist or develop within a system of
coherent relations between its society and the space in which it expands.27

In recent decades the idea of the Islamic city, its components, architectural
and urban topography has been further questioned. Clearly, while the Islamic
city is a complex socio-urban model and the critique of this model is beyond
our scope here, it is not possible to ignore the conscious construction of this
term and its application to a wide geographical territory. Thus the contributors
to this book take this terminology as their point of departure in their scrutiny
of the ways in which the cities of the Muslim world were depicted and con-
structed by western travellers, tracking the various meanings attributed to this
concept by different voices to understand how this flattening term involves
nuances and fractions within its encompassing unity. Travel accounts of the
East played a significant role in shaping the western conception of the Orient
and the oriental city, and the chapters which follow will contribute to the dis-
course on the Islamic city by presenting different approaches and voices to
show that it is an ongoing construction.

Urban encounters

Travelling, whether conducted for trade, diplomacy, war, pleasure, curiosity or
adventure, is one of the most ancient habits of mankind: it is, in fact, an act
of transforming the self. Desiring to relay their experience to others and to
immortalize their observations, travellers tend to document their memoirs
visually or textually—that is to say, to interpret the ‘other’.28 Travel writing is
thus an act of knowledge production and the physical, social and psychological
mobility of the traveller and his detachment from home, brings a productive
discomfort which leads to the construction of the other and rediscovery of the
self, as Albert Camus tells us:

What gives value to travel is fear. It is the fact that, at a certain moment,
when we are so far from our own country … we are seized by a vague
fear, and an instinctive desire to go back to the protection of old habits.
This is the most obvious benefit of travel [ … ] This is why we should not
say that we travel for pleasure. There is no pleasure in traveling, and I look
upon it more as an occasion for spiritual testing. If we understand by
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culture the exercise of our most intimate sense—that of eternity—then we
travel for culture. […] Travel, which is like a greater and graver science,
brings us back to ourselves.29

According to Roxanne Euben, “travel signals both a metaphor for and a
practice of journeying, to worlds less familiar, and in terms of which a traveller
may well come to understand his or her own self more deeply and fully”.30

But while travelling enables the individual to fully discover and transform the
self and the other, the act of travelling has also been transformed. The edited
volume Voyages and Visions: Towards a Cultural History of Travel (1999), by
the British art historian and classicist Jas Elsner and Spanish scholar Joan-Pau
Rubiés, focuses on its history.31 The essays include European explorations of
the world and “address the theme of travel as an historical, literary and imagi-
native process”. They offer an historical survey of the practice of travelling in
western culture, showing its development from Greco-Roman antiquity, through
Christian Europe and finally to modern western civilization. This changing
perception of travelling becomes a journey towards modernity, from religious
to empirical, from lone traveller to tourist. The authors show how, with the
rise of modernity and imperialism, subjectivity gives way to the religion of
empiricism: scientific observation and the desire for objectivity distanced the
superior European gaze from the ‘inferior’ cultures under observation, thus
creating the orientalist discourse.

Eventually, the act of travelling lost both its individual and scientific edge and
turned into mere tourism. Geographer and cultural critic Dean MacCannell
focuses on the travelling individual and scrutinizes the concept of ‘the tourist’
from the perspective of social theory. According to MacCannell, the tourist and
tourism are products of modernizing Europe: sightseeing is the mass leisure
activity of the modern age.32 The distinction between tourism and travelling lies
in the individual’s perception of, and relation to, the places visited.33 The word
‘tourist’ first appeared as an adjective, and then as a noun in dictionaries of the
1830s. In France, it was at first used to designate the aristocratic British who,
from the seventeenth century onwards, took the ‘Grand Tour’ as the culmination
of their education,34 but the word soon became a generic description for the
modern traveller.35 MacCannell, as well as Elsner and Rubiés, contextualize
travelling and travellers but do not necessarily focus on travel literature as a
genre. In this volume we will question whether travel writing has transformed
historically and present its complexity as a genre.

Architectural and cultural historian Nebahat Avcıoǧlu suggests that travel
literature is significant for “transporting architecture (both style and function)
of one culture to another”.36 Rather than focusing solely on architectural
elements, however, a larger urban scale is introduced, analyzing how urban
images and/or representations are transferred and transmitted among cultures,
through travelling and travellers. In an inspiring work, linguist and cultural
theorist Mary Louise Pratt questions the role of travel writing in the production,
of ‘the rest of the world’, and asks how this genre produced Europe’s

M. Gharipour and N. Özlü 9



differentiated conceptions of itself in relation to its other. She addresses colo-
nial discourses, gender issues, and the role of knowledge and science in rela-
tion to travel writing.37 Pratt suggests that “travel writing was systematically
involved in meaning-making process”. While analysing the ‘rhetoric of travel
writing’ she also addresses its complexity and interactive structure as a genre.
Pratt does not focus on the Orient or Muslim world as the subject of Eur-
opean travel writing; according to her, the rest of the world, whether East or
West of Europe, was conceived and visualized as ‘places of alterity’. In other
words, cities or urban space outside Europe are reflections of western bias.
There are a number of works questioning the ethnographic and/or anthro-
pological aspects of East–West divergence, but we hope, here, to show that
urban space is another medium through which alterity is constructed.

Similar arguments are raised in the introduction of Julia Kuehn and Paul
Smethurst’s edited volume Travel Writing, Form, and Empire. Questioning the
role of travel writing in European imperial tradition, they suggest a link between
the idea of empire and the form of travel writing. According to Kuehn and
Smethurst, “through the formal conventions of the travel narrative, mobility
is spatialised and synchronized, so the travel writer is able to present reality as
an orderly representation”.38 The mobility of the western traveller is not a
random voyage but an orderly journey where the idea of travel, politics of travel,
culture of travel and writing travel all carry representational values. Our own
volume will not focus on the imperial idea embedded in travel writing but
rather try to unveil the spatial aspects of travel literature: how the space is
perceived and depicted and how this perception shapes the space. Urban
context is addressed here as a medium to better analyze the role of travel and
travel literature in defining and constructing the ‘other’ of Europe, and the
contributors will scrutinize the different tools and methods of this construction.

Questions and approaches

The role of travel accounts, especially those of western travellers, in shaping
and defining the cultural identity of the modern world, cannot be denied. This
constructed identity was based on a revolutionary shift in knowledge about
the geographic and cultural limits of the globe. The discovery and documen-
tation of distant lands was, in fact, the discovery of the ‘other’; in defining
its opposing ‘other’, the West actually defined its own identity—that is to say,
representation of the ‘other’ is a continuous construction of the ‘self ’. As we
have already suggested, we do not intend to discuss whether or not these
binary oppositions exist, taking instead the position expressed so succinctly
by Michel Foucault in 1983:

My intention was not to deal with the problem of truth, but with
the problem of truth-teller or truth-telling as an activity. By this I mean
that, for me, it was not a question of analyzing the internal or external
criteria that would enable the Greeks and Romans, or anyone else, to
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recognize whether a statement or proposition is true or not. At issue for
me was rather the attempt to consider truth-telling as a specific activity,
or as a role.39

This book takes travel writing as an activity of ‘truth-telling’ and scrutinizes
the role of travel accounts in producing knowledge. Since medieval times, the
urban, ethnic, cultural, anthropological, natural and geographical fabric of
the Muslim territories has been mapped though travel writings, gradually
categorizing and defining these diverse lands and cultures under the all-
encompassing term ‘Islamic city’. The chapters which follow aim to discuss
the various tools of urban representation, analyzing and comparing the corre-
spondences and discrepancies between them. Such textual, pictorial, geographical
and photographic depictions—techniques of representation which could be
defined as ‘technologies’ from a Foucauldian perspective—created a mental
image of the Muslim world.40

In 1961, the urban historian and philosopher Lewis Mumford stated that
“we need a new image of order, which shall include the organic and personal,
and eventually embrace all the offices and functions of man. Only if we can
project that image shall we be able to find a new form for the city”.41 For
Mumford, the search for an image or a form of representing the city is an
ongoing quest. Political theorist and historian Timothy Mitchell, however, was
critical of this kind of perception of the urban environment and introduced the
concept ‘the world as exhibition’ in his book Colonising Egypt.42 According
to the occidentalist, and rather essentialist, arguments of Mitchell, Europeans
were only able to grasp the world by visually representing it or by rendering it as
if it were an exhibition. He states that the world-as-picture must be “arranged
before an audience as an object on display—to be viewed, investigated, and
experienced”. In the western conception of the world “everything seemed to
be set up as though it were the model or the picture of something, arranged
before an observing subject into a system of signification, declaring itself to be
a mere object, a mere signifier of something further”.43 In other words, tools
of representation—whether textual, visual, pictorial, photographical, museal or
exhibitionary—are crucial to the western perception of the world in general
and, particularly, of the Orient. The following chapters will epitomize how
these technologies of signs were utilized to represent different geographies and
at different periods.

Attempting to include spatio-temporal variations, we examine travelogues
of different periods, suggesting that not only the travel literature itself as a genre,
but the actual practice of travelling is also transformed in different epochs. This
volume, by including travellers with different motivations for travel at different
eras, presents the complexity and diversity of both travelling and travel writing
and how it impacts the perception of city, urbanism, urban life, and citizens.
This approach aims at better understanding the changing perception of the East
in the eye of the West during different eras, from medieval to modern. The aim is
not to present how each city was depicted within a certain time-frame, but
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rather to present the transformations taking place in the form and format of
these depictions. Rather than being bound to a classic understanding of historical
periodizations or geographical limitations, the volume follows a chronological
order, but also offers a conceptual analysis, clustering articles around selected
themes and investigating the cross-section of travel literature within them.

Our analysis of the Muslim world is not bound to a specific geography or a
particular Muslim empire. Against the idea of the static and frozen orient, the
civilizations in Ottoman Turkey, Safavid Persia, and Mughal India experienced
diverse socio-political and cultural developments which were represented by
various travellers in various times and places. Hoping to transcend orientalist
preconceptions, cities from Eastern Europe to Central Asia, and from North
Africa to India are included here. This geographic variety also provides the
opportunity for a comparative analysis of the similarities and differences in
western perceptions of Islamic cities through the shared vocabulary and
common language of travel accounts. It is interesting to observe how cities of
distinct cultural, ethnic, political and social backgrounds were defined through
similar lenses: we question what iconic representations were utilized and how
these formulations were transformed within the changing social, political and
economical contexts of both East and West. Bearing in mind that East–West
divergence is at its most polarized where religion is concerned, depictions of the
Jewish and Christian quarterswithin theMuslim geographies, and of Islamic cities
within Europe, are also included, offering a different perspective on the concept of
the Islamic City and its use of design and urban space. Suggesting that alterity
is not solely based on religious or social aspects, but it is in fact a cultural and
geographical construction, the concept ‘Islamicate’ fits our analysis.44

To sum up, the chapters which follow initiate new comparisons among
European and Muslim cities and encourage new cross-cultural discussions on
the underlying factors behind their urban design and development. At the
heart of our venture lies the search for answers as to how the cities in the
Muslim geographies were defined, depicted, produced, and constructed by
travellers—how, in other words, the ‘western eye’ played a role in defining its
constructed ‘other’. Rather than attaching to physical or religious boundaries, we
tend to define the Muslim world as a cultural geography and include cities
located in Europe, Central Asia, the Middle East and Africa in our analysis.
This, in turn, leads to further significant questions: what tools and termino-
logy were used for the depiction of the urban fabric? How were these depictions
interpreted in both West and East? We include various forms and techniques
of visual and textual depiction to demonstrate the role of representation in
travel literature. We also aim to historicize the act of travelling and travel
writing, questioning how travel literature evolved and transformed from the
medieval to the modern era, and how this transformation corresponded with
the western perception of the East. In other words, this volume hopes to
transcend existing approaches on travel writing and East–West divergence
by offering a critical, yet original perspective and by broadening the scope of
the discussion.
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Structure and scope of this volume

The twelve chapters which follow focus on European and American travellers
and their travel accounts from different eras, which describe and depict the
cities of the Muslim world. Not only the concept of the city but also its cul-
tural and social context, the diversity of perspectives in depicting cities, and
tools and technologies used in representing cities of the Islamic world are
elaborated by authors from diverse backgrounds. The chronological order
of chapters attempts to display the evolution and questions the idea of the
‘Islamic city’, while presenting how Orientalism as a discourse contributes to
construction, deconstruction and reconstruction in western travel accounts.
This temporal outline also presents the complexity and diversity of travel
writing and the evolution of both the genre, and also the practice, of travel-
ling. However, we acknowledge that this chronological approach might carry
the risk of overshadowing different conceptual frameworks that we hope to
raise.

Chapters of this volume explore the concept of city and urbanism and
investigate the relation between the mobile individual and the urban space
that is being observed. They aim to investigate what constitutes the city and
the urban environment, how and why the terms Islamic city or Muslim city
were used in travel accounts, and to underline the plurality and complexity of
the act of travelling, the traveller, the genre of travel literature, and the nuan-
ces and variations behind them. Cities from different periods and different
geographies are scrutinized to provide a multi-dimensional analysis of the
qualities that distinguish the Islamic city regardless of time and space.

To challenge the homogenizing term ‘western’, travellers from various parts
of Europe are included in the discussion, and their different cultural codes and
attitudes towards ‘the rest of the world’ are reflected. Rather than focusing solely
on the perspective of colonial powers such as Britain and France, travellers
from different parts of the world—Danish, Italian, Finnish and American—
are also included in the discussion, highlighting the fact that the ‘West’ is not as
homogeneous and uniform as often imagined. Different forms of voyages and
missions emphasize the complexity and plurality of travelling, broadening the
scope of the discussion. Some journeys were for military, scientific or religious
missions, while others had commercial, informative or artistic motives, all of
which apparently influenced the way travellers experienced, perceived and
depicted the city they visited.

The chapter by Mohammad Gharipour and Manu Sobti explores the concept
of the tent city (ordu) and the ideas behind it, juxtaposing accounts written by
European travellers who visited the Persianate world between the eleventh
and the sixteenth centuries with chronicles and history books by local histor-
ians. They bring an different dimension to the discussion of the urban envir-
onment, both by taking tent cities as a point of departure and by reflecting the
medieval perception of travel writing. Against the very idea of urban settle-
ment, the mobility and ephemerality of the tent cities, and their complex
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layers of social interactions, spatial elements and physical codes, are discussed
here. Felicity Ratté considers the narratives of two Italian travellers to Cairo
during the fourteenth century and compares them visually and textually. The
pen drawings of Niccolò da Poggibonsi, a Franciscan friar, and the textual
accounts of the merchant Leonardo di Niccolò Frescobaldi show their visual
and aesthetic appreciation for the built environment of Cairo, but also
demonstrate European attitudes to the East before the rise of Orientalism.
Addressing the theoretical and cultural aspects of travelling and travel writ-
ing, Ratté attempts to present the theme of socio-cultural interaction between
East and West.

The chapter by Mehreen Chida-Razvi touches upon the definition and
representation of urban space and questions the ‘absence’ of Lahore in European
travel writing. This relative absence of the ‘shared capital’, compared to con-
temporary travel accounts of other capitals such as Delhi and Agra, raises the
question of what is considered as urban, and of which structures and spaces
of the city were depicted, and why. In contrast, Stefan Peychev’s chapter focuses
on a particular building type and analyzes its role in the construction of the
‘image of the city’. He studies descriptions of Ottoman Sofia and its public
baths, produced by western travellers after the sixteenth century. Peychev also
makes a comparative analysis between the accounts of local, that is, Ottoman,
travellers, and European voyagers. This chapter introduces questions concerning
imageability and spatial perception. Even though Sofia is located in Europe
and the public baths had existed since Roman times, the city is depicted as an
‘oriental’ city and positioned as the ‘other’ of Europe. From this perspective
Peychev’s work reveals the biased perspective of the western eye towards an
imaginary Orient.

Travel and travel writing are cross-cultural practices where the traveller is
exposed to new and different cultures, geographies, and epistemologies. As the
perceived cultural distance between the visitor and the visited expands, the
impact of the encounter intensifies. Original research by Jørgen Mikkelsen,
from the Danish State Archives, explores Carsten Niebuhr’s descriptions of the
urban topography, the economic and social conditions of the cities and towns
of Arabia, and the cultural encounters between Europeans and Arabs during
the second half of the eighteenth century. The author underlines Niebuhr’s
“scientific, unbiased and rational” perspective and emphasizes his endeavours
to look at Europeans through “Arabian glasses”. It is important here to
underline the fact that scientific and academic research—against its supposedly
neutral and objective standpoint—could be used as a tool for establishing
western hegemony over the East.45

On the other hand, the article by Renia Paxinou underlines the obscure
borders between East and West, by presenting how a city in Europe can be
considered ‘Islamic’. Her analysis reflects the ways in which the Greek city of
Jannina, then part of the Ottoman Empire, was represented in traveller
accounts either textually or pictorially, or as an interrelation between the two.
Taking into account the emergence of Balkan nationalism and the liquidity
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resulting from the redefinition of the international political landscape, this
chapter examines the motives and purposes of such a narrative activity
between 1788–1822.

While Mikklesen covers the whole Arab Peninsula and Paxinou focuses on
a single city, Nilay Özlü follows the changing perception and representation
of the Topkapı Palace in Istanbul, defined as a city-within-the-city. Her
approach is based on Deleuze and Guattari’s statement that the nomadic
individual does not change in the course of travelling, but instead transforms the
space itself, or the meaning of that space. She addresses not only the mobility of
the individual within space, but also the versatility of meaning with respect to
space-time. Özlü maps the transformation of the Topkapı Palace during the
eighteenth to the twentieth centuries, from a secluded and mysterious seat of
the Ottoman Empire to a tourist spectacle, depending on multiple accounts
from numerous European and American travellers. Valérie Géonet’s careful
examination of European travel accounts on Palestine, in Muslim, Jewish and
Christian settlements, epitomizes the stereotypical orientalist perspective of
European travellers. Géonet indicates the chronological evolution of this dis-
course and presents the robust relationship between the orientalist discourse
and the perception of urban space: the travellers’ vision of urban space is a
major inspiration in constructing the imaginary other, especially during the
nineteenth century.

Urban environments were depicted using various visual and textual methods
and techniques that evolved over time. From fourteenth-century pen drawings
and nineteenth-century Orientalist paintings to twentieth-century photography,
some chapters in this volume highlight how visual tools, used for depicting the
urban landscape, transformed, and also indicate how this technological and
aesthetic transformation influenced our understanding of these historic cities.
For instance, Marie-Sophie Lundström’s chapter focuses solely on the visual
representation of the urban context, offering a multi-layered analysis of two
Finnish artists and their Tunisian paintings. Lundström not only scrutinizes
Hugo Backmansson’s cityscapes from the summer of 1898 but also, through a
careful analysis of his artwork, reconstructs his itinerary. Most importantly, she
considers Orientalist painting, suggesting that Backmansson’s pictures are late
modifications of this genre, as can be seen in his desire to depict typical orientalist
milieus and people while, at the same time, omitting several of the characteristics
of traditional Orientalism. She discusses the concept of the ‘exotic’ within the
context of European tourism and its connection to the fear of modernity.

East-West divergence and interaction are also analyzed by Mohammad R.
Shirazi, who focuses on Naserid Tehran and investigates the urban life and
morphology of the city through the eyes of European travellers during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Shirazi addresses the way wester-
nization affected urban structure in Tehran, creating a bipolar city in which
the binaries of Old and New, East and West, and Orient and Occident subsisted
alongside one another in continuous challenge and conflict. Rather than
questioning the relevance and validity of the binary Occident and Orient,
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Shirazi considers how this terminology has been employed, reproduced and
reflected in the way the city was perceived by western travellers.

The next chapter by Michelle Craig is devoted to photography, a major
source for the construction and critique of orientalist discourse. Craig
explores an American photographer’s fascination and interactions with Fez
during the early twentieth century: Elias Burton Holmes used the visibility
and legibility of Fez to imagine the capital as an object for consumption in
his own country. Disproving the idea that photography is an objective and
unbiased medium for representation, the pictures taken by Holmes reflected
the distinctly American vision of Fez without stretching the borders of this
touristic narrative.

The concluding chapter brings the discussion up to the mid-twentieth cen-
tury and discusses the ‘post-Islamic city’ which marks an end to the Orien-
talist understanding of the city in a modernizing and globalizing world.
Davide Deriu takes twentieth-century Ankara, the emerging capital of modern
Turkey, as his research topic, offering a comparative analysis of the accounts
of four British travellers who visited Ankara in the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s.
Notably, this chapter addresses the contrasting perspectives of two female
travellers to the developing capital, and also examines reports on Ankara
published in The Times as a new genre of travel writing. The idea of the ‘post-
Islamic city’ is introduced and elaborated here, in support of the idea that
these descriptions of Ankara refer more to its architecture and urban space
than to the idea of the Islamic city, and challenge the western perspective
on the Orient.

——————

The initial idea behind this volume was to discuss and analyze the impact of
European travel writing on the construction, deconstruction and reconstruction
of the ‘other’. Within this broad discourse, there exists an infinite number of
‘others’, and our intention is to bring the ‘cities of the Muslim world’ into the
discussion. With the aim of scrutinizing the topic from various dimensions,
we have tried to achieve spatio-temporal variety by including travel accounts
from a large time-frame on a broad geography. An edited volume cannot offer
a comprehensive study in terms of geographical and chronological coverage,
since both theoretical and practical limitations mean that some Muslim geo-
graphies and many significant cities must be left out. The diverse backgrounds
of the authors, however, have made it possible to bring a multi-disciplinary
vision to the discussion. On the other hand, the approaches of this inter-
disciplinary portfolio of authors vary, and sometimes bring conflicting ideas to
the table: each chapter takes a specific travel account depicting a different
part of the Muslim world at a particular time-frame as its topic of study,
making a comparative analysis harder to pursue. Nevertheless, this two-fold
approach brings the whole picture into scrutiny while creating a platform for
critically analyzing the act of travelling, the traveller, and travel accounts
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individually; we believe that such an stratagem will remind the reader that
perception and representation are historically constructed and bring him/her a
more comprehensive perspective, one which presents the ways in which each
individual traveller takes part in the construction of the regime of knowledge
while simultaneously being a product of this episteme. Overall, we hope that
this volume will raise as many questions as it offers answers, and that it will
contribute to a critical understanding of the concept of the Islamic city,
rejecting its monolithic and hegemonic definitions while underlining the
diversity, plurality and mobility of both the cityscape and the individuals who
experience, depict and produce the city.
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Sinemillioǧlu, N. Karaçay. I·slam Kenti Sorunsalı: Eleştirel Bir Okuma. Unpublished
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1 Mobile urbanism
Tent cities in medieval travel writing

Mohammad Gharipour and Manu P. Sobti

René Grousset’s classic compendium entitled The Empire of the Steppes
(1970) describes how a complex series of events in Central Asia indirectly
affected relatively distant global regions through a chain of population dis-
placements that resulted in major military conquests.1 While specifically
examining the region of Central Asia via the chronological ordering of its
history of steppe tribes from the Iranic Scythians to the Dzungar people in
the late eighteenth century, Grousset’s writing conveys to the reader how the
many civilizations through history that came in contact with these peoples were
impacted in significant ways. As a result, new trade routes were established to
connect geographically removed cultures, iconographic cycles within art and
architecture were innovated via the processes of synthesis and translation,
traditions of writing and scholarship were exchanged, and finally, marauding
and defending armies moved, plundered and assimilated on trans-regional
levels. Many of these mentioned interactions occurred between nomadic and
sedentary peoples. Most importantly, when first published, Grousset’s work
drew critical attention to the frequently pejorative role that had been attributed
to both nomads and nomadic confederations within the arc of world history.
It highlighted, too, that Central Asia was but one example within this history. In
addressing the glaring anomaly that posited the nomad as the bipolar opposite
of the settled dweller, Grousset had introduced a much-needed corrective in the
scholarship on nomads occupying the so-called ‘other’ world—one removed
from the ‘normative’ associations with place-based (or settled) culture—to
effectively replace it with the culture of the transhumance. In recent decades,
this debate has encouraged a number of scholars to explore the varied worlds
within the steppe and those positioned at the liminal borderland connecting
settlements to their urban hinterlands.2

Within the cultural milieu of what was once known as the Islamic world,
comparable discussion on nomads and their cultural practices remains largely
unexplored. In fact, the contribution of nomads to Islam remains woefully
misunderstood—verging on the inaccurate emphasis on the ‘knotted carpet’
as their single point of cultural contact with the settled world.3 From its
inception, diverse cultures facilitated and adapted to the choreographies of
the new faith of Islam with its specific beliefs and liturgical practices.



Beginning with the early efforts of the Prophet Muhammad to unify the
diversity of nomadic tribes within the folds of city life, to the desperate dis-
memberment of this unity following the Ridda wars unleashed upon his death
in 632 CE, there existed ever-present scenarios of conflict and contestation
between the two seemingly disparate worlds of the nomad and the city dweller.4

Among the biggest areas of conflict within this duality was the conversion
of largely polytheistic nomads to become followers of a monotheistic faith.5

This genesis also served as the moment for these two worlds to inseparably
intertwine. In fact, this self-conscious co-existence of steppe and city dwellers
appears to have had an extended history across the Islamic lands, so much so
that nomadic ways of life survived (and prospered) alongside sedentarized,
urban culture for several centuries prior to the emergence of divisive formal
and textual distinctions. Several mainstream Islamic dynasties, including the
Timurids of Central Asia and the Safavids of Iran, made special efforts within
their socio-political frameworks to transform an essentially tribal nomadic
order into a sedentary society deriving most of their revenues from agriculture
and trade. Characteristic elements of this described duality remained strong
until the pre-modern era and have continued to survive in modern-day Islam

Figure 1.1 In large parts of Central Asia, western China (Xinjiang) and Mongolia, the
nomadic heritage continues to survive alongside the pressures of urban
development (at least for the moment). This is best exhibited on the out-
skirts of urban centers, where trade routes had traditionally converged. At
this bustling and colorful bazaar at Urgut (near Samarqand, Uzbekistan),
expansion and recent re-location have done little to dampen these interactions.
(Photo by Manu Sobti, 2010).
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and across the nation states wherein Islam joins shoulders with other major
faiths. In many communities, nomadic peoples who preserve their heritage
continue to remain attached to urban ways of life, even though their original
herding patterns and migration grounds have largely disappeared or have
been irreversibly changed. Several are ‘protected’ by official mandate as their
‘endangered’ languages and cultures face extinction.

It is within this broad overview that this chapter is specifically interested
in revisiting the descriptions of this unusual, ‘dual’ world of Islamic settle-
ment patterns that willfully combined the steppe and settled elements into an
incongruous, yet complex whole—part encampment and part city. How did
this hybrid process begin and what was the character of the early settle-
ment conurbations? What was the specific formal character of this cultural
duality—quite literally, the marriage between the tent and the palace? Within
this thematic, this research specifically targets early developments that
followed the rise of Islam as a world religion and its gradual transformation into
a series of gunpowder empires that stretched across time and space. It examines
the nature and structure of early Islamic cities created by migrant populations
with sedentary residents, whose socio-cultural interactions not only imparted
special character to the urban cores and peripheries of these disparate envir-
onments, but also created differentiated urban and sub-urban districts.
Finally, and most importantly, this chapter explores the genre inherent to the
descriptions of these places. While contemporary Islamic histories and
geographies abounded in their expressed views of the Dar-al Islam, few
interlocutors from within this world commented on the telling nomadic–
sedentary distinctions, and in particular as these applied to settlement
patterns. Was this, therefore, the status quo or was it testimony to an emer-
ging way of life—one that was created by the interactions of socially diverse
populations? To address these particular aspects of this duality, this research
collates the accounts of European travellers who visited the Islamic world
between the eleventh and sixteenth centuries, sifting these accounts to highlight
descriptions of settlement and society.

It appears that, in contrast to their Muslim counterparts, the accounts by
European travellers were not merely documentary in their content. Also, these
European renditions were biased in their elaborations of the perceived differ-
ences between the two cultural worlds of Islam versus Europe.6 Methodolo-
gically, similar contrasts are also possible between the genres employed in the
works of travellers versus historians.7 Both wrote from specific points of view
within societal frames, and produced their writings for specific audiences.
However, since most travellers voyaged for defined purposes—serving as
merchants, diplomats, military advisors or religious missionaries in the lands
of their visitation—the information that they eventually recorded was in large
measure determined by the nature of these preoccupations.8 On the other hand,
most travellers rarely, if ever, made contact with the more intimate levels of
cultural and intellectual life beyond the ostentatious displays of the court.
Therefore, in descriptions of place and events, they did not pose the kind of
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questions that would have interested more serious historians, or which would
have mattered to local travellers.

Visiting Europeans—as foreigners who fell into the first described category—
were more concerned with descriptions of people and places, whereas native
historians and biographers often reported events of political magnitude.9 The
accounts of foreign travellers were also usually more detailed and concentrated
on the accounts of cities and their inhabitants. Historians or local travellers
were generally less interested in descriptions, and instead focused their efforts
on recording historical events, often with an unmistakable bias derived from
their dependencies on the extent of royal patronage.10 As the observations of
historians and travellers were different in terms of origins, context, patronage
and writing styles, they complemented each other and answered questions not
addressed holistically in other documents. In effect, it is these rich travelogues
that describe the conception of empire within an ephemeral urbanism wherein
tent cities of the nomads existed alongside building sectors with dense
residential buildings.

The social modelling of duality in the Islamic world

Given that all travelogues are inherently predicated on—frequently orientalized—
assumptions of culture and society, scholars have discovered that a nuanced
interpretation of these travelogues invariably necessitates a holistic under-
standing of the social models specific to the Islamic world. In fact, the

Figure 1.2 View of the grand Mughal Court from the Voyage de Francois Bernier, by
Paul Maret in Sur les routes de l’Asie (1710), Creative Commons.
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steppe–city duality can neither be understood nor interrogated without a brief
overview of how these models apply to specific world regions and have relevance
within defined time frames. Among the earliest and most popular models sug-
gested is Wittfogel’s concept of despotism as the precursor to modern-day
totalitarianism.11 Global historians delving into the sociological and anthro-
pological frameworks of the Islamic world (and by extension other regions of
the non-western world) have frequently employed Wittfogel’s thesis to explain
Oriental despotism and its myriad of bureaucratic empires. Two observations
are critical here. First, that while most Islamic despots were indeed totalitarian,
this was not merely limited to the Islamic realms. Also, should Wittfogel have
been substantially accurate, the ‘nomadic’ or ‘steppe’ element permeating into
settled life would be critical to the very survival of the despots who encouraged
this kind of interaction. While the first observation is historically proven, the
‘nomadic’ or ‘steppe’ element was indeed systematically incorporated within
Islamic societies from its very inception. One among many examples of this
latter process was the mass recruitment of mercenary ‘Mamluk’ soldiers by
the Abbasids (750–1258 CE).12 Also significant were the expansive armies of the
Mongols which constituted the hordes of ‘steppe’ peoples. Yet a third example
would be the elaborately contrived, rank-based (zat) social hierarchy adopted
by the Timurid (1370–1505 CE) and thereafter the Mughal (1526–1857 CE)
dynasties, both seeking to create an effective ‘middle-rung’ within their social
ladder. As Irvine explains, this ‘social process’ was based entirely on ‘foreign’
recruits arriving within their [Mughal] realms, via the ranks of the armies.13

Extending upon these insights on the social system prevalent in societies
dominated by a bureaucratically despotic state has been the work of Eisen-
stadt.14 In place of Wittfogel’s concept of the ‘despot’ who practised the ‘Total
Power–Total Terror hypothesis’, Eisenstadt proposed the process of increasing
centralization of government (or power), accompanied by greater differentiation
of the social structure and involving a struggle for power at the empire’s centre,
between its rulers, bureaucracy and the elites. Eisenstadt viewed ‘centralized
historical-bureaucratic empires’ as veritable societies positioned within an
over-arching framework of patrimonial societies, feudal societies, and city-states
on one side and modern societies on the other. Both Wittfogel and Eisenstadt,
while somewhat divergent in their foci, stressed the presence of the powerful,
centralized bureaucracy as the vital characteristic of historical empires, in turn
often supported by a non-traditional elite. In effect, it was obligatory for the
ruler (or despot) to strike a balance between the two functions of the elite—as
props to his own authority, and as potential rivals to his social position via
their own consolidation as a social class—without serious conflict.

Besides the structure of political systems, centralized bureaucracies—such
as the ones just described—also had profound implications on the lifestyles
and cultural practices of the Islamic societies of which they were an intrinsic part.
The quasi-tribal, thereafter-sedentary sodalities of these societies determined the
physical map of the city. On these lines, Blake’s urban-historical re-construction
of the sovereignMughal city of Shahjahanabad15—extends upon the conception
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of ‘patrimonial-bureaucratic empires’, as borrowed fromWeber.16 Blake contends
that the Mughal Empire of the Indian subcontinent fitted into this category
better than the bureaucratic despotic model proposed by Wittfogel.17 The
Weberian model of the patrimonial state describes the regime as an extension
of the ruler’s household, whose authority was a virtual expansion of that of the
family patriarch. Likewise, the physical landscape within the capital cities and
urban centres of such a patrimonial state also mirrored the organization of
the patrimonial state. The spaces, monuments, streets and promenades within
these urban (and sometimes sub-urban) landscapes were organized for maximum
impact and control exercised by the family patriarch.

The grand imperial show at Mughal Shahjahanabad was a case in point.
Besides the buildings of this exemplar Mughal metropolis, within its plan layout,
were both invisible and visible appendages of urban structure that kept the
elements of the ‘baroque’ landscape together. The regent’s citadel at the centre of
the composition addressed the politics of the gaze as incorporated in the very
language of the city’s architecture. More specifically, the Panoptic mode of
power insidiously permeated all parts of the imperial capital to great advantage,
a phenomena that Foucault describes in his Discipline and Punish.18 Hodgson
and McNeill, in accepting this idea of bureaucratic dominance, assert that the
diffusion of firearms within the medieval world—and especially as pertaining
to siege artillery—would explain the marked increase in centralized power
that brought the Mughal Empire into being.19 This would also explain the
relevance (and success) of the Panoptic model employed in the four Mughal
capital cities at Shahjahanabad, Agra, Fatehpur Sikri and Burhanpur.20

Given the formal model suggested above, Hasan’s work expresses dis-
satisfaction with the attempts to portray the Mughal state merely on the basis
of its fiscal and militaristic policies.21 He has observed that a state such as the
Mughal Empire not only extorted revenues but also redistributed them. Cor-
respondingly, the state’s use of force also elicited consent to ensure obedience
from a diversity of population groups. Hasan views the state from the perspective
of localities and asserts that the Mughal state was therefore a unique ‘social
experiment’ combining nomadic and sedentary elites. It buttressed the local
system of power in the localities and concomitantly opened up a negotiated
space towards the assimilation of the forces of resistance in the political system.

Given this nomadic–sedentary bipolarity, Stein’s model of the ‘segmentary
state’ distinguishes two kinds of sovereignties in medieval kingdoms such as the
Mughal Empire.22 The first is ‘political sovereignty’—a sovereignty consisting
of direct rule or control exercised by local powers on their immediate localities.
The second is ‘ritual sovereignty’—one characterized by the loose and custodial
hegemony exercised by the king at the top of the pyramidal, segmentary
structure of his empire. Obviously, the first was formalized in statecraft and
its multiple instruments, while the latter was constantly re-endorsed via the
choreographies of the quasi-nomadic ruler (or khan). This kind of ‘ritual
sovereignty’ would have justified the conception of the bureaucratic empire
and the centralized layout of the Mughal city. It would have also caused the
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collusion of a nomadic king (supported by his nomadic elite), vis a vis a
sedentary populace, positioned within an urban and hinterland space that
supported their diverse lifestyles. Finally, this kind of empire would have
encouraged the mobile encampment to be a viable spatial type especially
befitting an empire on the move, one that co-existed with ensembles of built
permanences.

Given the above, there is far-reaching disagreement among historians
concerning the model that best describes the social and spatial complexities of
Islamic pre-modern states such as the Mughal Empire. In accordance with the
Mughal (and Persianate) theory of sovereignty, the emperor, or padshah (the
title indicating legitimate succession to the throne) possessed absolute authority
within the empire. In effect, the persona of the emperor embodied the state
and to challenge his person—his name or representations, real or literal, that
symbolized his authority—was to challenge the empire. The Islamic dynasties
at the centre of this research, including the Ilkhanids, Timurids, Safavids and the
Mughals, claimed a set of symbols, metaphors and ceremonial acts to represent
this authority on a variety of levels. Historians, including Nuckolls, Price and
Adamson, consider symbols and ceremonials as instruments to aggrandize and
consolidate authority.23 Lindenfeld believes that the ‘symbols’ or in a broader
category, ‘embodiments’—as they are acted out dynamically, and not meant for
introspective purposes—effectively condensed complex meanings of parts of a
system of thought into a single expression.24 To extend upon Saussure’s syntactic
distinction between the signifier and the signified, the symbols—described in this
context as physical objects and ceremonial acts—could therefore potentially
transmit ideas and values as mnemonic elements and impart intuitive meaning
to the majority populace.25 This intuitive understanding replaced the complicated
process of interpretation and articulation. Just as the symbols of the imperial
sovereignty conveyed the ideas and values that were part of the Mughal
authority, so did their extensive use implement a very direct and formalized
means of state control. A framework of common cultural (including the
broad set of beliefs, assumptions and court rituals) and political symbols and
identities formed the basis for a potentially universal ideology that transcended
territorial and other limits within the empire.26

Such were the complex aspects of society and culture as observed by European
travellers who visited the regions of the Islamic world in the medieval age. As
a far-flung, predominantly land-based empire, the relative stability of the
medieval nomadic realms and the preservation of trade practices across Iran,
Central Asia and the Mediterranean served as its basis. For the Europeans
who fathomed this complex cultural space, the occasional travel of earlier
times increased rapidly after the fifteenth century owing to the frequency of
trans-national trade and the rise of diplomatic relations between Persia and
Europe. It is these rare and evocative travel accounts that provide us with
compelling information on a diversity of social and cultural issues, and especially
those pertaining to distinctions between dwelling within the city versus life in
the urban fringes, and within the surrounding hinterland. European travellers
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who visited the diverse regions of the Persianate world had varying degrees of
access to society and its lifestyles. Several wrote in Orientalist genre, others as
self-appointed ethnographers and scribes, still others recounting the pomp
and luxuries of the ceremonial courts, and the paraphernalia of the busy
bazaars. All however, in universal vein, made frequent reference to the charms of
the sedentarized urban life when viewed alongside the ephemeral environment of
the encampment. If the city was the very heart of this unfamiliar culture, the
elaborate encampments were its main settings for social and political events.

The ordu

Explaining how the social structure of the early Islamic world was based on
intertwined nomadic–sedentary models and a diversity of social mechanisms
allows us to conjecture as to how nomadic ways of life were connected to the
consolidation of empire. Towards this examination, we begin by asking why
the nomadic encampment (ordu) survived within the unique cultural world of
the nomad. Explained in the early sources as “the royal tent or residence, the
royal encampment” and later as the “army camp”,27 it is still open to debate
whether the ordu was merely an expedient component of shelter, or if it was
more inherently connected to some archetypal definition of place and ritual.
The sociologist Paul Connerton describes these archetypal definitions as the
‘choreographies of memory’ wherein societies remember their homelands and
origins by continually replicating their past in the geographical settings that
they traverse.28 The ordu was therefore connected to the ‘deep structure’ of
nomadic life, as opposed to merely serving as a place of mobile residence.
This may explain its longevity within the Islamic world, and the preservation
of this lifestyle alongside settled life.

Besides this deep-rooted, cultural need to ‘emulate’ their past, for the
nomadic chieftain (khan) who was transforming into the ‘sedentary ruler’, the
ordu was also an imperative at a functional level. The political instability of
the medieval age with its general abundance of rebellions and wars required
rulers to move expeditiously across regions, rapidly refreshing and preparing
for future campaigns. This meant that the kings and state leaders had to be in
a constant state of readiness to fulfil their duties, especially with regard to
defence. In many instances, they needed to stay in encampments or suburban
royal gardens to coordinate the logistics of their administrative affairs,
alongside their obvious preoccupations of war. Given that several kings and
rulers after the tenth century had originally been nomads and were not overly
enthusiastic about the urban lifestyle, this pre-disposition made their courts
increasingly mobile.29 An example is the Seljuk Turks, who consolidated their
grand empire following their decisive victory over the Byzantine army at the
Battle of Manzikert in 1071 CE. In the decades that followed this event, Malik
Shah I with his vaziers Nizam ul Mulk and Taj ul Mulk carved out a
uniquely legitimizing identity for himself, synthesizing his nomadic past with
the traditions of Persian urbanity.30
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Figure 1.3 Yurts at Karakul Lake (Kashgar) with Muztag Ata in background (China).
(Photo by Manu Sobti, 2012).

Figure 1.4 Surviving Kirgiz Nomadic Settlements along the Karakul Lake (near
Kashgar, China). (Photo by Manu Sobti, 2012).



But residing in salubrious garden environments should not be viewed simply
as a response to the militaristic tendencies of the nomadic, or quasi-nomadic,
rulers and their administrative elite. The very image of the encampment was
also connected to how these nomadic tribes pictured themselves within the
global world view that held the sites of their capital cities (or encampments).
If sedentary empires constantly defined their territories via delineated borders
and fences, nomadic peoples, on the other hand, employed effective ‘zones of
negotiation’ to determine how far their lands stretched. A telling example is
the complex cultural process that predicated the drawing of arbitrary borders
in Central Asia by Soviet bureaucrats situated in Moscow in the early 1920s.
In a letter to the Communists of Turkestan, Lenin asked them to investigate
how many states there should be and what they should be named. Not only
was the idea of sovereign and independent ethnic-based states strange and
exotic for the locals; the very concept of a divided Turkestan was alien to
them. The Bolsheviks approached Vasily Barthold, a well-known Central
Asian scholar, for his opinion on how they should divide the region. Barthold
warned them that Central Asia, given its nomadic heritage since antiquity,
had no historic experience of the paradigm of an ethnic state. Hence, it would
be a great mistake to divide the region along ethnic lines (and via superficial
borders that leveraged the apparent divisiveness of geographical separators or
separatedness, such as the Oxus river that ran east–west across the heart of
Central Asia). Barthold also appears to have recognized that the terms ‘borders’
and ‘boundaries’ in Central Asia’s uniquely nomadic condition were anomalies,
and given the Amu Darya’s role as a cultural unifier, should be replaced with
the word ‘territory’.31 The division of the Central Asian states happened
nonetheless. It is now evident that the arbitrary borders thus created disrupted
the criss-crossing migration routes of the Eurasian nomads, a phenomenon
that has sadly never been studied.32 In Isabella Damiani’s words, “for the
nomad, his territory was classified into useful places—including seasonal
pastures, woods or rivers, or in places to be avoided. In this way, sporadic and
non-sporadic nomadic movements (transhumance) from place to place,
caused nomadic territory to become their ownership, inviolable from other
tribes or sedentary populations”.33 The culture of the nomad had developed,
in fact, techniques for the territorial recognition of geography consisting of a
system of codes and signals.

This unique definition of territory and place, as nested within nomadic
traditions of co-existence with the land and its resources, yet verging on
impermanent attachments, is the first point of observation apparent in European
accounts of medieval Persia. The historian of Islamic art, Bernard O’Kane,
draws our attention towards pastoral nomadism to explain the concept of
place for royal courts. He refers to Safavid and Timurid historic accounts,
such as the Tarikh-i Alam Aray-i ‘Abbasi, alongside the travel notes of the
Castilian traveller and writer Ruy González de Clavijo, to describe imperial
encampments (ordu) during different periods, and to substantiate the layout
of such camps within garden environments. These texts indicate that the elite
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Figure 1.5 The re-defining of cultural and geographical boundaries has sometimes
necessitated innovative adaptations, such as replacing (or supplementing)
the camel and horse with mechanized means of transportation. These
nomadic families with carrier motorbikes comfortably encamp on the
roodscapes of mud-brick homes at the Uighur Toyoq Village (near Turpan,
China). (Photo by Manu Sobti, 2012).

Figure 1.6 This cattle fair on the outskirts of Turpan, China, is a veritable melting pot for
various tribal groups and city dwellers to co-mingle. Their facial features, dress
and headgear are indications of the diversity of the nomadic realm that still
survives in their rich, cultural legacies. (Photo by Manu Sobti, 2012).



nobility consciously chose not to reside in ‘permanent’ palaces located inside
cities, preferring to stay in tents that provided for greater mobility.34 This kind
of mobility obviously precluded what would be defined as otherwise normative
attachments to site, as was characteristic with a permanent building. O’Kane
writes that the ordu was, in many respects, a mobile city of sorts wherein “An
elaborate ceremony accompanied the camp every time it moved; a strict forma-
tion based on military rank was observed, with the drummers, trumpeters and
pipers of each unit occupying prominent positions”. Mosques and bazaars
were located in each encampment, although prices were high because of the
logistics of transport. The ruler and his household formed one camp and each
of his wives had a camp of her own, as did the army generals and viziers.35 The
historian Monika Gronke points to the concept of the ordu and how Timurid
and Safavid historians never referred to the royal capitals as fixed places in the
geographical landscape.36 Similarly, in his description of the Albares, Clavijo
mentions that people do not possess anything but their tents, nor do they live
in cities or villages, but in the open plains in both winter and summer.37

In fact, nomadism was not just a condition created by the interactions of
social groups; rather, it was a way of life. Khunji, the biographer of the fifteenth-
century ruler Aqqoyunlu Sultan Yaqub, explained the benefits of nomadism:
“[Sultan Yaqub] was not a town dweller affected by dirty habits, as was the
case with many rulers of Khurasan, Fars, and Kerman, but followed the seasons
wandering in open spaces going from summer quarters to winter quarters”.38

Similarly, Juvaini—author of the History of the Mongols—wrote, “The capital
of Ogetei, the heir-apparent, during his father’s reign was his yurt (tent) in the
region of the Emil and the Qaboq”.39 Gronke points out that Romlu, who
worked in the Safavid court, and Iskandar Munshi never discussed the change
of capitals, mainly because the word ‘capital’ as a fixed territory did not have
any meaning for them but referred to the royal encampment.

Building on Gronke’s observation, it should be noted that not only did
Romlu fail to identify cities as capitals, but that he rarely referred to palaces
as the main settings for administration. Instead, he frequently described travel
between various gardens, in some cases even neglecting to mention the names
of cities that lay in proximity to these gardens. For example, he wrote that, in
1422, King Shahrokh travelled from the Bagh-i Zaghan to Azarbayjan;40 in
1455, Sultan Mirza Babur decided to travel from the Bagh-i Sefid to the
Bagh-i Mokhtar; Mirza Shah Mahmoud went from the Bagh-i Mokhtar to
the Bagh-i Zaghan;41 and that Sultan Hosayn Mirza travelled from the Bagh-i
Zaghan to a garden in Astarabad.42 These examples clarify a dominant cultural
view in which the city—as the main administrative centre—was replaced by the
garden, as a ‘surrogate’ yet mobile settlement of sorts. In other words, gardens
were always points of departure and destination and automatically signified
cities. These gardens and camp environments were also a conscious choice,
dictated by social conventions. The Uzbek ruler, Sheybani Khan, aptly
responding to his chronicler, Fazl Allah Khunji, who spoke about several
capitals of the world, said, “Let our capital be our saddle”.43
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Beyhaqi’s account of the Ghaznavids sheds light on the roots of this trend
during the pre-Mongol age.44 Describing the use of Ghaznavid gardens in
Khurasan as encampments outside cities, he wrote that Amir Mahmoud, his
son Amir Masoud, and their courtiers usually stayed in the royal gardens for
two or three nights on their way to and from the city of Ghaznin.45 Such use
confirms the functionality of these gardens as caravanserais for the king
before or after the war. Beyhaqi’s notes show that Masoud and Mahmoud
never stayed in their royal gardens in Balkh, Ghaznin and Herat for long
because their final destination was the royal palace (kushk or kakh) inside
these cities. In other words, while the gardens were treated as intermediate
residences by the Ghaznavid kings, they were considered to be more than a
temporary residence for nomadic rulers, such as the Khans and Timur.

Beyond the nomadic predilections of the sovereigns, the location of the
ordu outside the urban walls had other plausible explanations. One such was
the disinclination to stay within cities for fear of entrapment within the walls,
especially as cities were under constant threat from both external enemies and
internal rebellions. Many references to encampment gardens during the
Ilkhanid and Timurid periods verify this point. Haneda has discussed the
common tradition of designing gardens outside Ilkhanid cities to function as
nomadic camps. He illustrates Sharuyaz as an ideal summer pasturage with
rich supplies of water and grass and mentions the vast garden on the outskirts
of Sultaniyya, built by Uljeitu’s vizier, Taj al-Din Ali Shah, in the early four-
teenth century. Given the salubrious environment of this suburb, and its
capacity to serve as a grazing ground where the Ilkhanid kings could reinforce
tribal affiliations, it is no surprise that this urbanscape served as the future
setting for the grand mausoleum of Uljeitu.46

Political instability, external threats and internal rebellions, especially after
the advent of Islam, denied most administrations in Persia the choice of settling
in one place. In effect, mobile courts used gardens as places for military
encampments, royal ceremonies or administrative affairs. The need for constant
travel, and the nomadic mentality dominant among the Turks of Central Asia
and the Mongols, required the use of tents as portable palaces. Even though
most kings had palaces, they still preferred to live in their tents.47 Khwaja
Rashid al-Din48 is one of the earliest historians to provide precise information
about the location of royal tents in gardens. According to the Tarikh-i Ghazani,
which chronicles the history of the Ilkhanids from 1265–95 CE, when Arghoun
Khan became sick in the garden of Aran, he stayed in his yurt for several
months. Attempts by his doctors and servants to heal him failed and he died.
His family and courtiers mourned in their tents for three days and then sent
his coffin to another city.49

Rashid al-Din writes that, in order to prepare for the festivals in a square
area that was enclosed by a wall, tanks and cisterns were installed to feed
rivers and streams. Avenues were also planted round the edge with willows to
provide a passage for the populace who had to be confined to the periphery of
the walled enclosure. The central area of the garden was reserved for the
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golden pavilion (khargah-i zarrin), the golden throne and surrounding tower,
baths and lofty buildings.50 Ghazan Khan, who had large buildings and
palaces on the grassland (marghzar) on the outskirts of Ujan, used his golden
tent (khargah-i zarrin) in the garden as his main residence.51 Similarly, Rashid
al-Din talks about pitching tents in the grassland in Sham, which was used as
the source for water and grass, and at the Bagh-i Adiliyya.52 Haneda believes
that this camp was used as a military base for Ghazan Khan.53 Pinder-Wilson
explains that this type of garden was developed by the Mongols for a purpose
peculiar to their own traditions and usages: “The assumption of royal power
required a garden setting for the nomadic encampment; the existing Persian
Bagh was adapted to the requirements of the Ilkhans”.54

The Tarikh-i Beyhaqi, which often refers to the encampments in Mahmoud’s
and Masoud’s gardens in Khurasan (two centuries before the Ilkhanid period),
contradicts the common belief regarding the Mongol origins of the concept of
ordu in gardens. Beyhaqi provides valuable information about encampments
of the Ghaznavids in the gardens of Khurasan. According to him, when
Mahmoud and his son moved to new gardens, they not only had to move the
royal kitchen, dress rooms (jame-khaneh), treasury (khazana), administrative

Figure 1.7 Given the recent political subdivisions to create nations and nation-states,
the interconnected routes that once facilitated nomadic transhumance have
largely disappeared. Here on the outskirts of the border town of Tashkurgan
(Xinjiang, China) a still surviving verdant pasture land seen with nomadic
herders and yurts. Several families continue to visit this site seasonally,
engaging in traditional cultural practices and festivals. (Photo by Manu
Sobti, 2012).
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offices (davit-khaneh) and so on, but also to provide special spaces for royal
women (haram), slaves (ghulams) and nobles. Most Ghaznavid gardens
mentioned by Beyhaqi included buildings, but since they were not enough to
accommodate all of the people, they still needed to pitch tents.55 For instance,
in the description of the encampment in the Bagh-i Pirozi, Beyhaqi writes:
“Amir went to the garden and to the pitched royal tent (sarapardeh) and
stayed there for two days. When everyone left, they removed [all] the tents”.56

We can well imagine the difficulty of carrying all of these tents and the
court furniture between gardens. Writing his travelogue in February 1665,
François Bernier wrote in similar vein of his excursions with the Mughal
emperor Akbar from the capital at Dehli (Delhi) to Lahor (Lahore). He
described how the ‘private accommodations’ of the king were sent a day in
advance to his future destination, so as to guarantee that there would be a
camp duly prepared for his reception when he arrived:

The two Peiche-kanes (assemblies of tents) are nearly equal, and, to
transport one of them, the aid of more than sixty elephants, two hundred
camels, one hundred mules, and one hundred men-porters is required.

Figure 1.8 The garden and landscape environments of the Ordu encampment were
frequently characterized by the interactions of inside-outside spaces. This
also ‘translated’ to the making of more permanent buildings within the
urban context. These internal and external prayer spaces at the Idgah
Mosque at Kashgar (China) not only accommodate varying populations
congregating for prayer, but also adjust to the vacillations of climatic cycles,
providing both summer and winter spaces. (Photo by Manu Sobti, 2012).
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The most bulky things are carried by the elephants, such as the large tents,
with their heavy poles, which, on account of their great length and weight,
are made so as to be taken down into three pieces. The smaller tents are
borne by the camels, the luggage and kitchen utensils by the mules. To the
porters are confided the lighter and more valuable articles, as the porcelain
used at the King’s table, the painted and gilt beds, and those rich Karguais
(folding tents with two doors), of which I shall speak hereafter.57

Royalty and the encampment

Clavijo’s accounts also confirm the influence of the nomadic mentality on the
design of gardens, noting that Timur always preferred to stay in gardens
outside the city of Samarqand, such as the Bagh-i Delgosha.58 In most of
these cases, the settlers preferred to stay in tents that were pitched inside the
garden or on the plain adjacent to the gardens. Whereas these writings illustrate
the nomadic mentality of the king and his perception of a garden as a temporary
place, Babur’s memoirs express his passion for enjoying his gardens.59 In the
Baburnama, he writes about sitting near a gurgling stream, drinking wine,60 and
enjoying the joys of fishing,61 while simultaneously regarding these settings as
appropriate venues for administrative meetings. In Babur’s poetic renditions,

Figure 1.9 Among the surviving palace complexes from the Mughal period, Akbar’s
so-called ‘encampment in stone’ at Fatehpur Sikri, Agra (India) is a classic
case of ‘built’ structures conceived within an ephemeral ‘tent’ environment.
(Photo by Manu Sobti, 2013).
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the garden is temporarily transformed into its wild and naturalistic vein, yet
bureaucracy, administration and government affairs inhabit this space. Wescoat’s
characterization of these landscaped spaces as the ‘gardens of invention and
exile’ may explain the sense of security that Babur (and later his son Humayum)
may have felt within the confines of the garden environment.62 Babur also
refers to passing the month of Ramadan in the Bagh-i Hasht Behesht63 and
described the afternoon communal prayers in his garden and palace at Agra.64

Encampments inside gardens for administrative purposes are consistently
mentioned in documents compiled by local writers such as Beyhaqi, Munshi,
and Babur, and European travellers such as Clavijo, Herbert and Chardin.
This phenomenon was also observed by Anthony Jenkinson (1529–1610/11),
the British traveller who recorded his observations of a mobile ordu in Central
Asia, and described some thousand camels pulling covered carts, looking
from the distance like a veritable town:65

Departing from Perouolog,66 hauing the wildernesse on both sides, we saw a
great heard (sic) of Nagayans, pasturing, as is abouesayd, by estimation
aboue a thousand cammels drawing of carts with houses vpon them like
tentes, of a strange fashion, seeming to be a farre off a towne: that Hord was
belonging to a great Murse called Smille, the greatest prince in all Nagay,
who hath slaine and driuen away all the rest, not sparing his owne brethren
and children, and hauing peace with this Emperour of Russia he hath what
he needeth, and ruleth alone, so that now the Russes liue in peace with
the Nagayans, who were woont to haue mortall warres together.67

The Safavids, who were politically more established than their predecessors, still
maintained the habit of camping in gardens. The Venetian traveller Michele
Membre provides great detail about Shah Tehmasp’s royal encampment in
Tabriz. In contrast to some Europeans, he had sharp eyes and avoided
generalization. He provides valuable information on the royal camp of the
court of Shah Tehmasp, where the king was lodging with his ordu in the
meadows, with his army in 5,000 tents.68 Shah ‘Abbas’s historian, Iskandar
Munshi, also refers to the royal encampments in Safavid gardens. For
instance, he talks about a royal ceremony in the garden of Sa’adat Abad in
which more than 760 people stayed in tents.69 Even though estimates of the
number of tents in travellers’ notes are usually exaggerated, these documents
prove the dual life of their inhabitants as well as the symbiosis between the
temporary settlements (tents) and permanent residences (buildings). Clavijo
also observes this in the Delgosha garden, where ambassadors were received
in silken tents and rich palaces:

This house and garden, where the lord received the ambassadors, in it
there were many silken tents, and the lord remained there until the following
Friday, when he went to another garden, where there was a very rich
palace, which he had lately ordered to be built, called Bayginar.70
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The formality of the ordu

Accepting the existence of ordu and the use of tents as regular settlements
raises the question of the practicality of erecting hundreds of tents in huge fields
or gardens. Moreover, the fact that the ordu was mostly occupied by soldiers
leads to questions regarding social organization, culture and discipline. Pitching
and organizing the tents was apparently a quick process, done in military
precision. The layout of the encampment endorsed the patrimonial bureau-
cratic empires described earlier. A few decades after the start of the Mongol
invasions in the Islamic world, in 1253 CE, the Franciscan monk William of
Rubruck described the Court of Batu Khan (r.1227–55)—ruler and founder of
the Ulus of Jochi (or Golden Horde)—in the following words:

When I saw the ordu (tent palace) of Batu, [in Sarai] I was astonished, for
it seemed like a great city stretched out about his dwelling, with people
scattered all about for three or four leagues. And as among the people of
Israel, where each one knew in which quarter from the tabernacle he had
to pitch his tents, so these know on which side of the ordu they must
place themselves when they set down their dwellings. A court is orda in
their language, and it means middle, for it is always in the middle of the
people, with the exception, however, that no one places himself right to
the south, for in that direction the doors of the court open. But to the
right and left they may spread out as they wish, according to the lay of
the land, so long as they do not bring the line of tents down right before
or behind the court.71

On similar lines, upon his visit to the Timurid realms, Clavijo mentions that the
assembly of tents for about twenty thousand men did not usually take more than
three or four days.72 The placement of tents in large fields and gardens appar-
ently followed a pre-designed plan based on the rank of courtiers and soldiers.
The first-pitched tent belonged to Timur and it is likely that higher-rank
courtiers and army leaders were then placed closest to Timur’s tent. Clavijo
confirms this: “When the tents of the lord were pitched, each man knew
where his own tent should be pitched, and every one, high and low, knew his
place, so that the work was done without confusion or noise”. Clavijo also
describes the organization of the tents of Timur’s wives in the garden: “The first
wall and tents were for the use of the chief wife of the lord… and the other was
for his second wife”. Apparently, they joined walls (called zalaparda)73 to
surround an area filled with many tents and awnings which were distinguished
by their colours.74 This area had a large, lofty tent in the centre, which was
inhabited by the royal family.

Clavijo notes the separation of male and female areas in the ordu. The issue
of gender segregation is also highlighted by Ibn Battuta,75 who refers to the
separation of women’s ordu from the men’s tents in Baghdad. He confirms
Clavijo’s observations regarding the significance of hierarchy in his description
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Figure 1.10 Given the traveller accounts, few large tents from the medieval Islamic
world survive, except in museums and private collections. However, current
day ceremonies often necessitate their emulation, in scale, grandeur and
craft. This large cloth tent set-up in the inner city of Ahmedabad (India)
incorporates all features of the past, alongside new interventions. (Photo
by Manu Sobti, 2011).



of Abu Sa‘id’s ordu, saying that the formation of the camp is based on the
military rank. Abu Sa‘id’s camp includes mosques and bazaars and contains
smaller quarters (mahalla) for the king, his wives, viziers and courtiers. Ibn
Battuta’s observations of the encampment of Sultan Abu Sa‘id outside the
city of Baghdad also show that the ordu is divided into several quarters allocated
to women and courtiers:

When they encamp, the sultan and his Mamluks occupy a camp by
themselves, and each of his khatuns occupies a separate camp of her own,
each of them also having her own imam, mu’azzens, Quran readers and
bazaar. The viziers, secretaries and officials [of the finance department]
encamp separately, and each amir also has his own camp. They all pre-
sent themselves for duty after each afternoon prayer, [returning to their
camps] with torches carried before them.76

He explains that his lodging was arranged in a special location among
rushing streams and lofty trees.77 In contrast, Timur’s grandson, Babur,
describes his experience in encampments from the point of view of a resident,
not an observer, for instance referring to his own tent pitched in the middle of
the garden.78

Likewise, Munshi writes that Shah ‘Abbas’s tent, which was called the
‘administrative tent’ (khayme-ye dolat-khaneh) in the royal encampment
(ordu-ye homayoon) in the garden of Sa’adat Abad was differentiated from
the other tents by its size.79 Depending on the availability of open space inside
gardens, tents could be located either inside or outside the boundary. In some
cases, the placement of the tent was not necessarily a sign of position and
hierarchy. For example, Timur’s tent was pitched outside the garden of Delgosha,
while some of his soldiers dwelled inside the garden. Using vast plains to organize
these temporary micro-scale cities required a clear and advanced layout that
could prevent chaos, rebellion and conspiracy.

The organization of the ordu had the capability to define public, semi-public
and private realms in very clear fashion. The rows of tents created streets and
avenues in which were distributed the various businesses that provided ser-
vices and goods to the residents, especially the troops. Clavijo’s descriptions
draw a clear picture of temporary streets where different guilds, such as
bakers, cooks and butchers, were located. There were even areas where public
services were offered, such as huts that were used for hot baths and contained
boilers for heating the water.80 Ibn Battuta’s notes indicate that keeping
discipline was a major concern in the royal camp. He writes:

It is their custom to set out with the rising of the dawn and to encamp in
the later afternoon. Their ceremonial [on setting out] is as follows: each
amir comes up with his troops, his drums and his standards, and halts in
a position that has been assigned to him, not a step further, either on the
right wing or the left wing. When they have taken up their positions and

M. Gharipour and M. P. Sobti 41



their ranks are set in perfect order, the king mounts, the drums and
trumpets an fifes are sounded for the departure.81

Ibn Battuta similarly explains the administrative organization within Abu
Sa‘id’s ordu, where the secretaries and officials of the finance department had
to present themselves for duty each afternoon.

The architecture of tents

Given the widespread use of tents within and outside the confines of the city,
few records survive that describe their structure and design in sufficient detail.
Two significant Ilkhanid documents, composed by the prominent historian
Juvaini and the minister Rashid al-Din, provide clear pictures of the tents of
nomadic Mongols, and thereafter the still-sedentarizing Ilkhans; both were
used as models by successors. In his History of the World-Conqueror, Juvaini
describes Ghengiz Khan’s annual sojourn to the mountains each July,82 where
he dwelled in “a Khitayan pavilion, whose walls were made of latticed wood,
ceiling was of gold while its embroidered cloth, and it was covered all over
with white felt: it is called Shira-Ordu. In these parts are cool waters and
much grass”.83 The Shira-Ordu was also described by Rashid al-Din in his
Successors of Genghis Khan, as “a great tent which held a thousand persons
and was never struck. The outside was adorned with gold-studs and the inside
covered with nasij (golden embroidery)”.84

John de Plano Carpini—one of the first Europeans to visit the court of Ghengiz
Khan, around 1246—describes three different types of pavilions, which have
varied degrees of complexity and ornamentation based on the rank of their resi-
dents. These types were: “Sira-orda which is a great tent made of white purple,
which in our opinion was large enough to hold more than two thousand persons;
and around it a wooden paling had been made, and it was ornamented with
divers designs85 […] The Golden-orda, which rested on pillars covered with gold
plates, fastened with gold nails and other woods, and the top and sides of it were
covered with baldakins; the outside, however, being of other kinds of stuff86 […]
And awonderful tent, all of red, purple, a present of the Kitayans”.87 Carpini and
his companions were taken first to the Sira-orda, where they remained for four
weeks. After the four weeks the whole assembly left the Sira-orda and rode to a
place “three to four leagues [9–12 miles] distant, where there was a fine large
plain near a river flowing between mountains”.88 They set up the Golden-orda
to hold the enthronement ceremony, which was to have taken place on 15
August but, because of a violent hailstorm, it was postponed to the 24th.89

Ghengiz Khan’s Golden-ordu could have served as a model for his descendant,
Timur, whose tent was called a “castle” by Clavijo, because of its huge size.90 This
lofty pavilion, which had a square plan, was three lances high and hundred
paces broad. It was pitched against twelve poles, each of which was as large
as a man, and made of gold, blue, and other colours. Clavijo describes the
pitching process:
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When they pitched the tents, they used wheels, like those of a cart, which
were turned by men, and they have ropes fixed in various directions, to
assist them. From the vault of the ceiling of the pavilion silken cloths
descended, between each of the poles, which were fastened to them, and
when they were fastened, they made an arch from one side to the other.91

Clavijo also wrote about a huge pavilion (tent) in which several smaller tents
were located, almost similar to an urban block:

Within the wall there were many tents, and awnings pitched in various ways;
amongst which was a high tent, not drawn out by cords. The walls were of
poles, a little larger than a lance, which crossed each other like a net and
on the top of these poles, there were others forming a high capital. These
poles were secured by broad girths to each other, and to stakes fixed near
the walls of the tent. The tent was so high, that it was wonderful how it
could be secured with these girths, and the top was covered with a crim-
son cloth, and the walls were lined with cotton, like a coverlid, so that the
sun could not penetrate. It had no ornaments or figures whatever; except
that there were some white stripes all round the outside. These stripes
were covered with silver-gilt bezants, as broad as a man’s hand, which
were adorned with precious stones. Between these stripes there were
others, which went all round the tent, folded in small folds like the skirts
of a robe, and embroidered with gold threads. When there was any wind,
these folds moved backwards and forwards, and looked very beautiful.
The tent had an entrance, with doors of very small canes, covered with
red cloth.92

It is evident from his description that within this huge area, covered streets of
tents were located. Within the wall, there were many smaller tents, as well as a
large tent made of silk, with windows at intervals, which were separated from
the passage by silken nets. In the centre of the space formed by this wall, there
was another high tent, with the same red cloth and silver-gilt bezants.93

In the event of big ceremonies and feasts, Timur ordered his relatives and
women, his sons and grandsons, his councillors and all the people scattered
round to assemble at his royal neighbourhood in the garden.94 Here were
streets of royal tents, closely pitched on the banks of the river and, at Timur’s
command, courtiers and soldiers must be present in their tents with their
wives in order to attend any festivals.95 So complete were the instructions to
‘recreate’ the royal neighbourhood, that little was left to chance.

In front of these gardens there was a vast plain, through which a river
flowed, and many smaller streams. On this plain the lord ordered many
tents to be pitched for himself and his women; and that all his host,
which was scattered in detachments over the land, should be assembled
together, each man in his place, and that their tents should be pitched,
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and that they should come there, with their women, to be present at the
festivals and marriages which he wished to celebrate.96

Clavijo’s notes relied mainly upon descriptions based on size, and despite
their comprehensive nature, were not sufficient to categorize tents in terms of
design. Michele Membre’s accounts of Safavid Iran respond to this deficiency.
Shah Tahmasp’s tent in his ordu in Tabriz—as described by Membre97—was
apparently not much smaller in size and had a similar structure:

there was a cord as thick as a finger, with which was formed a complete
circle, like a courtyard surrounded with a wall, and having two entrances.
Every three paces there was a wooden stake on the cord; on the top of the
said pole was an iron point, which was fixed in the ground. The said
poles were half-a-rod long. Within the said cord were his [the Shah’s]
pavilions, and in the first part, on coming through the entrance in the
said cord, over against it, is the palace where he gives audience, one
behind the other, and the second pavilion is very large.98

Clavijo refers to joined porticos outside the square pavilion. These porticos
were supported by twenty-four poles (while the tent was thirty-six poles),
which were smaller than the central ones. He describes the interior and
exterior of the tent:

From this pavilion at least five hundred red cords were extended, and
inside there was a crimson carpet, beautifully ornamented with silken
cloths of many colours, and embroidered with gold threads. In the centre
of the ceiling there was the richest work of all; and in the four corners
were the figures of four eagles, with their wings closed. The outside of the
pavilion was lined with silk cloths, in black, white, and yellow stripes. At
each corner there was a high pole, with a copper ball, and the figure of a
crescent on the top; and in the centre, there was another tall pole, with a
much larger copper ball and crescent; and, on the top of the pavilion,
between these poles, there was a tower of silken cloths, with turrets, and
an entrance door; and when the wind blew the pavilion about, or made
the poles unsteady, men went on the top, and secured anything that was
loose. Within the pavilion there was, in one part, a chamber covered with
carpets, for the use of the lord; and on the left hand there was another
carpeted chamber, and another beyond that.99

The huge round walls, encircling the pavilion, were about three hundred paces
across. These colourful walls, which were made of silk, had cords and poles
on the inside and outside for support. There was a wide gate, made like an
arch, which was as high as a man on horseback100 and on the top of it there
was a tower with turrets.101 Everyone had to pass through the two main gates
in order to get to the royal tent, which was at the centre of this enclosed
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space. The second gate was even more decorated. Above this door, there were
three silver-gilt falcons, with extended wings. All these ornamentations were
made to impress the guest and show off the power of the resident of the tent,
Timur. There was a silken awning on the door in order to protect the guests
and the entrance area from sun. Clavijo describes this highest part of the
royal tent:

[In the] latter tent there was a very large silver-gilt eagle, with wings dis-
played, and a little below it. Above the door of the tent, were three silver-gilt
falcons, with extended wings, and heads turned towards the eagle, which
seemed to wish to attack them. These figures were very well made, and
were so placed as to present a very beautiful effect. Above the door of the tent
there was a silken awning of many colours, which made a shade before the
door, and protected it from the sun; and it was made to move, so that the
rays of the sun could never enter the tent.102

The royal tents seem to have been large enough to accommodate hundreds of
people and pavilions (thrones) for the king and his special guests. Moreover,
vertical (curtains) and horizontal elements (awnings) worked as a separator of
zones both inside and outside the tents, while also serving as gender signifiers
in the ordu. The number of gates and entrances depended on the degrees of
control necessary outside the tents: both Timur’s and Tehmasp’s tents were
located in the centre, and the visitor had to pass several entrances to get there.
The tents were also highly decorated because they served as the main setting
for many administrative meetings and for receiving foreign ambassadors.

Finally, the chronicler at the Mughal Emperor Akbar’s court in India—Abul
Fazl—provides extraordinary detail on building, encampments and army life in
his compendium entitled the Ain-i-Akbari, especially in dealing with the Farrash
Khanah. “His Majesty”, he begins characteristically, “considers this department
as an excellent dwelling-place, a shelter from heat and cold, a protector against
the rain, as the ornament of royalty. He looks upon its efficiency as one of the
insignia of a ruler, and therefore, considers the care bestowed upon it as a
part of divine worship”. Then Fazl proceeds to describe, in rich detail, the
different types of tents needed and erected as the vast imperial armies moved
or the emperor went out with the ladies of the harem on his pleasure hunts.
As one reads, one can see that he is speaking of virtual palaces on the move.
He begins with the astounding Bargah which, “when large, is able to contain
more than 10,000 people. It takes a thousand farrashes aweek to erect it with the
help of machines. There are generally two-door poles, fastened with hinges. If
plain, (i.e. without brocade, velvet, or gold ornaments,) a bargah costs 10,000
rupees and upwards, whilst the price of one full of ornaments is unlimited”.103

In equal detail, he describes the Chobi Rewati, raised on ten pillars; the Do
Ashiyana, a house of two floors raised on eighteen pillars; the zamindoz that is
more or less underground; the ajaibi, the mandal, the athkhamba, the khargah,
the sarapardah and the gulalbar. Each of these tent kinds had associated
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functions, and the use of each was strictly prescribed. The sections on royal
encampments and the Farrash Khanah run into several pages.

Conclusion

Given its long history of genesis and evolution, the nomadic tent city, known as
the ordu or encampment, was a normative phenomenon in cities and settle-
ments of the Islamic world. Its widespread usage and survival depended to a
large degree on the transforming tribal-society of political elites who interacted
with settled city dwellers. As illustrated through this chapter, the resulting
mobile dwellings and encampments were survivors of an archetypal culture
that the sedentarizing nomads self-consciously continued to incorporate in their
urban lifestyles for several generations following their adoption of urban life-
styles. While in the eleventh and twelfth centuries this emulation and cultural
continuity imparted remarkable resilience to the tribal element synthesizing
with the Islamic ecumenae, by the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries it was
an efficient mechanism to keep the nomadic solidarities of the elite recruits
alive. In effect, from a system first been characterized by the interaction of
nomadic rulers with sedentary peoples, there was a gradual transformation
into an environment where the sedentary (or sedentarizing) rulers interacted
with nomadic (and agrarian) peoples.

In effect, not only had the so-called nomad ‘transformed’; so too, by com-
parison, had the institution of kingship itself. It had moved from a clan-based
leadership to a divinely ordained regent and, finally, to a ceremonial, patrimonial
ruler who, as patriarch, ‘owned’ his territory and peoples. Within this fascinating
process of change, the encampment or ordu served as a ‘cultural vessel’ that
symbolically preserved the aspects of the past and fertilized the future, and
would see eventual rendition in the permanent fortified structures that many
Islamic rulers moved into, once the days of steppe warfare were over. In many
parts of the Islamic world, including the Indian subcontinent and the Middle
East, this process of inter-mixing was to continue well into the pre-modern era,
giving rise to a clan and tribe-based system of affiliations that went beyond
nationalistic definitions.

For numerous historians from within the Islamic realms, these complex
interactions between the nomadic and sedentary worlds were trumped by
critical observations on political histories composed to facilitate nationalistic
mileage, national and global geographies that attempted territorial definitions,
and place or person biographies expressly composed towards directed patronage.
Given that Islamic cities had continually ensconced and incorporated socio-
ethnic and cultural diversities in their role as ‘cultural condensers’, this was
part of the globalizing climate that pervaded the lives of these cities. In sharp
contrast, foreign travellers saw the nomadic elements and especially the ordu
within the Islamic urban context as curiosities vis à vis developments in
Europe and the western world. To superficial observers and passing travellers,
the Islamic world seemed timeless and unchanging. This was especially telling
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given the developments of the Renaissance and the later Industrial Revolution
across Europe, which always served as a point of reference, though not
necessarily accurate. The culturally removed world of Islam also presented a
plethora of religious variants, divergent populations and idiosyncratic rituals,
all of which were visually provocative. Upon their return home, and often after
multiple years of sustained (if not ethnographic) observations, many of these
European travellers chose to variously commodify their travels in the numerous
publications that flooded the European market, while responding to the
growing readership for the exotic facilitated by the development of the printing
press. In an era that received some timely critique via Edward Said’s elegant
interrogation, this scholarship substantially lost out on how the ephemeral
urbanism of the nomads impacted, and was affected by, the contingencies of
the Islamic empires.
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2 Understanding the city through
travellers’ tales
Cairo as seen and experienced by two
fourteenth-century Italians

Felicity Ratté

Articulating the unique features of the Islamic city is challenging in the early
twenty-first century. But it was even more so in the fourteenth. For Italian
travellers to the Holy Land between 1346 and 1386, it is clear that they were
not looking, nor did they find, much to distinguish between cities from home
and those through which they walked as they followed the path of biblical
figures. Two travellers in particular catch our attention in this respect. Niccolò
da Poggibonsi, a Franciscan friar, and Leonardo di Niccolò Frescobaldi, a
merchant. The overarching features of each of these two travellers’ descriptions,
of Cairo in particular, demonstrate a keen awareness of the built environment, of
urban layout, and a deep appreciation for what they saw and experienced. In
our ongoing attempts to come to terms with the historical context of cultural
diversity between the Islamic and the Christian contemporary worlds, we may
do well to imagine the possibility of deep appreciation for an Islamic city in
the context of the fourteenth century. This would help us to see some of the
differences between this period and our own, which might otherwise be
thought to be quite like our own in its obsession with distinctions between
Islam and Christian world views. In addition, it is possible to see that the city
that they describe was not the ‘Islamic city’ described and analyzed today, but
rather something more like the city of their own experience.

For Niccolò and Leonardo, it is unclear the extent to which they experienced
the exoticism, or the dramatic cultural difference between the Middle Eastern
cities and their own, that later travellers did. In fact, both texts suggest their
experience of the city fell more into the category of the familiar than the
exotic and yet, they did experience the city as different (diverse). They saw
things they knew and recognized, and things they found new and strange.
They took both together in the way that we do today, understanding that
much cultural interchange is made up of component parts contributed by
linked and interconnected cultures that may never have actually been distinct.
Their use of the comparative method of description suggests that most of
what they saw made sense to them within the cultural context with which
they were familiar.

The aim of the following discussion is to interrogate the written and visual
evidence of these Italian travellers’ experience in the Islamic world in the



fourteenth century in order to understand their sense of how, and if, the places,
spaces and buildings differed from their own. The method is comparative, using
visual and textual analysis to draw meaning out of the authors’ narratives and,
more importantly, out of the images made by Niccolò and what they
demonstrate of the author’s visual and aesthetic appreciation for the built
environment of Cairo.

Setting the stage

While both travellers contribute to the knowledge of how Cairo was under-
stood by Italians in the fourteenth-century, I will pay particular attention to
the work of the Franciscan friar because of the immense importance of his
architectural imagery for our understanding of his appreciation of the built
form in the Islamic city. Niccolò da Poggibonsi, who probably inhabited the
Franciscan monastery in his hometown by the same name, set out for the
Holy Land in 1346. He returned to Italy some four years later with a text and
over one hundred pen drawings, which we now assume were done by his own
hand, as a record of his travels and as a spiritual guide for others who would
follow him either with their feet or their minds alone.1 The manuscript
of Niccolò’s text entitled A Voyage Beyond the Seas (1346–1350) (Libro
d’Oltramare) was reproduced from the fourteenth to the nineteenth centuries,
its existence never being forgotten, although it was not until recently that it
was fully understood that the text was intended by its author to be viewed
alongside the accompanying images.

Although it is not clear to what extent Niccolò intended his images, rather
than copies of them, to be seen by a wide variety of viewers, it is certain that
he was particularly careful in his descriptions and with a number of his
drawings. As Kathryn B. Moore has argued, this care was due to the role that
the guide was to play for pilgrims who could not make the actual journey.2

This attention to detail is demonstrated first in the variety of representational
tools that he used to describe distinct architectural vocabulary. Perhaps not
unfittingly, the greatest variety of types is seen in his representations of
towers, both bell towers and minarets, with varied fenestration, elevation,
shape, balconies and turrets, as can be seen in his image of Cairo that will be
discussed below (Figure 2.1). Second, it appears that, for some of his draw-
ings, Niccolò transferred images that he sketched, possibly on site, using the
pinprick method found in fresco design transfer (minus the pouncing) onto the
pages of the manuscript.3 One would only do this if one was really concerned
to get the details and measurements right.4

All of this demonstrates that Niccolò was a keen observer of architecture
and thus it can be assumed that he understood and appreciated its complex
signifying capacity. Signifying capacity encompasses a building’s iconography
not only with regards to its function but also with regards to its history. The
best example of this within the Italian context is the free-standing Baptistery,
the form of which referred not only to its function, but also to historic
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structures in Jerusalem.5 Given Niccolò’s familiarity with architectural signi-
fication, the fact that he describes former churches as now mosques, often
designating them as such with a crescent moon atop the minaret, demonstrates
his broad view of the relationship between religious practice and architectural
form.6 Thus, it is possible to see in Niccolò’s description of Cairo a view of a

Figure 2.1 Niccolò da Poggibonsi, Cairo, Florence, National Library, MS II.IV.101,
folio 39v. (Courtesy of Biblioteca Nazionale Firenze).
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city not yet clouded by the ideological distinctions that were to give us the
‘Islamic city’ as described and defined by George Marcais or Spiro Kostof and,
by extension, other post-Orientalist analysts.7 What is intentionally highlighted
here is that Niccolò’s drawings and his and Leonardo’s textual description
of the city of Cairo demonstrate that, in the fourteenth century, European
travellers did not see the cities of the Middle East as exotic or ‘other’.8 In fact,
both travellers model their description of the city on chronicles within their
own tradition; particularly, there are clear similarities between both authors
and the Florentine chronicler Giovanni Villani.

Niccolò arrived in Cairo around 1348, two years into a journey during which
he had visited the cities of Jaffa, Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Damascus, Beirut and
Alexandria.9 Thus, by the time he reached the Egyptian city, he would have
become familiar with the rhythms of the street and the weather of the Middle
East. By this time, he must also have become quite familiar with the ablaq
masonry style of Mamluk architecture which he would probably have associated
as much with Christianity as he would with Islam, since he often assumed
many of the buildings he saw had once been churches. The degree to which
medieval travellers from Europe to the Holy Land could distinguish archi-
tectural styles well enough to differentiate between an Early Christian, Roman or
Islamic structure, is very much an open question.10 Certainly, deciding which
building belonged to which architectural tradition was bound up in ideology
rather than aesthetics or history.11 In fact, the extent to which Niccolò sees
things that he is familiar with might lead us to conclude that, for him, Islam is
a heterodox religious practice and not a hegemonic culture; thus, he would not
have understood the idea of a distinct ‘Islamic city’ any more than he would
have a ‘Christian’ or ‘Western’ one.12

When Niccolò arrived in the city, Hasan, the son of the long-serving Sultan
al-Nasir Muhammad, had just become Sultan, and the Sultanate was entering
a period of decline and uncertainty. The prolific building that had characterized
the urban development of the first half of the century was coming to an end,
but many of the key structures that define the Mamluk ceremonial city were
already in existence.13 Although the reign of Sultan Hasan was not as glorious
as that of his illustrious father, Niccolò makes no note that would lead us to see
he was aware of this. Indeed, when our next traveller, Frescobaldi, arrived in
the city in 1384, he appears not to have been struck at all by the political
instability that characterized the years following the death of al-Nasir.14

Leonardo di Niccolò Frescobaldi, a Florentine, travelled to the Holy Land
with a group of thirteen other Tuscans in 1384.15 Leonardo’s journey only lasted
a year and began, rather than ended, with Cairo. His description, while less
detailed than Niccolò’s and lacking the images which make the Franciscan’s
book both distinct and exceptionally helpful for understanding his appreciation
for the city, does help us to better understand the impression that Cairo made
on travellers from Italy in the fourteenth century. Like Niccolò, Leonardo saw
more to compare with his experience at home than he did to wonder at. In
fact, it is possible to conclude that the city itself, other than its immense size,
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was familiar to him in both its form and design. Both Niccolò and Leonardo
Frescobaldi described component parts of the city that were consistent with
those they knew from their own local Italian towns. The two authors were
clearly impressed by Cairo, both by its size and its beauty.

Is there an Islamic city in the fourteenth century?

Contemporary scholars of the Islamic city continue to struggle with both
understanding and articulating the key features which characterize it. While
the inaccuracy of the orientalist view of the disorganized, ungoverned city in
which mosque and markets were the key visual markers has been by now
clearly articulated, the search for distinguishing features goes on.16 Within
this context, understanding how a European made sense of one of the premier
cities of the Islamic world at a pivotal moment in its history is a worthy
endeavour. It also seems important to note what our travellers do not write
about, as much as what they do. They do not include some characteristics
considered of key importance to the Islamic city, such as gender segregation.
This calls attention to the question of what the purpose of distinctive categories
is, if they do not describe the historical situation in any way that promotes our
understanding of the contemporary experience of the city. Perhaps we can learn
from Niccolò and Leonardo that cultural difference and cultural diversity have
no more substance or meaning than is given by those engaged in the practice of
their articulation. In addition, when seen in conjunction with orientalist views of
the Islamic city, our travellers’ experience equally guides us towards another
way of thinking about the experience of cultural difference historically. We
shall find that, as well as failing to note aspects now thought unique and
important to the identity of the Islamic city, Niccolò and Leonardo took for
granted urban characteristics that European scholars in the twentieth century
thought absent from the Islamic city. They note, for example, the existence of
orderly streets and public space while never mentioning elements key to the
orientalist vision of the city, in particular the central congregational mosque.

The analysis begins with Niccolò, because his journey took place first. In
addition, the greater portion of the analysis will focus upon him because his
images demonstrate an appreciation for what he saw in Cairo and help us to
make sense of how he understood the underlying coherence of the city. Niccolò
arrived in Cairo about a year-and-a-half into his journey. He had already seen
much and travelled far. From Poggibonsi, his journey took him through
Florence, Venice, to Cyprus, Jerusalem and the surrounding countryside,
Damascus and its environs, and Alexandria.17 He probably travelled down the
Nile by boat, landing at Bulaq—he notes only that he reached “the port”.18

Because he was concerned to create a guide that could be followed back home
for a mental rather than an actual pilgrimage, he took great care in his
descriptions and renderings of architecture. His images, however, date from a
period in which architectural imagery was rendered using perspectival tools,
which were made obsolete by the one-point perspective introduced in the
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following century.19 These tools included using the planes of the walls of
buildings set parallel to each other to create a sense of solidity, as well as
rendering the interior and the exterior of a building simultaneously. Thus,
when looking at his images, one must first learn how to read them before
examining his description of the city of Cairo.

A good example of his particular mode of representation is his image of the
Great Mosque in Damascus (Figures 2.2 and 2.3), which he helpfully com-
pares to the Cathedral of Siena (Figure 2.4). It is important to point out that
Niccolò notes that this building had been a church and was now a mosque; it
is quite clear that, although the Ummayad mosque was not an adaptation of
a former Christian building, Niccolò believed that it was.20 In the drawing, he
shows the building as seen from the sahn (courtyard), which is actually absent
in the image and from his description. In fact, the mosque itself, a rectangular
building with a lateral orientation and a central aisle, has been transformed
into a structure that more clearly resembles a basilica.21 The central portal of
the mosque has been transformed in Niccolò’s image into the façade of the
building, the central aisle has been accentuated to resemble a nave, the wings
of the prayer hall into transept arms, and the dome over the central bay appears
as the dome over the crossing. One can certainly see from the representation how
he could make the comparison to the Cathedral of Siena, a building that he
must have known quite well. It would appear that, once he had worked out
the component parts of the building and their likeness to the building which
he knew, he created a representation that would enable his viewers to better

Figure 2.2 Façade of the Prayer hall, GreatMosque, Damascus. (Photo by Felicity Ratté).
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Figure 2.3 Niccolò da Poggibonsi, Great Mosque of Damascus, Florence, National
Library, MS II.IV.101, folio 39v. (Courtesy of Biblioteca Nazionale Firenze).

Figure 2.4 Cathedral, Siena, late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. (Photo by Felicity
Ratté).



understand the correspondences, rather than the actual building which was
formally distinct from those that they would know. The modern viewer,
however, struggles to understand how he might have stood in the great sahn
of the Damascus building and not taken note of its formidable and striking
presence or embellishments. It is possible that, as the sahn was built out of the
precinct walls of the Roman temple complex that had originally stood on the
site, he set it aside as not pertaining to the form of the building that he was
examining. His capacity to separate connected buildings in this way is intri-
guing. Looking through Niccolò’s eyes at fourteenth-century Cairo, it is clear
that he was fundamentally looking for correspondences rather than differ-
ences in the city; thus, his way of understanding interaction between forms
within the built environment was fundamentally different from our own.22

Niccolò’s image of Cairo

Niccolò’s description of Cairo is quite extensive, though certainly not as long as
that of Jerusalem. Understandably, he describes at great length the pre-Islamic
Roman settlement called Babylon where most of the historic churches were,
and still are. This settlement around the original Roman fort had been, by
Niccolò’s time, subsumed under the construction that followed the founding
of the first Islamic settlement of Fustat in the seventh century; nevertheless,
Niccolò still calls the place Babylon.23 The Franciscan’s appreciation for the
city is evident from the opening section of his description, where he notes that he
cannot restrain himself “from relating something of its beauties, of its nobility
and its magnificence”.24 He appears frankly overcome a few paragraphs later
when he exclaims “Now look if this city is not among the greatest there is
under heaven”.25

It is clear that this reference is being made not only to the city itself, but
also to the image that he has made of it. Thus, we can conclude that Niccolò
struggled to make his images convey some of the sense of the architectural
brilliance he was witnessing. He goes on to say that there are, in fact, two
cities, Cairo and Bablyon (Fustat), but that they are now almost one entity. In
this introductory note he is quick to distinguish Cairo from Fustat, which he
says is “far greater in its nobility”.26 This distinction clearly holds true for
what we know of the development of the city, Fustat being the commercial
and residential sector and distinguished as such by the Fatimid creation of the
ceremonial city of al-Qahira in the late tenth century (Map 2.1). While the
fall of the Fatimids opened the walled city to the entire population and thus
changed the building dynamics, the building of the Citadel south of the
external walls of the Fatimid city by Salah al-Din determined that the area
closer to the original city of al-Qahira would maintain its architectural identity
as the location of celebratory and state structures, thus the “nobility” that
Niccolò remarks upon.27

It can be assumed that Niccolò travelled extensively throughout the city
since he describes areas at both the extreme south, Fustat, and extreme north,

F. Ratté 63



Matariya.28 He notes that, upon his arrival, he is housed close to a quarter
known as “Carmel Field” which was probably located in Fustat.29 This is
important because he notes that this was the area where the Christians were
housed since they were not allowed to live dispersed within the city. However,
in the very next sentence he appears to suggest that confessional segregation
was not carefully adhered to in practice because they stayed in the home of a
Greek Christian, which was close to but not inside the Christian quarter.30

After establishing his arrival and location within the city, he then turns to the
task of describing something of the city’s “beauty”, “nobility” and “magnifi-
cence”, noting carefully that he cannot tell all because that would take too
long.31 This description is illustrated with the striking image of the view of the
whole city itself.32 The image gives a deep sense of the interest that the
Franciscan took in the city as a whole and in its key architectural monuments
during his visit (Figure 2.1).

The representation takes up almost the entire page of the manuscript on
which it is placed, unlike all of the other images of cities in the book. In
addition, unlike the other images of, for example, Venice or Damascus, Cairo
sprawls across the page uncontained by the crenellated walls that link but do
not bind the multiple structures that make up the image.33 This feature is a
cogent representation of the author’s text since Niccolò comments with some
force on the city’s remarkable size. At first the representation of Cairo may
seem to defy order, but what is extraordinarily striking about it is the way in
which it actually captures quite clearly the different areas that make up this
complex and multifaceted city. In fact, in relation to other representations of
cities from this period, Niccolò’s image stands out because of its apparent
topographical accuracy.34 It is important to note here that the very fact that
Niccolò chooses to render the cities of the Holy Land using the city view that by
now had become standard in Italy—as seen for example in the image of
Florence below the robes of the Virgin of Misericordia in the Bigallo in
Florence—says something important about how he sees these cities, and
Cairo in particular, as coherent urban entities.35

By the time of Niccolò’s visit, the four different settlements that were pro-
gressive constructions of the various Islamic rulers of Egypt had grown between
the original Roman fort at Fustat in the south, northwards to beyond the Fatimid
ceremonial city of al-Qahira, from which Cairo takes its name (Map 2.1).36 In
between these two extremes, the ninth-century city of the governor Ibn Tulun,
marked by his sprawling congregational mosque and the twelfth-century
defensive and residential structures of the Ayyubid sultans, gave structure to the
other numerous accretions of centuries of continuous habitation. In Niccolò’s
representation, Salah al-Din’s Citadel appears in the centre of the image,
given pride of place as it is in his text as well. Within the walls of the Citadel
is one carefully articulated minaret which must belong to the mosque of al-Nasir;
this can be seen from Rumayla square (Figure 2.5). To the left of the Citadel, the
second carefully articulated minaret suggests the complex of Qalawun along
the Bayn al-Qasrayn (Figure 2.6). On the right, another square tower circled
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by what looks like a toothy girdle is certainly Niccolò’s attempt to render the
distinctive minaret of the mosque of Ibn Tulun inspired by the famous minaret
located in the ruler’s hometown of Samarra (Figure 2.7).

Thus what he has captured is a view of the city from the east (from the Nile in
fact, which is represented by a series of sketchy lines at the base of the image)
looking west with the walled Fatimid city (along the Bayn al-Qasrayn) in the
north on the left and the Tulunid settlement in the south, on the right. Below
and to the right of this is Fustat, framed by a slightly rounded wall, which must
denote the rounded towers of the former Roman fortress there (Figure 2.8).
Since the walls, begun by Salah al-Din, were never actually completed, the

Map 2.1 Map of Cairo. (After Warner).
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Figure 2.5 Mosque of Al-Nasir, Citadel, 1318–35. (Photo by Felicity Ratté).

Figure 2.6 Complex of Qalawun showing minaret and side wall of prayer hall, Cairo,
1284–85. (Photo by Felicity Ratté).



Figure 2.7 Minaret of the Mosque of Ibn Tulun, Cairo, c.876–879. (Photo by Felicity
Ratté).

Figure 2.8 Roman wall, Fustat, Cairo, first century CE. (Photo by Felicity Ratté).



sections where the buildings seem to spill out are in fact quite accurate to the
city that Niccolò would have experienced. The care, and indeed, interest,
demonstrated by the Franciscan’s image of Cairo is certainly noteworthy.

Niccolò’s and Leonardo’s textual description of the city

In Niccolò’s text it is clear that he is struck by the city’s size and by the
number of its inhabitants. He mentions more than once the vast numbers of
people, first simply stating: “Cairo of Babylon is a big city, and is all crowded
with buildings. There are so many people, that one cannot pass anywhere
through the streets if not shoulder to shoulder”.37 Later, when he is attempting
to encompass the size of the city by the time it takes for a courier to get
around it, he notes that it takes over a day just to walk across the city because
of the multitude of people within it.38 Like Niccoló, many years later Leonardo
was struck by Cairo’s size, noting the following oft-repeated comparison: “In
this city of Cairo there are more people than in the whole of Tuscany, and in a
street there are more people than in Florence”.39

It is noteworthy that both authors attempt to capture and present an overall
vision of the city using statistics, much in the way their fellow Tuscan, the
chronicler Giovanni Villani, did in his history of Florence published about ten
years before Niccolò made his journey. Villani demonstrates the size of Florence
by noting the amount of food consumed, but he also describes and numbers
particular types of buildings.40 Niccolò notes that a courier needs three days
to traverse Cairo, and gives the number of riding donkeys and dry grinding
mills in the city, as well as the number of camels required to distribute water.
Here, the numbers change from Niccolò’s time to Leonardo’s: the Franciscan
notes that there are twenty-eight thousand water-carrying camels, while some
thirty-seven years later the merchant says there are one hundred and thirty
thousand.41

In terms of the built environment, Niccolò notes the number of mosques
(which he calls “their churches”).42 Although he does not distinguish their
different forms, he does note that they each have very tall bell towers,
although without the bells.43 He offers the ethnographic observation that a
Saracen goes up in the tower and loudly shouts “their law” every hour “like
we ring the bells”.44 A very similar passage is found in Leonardo’s account,
although he adds two interesting details: he uses the term mosque (moschete)
and he notes that they are “all white inside with a number of lighted
lamps”.45 In his earlier account of Alexandria he also states that the mosques
contain no pictorial imagery.

The statistics quoted by our travellers appear wildly exaggerated. For example,
Niccolò notes that there are 3,400 mosques in Cairo.46 During Cairo’s most
prolific building phase in the second quarter of the fourteenth century, con-
temporary sources suggest that thirty mosques were built.47 For all of the period
from 1276 to 1350 a total of fifty-five mosques were built. These far more
reasonable numbers suggest that, while Niccolò and Leonardo both note that
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they made inquiries regarding the city, neither had access to accurate demo-
graphic information, although it is clear that it did exist. The tendency toward
exaggeration can be explained by the authors’ needs to impress upon their
readers the size and grandeur of the city. This desire might be productively
compared to nineteenth-century and other orientalist characterizations of the
Islamic city as disorganized, cramped and lacking in design. Both descriptions
are inaccurate in real terms, but both tell us something about the way the
viewer saw the city. In the fourteenth century, these statistics demonstrate the
travellers’ desire to describe in no uncertain terms the spatial differences
between their home cities and Cairo. While bigger may not have been meant
to imply better, it was certainly intended to demonstrate the impressive nature
of the city.

As we have seen, the particular types of architecture that caught the
travellers’ attention were not the buildings that architecturally distinguish the
Islamic city, such as the congregational mosques, of which Cairo had five very
large examples.48 Nor does either author draw attention to the walls or gates
of the city. Niccolò takes note instead of the towers, which feature in many of
the images found in his text. He is also quite taken by the Citadel, which is
the only building other than the Christian churches that he discusses in any
detail: clearly represented in the centre of his image of the city, he describes it as
beautiful and very strong.49 His note of the details of its exterior is interesting as
it suggests that, later in his stay, he might have actually gone into the fortress.50 If
he did so, he did not describe what he saw there. He does note streets crowded
with people, and both authors use the term ‘piazza’, presumably to designate
open spaces within the city.51 The inclusion of piazzas is particularly important
because the orientalist vision of the city characterized it as being without public
space. Spiro Kostof, in particular, suggests this52 in his comparison of Florence
and Cairo during this period. Finally, markets, which many authors describe as
key components of the Islamic city, do not appear in either of our travellers’
descriptions. Both note only the jewellery markets below the Citadel.53

Once Niccolò has completed his discussion of the Citadel, he seems to take no
more interest in the Islamic architecture of the city: none of the monumental
mosques or madrasas are mentioned in his text although he has clearly
depicted a number of these monuments in his city view. Given that both his
earlier commentary and his imagery demonstrate that he spent time walking
in the city,54 the omission of further description of these buildings must be
attributed to the fact that his text was intended to be a pilgrim guide, rather
than a travel guide.

The central section of Niccolò’s description of the city then turns more
ethnographic. Here his narrative draws nearer to that of the later Florentine,
who is more interested in describing people than buildings. Niccolò describes the
people who live in the city and how they can be distinguished by virtue of what
they wear. This section is quite brief and it is very difficult to gauge from the
text what Niccolò’s attitude towards both Muslims and Christians of other
sects was. He acknowledges a degree of difference but does not dwell upon

F. Ratté 69



it.55 In contrast, as a merchant, even though he is making the journey as a
pilgrim, Leonardo is interested in different things from Niccolò, and this is
reflected in what he chooses to write about. He describes in some detail what
people wear and how many women merchants there are. This is particularly
important since it seems to demonstrate that the gender segregation, generally
considered to be a component of the Islamic city, was not a feature that the
Florentine observed—in fact, the opposite appears to be the case.56

Another distinctive feature of Leonardo’s text is the fact that he took note
of the political organization of the city. This makes sense, given that he served
in the Florentine government himself. He takes some care in describing the
way in which the city is divided up and governed, likening it to Florence. He
describes Cairo as divided into twelve quarters, each governed by an emir.57

While it is not at all clear where he gets these numbers from—and in fact they
do not correspond with those found in the Arabic sources—the presence of
these passages in the Florentine’s text is noteworthy because of the way in which
they demonstrate the prejudice in assessments by later scholars. Governing
structures were thought not to exist within the make up of the medieval Islamic
city, so it is noteworthy they were analyzed and described by travellers in the
fourteenth century.58

Another feature that both authors are keen to describe in detail is exotic
animals: elephant, ostrich and giraffe are represented in Niccolò’s text.59

Leonardo describes only the elephant and the giraffe. It is noteworthy that
their descriptions differ enough to suggest that both are relating from first-hand
experience. Of course, both authors also cross the Nile to visit the Pyramids,
which they, like a number of Europeans of the time, identify as granaries built
by the Pharaoh on the advice of Joseph.60

Both authors end their descriptions with visits to the main pilgrim churches
of Fustat. A key site in Niccolò’s description is Abu Sarga (St Sergius and
Bacchus) where the Holy Family is said to have stayed during the period
when they were in Egypt.61 This is the only building within Cairo that Niccolò
represents in his text.62 It takes some decoding, however, to understand the
relationship between his text and the image, because while his text describes a
basilican structure, the image at first appears to represent a large circular
narthex before the nave. Close examination of the text suggests that the
circular structure with the domed vault is, in fact, the place where Mary hid
and where Niccolò proudly proclaims “and in this very place there is an altar
and on it I said Mass”.63

The multiple towers represented in this image capture the cityscape of
Fustat and were probably meant to encompass the three churches that Niccolò
describes on this page, including the churches of St Mary and St Barbara.64

Evidence for this conclusion is found in the fact that Niccolò shows both the
tomb of St Barbara and the miraculous column as free-standing objects
below and to the right of the text. In addition, he represents both interior and
exterior of St Sergius and Bacchus simultaneously in order to be able to give
his viewers/readers a clear understanding of the spatial relationship between
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the altar and the well where Mary is said to have drunk.65 This parallel repre-
sentation of an interior and an exterior is a technique used often in Italian
architectural imagery of the fourteenth century.66 The care that Niccolò takes
here in rendering the architecture that would be significant to pilgrims making
the mental pilgrimage reinforces the key importance of Niccolò’s earlier image
of Cairo. Such care and clarity in distinguishing the different sections of the city—
not because of their importance to pilgrims but because of their architectural
features—underlines the admiration that Niccolò articulates in his text.

Leonardo’s description of Fustat is, as in other things, briefer and less full
of architectural and spatial detail than Niccolò’s, but he does note the same
pilgrim sites described by the Franciscan. He too descends into the vault
where the Virgin hid from Herod at the church of St Sergius.67 Interestingly,
he concludes his description of Fustat by noting that he and his party stayed
there for several days, suggesting that earlier, when he was in Cairo, he might
have actually lodged there—another tantalizing piece of evidence that the city
was not strictly segregated.68

Conclusion

Niccolò acknowledges, represents and praises the beauty of Muslim and
Christian structures alike. In his description of the city it is clear that, as he
moved through the streets, Niccolò saw architecture that was familiar, piazzas—
which he could identify as such—and activities that made sense to him. The
same can be said of his fellow countryman, Leonardo di Niccolò Frescobaldi,
who made the same journey close to the end of the century. In Frescobaldi’s
writing, the picture created by Niccolò is deepened and enhanced. Both texts
express these fourteenth-century Italian travellers’ experience of a cosmo-
politan city of strength, beauty and size that they had no trouble praising or
understanding.

Notable in Frescobaldi’s text is the absence of any extraordinary sense of
cultural difference. In fact, he notes a number of similarities between Muslim
and Christian beliefs and ends by noting, “and in many things they draw near to
our faith”.69 Like Niccolò, Leonardo is not struck by any extraordinary other-
ness of what he sees in Cairo; in fact, the opposite seems to be the case. These
two texts thus offer an opportunity to see fourteenth-century Mediterranean
society as far more nuanced in its cultural integration than is expressed in the
paradigm of a clash of civilizations.70

Looking back through fourteenth-century travellers’ eyes at the city of
Cairo, is it clear that there were enough similarities to offset the differences
and make the city comprehensible. A fourteenth-century Italian made sense
of the city of Cairo in much the same way that his fellow countrymen made
sense of their own cities, through statistics and architectural representation.
While both Niccolò and Leonardo came to Cairo with their attention focused
not on the sites of the Islamic city, but on those of its Biblical past, neither
could help admiring, and attempting to capture, some of the grandeur and
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power of the contemporary city. Their example ought to enrich present
attempts to understand the possibilities of cross-cultural communication and
creativity in the fourteenth century, and during the Renaissance, when trade
and travel continued to flourish.

With regard to what can be understood of the ‘Islamic City’ in history, neither
Niccolò nor Leonardo offer evidence that points to any unique characteristics of
such a city. Both authors see and experience Cairo as a city that can be set side-
by-side with those with which they are familiar. The characteristics that distin-
guish it are presented in terms of scale, but its architecture, spatial configurations,
services and religious sites are all articulated in terms that coincide with those of
the cities in Europe. These linkages open new possibilities for thinking about
comparative urban design and practice, both historically and in the present.
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Acre in 1291 has been the focus of much scholarship. Most scholars agree with
Southern’s assessment that pre and post Crusade literature demonstrates the
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F.B. Flood, “From the Prophet to Postmodernism? New World Orders and the
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3 Where is the “greatest city in
the East”?
The Mughal city of Lahore in European
travel accounts (1556–1648)

Mehreen Chida-Razvi

To the Mughals, Lahore, the capital of the Punjab province in modern Pakistan,
was the ‘City of Gardens’, the Dar al-Sultanate (Sultan’s Gate) and one of the
premier cities of their empire alongside Delhi and Agra; the many Europeans
who visited the Mughal realm during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
considered it one of the greatest cities of the East, and one of the oldest and
fairest in al-Hind. Father Antonio Monserrate, for example, a member of the
first Jesuit Mission to the Mughal Court, described Lahore as “second to
none, either in Asia or Europe, with regard to size, population and wealth”,1

while the Englishman William Finch described it as one of the greatest cities
in the East.2 These statements are not out of place when one considers the
importance of the Mughal city of Lahore as an imperial capital, provincial
capital, centre of trade and learning, place of pilgrimage and as a site of
continuous great architectural patronage and urban development in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries. Were these facts known, however, by indi-
viduals who had not physically seen the city or visited the Mughal empire, but
instead were merely reading about it in written accounts? Once the Mughal
empire was established in 1526 there was a burst of European exploration in
South Asia, one result of which was great curiosity about this newly-founded
Muslim court and its fabled wealth. How, then, did European visitors to great
Mughal cities transmit the importance of these urban centres to Europe?

This question was initially posed during research into how Europeans wrote
about or commented upon the architecture and urban development of the
cities of Lahore, Delhi and Agra during the reigns of the Mughal Padshahs
(Emperors) Nuruddin Muhammad Jahangir (r.1605-27) and Shah Jahan
(r.1628-58).3 The comparison of these cities’ descriptions was undertaken as
Delhi, Agra and Lahore simultaneously served as the imperial capitals of the
Mughal Empire between 1556 and 1648.4 While theMughal court was peripatetic
and moved with the person of the Emperor, thereby establishing the government
wherever he was, it was these three cities which were designated as the stationary
palatial and administrative centres of the vast realm and each contained a Qila
(a Fort-Palace) which stood as the site of and monument to the pomp, wealth
and life of the Mughal court. As the imperial capital cities of the Mughals, Agra,
Delhi and Lahore enjoyed a level of architectural and artistic patronage



which distinguished them from other grand cities of the empire; one of the
preferred methods of the royals and nobility to show their partiality for a city
was to patronize large-scale building campaigns within it and in the immediate
vicinity. It is interesting to note, however, that most Europeans visiting Lahore
between 1556 and 1648 do not convey this, for the multitude and variety of
structures which comprised the urban city, including great palaces, havelis,
gardens, pleasure pavilions, mausoleums and mosques, for the most part do
not feature in their descriptions. The image created of Lahore in the collected
travel accounts discussed below is minimal, and it is very rare to get a sense
of the living city from the travellers who visited or wrote about it. This is in
contrast to the manner in which Delhi or Agra were referenced, which is to
say that, when mentioned, the important buildings and urban components of
these two cities were commonly described in greater detail. In order to deter-
mine why this may have been the case, written accounts of Europeans who
visited the Mughal court between 1556 and 1648, the years these three cities
were interchangeably utilized as the imperial capitals of the Mughals, were
examined to see if this bias against Lahore predominantly occurred. This
seemed an important question to ask, because if Lahore was neglected in
these writings, at a time when there was a great influx of Europeans coming
into the Mughal Empire, this could have symbolized a lack of European
awareness of how the Mughal court worked and what was considered to be
important at a civic level. A bias towards Delhi or Agra in travel accounts
could mean that those cities were considered politically more important, or
had some kind of (perceived) enhanced value. It will be shown that there is a
disparity between how the three imperial capital cities of the Mughals were
discussed in the written accounts of contemporary Mughals and by European
visitors to the Mughal court. In spite of statements like those given above
claiming Lahore as a city of great status, Europeans visiting Lahore between
1556, the year Akbar became emperor, and 1648, the year Shah Jahan’s new
capital city of Shahjahanabad (today’s Old Delhi) was proclaimed the sole
imperial capital of the empire, did not give the impression of Lahore as a
great city in their written accounts. The ‘Greatest City in the East’ is missing.
The descriptions and facts about Mughal cities written by European visitors
were quite varied, and not all paid attention to the buildings and urban layout
of the places they visited. The result of this was that reflections on Mughal
al-Hind sent back to Europe were skewed, creating a very limited picture of
what these great, cosmopolitan cities were like. Another aspect of this vision
created in Europe through the travel accounts was that, despite their being in
a Muslim empire, religion did not play a large part in the writings of the
authors examined below.

In order to elucidate and discuss this issue of representative absence, the
writings of travellers who visited Lahore, and in some instances also Delhi
and Agra, between 1556 and 1648 will be explored and contrasted with con-
temporaneous Mughal accounts and historical details, followed by possible
reasons for why this phenomenon took place. The travellers chosen for this
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discussion, including clergymen, merchant-diplomats and adventurers, indicate
the widespread nature of the marginalization of Lahore in European accounts
of the Mughal capital cities as they were from various European countries,
and themselves were diverse in their professions and their own reasons for
being in the Mughal Empire. The question of Lahore’s ‘absence’ in their
writings will be discussed by examining how the city was written about, which
buildings and monuments were considered worthy of description, and noting
the structures and spaces that were ignored.

European descriptions of the imperial Mughal capital cities
(1556–1648)

The early modern period was a time of European interest in and explora-
tion of the wider world. The resultant surge of interest in Asia made the
written accounts of those fortunate enough to travel in this region widely
anticipated in Europe, and many narratives survive in the form of travellers’
letters, journals and published accounts. As many of these travellers wrote
about the cities and landmarks they visited, their writings were some of the
only means by which many Europeans experienced the great cities of
the Asian world. In the sixteenth century, after the founding of the Mughal
dynasty in 1526, and the later consolidation of Mughal rule under Akbar
(r.1556-1605), a new region of interest opened up to Europe. With the third
Padshah as the sole ruler over northern Hindustan, which before had
been comprised of the kingdoms of the Sultan of Delhi and various Hindu
princes, a central system of power was put in place. There were more
trading opportunities to be found, and extra means of security in place for the
safety of travellers. Prior to this, European visitors to the region had
been rare, but during Akbar’s reign Europeans began to hear of the fabled
wealth of the Mughal court and desired to establish diplomatic and trade
links with it.

As the primary site of political power, centre of culture, and where much
wealth was spent on urban and architectural projects, the capital cities of
states, countries, kingdoms and empires have generally been a focal point of
attention for travellers. It was therefore common for Europeans visiting the
court of the Mughal Emperor between 1556 and 1648 to visit Delhi, Agra
and/or Lahore, and some of those who did then wrote about aspects of the
city, including its buildings, gardens and/or urban layout. In describing the
urban environments of the cities they stayed in or visited, travellers recorded
only what they considered to be of spatial and/or architectural importance.
These personal impressions were then translated into the realm of fact when
relayed to a European audience, and as such, the image of the Mughal
Empire and its capital cities that existed in the collective mind of Europe was
created by the particular visions of a handful of people. As noted above, even
when all three cities were visited by the same individual, it is intriguing how
minimal their descriptions of Lahore were.
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The real city: Lahore through Mughal eyes

Before examining the European travel accounts relevant for this study, it is
important to first take note of how the Mughals themselves perceived Lahore
during the reigns of Akbar, Jahangir and Shah Jahan. By doing so, the con-
trasting imagery created in the European travel accounts discussed below is all
the more evident. The Mughal city of Lahore held much prominence in the
Empire as it was one of the seats of the imperial residence, the political and
cultural heart of the Punjab, the scene of great architectural patronage and a
place reputed for learning. According to the nineteenth-century Punjabi
historian Latif, Mughal Lahore

became the resort of learned men, poets, authors, orators and men versed
in the science of theology and philosophy, who flocked to the imperial
court from Bukhara, Samarkand, Mawarulnehr and other countries of
Asia … Fine gardens were laid out, canals dug to improve the means of
irrigation, spacious mosques built, caravanserais constructed, palaces,
domes and minarets erected, and an impetus was given to the architecture
of the country quite unsurpassed in any age.6

In addition, Lahore was an exceptionally strategic city, due to its location at
the crossroads of Hindustan and Central Asia, and under the Mughals the city
was one of the important trade centres of their empire. This latter role was so
crucial to the identity of the city that its primary street, running between the Delhi
and the Taxila gates situated on the east-west axis of the city, was considered part
of the great trade route between Hindustan and Central Asia.7

The initial Mughal development of Lahore took place during Akbar’s
reign, during which time it enjoyed a great degree of architectural patronage,
especially between 1584 and 1598, when the city was in continuous use as the
imperial capital.8 This is evident in the description of Lahore given in Abu’l
Fazl’s A’in-i Akbari, in that it was

a large city [ … ] In size and population it is among the first [ … ] During
the present reign the fortifications and citadel have been strengthened with
brick masonry and as it was on several occasions the seat of government,
many splendid buildings have been erected and delightful gardens have lent
it additional beauty. It is the resort of people of all countries whose
manufacturers present an astonishing display and it is beyond measure in
populousness and extent.9

It should be emphasized here that, in the Mughal emperors’ court histories,
what was chosen for inclusion in these writings was either at the express wish
of the Padshah or with his approval. In this instance, the stress Abu’l Fazl
placed on the construction of buildings and gardens in such a short passage
only highlights the importance of these civic constructions to Akbar.
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Once on the throne, Akbar’s son and successor, Jahangir, was responsible for
ongoing architectural projects in Lahore, aswere members of the royal family and
nobility. For the Mughal emperors, the buildings they commissioned were meant
to stand as perpetual symbols of their rule and so had added importance as they
were symbolic of the Emperor. Jahangir’s imperial commissions included
the construction of new buildings at the Lahore Qila, including the Kala Burj, the
Makatib Khana, and the Jahangiri Quadrangle and its associated structures, the
Kala Burj and the Makatib Khana. Furthermore, Jahangir utilized a distinctly
Punjabi decorative mode there when he commissioned a vast kasha kari (tile-
mosaic) decorative programme for the exterior walls running along the river bank
and continuing to the Hathi Pol; this was an aesthetically striking feature unique
amongst the royal qilas to Lahore and depicted humans, animals and fantastical
mythical beings in the traditionally bright colours of kasha kari decoration.

Non-palatial commissions of Jahangir included a large mausoleum popularly
known as the tomb of Anarkali, built shortly after he became Emperor in 1605,
and other documented mosques, bazaars and caravanserais.10 Architectural
patronage in Lahore during Jahangir’s reign was also carried out on a large
scale by members of the royal family. For example, the earliest extant Mughal
mosque in the city was commissioned in 1611 by Jahangir’s mother, Mariam
Zamani, on the royal processional road between Lahore and Delhi, and, once
built, served as the city’s Jami’ Masjid, making it one of the most important
sites of worship as the congregational mosque of Lahore.11 After 1616, it was
Jahangir’s favorite wife, Nur Jahan, and her family who did the most to

Figure 3.1 Detail, Kasha Kari Picture Wall, Lahore Fort, Lahore, c.1617–1627. (Photo
by Mehreen Chida-Razvi).
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transform the urban landscape of Lahore. Her brother, Asaf Khan, was one of
the principal architectural patrons of Lahore during Jahangir’s reign. He built
a magnificent haveli (private mansion) immediately east of the Lahore Fort,
and a garden outside the city’s Delhi gate;12 their father, I’timad ud-Daula, also
constructed a haveli in eastern Lahore.13 Nur Jahan herself commissioned
numerous residences and gardens in and around the city, and one of the latter
ultimately served as the site of Jahangir’s mausoleum in the suburb of Shahdara.
Once Jahangir’s tomb was constructed, Lahore had the added distinction of
housing an imperial sepulchral monument; it was the last of the three imperial
capital cities to be given this honour.14

Between 1556 and 1627, the collective regnal years of Akbar and Jahangir,
much Mughal architectural patronage occurred in Lahore, as well as intense
urban and civic planning. Many noteworthy and important sites were already
constructed or were under construction and, as attested by the continued
architectural patronage of the city during the reign of Shah Jahan, Jahangir’s
son and successor, Lahore retained an important status in the Empire.
Shah Jahan transformed the Lahore Fort, replacing many of the edifices built
by his father and grandfather with structures and pavilions typical of the
imperial palatial architecture of his reign, which is to say they were faced in
white marble and inlaid with fine pietra dura work in semi-precious stones,
or they were faced with highly polished white plaster which imitated the look
of marble.

Figure 3.2 Jahangir’s Mausoleum, Lahore, 1627/8–1637/8. (Photo by Mehreen
Chida-Razvi).
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According to his court historian ‘Abd al-Hamid Lahauri, Shah Jahan spent
five million rupees on the construction of buildings and gardens in Lahore.15

This included the creation of a second Shalimar Gardens, modelled on the
famed original in Srinagar, Kashmir, that he constructed as a prince at
Jahangir’s command.

Gardens generally had a major impact on the development of Mughal
cities and in Lahore this was felt to a greater degree, as it was there, more than
any other Mughal city, that gardens contributed to the city’s identity, earning it
the sobriquet “City of Gardens”,16 and the beauty of Lahore’s gardens was
frequently asserted in Mughal writings of the period. Viewed as one of the
premier examples of Mughal garden design and engineering, Lahore’s Shalimar
Gardens were hailed in contemporary Mughal accounts. Inayat Khan,
another of Shah Jahan’s court historians, described them as follows:

And the gardens and the agreeable pavilions which have been erected
above the ground, which vies with the heavens in grandeur, were now
found suitable to the royal taste. In fact, never before had a garden of such
magnificent description been seen or heard of, for the buildings along this
earthly paradise have been erected at an outlay of six lakhs of rupees.17

Other court historians also wrote about the gardens in exceptionally
flowery terms. Muhammad Salih Kanbo, for instance, described them in
terms of a paradise on earth, but still gave crucial details about their layout
and composition,18 as did Chandar Bahn Brahman, who, in addition to

Figure 3.3 Naulakha pavilion, Lahore Fort, c.1628–34. (Photo byMehreen Chida-Razvi).
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giving compositional elements of the architecture of the gardens, also referred
to paintings within pavilions.19 Each of these historians would have had their
writings approved by Shah Jahan himself, indicating how highly the Padshah
thought of these gardens.

The courtiers and high ranking officials of Shah Jahan’s reign also commis-
sioned and supervised the construction of many structures in Lahore. Asaf Khan,
now acting as Shah Jahan’s chief minister, oversaw the creation of the Lahore
Fort’s new Shah Burj in 1631,20 while Wazir Khan, for a time Shah Jahan’s
governor of Lahore, endowed a mosque in the city in 1634. This was the first of

Figure 3.4 Shalimar Gardens, Lahore, c.1641–1643. (Photo by Mehreen Chida-Razvi).
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the great ‘city’ mosques of the Mughals, and replaced the mosque of Mariam
Zamani as Lahore’s Jami’ Masjid.21 Wazir Khan’s mosque was also elaborately
decorated in the kasha kari work of the Punjab, distinguishing it from the later
Jami Masjids of Delhi and Agra in its decoration and, indeed, also in its form,
which was of a more regional style than those of the other imperial capitals.

In writing about the construction of Wazir Khan’s mosque, it seems prudent
to enter into a short discussion of the ‘Islamic nature’ of Lahore. It was without
a doubt a Muslim city, but perhaps this was not as visually apparent as it
would have been in other cities in the Muslim world. Minarets are one of the
primary architectural signifiers of Islam, yet the first Mughal minarets con-
structed in Lahore were built at the mosque of Wazir Khan; previous mosques
of the city did not have them.22 Furthermore, Lahore, and indeed all Mughal
cities, were inhabited by individuals of all faiths, and so each city also had its
own churches, temples and other places of worship.

The missing city: European views of Mughal Lahore

Well over one hundred new constructions in Lahore can be identified as being
built during the reigns of Akbar, Jahangir and Shah Jahan, and it was these
constructions that contributed to the city’s reputation. The aforementioned
Chandar Bahn Brahman wrote that:

Lahore is like a paradise on earth. It is a strong and important city as
well as capital of the empire. Due to its excellent climate it has some

Figure 3.5 Wazir Khan’s Mosque, Lahore, 1634. (Photo by Mehreen Chida-Razvi).
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good qualities compared with its contemporary cities. It has lofty and
beautiful buildings, fruits and vegetables are abundant and water is
excellent. It is like amole and increases the beauty of the earth. It has far more
qualities which one can think of. Religious luminaries, poets and scholars
gather in Wazir Khan’s mosque and hold scholarly discussions. Close to the
mosque manuscripts in Arabic and Persian are sold … The gardens are
evergreen like Bagh-i-Dilkusha, Bagh-i-Dilamez, Bagh-e-Namoos al Aamin
Begum Sahib, Bagh-i-Mira Kamran, Bagh-i-Naulakha and so many others.
The construction of the Bagh-i-Farah Baksh and Faiz Baksh [Shalimar
Gardens] has recently been completed. It has fragrance in the air along
with an abundance of flowers, moderate climate, beautiful landscape and
elegant buildings. If someone visits this place, he will forget all his worries.23

Given the wealth of building activity which took place in Lahore between
1556 and 1648, and the unique nature of some of the structures not only in
the city but in the Empire, it is surprising that so few of them were considered
worthy of mention by European travellers during this period.

The Mughal city of Lahore held much prominence both in the empire and on
a larger world scale. It was extolled by most sixteenth and seventeenth-century
European visitors as one of the greatest cities of the East. The praise of Lahore
by Father Antonio Monserrate, who was resident in Lahore in 1580 when
Akbar’s court was based there,24 and William Finch, an Englishman who
arrived in Lahore in February 1611, after having already visited Jahangir at his
court in Agra, has already been stated in the introductory paragraph. In South
Asia to determine avenues for English trade, Richard Steele and John Crowther
visited Lahore in 1615 and referred to it as a “goodly, great city, one of the
oldest and fairest in India”.25 They stayed in Lahore from 24 April until 13
May, a period of nineteen days, and this was their only comment on the city,
along with the fact that it stood on the Indus and was the place where the
Portuguese based their trade.26 The eccentric English adventurer Thomas
Coryat, who famously travelled on foot from Jerusalem to the Mughal realm,
wrote that Lahore was a “goodly Citie … one of the largest Cities of the
whoel [sic?] Universe, for it … exceedeth Constantinople it selfe in great-
nesse”.27 Furthermore, he wrote that in comparison, Agra, the traditional
seat of the Emperor, was inferior to Lahore in every way.28 Writing in 1631,
the Flemish geographer Johannes De Laet considered Lahore and Agra to be
the most important cities of the Mughal Empire, and Lahore to be the largest
city in the East.29

These generic expressions of Lahore’s status in the empire and, on a larger
scale, in the world, are the normal utterances about the city by European
travellers to the region between 1556 and 1648. Their collective belief in
Lahore’s reputation as one of the premier cities of the Mughal Empire, if not
the premier city, and its status as one of the largest, greatest cities in Asia and
the world, is evident. Despite this acknowledgment, few of these travellers
made more concrete observations about the architecture and urban fabric of

88 Where is the “greatest city in the East”?



the city. Monserrate, for example, who was in the city for several months,
commented only that

The citadel alone, which is built of brickwork laid in cement, has a
circumference of nearly three miles. Within this citadel is a bazaar which
is protected against the sun in summer and the rain in winter by a high
pitched wooden roof—a design whose clever execution and practical
utility should call for imitation [ … ] The remainder of the city outside
the citadel is widely spread. Its buildings are of brick.30

This brevity is again exemplified by the writings of Francisco Pelsaert, the
Dutch East India Company’s Factor in the Empire between 1621 and 1627,
who wrote that Lahore was known for the splendour of its royal buildings,
palaces and gardens,31 but did not give further details of these various entities.
It seems surprising that Pelsaert made no mention of the kasha kari picture
wall of the Lahore Fort, which, by 1621, would have been under construction
and was, by 1627, at least half completed (Figure 3.1). This omission seems
remarkable as this decoration would have been one of the most colourful and
striking exterior features of the fort, and, as it was placed upon the riverside
facade and its adjacent wall, was situated to achieve maximum viewing
potential. Created in the distinctive tiled decoration of the Punjab, nothing
like it was made in Delhi or Agra, or, indeed, in any of the other major cities of
the realm, making it a unique feature of Lahore. This, the fantastical imagery
and vibrant colours, and the fact that its creation was the particular desire of
Jahangir, are all factors which would have increased the prominence and
importance of this particular feature of the Lahore Qila.

This same omission is found in the writings of Sir Terry Herbert,32 who
travelled within the Mughal Empire between 1626 and 1629; his perceived
importance of Lahore is evident in his description of the city as rivalling Agra
as a metropolis.33 His observations of the city included that in Lahore one can
see many palaces, mosques, hammams, tanks, gardens and a ‘Castle’ (the Qila),
described as large, strong, uniform, pleasant, and built of white polished stone.
Of its makeup, Herbert wrote that it had twelve gates, three of which faced
towards the town while the rest faced the country; nothing further was written
of the external elements of the palace or its decoration. As to the palace
within the gates, Herbert devoted some description to its decoration, but very
little to its architecture.

On rare occasions, more detailed observations of Lahore can be found in
travel accounts of the period. Take the writings of William Finch, for example,
who devoted most of his account of the city to the Lahore Fort.34 Although
at times garbled, Finch described the layout of the palatial compound within
the Fort during Jahangir’s reign; he was exceptional in the details he provided
and in conveying a sense of where certain areas of the Fort were located in
relation to the surrounding city and rural environment. This is evident, for
example, in the path he outlined between the Divan-i Amm (the public
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audience hall) and the jharoka window; he located the latter as overlooking
the Ravi River, thus indicating its placement on the north-northwest wall of the
fort, facing the countryside across the Ravi. Finch also provided decorative
details in his lists of various figural paintings on the walls of different chambers.35

His readers were informed of the existence of several courtyards, mahals and
chambers, and of the existence of both old and new sections of the Fort.36

Finch was very brief in his description of the rest of the city, remarking that
it had well-paved streets and was enclosed within a strong brick wall with
twelve gates, nine of which exited to the land around the city, the other three
towards the river; and that “The buildings are faire and high, with brick and
much curiositie of carved windows and doors … ”.37 In addition, he mentioned
that on the banks of the Ravi were many gardens, and a “fair mosque” built by a
Sheikh Farid past the “Sugar Gonge”;38 this is the only time Finch mentioned
a mosque in Lahore. He also writes that outside the Delhi Darwaza (Gate) of
the fort was a paved street approximately three-quarters of a mile long, with a
bazaar at the end of it, the “great sarai” by it, and many other sarais both within
the city and in the suburbs.39 Otherwise, Finch described only two specific sites,
both somehow connected with Jahangir. The first of these was the garden of
Asaf Khan, Jahangir’s brother-in-law, designated as being immediately outside
and adjacent to the east wall of the palace, and containing walkways, tanks and
pavilions; Finch then listed some of the flowers and fruits grown there.40 The
second building he noted was the tomb of Anarkali, which Finch described as
built of stone in the middle of a four-part walled-in garden accessed by a
gateway, sumptuous, and having gold decorations on the dome.41 In his
description of this tomb, however, Finch exemplifies one of the problematic
issues of travel writing, that false information can be relayed as fact. He called
Anarkali one of Akbar’s wives and relayed the rumour that Prince Salim, the
future Jahangir, had a relationship with her which resulted in her being walled
up alive.42 The myth of Anarkali actually places her as a member of Akbar’s
harem, but it is more commonly accepted today that the tomb was constructed
for one of Jahangir’s wives.

Even as the writer who thus far has provided the most detailed description
of Lahore,43 Finch still created a one-dimensional view of the city; there is
actually very little information given on the description and urban layout.44

Finch was similarly brief in his descriptions of both Delhi and Agra, although
he did mention Humayun’s tomb in his paragraph on Delhi and Akbar’s
tomb in Sikandra within his passage on Agra.45 He again gave more space to
a description of the Qila in Agra.

The lack of detail in these collective comments on Lahore is heightened
when both Agra and Delhi receive more care and attention to detail in the
travel accounts of this period. This discrepancy in the descriptions of these
three cities is exemplified by the writings of the Augustinian Friar Sebastian
Manrique, who travelled through the Mughal empire between August 1640
and November 1641, arriving at Lahore on 10 February 1641. He described
the city as a large, commodious place, second in the Empire after Delhi, and
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“adorned with beautiful palaces, gardens, orchards, reservoirs, and springs”,46

before turning to a description of the Nouruz (Persian New Year) celebration
that took place there just after his arrival. In discussing the decoration and
festivities of Nouruz, Manrique mentioned some of the palace buildings of the
Lahore Fort in very vague terms, but was more descriptive in certain instances
of architectural decoration. Commenting on the silver and gilt coverings
placed on columns, and that the pietra dura on the walls was “inlay-work of
intertwining flower branches and grotesques in the finest gold”, Manrique
called such decoration better than European tapestries.47 The only other
building of the city he described was Asaf Khan’s palace, which he visited
several times;48 Manrique wrote that it contained a courtyard, a garden,
gilded and painted houses around the park for lounging and bathing, and had
wall paintings in the main bath, including one of John the Baptist.49 Further
descriptions of Lahore’s architecture is absent, and differs from Manrique’s
more detailed reports of Agra and Delhi. On Agra, he wrote that, because he
had time before travelling to see Shah Jahan in Lahore, he had “leisure to
examine all there was in the city that was of importance or beautiful … ”,50

and that the principal buildings were the imperial palace and the tombs of
Akbar and the Taj Mahal.51 His description of the Fort in Agra is much more
coherent and detailed than that of Lahore,52 and he gave a detailed description
of both Akbar’s tomb and of what had been completed of the Taj Mahal at
the time of his visit.53 On Delhi, despite spending only a day there en route to
Lahore from Agra, Manrique wrote of seeing Humayun’s tomb, other tombs
in the Lodi Gardens, including that of Sikandar Lodi, and the Purana Qila, the
‘Old Fort’ built by Humayun.54

The contrast in how Manrique described the architecture of these three
cities, and the details he gave, is not only clearly evident but also striking,
particularly as Lahore was the city he spent the most time in. Noting that
Manrique discussed Akbar’s tomb and the Taj Mahal, and made mention of
Humayun’s mausoleum, the absence of the fourth monumental imperial
Mughal tomb in his travel account is remarkable. As the first traveller discussed
here from the reign of Shah Jahan, visiting the empire at a time when Jahangir’s
mausoleum in Lahore was complete, Manrique’s omission of even a mention of
this tomb is a prominent one.55 The same can also be said of his omission of
the Shalimar Gardens, which, as seen, was written about and commented
upon in the court histories of Shah Jahan. These gardens, built between 1634
and 1637, were one of Shah Jahan’s favourite areas of Lahore and, when in the
city for any length of time, he tended to eschew the Lahore Fort as the site of
his residence in favour of Shalimar Gardens.

Of the many buildings and gardens that Manrique and others would have
seen while in Lahore, with the exception of the Fort and the mention of Asaf
Khan’s haveli, nothing is written on them, even when they had a colourful
history in popular thought, like Anarkali’s tomb. The salacious nature of the
gossip surrounding its history, as evident in Finch’s account, was the type of
rumour which fit into the preconceived notions many Europeans had
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concerning the ‘East’, and would have therefore been well received and
appreciated when the account reached Europe.

Theories for the absence of sites, spaces and locales in European
accounts of Lahore

What could have accounted for the difference in the way the Mughals portrayed
their city and how it was represented in the European writings examined
here? Through their accounts of the city in their court histories, and in their
continuous patronage of Lahore, the Mughals proclaimed the esteem in which
they held the city. This is exemplified by a quote attributed to Nur Jahan: “We
have purchased Lahore with our soul; we have given our life and bought
another Paradise”.56 It was this created reputation which then impacted
Europeans who visited their realm, and who then referred to Lahore as “the
Greatest City in the East”.57 It seems, however, that the city conveyed in the
writings of the travellers examined here does not deserve such praise.

Examining the juxtaposition in how the Mughals and European visitors to
their court perceived Lahore, one of the key differences is how much emphasis
was given to the Lahore Fort in the travel writings explored here. This was
perhaps due to a fundamental difference in the perception of the Fort. Used to
the concept of palaces and buildings devoted to government administration, it
is likely that Europeans visiting them viewed the Qilas as the visual seats of
power in the Mughal Empire, and therefore as representations of the political
power of the Padshah. This in turn meant that it was the Fort-Palaces which
were architectural symbols of power and therefore worthy of note. Perhaps
this was why so little was written about the rest of Lahore, and why the created
vision of the city in the travel accounts of the period would have been so narrow.
Conversely, the Mughals considered their other architectural commissions to be
just as important as their Qilas.

As stated earlier, one of the missing elements of Lahore in these travel
accounts is the Islamic nature of the city. Of course, to the Mughals, their cities
were merely cities; it is only when looked at through the lens of ‘the Other’ that
cities of their empire would have been considered ‘Islamic’, and yet, this is
conspicuously absent in the accounts examined here. The definitive feature of any
Muslim city is its mosque, but the mosques of Lahore were routinely neglected in
the European writings discussed here. Sufi shrines, of which there are many in
Lahore and which contributed to the city being a place of pilgrimage, are
ignored; Sufism is in fact never mentioned. This is despite the fact that in
Hindustan Sufism played an exceptionally important role, and Akbar, Jahangir
and Shah Jahan linked themselves with Sufi orders and Sheikhs for political
and religious purposes. One of the reasons for this absence of religious emphasis
on Islam may be the inherent nature of the Mughal Empire, where Muslims
were the religious minority. None of the other great Muslim kingdoms and
dynasties had experienced this phenomenon of such a societal makeup, and
during the era under discussion here there was a very open, tolerant attitude
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to other religions, an idea propagated by the emperors themselves. Also, in terms
of the Muslim world, the Mughals were very much on the periphery, being at the
extreme eastern reach of this geographic space. This, combined with the
importance of Sufism in the Mughal Empire and the resultant lesser emphasis
on Orthodox Sunnism or Shiism, and the varied religions which were more
prevalently practiced within the Mughal empire, would have made Mughal
cities seem less ‘Islamic’ than Muslim cities Europeans were more familiar
with and geographically closer to, like Istanbul. In addition, the fact that
Akbar, Jahangir and Shah Jahan were themselves very open about religion
and religious practice, meant that the travel accounts examined here did not
focus on their being Muslim, something which may have then translated into
how the Mughal cities were viewed. One of the most overt examples of this
openness was evident at Akbar’s court, to which he invited Jesuit Fathers,
Brahmins, Sufis, Imams, Priests and others to discuss religion.58

What may have had the largest impact on how Lahore was treated in the
travel accounts discussed here, however, is the type of individuals who travelled
through the Mughal Empire and their personal reasons for doing so. These
people were not, by and large, the average aristocratic traveller who undertook
the European Grand Tour, an expedition typically made to promote or achieve
cultural and aesthetic validation of taste. Instead, Europeans arriving in the
Mughal Empire in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were diplomats,
merchants, clergymen and adventurers, whose respective purposes in being in
the Mughal Empire impacted their perceptions, affected their access to different
cities or to areas within cities, and ultimately influenced what they chose to
write about. Due to spatial constraints, only one example may be discussed here,
the Jesuits who visited the Mughal court. Their reasons for being in the Mughal
Empire were proselytism and conversion, protecting the rights of Christians and,
initially, the hope of converting the Mughal emperor. From their perspective,
then, their writings relayed their troubles and attempts at conversions, their
religious practices and feast days, and their successes. Instances in which they
chose to write about the Padshah and the Mughal court are, for the most part,
highlighting the reverence evinced for and interest in Jesus Christ, the Virgin
Mary and the Christian religion. When cities are mentioned or discussed, they
serve merely as a backdrop for the religious activities taking place—there was
not an interest in the cities themselves. Father Pierre du Jarric, for instance,
assembled and commented on the writings of the three Jesuit missions to the
Mughal Court; in his compilations, Lahore is mentioned frequently as a place
of action and Jesuit activity: there was no interest in the buildings, the urban
layout, or the living city. The third mission was, in fact, sent to Lahore, since
it was where Akbar was resident in 1595. The Jesuit members of this mission
were there for four years, until 1599, but their writings are concerned with
spiritual matters, the reception of the Jesuits, and their accomplishments in
religion and conversion. In his compilation of the missions’ accounts, du Jarric
mentioned Islam or Muslim practices primarily as a negative counterpoint to
Christianity.59 Fragments of information on architecture are given in passing
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including, for example, that Akbar’s palace had been built of wood and
burned down in a great fire in 1597,60 or that, while the house given to the
Jesuits was close to the river, at the same time it was “far removed from the
noise and turmoil of the town”.61 Although very light on information, even
such a fragment can be important as it indicates that some sections of the city
(or around the city) were considered more desirable as they were quieter than
others. Even structures that the Jesuits considered important, such as their
own church that they built in Lahore, were mentioned only briefly. They
described it as having the appearance of a college, with verandas, upper
rooms for winter use and lower ones for summer, separate offices, a porter’s
lodge, and so beautiful that anyone arriving in Lahore wanted to see it.62

Conclusion: Mughal Lahore and the reality of the living city

In spite of statements apparently conferring such status, European visitors to
Lahore between 1556, when Akbar ascended to the Mughal throne, and 1648,
when Shahjahanabad was proclaimed the sole imperial capital of the empire,
did not evince a great city in written accounts of their time in Hindustan.
Those who gave more extensive descriptions of Lahore’s architecture in their
writings focused on the buildings of the Lahore Fort and neglected the
remaining architecture of the city. As created within the travel accounts dis-
cussed here, Lahore would be comprised of a Qila built on the river, with a
haveli next to it, and a smattering of other buildings. There would be an
absence of mosques and other places to worship, with the exception of Jesuit
churches, and the many religious sites associated with Sufi shrines and places of
pilgrimage would be lost. Any notion of Lahore as a ‘Muslim city’ is absent as
a result. Within a place described in such a way, the urban layout of the city is
non-existent, as is the portrayal of the innumerable gardens which were built
in and around the ‘City of Gardens’. This contrasts with descriptions given of
both Agra and Delhi, where other buildings and architectural spaces, including
gardens, mosques and royal tombs, were considered worthy of notice. That
this was not the case for Lahore is surprising, as the city was often visited, its
reputation was grand, and it was a city renowned for its urban layout and
constructions, especially when we consider that some of the Mughal archi-
tecture of the city created during the period in question had a completely
different aesthetic to the buildings of the other capital cities of Delhi or Agra.

One of Shah Jahan’s court historians, in a work entitled the Bahar-i Sukhan
(Spring of Prose), wrote a section that “describes at length the important
landmarks in Shahjahanabad, Lahore and Agra’.63 The landmarks in these cities
would have been buildings and structures, highlighting again how important
the construction of such edifices were to the Mughals. Based upon the
contemporary Mughal textual excerpts above, it is likely that, in relation to
Lahore, many key sites would have been described in the Bahar-i Sukhan. In fact,
as exemplified by the work on Mughal Agra of Ebba Koch, within the various
court histories of the Mughal emperors, their authors provided enough details
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on architecture, urban planning and layout to recreate a plan of the riverfront
spaces and gardens of Mughal Agra.64

The Mughals themselves had a great appreciation for Lahore, and this was
especially true of the royals and their extended families. Many held Lahore in
particular esteem, and the reality of their city was far grander than that con-
veyed in any contemporary European accounts. To write about a Mughal city
and not include even a mention of the main mosques, to fail to describe the
unique decoration and the key sites and spaces of Mughal Lahore, is to pass
over what actually formed the city. It was monuments such as the Lahore
Fort with its kasha kari picture wall, the mosque of Mariam Zamani, Anarkali’s
tomb, Jahangir’s mausoleum, Wazir Khan’s mosque and hammam, the Shalimar
Gardens, and the multitude of havelis and gardens, which created the city,
and of which the Mughals were inordinately proud. The intricate intertwining
of architectural features, and the esteem in which the city was held, would
have been clear to those who continually adorned the city with new buildings
and gardens.

Lahore enjoyed some 220 years as a Mughal city, from 1526, the year
Babur conquered part of northern Hindustan, until 1748, when it was captured
by the Afghans.65 During that time, it was the political and cultural heart of
the Punjab, a distinction it still retains today, and one of the three largest
cities of the Mughal Empire, alongside Delhi and Agra. Even when it was not
used as the imperial capital, Lahore was one of the most important cities in
the Mughal realm by virtue of its placement on key trade routes into and out
of the Empire. The urban nature of the city—its layout, landscaping, the
interaction between urban and rural spaces, and the buildings which create
and break up the space—is what creates the realities of the living city. Yet—
regardless of their country of origin, andwhether they were there as preachers and
proselytizers, merchants desirous of establishing trading rights, or adventurers
looking for fame and fortune—when it came to their individual descriptions of
Lahore, there is a clear absence of the living city in the writings of Europeans
visiting the Mughal capitals between 1556 and 1648.
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4 The image of the city
Public baths and urban space in Western
travellers’ descriptions of Ottoman Sofia

Stefan Peychev

In Turkish Delights, a coffee-table book published in 2001, Philippa Scott
presents the sensual pleasures to be found in Turkey.1 In a chapter entitled
“Harem and Hamam” she pairs two of the keystones of the orientalist vision
of the Ottoman Empire. Scott’s description of the hamam, however, is exclusively
based on LadyMaryMontagu’s description of avisit to a public bath in Ottoman
Sofia, dated 1 April 1717.2 This famous account, quoted in later travellers’
diaries and reproduced in orientalist paintings, has become the standard
representation of the Ottoman public bath. The numerous analyses of Montagu’s
letters, situated within the context of early modern Europe, Enlightenment
morals, gender, or class, have further contributed to perpetuating the dominance
of the orientalist discourse in the study of the Western perception of the hamam.
This approach received its definitive formulation in Patrick Conner’s article
entitled “On the Bath: Western Experience of the Hammam”, published in
1987.3 Conner’s fundamental work posited hygiene and sensuality as the two
legitimate categories of analysis of Western travellers’ descriptions of Eastern
baths. The image that dominated Western perceptions, Conner argued, was
that of the hamam as a “paradise of the senses”.

Sofia, one of the important urban agglomerations in the Balkans since anti-
quity, was conquered by the Ottomans in the 1380s and raised to the status of
capital of the province of Rumeli around the middle of the fifteenth century. Its
urban fabric was dominated by magnificent examples of imperial architecture,
produced over the course of almost four centuries of service as a provincial
capital. The heyday in the construction of Ottoman Sofia was the period from
the middle of the fifteenth to the end of the sixteenth century when, thanks to the
energetic activities of eminent statesmen such as Mahmud Pasha, Beylerbey of
Rumeli (1451–53), laterGrand Vizier (1453–68, 1472–74), Yahya Pasha,Beylerbey
(1481–82, 1488, 1503–04), andMehmed Pasha,Beylerbey (1534–35), to name but
a few, the city could boast of a large number of outstanding public and religious
buildings.4 During its centuries of administrative and political eminence in the
Ottoman provincial structure, and even later, up until the demise of Ottoman
architecture in the Balkans and the crystallization of Sofia’s physiognomy as
the national capital of the Bulgarian state by the First World War, travellers’
descriptions of the city were focused on its public baths. Passing through the



European territories of the Ottoman Empire, Westerners frequently commented
on the role public baths played in urban development, their place in the frame-
work of the vakıf, and—in the case of thermal baths—the geological factors that
predetermined their large number in the region. In such accounts, Sofia’s public
baths, both kaplıcas and hamams, stand out as the foci of the city’s spatial
layout, the urban landmarks, the image of the city. These aspects of Western
travel writing on the hamam, however, have rarely been addressed by travel
scholars following strictly the hygiene/sensuality paradigm.

Taking the early sixteenth and early twentieth centuries as the starting and
end points of the chronological frame, this chapter studies the descriptions of
Sofia and its public baths produced by Western travellers. During this long
period, the modes of travel and the styles of city description experienced a
marked transformation from the ars apodemica of the sixteenth century,
through the scientific missions and romantic journeys dominating the nine-
teenth century, to the advent of modern tourism in the twentieth century.
Following the historical development of the city and the region, and taking
into account the corresponding developments within the travel genre, this
chapter brings up questions concerning imageability and spatial perception.
What were some of the major images of Ottoman cities encountered in Western
travel literature and how were these images reflected in descriptions of Ottoman
Sofia? Given their importance for shaping the urban fabric of Ottoman cities,
what was the place of public baths in these images and, on the other hand,
what role did public baths play in the construction of the images? To answer
these questions, local geography has been considered as a determining factor
for the spatial and visual characteristics of the urban landscape, as well as for the
corresponding toponymy. For a better understanding of the local urban context,
Western descriptions have been juxtaposed with those left by Ottoman
authors. Most important in this respect has been the work of Evliya Çelebi
who reserved the central place in his description of seventeenth-century Sofia
for the city’s thermal baths, presenting them as the key to local urban culture.
Thus, through a careful analysis of Western travellers’ accounts and bringing
up the local, Ottoman and Balkan, urban context, this chapter contests the
validity of the hygiene/sensuality paradigm and aims at transforming the dis-
course on the Western perception and description of the hamam into a more
productive one.

The focus on Ottoman Sofia and its public baths is all the more important
considering the continuing vitality of the debate on the ‘Islamic’ city generated
by the publication of Max Weber’s The City in 1921.5 The cities of the Ottoman
Balkans have been generally excluded from this debate; even in the most
authoritative studies of Ottoman urban life, the Balkan provinces of the
Empire have only cursorily been touched upon. This lack of interest has often
been explained vaguely and inconsistently. The authors of a recent volume on
the Ottoman city, for instance, have excluded the cities of the Balkans, citing
language difficulties and difficulties posed by “unfamiliar techniques and
models”.6 This approach cannot stand up to a critical assessment, all the more
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as it is a well-known fact among Ottomanists that the Balkan provinces were the
most densely populated and perhaps the most urbanized areas of the Empire.

Travel writing and city description in the early modern period

The rise of Sofia as an Ottoman provincial capital coincided with an important
methodological development of travel literature. The writings of sixteenth-
century humanist scholars contained many reflections on travel, which, according
to Justin Stagl, can be seen as “attempts to codify the cultural patterns of travelling
of that period”.7 The result was the formulation of ars apodemica, a doctrine of
travel combining German didacticism, Italian realism and French methodology.
The great number of travel methodologies that appeared in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries had description of foreign countries and cities as one of
their main concerns.8 Indeed, early modern travel accounts, including those
dealing with the Ottoman Empire, abound in descriptions of cities, closely
following similar narrative patterns. Yet, despite this tendency to regularization,
the description of a city does not result solely from the application of a standard
scheme. As Kevin Lynch has pointed out, the creation of an environmental
image is a two-way process between observer and observed, during the course of
which “[t]he environment suggests distinctions and relations, and the observer—
with great adaptability and in the light of his own purposes—selects, organizes,
and endows with meaning what he sees”.9

One of the most memorable city images is the urban skyline, “the shorthand
of urban identity”.10 Spiro Kostof argues that skylines are “chiefly made for an
external audience. The artist composes the urban skyline with the pilgrim, the
official visitor, the common tourist in mind”.11 In the eyes of a traveller visiting
politically and culturally foreign regions, on the other hand, cities are an
arena for observation of various manifestations of ‘otherness’. In Western
travellers’ accounts, the cities of the Islamic world were often characterized by
what they were lacking in comparison with the cities of the West. The first
striking visual impression of an Ottoman city, therefore, was the lack of walls,
with the exception of the fortified cities on the frontiers and in some regions
where strategic reasons required the demonstration of strong central or
provincial authority. Thus, for an early modern Western traveller, the first
element of a skyline, the easily identifiable boundary between town and
countryside, was missing in the Ottoman realms. The visual contrasts between
Western and Ottoman cities were accompanied by contrasts within the Ottoman
city itself, resulting in the so-called ‘Potemkin village’ phenomenon.12 While
from a distance an Ottoman city would often produce a pleasant image with
its domes and minarets that anchored the urban skyline, on closer look it usually
repulsed the Western visitor with its low wooden residential architecture and
poor sanitation. The frequent application of these two stereotypes made public
baths all the more visible in Western descriptions of Ottoman cities. The
eminent French naturalist Pierre Belon visited Istanbul in 1547. Disapproving
of Ottoman residential architecture, he likened the Ottoman capital to ancient
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Rome, remarking that the two cities’ most exquisite structures were their public
baths and religious buildings.13 Less than forty years later, in 1584, Rudolf II
sent a mission to the Ottoman court to negotiate the cessation of border raids.
Travelling along the Via Militaris, the old road connecting Central Europe
with Asia Minor, the Holy Roman Empire’s embassy stopped at Jagodina in
present-day Serbia. Melchior Besolt, the author of a description of the
imperial mission, entered a hamam that reminded him of the famous baths in
Buda. According to Besolt, there were very nice baths in almost all places
they visited. The reason was that the four types of buildings that the Turks
excelled at constructing were baths, fountains, mosques and caravanserais.14

Sofia’s urban fabric in Ottoman authors’ descriptions

Situated on the same old road to Istanbul, at its intersection with the roads
between Vidin and Thessaloniki, and the one coming from Dubrovnik, Sofia
was a major station for travellers and an important economic hub. The
mountains surrounding the Sofia plain on all sides created an impressive
background for travellers’ images of the city. The most distinctive geographic
features, present in many travellers’ descriptions, paintings, and photographs,
were the 2290-metre-tall Vitosha Mountain rising south of the city and acting
as a major element of its skyline, and the river Iskar, passing through Sofia on
its way north to the Danube. The Sofia region was known for its abundance
of thermal waters which was reflected in the local toponymy. Since pre-historic
times, the center of Sofia itself had been designated by a hot thermal spring
that had exercised its influence on the development of the city most perceptibly
on a spatial and symbolic level.

The centrality of the public baths for the urban fabric of Ottoman Sofia, as
well as for the overall image of the city, can most positively be ascertained
from Evliya Çelebi’s description of Sofia included in his Seyahatname.15 Born in
Istanbul and raised in the Sultan’s palace, Evliya was well-placed in court circles.
This allowed him to join the retinues of various officials on their missions to
all parts of the Empire and even beyond its boundaries. This remarkable
seventeenth-century Ottoman traveller spent forty years on the road, making
travel his profession and dedicating his life to the study of the vast Ottoman
domains. Evliya Çelebi’s ten-volume travelogue is an archive itself, an ency-
clopaedia of Ottoman urban life. Evliya followed a standard scheme for
description of cities, including in most cases information concerning the cities’
history, fortifications, religious and commercial buildings, and baths, as well
as excursion spots. Despite his tendency to exaggerate numbers and spice facts
with fanciful stories, Evliya’s importance for the study of the urban history of
the Ottoman world has been repeatedly underscored.16

Evliya was in Sofia with his uncle and patron Melek Ahmed Pasha during
the latter’s term as Beylerbey of Rumeli, 1652–53. Evliya’s description of
Sofia was dominated by the city’s thermal waters and public baths. His enu-
meration of the most notable neighbourhoods begins with that of Bana, in the
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centre of the city. The first in the list of hans (fortified buildings offering facilities
for travellers and merchants), numerous in the trading centre of the Balkans, was
the one located at Banyabaşı (Banabaşı in Evliya’s text). An important archi-
tectural structure in the centre of Sofia was the mosque of Molla Efendi Kadı
Seyfullah, whose minaret, according to Evliya Çelebi, had no parallel in its
beauty among the minarets of the many mosques of the city. The reason for the
mosque’s being constantly full of worshippers was its location at the busy
Banyabaşı place (Banabaşı nâm mahall-i izdihâm). Significantly, despite its
founder’s fame as a kadı and a poet, Seyfullah Efendi’s mosque has always
been known as Banyabaşı mosque. The main bath itself was one of the five
thermal baths of Ottoman Sofia. Its dressing room had a huge dome and could
accommodate, in Evliya’s estimation, one thousand people. In the middle of
the room there was a pool with a fountain. Then followed the central domed
space with a large pool and two halvets (small cells for more privacy).17

Another seventeenth-century Ottoman source, Kâtib Çelebi’s world geo-
graphy, confirmed Sofia’s image of a city dominated spatially and symbolically
by its public baths. The author, a prominent historian, geographer, and ency-
clopedist, was one of the most prolific Ottoman scholars of the period. The
Cihannüma located the capital of Rumeli at equal distances from Belgrade
and Edirne, in a big valley surrounded by mountains. Mosques and baths it
had in abundance, as well as a big caravanserai. The concise entry allowed for
more detail in the description of only one building, perhaps not surprisingly

Figure 4.1 A nineteenth-century view of Sofia. Source: Felix Kanitz, Donau-Bulgarien
und der Balkan. Historisch-geographisch-ethnographische Reisestudien aus
den Jahren 1860–1879, vol. 2, 2nd ed. (Leipzig: Gebhardt & Wilisch, 1882),
plate between pp. 22–23.
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the main thermal bath which, according to Kâtib Çelebi, was a single-domed
structure with a dressing room. Next to it was a similar bath for women.18

Though Kâtib Çelebi’s sources are unclear—perhaps he never visited the
city—this Ottoman polymath’s description encapsulated the dominant image
of Sofia in the literature of the early modern period.

Lady Mary in Sofia

Given the pronounced centrality of public baths in the local urban fabric, as
well as in the depictions of Ottoman observers, it strikes one that, in scholarly

Figure 4.2 This late nineteenth-century painting, the work of Joseph Oberbauer, matches
perfectly the picture described by Evliya Çelebi. To the European observer,
Molla Efendi Kadı Seyfullah Mosque was just the “Mosque on the bath
square”. Source: Joseph Oberbauer,Mosque on the Bath Square. (Reproduced
with the kind permission of Sofia HistoryMuseum. Photo by Tanche Petrova).
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treatments and critiques of Lady Mary Montagu’s account, Sofia has invariably
been related to an iconic orientalist image. The clue to this epistemological
imbalance lies in the interpretive frameworks applied by modern revisionist
scholarship on orientalist literature and their focus on the Western perception
of Eastern baths as loci of sensual indulgence. Pleasure and sensuality have
been the central themes in the study of Western views of the hamam in the
context of continuous preoccupation with Orientalism since the 1970s. Thus,
an orientalist perception of Ottoman public baths has been further perpe-
tuated as the dominant one by revisionist scholars focusing on a representative
number of sources and concentrating their analysis on particular themes to the
exclusion of others. The standard quote from Montagu’s account, central for
the development of this line of thought, goes as follows: “The first sofas were
covered with cushions and rich carpets, on which sat the ladies, and on the
second their slaves behind them, but without any distinction of rank by their
dress, all being in the state of nature, that is, in plain English, stark naked,
without any beauty or defect concealed. Yet, there was not the least wanton
smile or immodest gesture amongst them. They walked and moved with the
same majestic grace which Milton describes of our General Mother. There
were many amongst them as exactly proportioned as ever any goddess was
drawn by the pencil of Guido or Titian, and most of their skins shiningly
white, only adorned by their beautiful hair divided into many tresses, hanging
on their shoulders, braided either with pearl or ribbon, perfectly representing the
figures of the graces”.19

In the discussion of Lady Mary’s letters, one theme, that of a word commonly
applied by Westerners to Eastern baths, has been of particular importance. Billie
Melman, the author of a study of the experiences of British female travellers
in the Middle East, has emphasized the trope of the hamam as a brothel. The
key word in Melman’s analysis is bagnio which was used during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries in Europe to designate a brothel. Lady Mary used
this particular word in her description of the public baths of Ottoman Sofia,
which, according to Melman, is revealing of her real—that is, Orientalist—
attitude.20 The same point is made by Srinivas Aravamudan, who sees the use
of the Italian term as an explicit reference to sexual impropriety.21 Only a
cursory look into Sofia’s urban and linguistic realities, however, immediately
puts into question the authority with which such statements have been made.
After all, in Bulgarian the word banya (баня) has been used with the meaning
of bath, especially a thermal one, without any negative connotations.22 Evliya
Çelebi, who was in Sofia about sixty years before Montagu, began his expo-
sition on Sofia’s thermal waters with a definition of the terminology: “In this
country hot springs are called bana (Bu diyârda ılıcaya “bana” derler), in
Persia germab, in Arabia humma, in Türkistan ılıca, in Yörükistan kaplıca,
the Tatar call them ılı-sı, in Kürdistan they are called çermik, in Serbian
köstence, in Türkman ılıǧın”.23 The abundance of thermal springs in the
region of Sofia was reflected in place names, too. Philippe du Fresne-Canaye
travelled to Istanbul with the French embassy of 1573. Two major stations on
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the road from Dubrovnik, present-day Kyustendil and the village of Kostenets,
bore the name of Bagnio.24 Kyustendil, which boasted of twelve thermal baths,
is usually mentioned in Ottoman registers as Ilıca, while Kostenets, mentioned
by Evliya as Köstence,25 figures as Bane-i Kostençe, in addition to Ilıca.26 An
early eighteenth-century Habsburg embassy reached Belgrade by boat and
then took the land route to Istanbul. The anonymous chronicler of the
embassy commented on the road network and mentioned that at Banya
(Kostenets) there commenced a major branch to Prishtina via Samokov,
Kyustendil Banya, and so forth.27 This evidence on the presence of thermal
water terminology in the topography is all the more important given that the
latter source is from 1718, only a year after Lady Mary travelled in the region.

It is well known that Mary Montagu was sensitive to languages and
managed to learn Ottoman passably by the end of her stay in the Empire. In
a letter carrying the same date as the one describing her experience in Sofia,
she elaborated on the differences between the language of the common folk and
that spoken at court.28 Mary claimed she had gone far in “oriental learning”, the
result of hard studying. Less than three months later, in a letter to her confidant
Alexander Pope, Lady Mary included her weekly schedule according to which
the Wednesdays were dedicated to the study of Ottoman.29 Given this prono-
unced interest in languages, on the one hand, and the ubiquitous thermal water
terminology, particularly evident in Sofia’s centre where the main thermal
bath, Banyabaşı, together with four other baths and Banyabaşı mosque, stood
in the Banyabaşı area, the remarkable insistence on orientalist associations
seems like overstretching the point.

In a study of the link between cultural dislocation and the emergence of female
subjectivities, Mary Jo Kietzman, a critic of early modern women’s writing, has
argued that the analysis of Montagu’s letters, particularly Lady Mary’s view of
Ottoman women’s freedom, has led to rather garbled interpretations due to
the authors’—predominantly historians of English literature—lack of familiarity
with the status of women in Middle Eastern societies.30 Much in the same vein,
the creation of a stereotypical orientalist image out of Lady Mary’s public
bath scene has partly stemmed from a lack of familiarity with Ottoman and
Balkan urban traditions, and the urban realities of Sofia in particular. In a recent
article by Günsel Renda, the famous letter has been treated as a description of a
hamam in Edirne.31 The same mistake is committed by Ebru Boyar and Kate
Fleet who, studying the Western perceptions of the hamam in their social
history of Ottoman Istanbul, refer to Montagu’s letter as “describing her visit
to a hamam in Edirne”.32 Significantly, this trend of decontextualization dates
back to, and perhaps beyond, 1987, when Patrick Conner discussed LadyMary’s
“experience in a public bath at Adrianople in 1717” in the “Bathing and
Pleasure” rubric of his programmatic article.33 Ultimately, it seems that the
continuous neglect of the urban and geographical contexts has relegated the text
to the realm of abstraction. This is not to reject some authors’ contention that
Lady Mary made use of the ‘art of the traveller’. Rather, the full disassociation
of the description of the bath with its concrete location on the urban geographical
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map of the Ottoman Balkans questions the viability of any future treatments
of this source. As a matter of fact, Lady Mary’s account of Ottoman Sofia
was not limited to the bath episode. She described Sofia as “one of the most
beautiful towns in the Turkish empire, and famous for its hot baths, that are
resorted to both for diversion and health”.34 The geographical context is not
missing either, though, conveniently for revisionist scholars, it is located in
the preceding letter. Having crossed the Serbian forests and witnessed the
oppression of peasants by the provincial authorities around present-day Niš,
Lady Mary described the ambassadorial caravan’s approach to Sofia: “After
four days journey from this place over the mountains we came to Sofia, situated
in a large beautiful plain on the river Isca, and surrounded with distant
mountains. ‘Tis hardly possible to see a more agreeable landscape. The city
itself is very large and extremely populous. Here are hot baths, very famous
for their medicinal virtues”.35

Public baths and city images, fifteenth–eighteenth centuries

The discussion of Western travellers’ perceptions of the hamam within rigid
revisionist frameworks has brought to the fore orientalist visions to the
exclusion of parallel ones which nevertheless existed and addressed a variety
of aspects of the public baths’ significance as a central element of the urban
fabric, an urban landmark, and a social institution. All these varying notions
can be discerned in the descriptions of the European territories of the Empire
from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century: until the ‘discovery’ of the Balkans as
a distinct geographic, social and cultural entity from the late eighteenth century
onwards, the Ottoman Empire was treated as a unity in Asia and Europe.36 The
Balkans were, therefore, considered a representative part of the Ottoman
world, that provided an authentic experience of its culture. In 1664–66, the
Englishman John Burbury visited the Ottoman Empire as a member of a
Habsburg embassy. Travelling along the Via Militaris, shortly after Niš, on
the way to Sofia, some of the members of the ambassador’s retinue visited a
public bath. Burbury remarked on the social and spiritual significance of water
in the Ottoman world, entering in his diary that “they [Turks], most of all
elements are lovers of Water which serves, as they imagine, as well for the pur-
ifying and cleaning of the Soul as the Body, so as they wash often, and have
Fountains in their Mosches”.37 About twenty years after Burbury, in the spring
of 1682, Giovanni Benaglia, secretary of the secret correspondence in another
Habsburg embassy, spent a day in Sofia. After lunch, some of his companions
went to the baths, “frequently visited in these countries” and used “in a most
decorous and seemly manner”.38

Some Western travellers were aware of the public baths’ importance in the
urban growth of the Ottoman Balkans. Henry Blount, a highly educated British
traveller who set as the goal of his journey the reaching of an “objective” verdict
for the differences in civilization, knew that the first thing Turks did upon
conquering a city, was to build public baths.39 Pierre Belon, passing through
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Kavalla in present-day Greece, mentioned the recent construction of an
aqueduct and the ensuing rapid expansion of the city after water was con-
ducted to it.40 Belon was also aware of the centrality of public baths within
the vakıf system which, as he mentioned in his diary, resulted in mass
construction of buildings for public benefit.41 The institution of the vakıf was
a major means by which sultans, members of the ruling family, and other
dignitaries left their imprint on the urban skylines in the Empire. Jean Palerne
Foresien, a French aristocrat who spent two years in the Levant, from 1581 to
1582, returned to France by way of Edirne, Sofia, Dubrovnik and Venice.
Talking about Lüleburgaz’s fine architecture, he mentioned that people of
higher standing had the custom of erecting buildings such as mosques, baths,
caravanserais, bridges and fountains in service of God and society.42 John
Burbury also commented on the magnificent baths, bridges, roads and foun-
tains that his party encountered daily. In contrast to Foresien, however, he
managed to discern the more mundane reason for this building activity: the
uncertainty of the Empire’s dignitaries about the fate of their wealth upon
their deaths.43

A central place in this literature, not surprisingly, is occupied by the Balkan
capital and its public baths. Sofia’s position within the administrative and trans-
portation network of the Balkans ensured the frequent visits of foreign travellers
that often produced lengthy and rich observations. M. Quiclet mentioned,
during his visit to Sofia in 1658, that caravans and all other travellers stayed
in the city for a whole day. The reason was Sofia’s location in the middle of
the road from Belgrade to Istanbul.44 Henry Blount spent twenty days in
Sofia in 1634. His description contains a fine sample of its author’s imagined
geography of mixed ancient, medieval, early modern, Greek, Bulgarian and
Ottoman terms. Blount’s Sofia was “the chiefe Citie (after the Turkish division)
of Bulgary, but according to the other Geography, it stands in Macedonia,
upon the confines of Thessaly; [ … ] Here is the Seat of the Beglerbeg or
Viceroy of all Greece, by the Turkes called Rumely”.45 The most prominent
structures in Sofia, according to Blount, were Mahmud Pasha’s mosque, or
Büyük Cami in the middle of the city, Mehmed Pasha’s mosque, many hans,
caravanserais and baths. In Blount’s notes about the built fabric of the city
these are listed as “many brave Mescheetoes, especially the great one in the
middle of the Towne, and another on the South-side, with a magnificent
College: it hath many stately Hanes or Kirevansarahes, and exquisite Bathes,
the principall hath a hot Fountaine”.46

The references to antiquity, found throughout Blount’s book, were not
something unusual for the travel literature of the period. Most educated
Europeans were searching for their ancient roots during their travels in
Ottoman territories. Consequently, many travel diaries read as travels simul-
taneously in time and space, with major stops at Serdica, Philippopolis and
Adrianople, instead of Sofia, Filibe and Edirne.47 One example of this trend
is A. de la Motraye’s early eighteenth century account of the area. Travelling
northwest on the diagonal road, after visiting Filibe, de la Motraye described
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Sofia as “a big open city, the capital of Bulgaria and seat of the Beylerbey of
Rumeli. This is Sardica and then Triaditsa of the ancients. It has plenty of
tremendously beautiful mosques and some fine baths, but its houses are, all in
all, badly built”.48 This account is interesting for, together with the references
to antiquity, it exhibits two of the period’s most common stereotypical images of
an Ottoman city, the lack of walls, and the sharp contrast between public and
residential architecture. While for de la Motraye the lack of walls did not look
like an anomaly,49 this characteristic feature of most Ottoman cities caught
the eye of many earlier travellers. Less than half a century earlier, in 1690, an
anonymous description of the Via Militaris and the cities on the stretch
between Belgrade and Istanbul presented Sofia as “a big and populous city,
situated in a beautiful plain”. Despite being the major city of “the whole of
the Kingdom of Bulgaria”, it had no walls! Only the well-built caravanserais,
mosques and baths could atone for the bad impression left by the wooden
private houses.50 Thus, late seventeenth-century Sofia perfectly fit the image
of an Ottoman city.

What is evident from these early modern descriptions of Ottoman Sofia is
that the public baths figured as one of the anchors around which the image of
the city was constructed in the minds of Western travellers. When one goes
further into this type of literature, it becomes evident that the public baths were
often the dominant element of the image, around which other structures could
be located. The most detailed description of a public bath in Ottoman Sofia in
the early modern period was given by Hans Dernschwam, a German merchant
who had joined at his own expense the famous Habsburg diplomatic mission to
the Ottoman court led by Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq in 1553. Dernschwam
left a detailed account of one of Sofia’s public baths, a hamam. The description
of the bath filled the bulk of the text devoted to the city. Dernschwam was
obviously impressed by the building, comparing one of its domes with that of
the Pantheon in Rome. His notes leave the impression that Dernschwam con-
sidered the bath, rather than the mosque located next to it, the spatial focus
of the urban node; the tall minaret of the unnamed mosque was, respectively,
“the tall minaret at the bath”.51 In 1611, the French ambassador Achille de
Sancy, travelling with his retinue to Istanbul, rested for a day in Sofia. One of
his secretaries, Lefevre, described the city in his diary. Sofia was located around
the middle of a beautiful cultivated valley and lacked walls and defensive
moats, thus representing “the same type that we saw earlier in this country”.
Among the buildings of the city, besides the unremarkable houses, notable
were the many mosques and a caravanserai. The rest of the text consists of a
good description of the main thermal bath, recalling the description left by
Evliya Çelebi.52 One explanation for this prominence of Sofia’s public baths
in the image of the city might be that they were located at important nodes in
the urban fabric. This is particularly important for the thermal baths located
in the Banyabaşı area, the city’s historic centre, a focus of crafts and trade. As
Kevin Lynch has pointed out, “people heighten their attention at such places
and perceive nearby elements with more than normal clarity”.53
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The nineteenth century: a new discourse of ‘otherness’

The nineteenth century witnessed a remarkable proliferation of travel literature
in Europe. Both the language and the themes of this literature, however, were
different from those of the early modern period. After the French Revolution,
as Justin Stagl has argued, the scientific expedition and the romantic journey,
both in development since the early eighteenth century, finally superseded the
ars apodemica and the old encyclopaedic style of travel.54 The Orient remained
the favourite destination for the romantic traveller, whose account was
“focused not on external reality but on the subjective world of the author”.55

With the writings of authors like Gustave Flaubert and Gérard de Nerval, the
association of the Orient with sex became a remarkably persistent motif in
Western attitudes.56 This period was significant for the establishment of the
image of the Ottoman hamams as “the loci sensuales of the erotically charged
landscape of the Orient”.57 The nineteenth-century travellers’ descriptions of the
Balkans, however, diverged sharply from this trend, leaving no lasting image of
the public baths of the region within the orientalist context. Their importance
lay in “the formation of a perception of the Balkans as a distinct geographic and
cultural entity, rather than just the site of classical history or the provinces to be
traversed on the way to the Ottoman capital”.58 The history of the region itself in
the nineteenth century was characterized by the local Orthodox Christian
populations’ intense activities for political sovereignty. The West became aware
of the existence of the Balkan nations and their aspirations for self-government.
The period saw the emergence of a new discourse, that of Balkanism. As
Maria Todorova has pointed out, “unlike the standard orientalist discourse,
which resorts to metaphors of its object of study as female, the balkanist dis-
course is singularly male”.59 In contrast to the Orient, an exotic and imaginary
realm strongly associated with lust, the Balkans came to be seen as a bridge
between East and West, between stages of growth, with characteristics such as
cruelty, boorishness, instability and unpredictability.60

The nineteenth century was a particularly difficult period in the history of
Sofia. The city was devastated by two terrible earthquakes in 1818 and 1858
that ruined many residential buildings and mosques.61 The military instability
of the early nineteenth century and the inherent economic decline caused the
transfer of the seat of the governor of Rumeli to Monastır—Bitola in present-day
Macedonia—in 1836.62 With the loss of its pre-eminence as administrative
and economic centre of Rumeli, half-ruined and with a declining population,
nineteenth-century Sofia had nothing to offer the romantic traveller. The great
French poet, diplomat and politician Alphonse-Marie-Louis de Lamartine
passed through the Balkans in the early 1830s as part of a long-cherished dream
to visit the eastern Mediterranean. Upon his return from Constantinople, he
spent a day in Sofia, deeming a brief entry in his diary sufficient: “There is
nothing of remark in the town”.63 A few years later, in 1836, Sofia was visited
by the French geologist and geographer Ami Boué, an eminent representative of
scientific travel. According to Boué, Sofia was located in a big valley surrounded
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by mountains, at the crossroads of several important roads. From distance,
the view of the mosques and their twenty-two minarets evoked the image of a
populous and beautiful city. The contrasting ramshackle interior, however,
sealed Sofia’s nineteenth-century image of a veritable ‘Potemkin village’.64

Four years after Boué, another Frenchman, the noted economist Jérôme-
Adolphe Blanqui, crossed the European territories of the Ottoman Empire. In
the aftermath of a bloodily suppressed uprising of Bulgarian peasants, Blanqui
was entrusted by the French minister of foreign affairs with the task of collecting
information on the turbulent events. In Travels in Bulgaria 1841, Blanqui
described the harsh conditions of life for Ottoman Christians. In his account
of Ottoman Sofia, the visit to the city’s main thermal bath, on the invitation
of a Muslim governor hostile to local Christians, turns into a metaphor for
the ethnic and religious tension in the region. Unfamiliar with the bathing
practices, in his desire to check the temperature of the water, Blanqui stuck
his finger in a pool used by another bather. This produced an unexpected
reaction—the other visitor, a Muslim, “jumped out of the water like a flying
fish and shouted: ‘You polluted my water!’” This incident, when reported to
the governor, produced long laughter, though, according to Blanqui, not on
account of its comic character.65

Sofia’s Ottoman baths and the making of a nation’s capital city

With the end of Ottoman rule in the nineteenth century, sustained policies of
modernization along Western lines were carried out in the emerging Balkan
states. Modernization was equated with de-Ottomanization, and its first
visible manifestation was to be seen in the radical transformation of public
space and the urban centres’ architectural appearance. Due to the lack of local
experience, Western specialists were employed in various branches of the new
state administrations. Such was the case in the Bulgarian Principality which
had emerged on the map of Europe in 1879. One of the many foreigners
laying the foundations of its administration was Eumène Queillé, a French
financial controller, who spent the three years between 1881 and 1884 as the
personal financial adviser of Alexander von Battenberg, the young Bulgarian
prince. During his travels across Bulgaria in 1884, he encountered many
villages carrying the name of Banya, but, unlike modern revisionists, he was
aware of the origins of the name. On the road from Karlovo to Plovdiv, south
of the Balkan range, Queillé and his company spent a night at a village called
Banya “like all other settlements that have thermal springs; and there is
plenty of them”.66

James Samuelson, who was in Bulgaria in the 1880s, found ‘new’ and ‘old’
Sofia standing side by side in the famous plain surrounded by several mountains.
The historic part of Sofia was, according to the British Barrister-at-Law;

by far the most interesting to strangers. [… ] the striking peculiarities of this
and other towns are: first, the mosques, which have been converted to secular
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uses, as prisons, printing-offices, markets, &c. (in Sofia the baths, fed by
natural hot springs); the execrable pavement, which makes progress in a
carriage very difficult; the wooden skeletons of triumphal arches, which
are permanently retained throughout the country, so that the people may
not be put to any unnecessary trouble in preparing a joyous reception in
turn for Russian general, German prince, or nationalist hero!”67

Little did Samuelson know that he was one of the last foreigners to see the
picture of Ottoman Sofia at least partially preserved, for the most radical
steps in the urban transformation of the Bulgarian Principality’s capital
were undertaken at the end of the 1880s and in the early 1890s. Samuelson’s
description, however, is important not only for once again portraying the
thermal baths as the trademark image of the city, but also for the hint at
the role of Sofia’s historic centre as the arena for negotiating new paths of
state development.

The imposition of national imagery on the urban landscape, observed by
James Samuelson, was a manifestation of the theatrical nature of public space.
Reflecting on this phenomenon, Kostof has pointed out that “the public place
is the canvas on which political and social change is painted. It is not enough
to take over the reins of a city, to overwhelm an existing social order and
supplant it with a new one; it is important to demonstrate this change in the
design and uses of the public realm within the city”.68 In the modern theatre
that Sofia had been transformed into, Banski Ploshtad, the former Banyabaşı,
played the role of the central stage with the main thermal bath being the key
element in the décor of the new national play. In the process of urban trans-
formation, local architects with Western education, together with foreign,
predominantly Austrian specialists, had come up with the National romantic
style, a mixture of Secessionism and local medieval and folk traditions of
building and decoration. In August 1913, the main thermal bath, the symbol
of Ottoman Sofia, was demolished. Its functions, together with its symbolic
role for the image of the city, were assumed by a new modern building erected
next to it and opened for the public earlier the same year. The new Municipal
Thermal Bath was the work of Petko Momchilov, one of the founders of the
National romantic school of architecture.69 During this fatal year, Sofia’s
main Ottoman bath made its last notable appearance in Western literature.
The notes of a German observer display how the new historical context, that
of modernization and nation-building, informed the Western perception of
the hamam: “Not far from the low, decayed, and covered with tiles old
Turkish hamam, is rising a new imposing, wide, modern bath, at which even a
Western European looks with envy. Here it is, standing against its miserable
Ottoman sister, as if trying to tell her: ‘Do you see, my dear, what one can
achieve with freedom and diligence? Aren’t you ashamed of yourself ?’”70

Most naturally, the most vivid image of Sofia at this crucial moment of radical
urban transformation was that emotional address of admonition, captured in
the notes of the perceptive German traveller.
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Conclusion

From ars apodemica to tourism, over the course of four centuries, both the
modes of travel and observation and the expository style of travel accounts
experienced profound development. So did the historical and cultural forces
that shaped the architectural appearance of cities. Sofia went a long way from
the booming Ottoman provincial capital, through the declining, half-ruined
town of the nineteenth century, to the modern capital of Bulgaria since 1879.
What did not change was the geographical setting—the mountains, the river,
and the thermal waters—that served as the background for almost all
descriptions of the city. The lack of familiar architectural anchors in the
urban skyline, together with the unremarkable residential architecture, pushed
forward the domed public buildings in Western perceptions of Ottoman cities.
In Sofia, where a thermal spring dominated the urban fabric spatially and
symbolically, the Ottoman public baths stood out as a key element of the
image of the city, often independently functioning as the image itself. Early
modern descriptions of Ottoman Sofia focused on the city’s public baths

Figure 4.3 Aview of Bath Square (Banski Ploshtad), dominated by the modernMunicipal
Thermal Bath and Banyabaşı Mosque. The main Ottoman thermal bath
(between the modern bath and the mosque) has lost its visual prominence in
modern Sofia. The photograph was taken in 1912, a year before the Ottoman
bath’s demolition. Source: Sofia–1912 (Sofia: “Balkan” Société Nationale
d’Assurances, n.d.).
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within the context of a discussion of Ottoman architecture and urbanism. In
the nineteenth century, while Sofia was not able to satisfy the expectations of
the romantic traveller, its public baths had become a proper setting for inter-
pretation of the region’s complex ethnic and religious composition and the
political instability of the period. After the end of Ottoman rule, in the midst
of a radical transformation of urban space in Bulgaria’s capital city, the
Ottoman baths served as the foil against which the young nation-state’s efforts
towards European-style modernization were evaluated by Western visitors.
Thus, instead of silently vegetating as a timeless orientalist image, the public
baths of Sofia played a key role in the formation and evolution of the Western
perceptions of Ottoman urban form and space.

The case of Ottoman Sofia and its public baths demonstrates some of the
benefits that a heightened attention to the Balkans might bring to the study of
urbanism in the Islamic world. To the European traveller, the Ottoman Balkans
provided a legitimate terrain for the observation and description of urban
morphology in a region that was constructed as decidedly ‘other’, yet within
an evolving notion of ‘otherness’. At the same time, with the local specifics
reflecting geography and historical development, the Balkan territories of the
Ottoman Empire make an important addition to our knowledge of urban life
in the Islamic world and the Western perceptions of it. A focus on Sofia and
other cities in the European provinces of the Ottoman Empire inevitably
brings forward an awareness of the great regional diversity and continuous
transformation within the Islamic world, thus questioning the applicability of
orientalist typologies.
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5 Cultural encounters between
Europeans and Arabs
Carsten Niebuhr’s reflections on cities
of the Islamic world (1761–67)

Jørgen Mikkelsen

Most of the western research in the Orient in pre-modern times has focused
on ancient civilizations and the relics of antiquity. Numerous drawings of
ruins were made, as well as large numbers of copies of ancient inscriptions.
Moreover, a multitude of old manuscripts and coins were collected.1 Further-
more, many of the orientalists in the sixteenth–eighteenth centuries regarded
the study of the Arabic language and culture as a way to a better under-
standing of the Bible and the early history of Christianity.2 By contrast, western
researchers only engaged in studying and describing contemporary life in the
Orient at a rather late stage.3 One of the most prominent scholars was
Edward Lane, who made extensive studies in Cairo in the 1820s and ‘30s,
publishing his impressions in a book about the customs of modern Egyptians.4

The habits of the Egyptians were also studied by the many French researchers
who followed Napoleon Bonaparte to Egypt, when the country was occupied
by France from 1798 to 1801. The widespread exploration by the French
resulted in no less than 23 volumes with the title “Description de l’Egypte”
(1809–28). The researchers, however, were more interested in the heritage of
ancient Egypt than in Islamic culture.

The Danish expedition to the Orient between 1761 and 1767 fits in many
ways into the framework that has been described above. The originator of the
project was the German professor Johann David Michaelis (1717–91). His
point of departure was biblical history, and he was first of all interested in
Yemen. In his view, a profound study of the dialects of this area would give a
more subtle picture of Arabic language, thereby bring about a better under-
standing of Hebrew. Moreover, he supposed that an investigation of the customs
and habits of the Yemenites would throw a light on the lives of the Jews and
the Arabs in ancient times. This point of view was based on the assumption
that the living conditions and habits of Yemen had changed much less than in
other parts of Arabia.

Since the Danish Government in the 1750s had a good reputation in
Europe as a patron of art and science, in 1756 Michaelis applied to the
Danish Minister of Foreign Affairs, Johan Hartvig Ernst Bernstorff, in order
to ‘sell’ his project. He succeeded in doing so, and the Danish Government in
fact paid all the expenses of the expedition. But Michaelis’s influence on the



project was somewhat reduced when the Government decided to make a
public call for proposals about research subjects. A number of proposals were
received, among others from the Royal French Academy of Inscriptions and
Sciences, and this society had quite a substantial influence on the formulation
of the comprehensive and detailed instructions of the expedition. The same
was true for three Danish professors in natural science.

Among other things, they included a clause emphasizing that the description
of flora and fauna had to follow the principles developed by Carl von Linné.
This task was delegated to a former student of both Linnaeus and Michaelis,
the Swedish scientist and philologist Peter Forsskål. The Danish philologist
Frederik Christian von Haven, also one of Michaelis’s former students, was
assigned to make observations about Arabic language, copy ancient inscriptions
and buy old manuscripts for the Royal Library in Copenhagen. For Carsten
Niebuhr—who came from Northern Germany and was trained in surveying,
mathematics and astronomy—the main task was to make astronomic obser-
vations and work out maps of the Arabian peninsula. However, he was also
assigned the task of making investigations into the cultural geography in
Arabia. The fourth researcher was the Danish physician Christian Carl Kramer.
In addition, the expedition included the German engraver Georg Wilhelm
Baurenfeind, who was to make drawings, in particular of perishable plants
and animals, and a servant, the former Swedish soldier Lars Berggren.5

Thus, the expedition had a far-reaching and complex subject area and a job
description which—with its focus on empirical studies, rational research
methods and careful documentation—was quite typical of the Enlightenment.
The careful preparation of the expedition is a characteristic trait of this
period, too.6 Niebuhr, Forsskål and von Haven were prepaid eighteen-month
salaries in order to improve their specific qualifications before the journey.
Niebuhr used much of this time in the company of Tobias Mayer—perhaps
the most brilliant astronomer of the Age of Enlightenment—who, among
other things, taught Niebuhr to measure degrees of latitude and longitude.7

Niebuhr and his companions also made extensive studies in the journals of
other travellers and works about the history and geography of the Orient.8 In
this way, the expedition got an optimum basis to fulfil the royal orders, in
which it was stipulated that the researchers “had to make as many discoveries
of benefit to science as possible”.9 This was a real scientific expedition without
any politico-commercial, military or other ulterior motives.10 At least, there
were no explicit remarks to suggest otherwise—this was quite exceptional in
Europe even in the middle of the eighteenth century.

The expedition began with a short stay in Istanbul, where the six men were
fitted out for the journey. For instance, they bought clothes in the Arabic
style, and swords and pistols for self-defence in case of robbery. Then followed
one-and-a-half months in Alexandria, nine-and-a-half in Cairo, and two
months in Suez, before the travellers set off for Jeddah. After a month and a
half in that town, Yemen was criss-crossed during the first seven months of
1763. But, as von Haven and Forsskål died in May and July, and the other
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four men were all weakened—probably because of malaria—it was decided to
interrupt the journey in Yemen in order to go to Bombay by ship. The group
tried to escape the mysterious disease but Niebuhr was the only survivor.
During the long stay in India, in which he regained his health, he sent home
most of the documents of the expedition together with the plants, animals
and objects collected by the travellers. After that, he decided in the autumn of
1764 to accomplish the rest of itinerary, and this brought him through Basra,
Baghdad, Mosul, Aleppo, Damascus, Bursa and Istanbul, to mention just a
few of the locations.

Niebuhr even extended the route by making a trip to Persia, where he made
a meticulous record of the ruins in Persepolis. With great difficulty he copied
the cuneiform inscriptions on the columns. Thanks to these drawings, the
German philologist Georg Friedrich Grotefend succeeded in 1802 in decoding
some of the characters, preparing the way for a real deciphering of this
alphabet in the 1830s.11

The drawing of cuneiform inscriptions is just one of the many significant
results of the expedition. Forsskål’s strenuous work on collection and registration
of plants and animals has been of vital importance to botany as well as maritime
zoology. Thus, he described no less than 641 animal species and 656 plants
unknown until then. In fact, more than a quarter of the plant species existing
today in Yemen were observed by Forsskål. Furthermore, his descriptions of the
species were much more elaborate than Linné’s. He also made many accounts of
how plants and animals were used by the natives, especially as medicine, thus
making a great contribution to ethno-botany. Incidentally, 1,846 specimens of
plants are still kept in a museum in Copenhagen, and the museums, libraries
and archives in the Danish capital also have in their possession many manu-
scripts, letters, ancient coins, dried fish and insects, as well as some corals and
ethnographical and geological objects from the journey.12

Niebuhr’s work on geography also led to many remarkable results. His
maps of the Nile Delta and the Red Sea were by far the most detailed to date,
and more than hundred years elapsed before his map of Yemen was surpassed
in precision. He made a number of maps and descriptions of various cities,
towns, islands, rivers and so on, and his calculation of the height of the
Cheops pyramid differed by just 71 centimetres from the actual height (137.38
metres)! Thus, he reached a much more precise result than John Greaves and
other travellers who had tried their hand on this special scientific discipline.

Today, however, more interest is attached to Niebuhr’s many descriptions of
the habits, attitudes and way of thinking of the Arabs. His accounts range from
explanations of different Islamic sects to presentations (with a great number of
drawings) of farm tools, headgear and shoes, musical instruments and children’s
games. Niebuhr seems to have had a natural talent for ethnography. At any
rate, his books about the journey reveal that he had not only keen powers of
observation and a fine critical sense, but also an unusual empathy, openness
to unfamiliar and strange ways of thinking, and the ability to view his own
culture through foreign eyes.
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In this chapter, I will deal primarily with his descriptions of the urban
topography, the economic and social conditions of the cities and towns, and the
cultural encounters between Europeans and Arabs. It must be noted that many
oriental cities had a smaller population than commonly supposed, because
former observers had not realized that the density of built-up areas was much
lower than in European cities. It is also worth mentioning Niebuhr’s descriptions
of trade networks and the relations between different ethnic and religious
groups. Of considerable interest are his comparisons between European and
Arabic cultures and his attempts to see Europeans with an Arab gaze. In this
analysis, the words ‘oriental’ and ‘Arabic’ are preferred to ‘Islamic’, because it
seems to be in accordance with Niebuhr’s own view.13 For instance, the word
‘morgenländisch’ (oriental) occurs many times in Niebuhr’s works. He gave
readers the impression that many of the cities were rather multi-cultural, and
he wrote much about the different religious minorities.

Descriptions of the Arab cities and towns

Even though Carsten Niebuhr worked very methodically, there is a great dif-
ference in the extent, character and perspective of his town descriptions. This
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reflects the length of his stay as well as his working conditions in the town, for
instance, whether he succeeded in meeting good informants who gave him
useful information about the locality. To Niebuhr it was important that he
had something essential to add to the existing knowledge in Europe about the
city in question. Thus, his rather short and superficial description of Istanbul
may be seen in the light of the large number of books about that city already
at the disposal of European scholars.14 Cairo is the absolute contrast, as the
reader of Niebuhr’s works gets quite a detailed account of the economic, social
and political conditions of that city, including a map with a list of some eighty
names of quarters, significant buildings, gates, squares, bridges and ponds.15

When Niebuhr arrived in a city or town, he strived to determine its
circumference and to draw at least the most important of the streets and
squares. However, this was often a far-from-easy task. In Europe, such activities
by a foreigner might have been regarded as spying—Niebuhr did not know if
the same was true in Arabia, but he found it necessary to be very discreet in
using such measuring tools as the compass and the quadrant. His most
important mapping tool, however, was the counting of steps. In urban areas
he counted his own steps—or the steps of a native man or woman, if the
person in question walked in a street in which Niebuhr had no permission to be.

On journeys through the countryside, Niebuhr calculated the average speed of
camels and donkeys in different conditions of the ground and temperatures.
Having done so, he just needed to register the length of each day’s march and
keep an eye on the compass in order to draw his maps. Niebuhr playfully
added that it was easier to measure the distances in Arabia than in Europe,
“where the mail-coach drivers often rush at top speed when approaching an
inn, while they drive rather slowly at other times”. By contrast, the caravans
in Arabia moved at constant speed.16

The mapping of oriental cities and towns was definitely not facilitated by
the many narrow and curved streets, which, according to Niebuhr, were due to
the need for shade and the fact that the Arabs did not use such big carriages
as the Europeans.17 But the greater problem was that Niebuhr felt unwelcome
when he moved into some of the numerous cul-de-sacs. Often, these streets
seemed to be inhabited solely by women and children in the daytime, while the
men were in other places, for example in the souq. This made it problematic for
Niebuhr to go into the blind alleys but, in Cairo, he succeeded in mapping the
cul-de-sacs in several quarters. However, it was not worth risking an assault
to do the same in the rest of the city and he consoled himself with the thought
that the Europeans would take no interest in the exact position of each of the
small streets.18

Niebuhr noticed, too, that in many big cities like Cairo, Jerusalem, Damascus,
Aleppo and Baghdad, a great number of streets were closed at night.19 The
entrance was guarded by a man who was only permitted to open the door to
inhabitants of the street. Niebuhr appreciated the arrangement, which apparently
served the purpose of protecting the residents in the quarter from robberies
and other inconveniences.
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By and large, Niebuhr found that the oriental city houses in general
appeared closed and reserved compared to buildings in Europe. For instance,
there were only a few windows onto the streets. According to Niebuhr, many
houses therefore seemed quite unimpressive. But when he was lucky enough
to be asked inside, he often got quite a different impression. For example, he
wrote with enthusiasm about the ornamentation and arrangement of the
public baths in Cairo.20 It is quite likely that many present-day European
and American tourists in Arabia and North Africa will recognize these
observations.

The difficulty of getting behind the walls meant that Niebuhr had great
trouble in estimating the population figures of the urban areas. There was
little help from the local authorities and men of learning. As there was no
counting of births and deaths anywhere in the Orient, the inhabitants had no
idea of the size of the population, and they were generally very surprised when
Niebuhr asked about it.21

Western travellers visiting Istanbul in the eighteenth century had estimated
the population at 500,000–800,000 people.22 Although Niebuhr did not make
any assessment, he argued that the Europeans tended to overestimate the
population in cities in the Orient. Firstly, he remarked that people in this part
of the world built in breadth rather than height, implying that the cities often
covered a disproportionately large area.23 Secondly, Niebuhr noted that there
were many gardens and ponds behind the walls of the houses in Cairo, so the
built-up area in that city was not as compact as it might be thought at first. In
Niebuhr’s opinion, the same was true in many other cities in the Orient.
Thirdly, Niebuhr found that there were not as many people in the streets of
Istanbul as commonly supposed by European observers. True, the main
streets were usually densely packed, but the back alleys were often nearly
empty. In addition, it was quite common for artisans in Istanbul and other
cities in the Middle East to work in the streets, whereas their colleagues in
Europe normally had their workshop in their houses. Lastly, Niebuhr discovered
that many of the artisans in Istanbul did not in fact live in the city, but in
adjacent suburbs and villages, from where they went to the souq each day in
order to do their job.24

During the whole journey Niebuhr was eager to seek out local tradesmen,
as he regarded them as good informants. While European merchants in the
eighteenth century mostly carried on business by corresponding with other
dealers, the tradesmen in the Orient spent much of their time travelling with
their commodities.25 Therefore, many of them had a wide knowledge of
geography, and in addition, they were used to dealing with people speaking
many languages and having different religious and ethnic affiliations. So it is
not surprising that Niebuhr noted that he could talk with the tradesmen
about all subjects, even religion. “But obviously the Arabs dislike contempt
for their religion”, he added.26

Thanks to these exchanges, Niebuhr gained much insight into the trade
networks and routes of the Middle East region. For example, he attained a
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thorough knowledge of the commercial life of Aleppo.27 For many centuries,
this city had been one of the nodal points in the exchange of goods between
Europe and Asia, and Niebuhr noticed that Aleppo had a great concentration
of merchants from Europe, especially Britain, the Netherlands, Germany and
Venice. Another important ethnic group was the Bedouins, who were responsible
for the caravan transportations between Aleppo and different cities in the east,
in particular Mosul, Baghdad and Basra. There were also many relations to
the north. For instance, “distinguished Turks who used to equip their servants
with new clothes before the Bayram celebration each year”, liked to buy
French cloth in Aleppo for that purpose. However, they preferred to use the
more expensive English cloth themselves, and for travelling they chose a “fine,
very dense Venetian cloth”.28

Another trade network had its starting point in the coffee-producing high-
lands of Yemen—one of the original centres of coffee-growing in the world. In
the eighteenth century, a substantial part of the Yemenite coffee was exported
via Bayt al-Faqîh—a little town in the western lowlands of the country, which,
according to Niebuhr, was a meeting point for tradesmen from the whole Arab
world, from Morocco, Tunisia and Egypt to Syria, Basra and Muscat. Even
Persians and Europeans arrived in Bayt al-Faqîh in order to buy coffee. After
contracting, the coffee was shipped from Mocca or another harbour in
Yemen.29 Niebuhr’s observations indicate that at least some of the Yemenite
towns still played an important role in the economic life of southern Arabia,
even though Yemen’s export of coffee undoubtedly declined in the eighteenth
century when the British, Dutch and French succeeded in cultivating coffee
plants in other parts of the world.30

However, the most thorough analysis of a trade network deals with Cairo.
Niebuhr’s account of this is based on “trustworthy information” from an
experienced French merchant, and it shows that Cairo had a considerable and
multi-faceted export to Southern Europe, via Marseille, Livorno and Venice,
and the Middle East. For instance, the Cairo merchants exported large
quantities of hides from buffalos, oxen and camels, all of Egyptian origin.
But they also exported a number of articles that arrived with the caravans
from the south. In this category we find, among other goods, gum arabic,
elephant tusks and slaves. Imports from Europe included pepper, cloves and
other spices, along with Venetian paper. But Niebuhr mainly concentrated his
attention on a special sort of linen from Languedoc. Especially during the
period before Ramadan, a large quantity of this linen was imported to Cairo,
and a great part of it was sent on to Mecca by caravan, to be used for new
clothes.31

Along with the description of commercial life, readers are also given an
interesting glimpse of the population structure in several cities. It appears that
numerous traders from India lived in the seaports of the Arab peninsula; in
Muscat, for example, the number of Indians, including artisans and servants,
may have been as many as 1,200.32 There are also many remarks about
Jewish, Armenian and Greek tradesmen and artisans. According to Niebuhr,
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the Jews were “at least as much despised by the Muslims as by the Christians
in Europe”, and it seems to have been the norm that the Jews were obliged to
live in special quarters, suburbs or villages.33

However, Niebuhr also pointed out that Turkish Jews apparently had much
more liberty with regard to trade than their brothers in Europe, where the
rules of the guilds often imposed severe restrictions on the economic activities
of the Jews. In addition, he noticed that, among the Turkish Jews, there
were some great merchants and stockbrokers, who “were very popular with
the Turkish Government” because of their fortunes. Likewise, some Jews in
Egypt had “managed to make themselves indispensable” to the Government
who, for several years, had farmed out various duties to them. In this way, the
Jews had “become highly esteemed among the distinguished inhabitants of
Cairo”.34 The Hindus, too, did not seem to earn much respect in the Arabic
world. Niebuhr thought that these people may have been even more despised
than the Jews. As possible grounds for this, he mentioned that the Hindus,
unlike the Muslims, Christians and Jews, had no scriptures or devotional
writings.35

Figure 5.2 It was not possible to buy viagra in Istanbul at the time of Niebuhr. The
dress of the local people was also quite different from today. Yet, this picture
gives a good impression of how Niebuhr—and contemporary European
travellers—saw Istanbul: everywhere there were a lot of people! But Niebuhr
got another view of the city by walking in the back alleys. (Photo by Sanja
Storm Tuxen).
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Niebuhr’s account gives the impression that the urban communities in the
Orient were rather segregated. This does not mean that there were no meeting
places for people from different social or ethnic groups. In one of his most
fascinating eyewitness reports, Niebuhr describes how men of different social
standings met in the public gymnasiums, sûrkhâna, in Shiraz in order to do
gymnastics, dance and wrestle.36 We also find some examples of social mobility
in his works. In particular, he seemed puzzled by the fact that it was possible
for former slaves in Yemen and Egypt to advance to leading positions in
society.37 In Yemen, some of the local governors came from Africa, where
they had been sold as slaves.

According to Niebuhr, the Yemenite rulers preferred governors with such
backgrounds because they were in general more loyal than Arabian noblemen.38

In Cairo, the beys, who ranked just below the sultan’s governor, had a considerable
influence on politics and the administration of the city in the eighteenth century.
Most of these men were Christians and came from the Caucasus region,
where they had been sold as children. Later, they were bought by wealthy
Egyptians. By giving the most talented of these slaves a good education, these
plutocrats often made competent and powerful officials who exercised strong
loyalty towards their former masters throughour their lives. Niebuhr went on
to describe the social background of each of the eighteen beys of his time; all
but five had been slaves as children and young men.39

Figure 5.3 While most oriental cities were dominated by low-rise houses, many towns
in Yemen had—and still have—a great number of so-called tower houses,
that is, buildings of 5–10 storeys. Niebuhr was fascinated by the sight and
drew this prospect of the town Ta’izz. (Niebuhr 1774).
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Reflections on cultural encounters

In the royal instruction to the expedition, the six men had been ordered to
“endeavour to be as courteous as possible towards the inhabitants of Arabia”.
They were not allowed to “criticize the Arabian religion and still less to show
their contempt for it”, and they had to “refrain from doing what seems detest-
able to the Arabians”. Likewise, the travellers should “never rouse the Arabs’
unquenchable jealousy and vindictiveness by practising European liberties
with women or by making intrigues with them”. And, if one of the men acted
in contravention of these orders and thereby incurred the locals’ resentment,
the Danish king “did not call upon the other travellers to take care of him in
a way that exposed themselves to danger”.40 These striking wordings clearly
reflect the common prejudice in Europe that the Arabs were quick to take up
arms, when they took offence.

Niebuhr fully complied with the conditions of the orders, and in his books
we find a number of critical remarks about other Europeans who had been
disrespectful to local people in the Orient. Apparently, Niebuhr strived to avoid
being censorious in his works, too—even when he wrote about prolonged
feuds, killing of relatives because of defamation and other phenomena, that
seemed odd and repellent from a European point of view in the Age of Enlight-
enment. But he didn’t refrain from giving detailed descriptions of these cultural
traits. One of his dramatic stories is about a wealthy merchant in Baghdad,
who some years before had found a young man in company with one of his
female relatives. He “cut her to pieces” immediately, and, after that, he per-
suaded the local authorities “by means of witnesses and money” to hang the
man before dawn. Niebuhr added that the unlucky man was the son of a
citizen of good repute, but obviously it didn’t help him.41

Stories like this may have upset many readers. Niebuhr stressed, however,
that the Arabs were not as uneducated and rude as Europeans were inclined
to believe. In the introduction to his first book he wrote: “We, Europeans,
often form a judgment of the customs of foreign people, before we have
become acquainted with them”.42 And, indeed, several of his more or less
explicit comparisons between European and Arabic/Muslim cultures seem to
be in favour of the latter. Niebuhr noticed for example that he had never
heard about the burning of Muslim heretics. He also said that the Muslims
“neither by persuasion or compulsion” tried to proselytize, and when a
Muslim married a Christian or Jewish woman, he often made no attempt to
“induce her to deny her religion”. Moreover, the authorities in Yemen took a
tolerant attitude towards those European and Indian sailors who left their
ships during their stay in Mocca and decided to convert to Islam in order to
avoid extradition to their native countries. These men were neither forbidden
to be in contact with their former co-religionists, nor made to leave Yemen.43

Last, it is worth mentioning that, during his stay in Jerusalem, Niebuhr found
that the authorities of this city permitted the different Christian sects and the
Jews to hold divine services in public. He wondered if the Christians would
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have displayed a similar permissiveness, if Jerusalem had remained in their
possession.44

When Niebuhr described matrimonial conditions, he also pointed out that
the situation of Muslim women was not always as dark as believed by many
Europeans. For instance, sometimes a rich man would marry off a daughter
to a poor man. Niebuhr remarked that such a woman might be quite sure
that she would not be disowned by her husband, as it could be rather expen-
sive for him. He added: “Since the wife is not bound to surrender her private
property to him, he is often dependent on her. Therefore the rich Muslim
women sometimes have more to say in their houses than the Christian women
in Europe. And in a way they are luckier, as they may institute divorce
proceedings, if their husbands conduct themselves badly”.45

Niebuhr tried now and then to look at Europeans from an Arab point of
view. For example, he wrote: “If an Arab makes a trip through Europe, he will
certainly encounter many difficulties with landlords, postmasters and customs
officials. And perhaps he will have just as much reason to complain about the
greed of the Europeans, as a European [traveller] will have about the avidity of
the Arabs. But he [the Arab traveller in Europe] will do wrong, if he describes
all Europeans as immoral and greedy, just because some of them have treated
him badly”.46

Niebuhr also turned things upside down in a literal way. He asked some
Arabs to look through his field glasses, which he used for astronomical studies.
The reactions were varied indeed. In the Yemenite town, Luhayyah, the
observer was fascinated by looking at his town from that perspective (upside
down), but he didn’t understand why the clothes of the woman in his field of
vision did not fall off! In contrast, an Egyptian peasant was scared out of his
wits and hurried home to remove his family to safety, before the village came
to an end … Niebuhr commented on the latter incident: “It is no wonder that
the Muslims are suspicious of observations of that kind. Not long ago lots of
Europeans regarded everything that was not immediately intelligible as kind
of magic”!47

Even though Niebuhr undeniably displayed more openness to foreign cultures
than most of the European explorers of his time,48 there were limits to his
tolerance. He was definitely no admirer of much of the oriental music. He
asserted, for example, that “no European” would enjoy “the yells and squeals
of female Egyptian singers”, and to Niebuhr’s ears, the Turkish trumpets,
oboes (surme) and drums sounded like “unpleasant noise”. Niebuhr himself
played the violin, and on several occasions he and Baurenfeind gave small
concerts with some Arabian friends as audience. It was not a great success,
however, as the local people found European music unmasculine and therefore
not as beautiful as Arabic music.

More noteworthy, however, is the fact that Niebuhr had a far more critical
attitude to the Turks than to the Arabs, Persians, Indians, and other people he
met during his journey. In Gottfried Hagen’s opinion, this may be explained
by the circumstance that Niebuhr mostly met Turks in the capacity of rulers
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and officials in most of the Orient. Moreover, he adopted rather uncritically
some of the widespread prejudices of the Arabs against the Turks. For example,
he puts forward the view that the economic stagnation and ongoing desertifi-
cation in Syria should be attributed to the harsh taxation by the Ottoman
regime.49 As Niebuhr did not learn the Turkish language, he only gained a
very limited insight into the Turkish way of life and thought. Furthermore,
Hagen points out that Niebuhr was in general rather critical in his view of the
authorities and inclined to avoid extensive relations with oriental officialdom.
Niebuhr, who was the son of a peasant, apparently felt most comfortable in
the company of the common man with his simple way of life.50

Hagen’s reasoning pinpoints the difficulties for an ethnographer or explorer
to transgress the limits which are immanent in the choice of informants. This
complex of problems has also been demonstrated by Friedhelm Hartwig, who
has carried out an analysis of Niebuhr’s description of Yemen. In this country,
Niebuhr acquired much valuable information through conversation with not
only tradesmen, but also several scholars of low standing. In contrast, he was
cautious when questioning high-ranking men of learning. Apparently, he feared
that some of these influential men might conceive a suspicion of one of the
real purposes of the stay in Yemen, namely the mapping of the country.

According to Hartwig, his non-committal attitude to high-ranking scholars
had the negative consequence that Niebuhr strongly underestimated the extent
and character of scientific culture in Yemen. Thus, there were more academies
in Yemen than stated by Niebuhr, and he was definitely wrong when he
described the cultural situation in these words: “The Arabs have little interest in
modern history and no interest at all in the times before Muhammed. Public
collections of books don’t exist anywhere, and even the most learned men
usually only have indispensable books”. Hartwig commented that, if Niebuhr
had stayed a year in Sana instead of just ten days, he would certainly have
received quite another impression of the cultural standard.51 But, considering
that both von Haven and Forsskål had died only a month-and-a-half before the
visit to Sana, it is only fair that, on this occasion, Niebuhr and his fellow
travellers let scientific curiosity be of secondary importance, and hurried on to
Mocca in order to get out of Yemen as soon as possible.

Carsten Niebuhr and the Danish expedition

The expedition that was conceived and planned by Michaelis in the middle of
the 1750s and realized by the Danish Government in 1761 was a remarkable
undertaking, projecting both backwards and forwards. On one hand, it followed
the old traditions of journeys to the Orient by emphasising the collection of
ancient manuscripts and the making of drawings of ruins and inscriptions
from antiquity. Another traditional aim was to obtain information that would
improve understanding of the Bible. In fact, the expedition succeeded in
answering most of Michaelis’s questions about biblical themes, including
whereabout Moses had led his people over the Red Sea.52
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On the other hand, the Danish expedition made a considerable contribution
to the raising of the standard of scientific exploration of foreign continents.
The participants had to concentrate on getting information “of benefit to
science” and, in accordance with the principles of the Enlightenment, the
expedition had a highly interdisciplinary and encyclopaedic character with focus
on empirical studies, systematic collection of data and careful documentation.53

And, in order to optimize the yield of the journey, each of the three most
important participants were paid for their preparation.

The cosmopolitan look is also a characteristic feature of the Enlightenment.
It finds expression in two ways. First, the Danish Government selected four
participants from Germany and Sweden in spite of the fact that Denmark
paid all the expenses of the expedition. Second, the Danish authorities called
for proposals to objects of study from not only Danish professors, but also
researchers in other European countries, including the members of the Royal
French Academy of Inscriptions and Sciences.

In posterity the expedition has primarily been connected with Carsten
Niebuhr—by far the most well-known among the six travellers. Of course this

Figure 5.4 In this drawing Niebuhr tried to capture his impressions from a session in a
sûrkhâna (public gymnasium) in Shiraz. It began with coffee drinking and
smoking, followed by gymnastic exercises, accompanied by drum and zither.
After that, a massage would be possible. Later on the men danced—or
rather jumped on the spot—and at last they threw themselves into wrestling
matches. (Niebuhr 1778).
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is partly because Niebuhr was the only survivor, and wrote voluminous books
about the journey which were published in a major language (German) and
soon after translated into other languages. But it is also because Niebuhr, as
well as Forsskål, made many research achievements of great importance.54 In
Niebuhr’s case, it resulted in impressive maps of Yemen, the Red Sea, the Nile
Delta, Cairo and many other cities and towns, plus excellent drawings of
inscriptions and ruins in several countries. But it also pertains to a host of
information about cultural, political, economic and social conditions in the
countries that he travelled through. And, as Niebuhr was well-informed about
the research of earlier times, he knew very well when he had real news for his
audience of European scholars.

Carsten Niebuhr was in many ways an unusual person in the history of
science. Undoubtedly, he had some special competences, which made him
extremely well-qualified as an explorer. Thus, in a biography written by his
son Barthold Georg, it is emphasized that Niebuhr had an exceptional ability
to “make photographs” of a locality he had not seen before, and to reproduce
it in detail afterwards.55 Niebuhr’s remarkable empathy is another characteristic
feature. During the journey, he developed this as his rule of conduct: one
should “live as the local people, if you want to travel in Arabia, making
yourself useful and doing it with pleasure. Otherwise, even the most learned
man will not be able to make many discoveries in these countries”. He also
put it in a more playful way: “Altogether the traveller wisely follows the customs
and way of thinking of the people he lives among. If he is in company with
haughty Turks, he smokes his pipe and drinks his coffee with a serious look
without talking too much. To the Arab he may tell what he has seen on his
journeys. With the Persians he ought to pay many compliments. And if he meets
a company of Christians who want to dance he must not show any animosity”.
Because of this statement, the German historian Jürgen Osterhammel has
characterized Niebuhr as an arch pragmatist.56

Of course, Niebuhr kept on thinking as a European.57 And he was always
aware of being an outsider in oriental society, even if he wore Arabian clothes
much of the time, and now and then used assumed names and pretended to
be an oriental Christian. Niebuhr was also a child of his time. With his curiosity,
reasoning mind, keen powers of observation and care for recording what he
had seen, he perfectly matched the outlook of the Enlightenment. Niebuhr
was an unyielding empiricist who only believed in what he saw with his own
eyes. Characteristically, he stated that he only put a place name on a map if
he had either seen the locality himself or was told about it by a person he
regarded as credible. He would not do it if he had only seen the place name
on other maps! Barthold Georg Niebuhr mentioned this confidence in his
own senses as one of his father’s most distinctive qualities. But then he added:
“abstraction and speculation didn’t fit his nature; he understood everything in
a concrete way”.58 Stephan Conermann has used this sentence to support the
view that Niebuhr “only concentrated on the descriptive and altruistic perception
of what he had observed” and left the following generations of researchers to
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deal with the interpretation.59 This is undeniably correct as regards the copies
of texts written in hieroglyphs and cuneiform. But it seems a rather severe
judgement with regard to his observations of oriental society. In this field,
Niebuhr rather acted like a modern journalist, able to “watch, provide the
reader with background information, make interpretations and explain the
situation”, as Birgitt Hoffmann has put it.60

Nevertheless, Niebuhr was by no means a man of syntheses. Even when he
made comparisons between the physical and social structures in the cities and
towns he visited, he made no generalizations. And, even if he sometimes
rejected the statements of earlier travellers, it would be wrong to claim that he
either deconstructed their views of the oriental towns or constructed new ones.
On the contrary, he was in dialogue with his predecessors, and he carried on
the construction work that they had begun. But, as a part of this process, it
was sometimes necessary to remove some of the existing bricks.61

Niebuhr posed a counter picture to the current European view of the
Arabs. Stephan Conermann has argued that Niebuhr took up a position
between two groups of Enlightenment ethnographs. One of these wanted to
bring people from foreign cultures up to the European level of civilization.

Figure 5.5 Niebuhr found it strange that it was not respectable for an Arab or Turkish
man to understand music or dance. But the oriental women often danced
with each other. And at weddings and other social gatherings it was quite
common that skillful female dancers made a show. This drawing by Baur-
enfeind shows some public dancers in Cairo. They had painted their faces
blue and black, while their hands were yellow with red nails. It was, indeed,
very exotic to the travellers from cold northern Europe! (Niebuhr 1774).
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The other group wrote about “the noble savages” and used their positive traits
in criticizing the European society. Niebuhr, by contrast, just stated that the
Arabs were neither better nor meaner than the Europeans!62

Conclusion

After publishing his diary and the research results of the expedition, in 1778
Niebuhr took up residence in a small town about a hundred kilometres north
of Hamburg and less than fifty kilometres from his childhood village. Here,
he worked as a tax collector until a few years before his death in 1815. He
also published more than thirty articles and reviews on oriental issues, and
corresponded with Herder and other prominent scholars. His books were
reviewed and commented on in several journals and books. Some authors dealt
with his reproduction of cuneiform inscriptions. Others compared his diary
with similar accounts, commending his precision, but his description of cities
and towns did not, apparently, cause much comment.63

However, Niebuhr did not become well-known to the Danish public until, in
1962, Thorkild Hansen wrote a documentary novel about the journey of 1761–67.
This book, which focused on the dramatic events, was widely read and translated
into German, and has probably inspired some of the multi-faceted humanistic
and scientific research of the last decades which has been based on the expedi-
tion and collected objects. The present chapter—perhaps the first ever about
Niebuhr as an observer of cities and towns—is part of this wave of research.

Niebuhr’s reflections on the relations between Europeans and people from
other culture cycles may also appeal to people in the twenty-first century,
when discussions about ‘clashes between the cultures’ are often on the poli-
tical agenda. It was no accident that, in 2011, the Danish Ministry of Foreign
Affaires played an important part in the celebration of the expedition’s 250th
anniversary. And Niebuhr’s tolerant attitudes were politically convenient at a
moment when the violent debate about ‘The Muhammad Cartoons’ was still
fresh in the memory. Thus did the “non-political” scientific expedition finally
turn into a political issue.

Notes
1 As with many of the following examples, this is mentioned in Robert Irwin, For

Lust of Knowing. The Orientalists and their Enemies (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
2006). As an example, the Habsburg ambassador to Constantinople, Ogier Ghiselin
de Busbecq (1522–92) carried with him 264 manuscripts from ancient Greece and
a considerable number of Greek and Roman coins when he returned to Europe.

2 This applied, for instance, to professor Guillaume Postel (1510–81) who was the
leading European expert in his time on the Arabic language and Islam, and
publisher of the first grammar on classical Arabic in Europe. One of his purposes,
however, was to improve the knowledge of the dead language Hebrew, which in
his opinion had many similarities to Arabic. The same view was taken by a
number of orientalists in the centuries that followed. However, it was rejected by
some scholars like professor Jacobus Golius who, in an Arabic-Latin dictionary,
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from 1653 pointed out that Arabic had more in common with Persian and Turkish
than Hebrew. Alastair Hamilton, Europe and the Arab World: Five Centuries of
Books by European Scholars and Travellers From the Libraries of the Arcadian
Group (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 20. Other scholars, such as the priest
Edmund Castell (1606–86), thought that the studies in Arabic could be used to
identify unknown plants mentioned in the Bible. At the same time, some scientists
became interested in what might prove important remarks on astronomy, geography
and mathematics in Arabic texts. This field of study was in particular pursued by
the professor of astronomy, John Greaves (1602–52). Among other things, he was
interested in the units of measurement in antiquity, and he was one of the first
researchers to make a rather precise calculation of the height of the Cheops pyramid.

3 One of the first detailed studies on this theme was Alexander Russell’s description
of Aleppo, which was published in 1756 and reissued by his brother Patrick in a
much expanded version in 1794. Both brothers had lived many years in Aleppo,
serving the English Levant Company as physicians, so it is not surprising that the
book gives a comprehensive account of the health conditions in the city. In
addition, however, the Russell brothers made quite copious descriptions of the
inhabitants’ language, dress, eating habits, religious ceremonies, burial rituals,
entertainment etc., as well as the topography and plant and animal life. The work
was a great source of inspiration for coming generations of orientalists. See
Hamilton, Europe and the Arab World, 132.

4 Ibid., 28, 132. See Edward W. Lane. The Manners and Customs of the Modern
Egyptians. London: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1860.

5 About the preparations for the journey, Michaelis, and the diverging opinions about
the research programme, see for instance Ulrich Hübner, “Johann David Michaelis
und die Arabien-Expedition 1761–1787” and FriedhelmHartwig, “Carsten Niebuhrs
Darstellung von Jemen in seiner “Beschreibung von Arabien” (1772) und dem ersten
Band seiner “Reisebeschreibung nach Arabien” (1774)”. Both articles are printed
in Carsten Niebuhr (1733–1815) und seine Zeit. Beiträge eines interdisziplinären
Symposiums vom 7.-10. Oktober 1999 in Eutin, ed. Josef Wiesehöfer and Stephan
Conermann (Stuttgart: Steiner, 2002) [hereafter Wiesehöfer and Conermann].

6 See Stephan Conermann, “Carsten Niebuhr und das orientalische Potential des
Aufklärungsdiskurses—oder: ist das Sammeln von Daten unverdächtig?”, Wiesehöfer
and Conermann, 408–13. He points out that “the travelling dilettantes” of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—who were content with bringing back some
curiosities from other parts of the world—were replaced by well-prepared
researching travellers and teams. This development took place especially in the
second half of the eighteenth century. Among other examples of the trend, he
mentions the students of Linnaeus, Anders Sparrmann and Carl Peter Thunberg,
who went to South Africa, and Michel Adanson and Pierre Poivre who made
studies in West Africa and the East India region.

7 A thorough description of the life of Niebuhr can be seen in Dieter Lohmeier,
“Carsten Niebuhr. Ein Leben im Zeichen der Arabischen Reise”, in Wiesehöfer
and Conermann, 17–42. It includes numerous references to other literature about
Niebuhr.

8 A list of all the bibliographical references in Niebuhr’s books from 1772 and
1774, compiled by Friedhelm Hartwig, is published in Wiesehöfer and Con-
ermann, 196–202. According to Hartwig (p. 165), it seems that Niebuhr had used
most of this literature already before the journey.

9 The orders were published in Stig T. Rasmussen, Den Arabiske Rejse 1761–1767.
En dansk ekspedition set i videnskabshistorisk perspektiv (Copenhagen: Rosinante,
1990), 59–84.

10 For another view, see Edward W. Said, Culture and imperialism (London:
Vintage,1994).
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11 The deciphering of the cuneiform inscriptions was discussed right from the start
in the 1780s. See Michael Harbsmeier, “Before Decipherment: Persepolitan
Hypotheses in the Late Eighteenth Century”, Culture and History 11 (1992): 43ff.

12 On Forsskål, see Philippe Provençal, “The Cultural Significance of the Results in
Natural History Made by the Arabic Travel 1761–1767. Peter Forsskål’s
Contribution to Arabic Lexicography”, in Wiesehöfer and Conermann. For a
short presentation of “Niebuhriana” in the institutions in Copenhagen, see Stig T.
Rasmussen, “‘Niebuhriana’ in Kopenhagen” in Wiesehöfer and Conermann; for
a more comprehensive account of that, see Rasmussen, Den Arabiske Rejse.

13 This research is mainly based on Niebuhr’s three voluminous books from 1772–78.
The first is a scientific report to the Danish king, describing the Arabic natural
and cultural geography. The other two volumes consist of Niebuhr’s diary from
the journey until the summer of 1766. The third and last part of the diary was only
published in 1837, more than twenty years after his death. Niebuhr published the
results of Forsskål’s research into biology in three volumes (1775–76). By contrast,
Forsskål’s and von Haven’s diaries were published as late as 1950 and 2005,
respectively. In 2003, 2004 and 2009, Niebuhr’s books came out for the first time in
a Danish unabridged translation. In 1992 the diary was also reissued in the
German language in a slightly abridged edition. This research is based on the use
of all of these new editions.

14 See Gottfried Hagen, “Unter den ‘Tyrannen seiner Araber’—Carsten Niebuhr
über Konstantinopel, Türken und Osmanisches Reich” in Wiesehöfer and Con-
ermann, 307–11. Hagen has even succeeded in revealing a great fault in Niebuhr’s
map of Istanbul; the characteristic Galata tower is missing!

15 Niebuhr’s map was a useful basis to the studies of the many French researchers
coming to Cairo in connection with the campaign of Napoleon in 1798. They
brought with them much better measuring tools than Niebuhr, and they produced
more detailed maps, too. But their work also confirmed what he had found out.
Cf. Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen, “1700-tallets Kairo”, Carsten Niebuhr Biblioteket
En bogserie om islamisk kultur 9 (2005): 17.

16 Niebuhr 1774 (2003, 263). Carsten Niebuhr, Reisebeschreibung nach Arabien und
andern umliegenden Ländern. Copenhagen, vol. 1: 1774, vol. 2: 1778, vol. 3: 1837.
Translated into Danish as: Carsten Niebuhrs Rejsebeskrivelse fra Arabien og andre
omkringliggende lande, Copenhagen: Vandkunsten, 2003 (vol. 1) and 2004 (vol.
2–3). See also a slightly abridged new edition in German : Reisebeschreibung nach
Arabien und andern umliegenden Ländern. Mit einem Vorwort von Stig Rasmussen
und einem biographischen Porträt von Barthold Georg Niebuhr, Zürich: Manesse
Verlag, 1992.

17 Niebuhr 1778 (2004, 527; 1992, 823).
18 Niebuhr 1774 (2003, 141; 1992, 126).
19 Niebuhr 1778 (2004, 293 and 527; 1992, 646).
20 Niebuhr 1774 (2003, 149ff.; 1992, 133).
21 Niebuhr 1778 (2004, 229 and 328ff., 1992, 593 and 716ff.).
22 Hagen, “Unter den ‘Tyrannen seiner Araber’”, 308.
23 An example: writing about the towns in the highland of Yemen, Niebuhr noticed:

“If a man has a big household and some cattle, he builds several huts and a tall
fence around them. Therefore the houses take up so much space … ”. Niebuhr
1774 (2003, 342; 1992, 307).

24 Ibid. (2003, 62ff.; 1992, 68ff.).
25 Ibid. (2003, 168; 1992, 147ff.).
26 Niebuhr 1772 (2009, 29). Carsten Niebuhr, Beschreibung von Arabien. Aus

eigenen Beobachtungen und im Lande selbst gesammelten Nachrichten, Copenhagen,
1772. Translated into Danish as: Beskrivelse af Arabien ud fra egne iagttagelser …
(Copenhagen: Vandkunsten, 2009).
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27 Niebuhr regarded Aleppo as one of the most beautiful cities in the Ottoman state
because of the many well constructed houses in that city. Niebuhr Niebuhr 1778
(2004, 457; 1992, 761).

28 Niebuhr 1778 (2004, 457–65; 1992, 762–66).
29 Niebuhr 1772 (2009, 244).
30 Hartwig, “Carsten Niebuhrs”, 176ff.
31 Niebuhr 1774 (2003, 168-72; 1992, 148–52).
32 Niebuhr 1778 (2004, 97). It is a rare thing for Niebuhr to mention such an exact

size of a population group.
33 Niebuhr 1774, 1778 (2004, 189; 2003, 441; 1992, 556).
34 Niebuhr 1772 (2009, 87ff.).
35 Niebuhr 1772 (2009, 72).
36 Niebuhr 1778 (2004, 191–94; 1992, 558–63). According to Birgitt Hoffmann, this

was the most thorough description until then of what happened in such a Persian
“Fitness studio”. Birgitt Hoffmann, “Carsten Niebuhr und seine Beobachtungen
im zeitgenössischen Iran”, in Wiesehöfer and Conermann 2002, 295.

37 This is called the “devshirme” system. It was one of the most significant aspects
of social structure in the Arab world.

38 Niebuhr 1772 (2009, 276).
39 Niebuhr 1774 (2003, 163ff.). The powerful ex-slaves are mentioned, too, in the

diary of von Haven, which otherwise has only few remarks about the non-Eur-
opean population in Cairo. Von Haven maintained that “the lot of the Mamluks
is the most bearable among all slaves in the whole world”. Anne Haslund Hansen
and Stig T. Rasmussen, eds., Min Sundheds Forliis. Frederik Christian von Havens
Rejsejournal fra Den Arabiske Rejse 1760–1763 (Copenhagen: Vandkunsten,
2005), 296.

40 Rasmussen, Den Arabiske Rejse, 66ff.
41 Niebuhr 1772 (2009, 82ff.).
42 Niebuhr 1772 (2009, 28).
43 Niebuhr 1772 (2009, 71-73).
44 Niebuhr 1778 (2004, 494; 1992, 797).
45 Niebuhr 1772 (2009, 112).
46 Niebuhr 1772 (2009, 30).
47 Niebuhr 1774 (2003, 87 and 335; 1992, 95ff. and 299).
48 In contrast, it was very difficult for von Haven to accustom himself to the foreign

culture. Therefore, his diary gives quite another picture of the journey from Niebuhr’s.
Von Haven’s mention of the Arabs is marked by words such as “noise” and
“dirt”. And judging from Niebuhr’s account, von Haven was more and more
inclined to stay inside and avoid contact with the native population. In contrast,
he had much intercourse with Europeans in Istanbul and the large cities in Egypt.

49 Niebuhr 1778 (2004, 525; 1992, 821). Here it may be tempting to draw a parallel
with the imperialists of the nineteenth century who “argued that it was a duty of
the western Europeans—and of France in particular—to liberate the Arabs from
Turkish rule and to establish a European presence in their countries which would
restore the economy, assist the Christians, provide the Muslims with an ideal of a
civilised society, and to see the upkeep of the many Hellenistic and Roman
remains … ”. Hamilton, Europe and the Arab World, 26ff.

50 Hagen, “Unter den ‘Tyrannen seiner Araber’”, 318ff., 322.
51 Hartwig, “Carsten Niebuhrs”, 171, 174.
52 Niebuhr thought that it happened at a place near Suez, where the Red Sea is

narrow, and there is a great difference between ebb and flow.
53 Philippe Provençal, “Peter Forsskål og rejsen til Det Lykkelige Arabien”, Oplys-

ningens verden. Idé, historie, videnskab og kunst, eds. Ole Høiris and Thomas
Ledet (Aarhus: Aarhus Universitetsforlag, 2007), 179, 187; Martin Brandtner,
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“‘Merkwürdig’—Carsten Niebuhr begegnet dem indischen Altertum”, in Wiesehöfer
and Conermann, 207.

54 In contrast, von Haven failed to fulfil the expectations of Michaelis and the
Danish authorities. Dieter Lohmeier has pointed out that von Haven did not
achieve anything of importance outside the book stores in Istanbul and Cairo.
But Stig T. Rasmussen has proved that von Haven’s purchases of the 108 manuscripts
(mostly poetry and texts about history) were quite well-considered. Rasmussen is a
Research Librarian at the Royal Library in Copenhagen. Dieter Lohmeier, Mit
Carsten Niebuhr im Orient. Zwanzig Briefe von der Arabischen Reise 1760–1767
(Germany: Boyens Buchverlag, 2011), 93; Stig T. Rasmussen, “Die Arabische
Reise”, in Carsten Niebuhr, Reisebeschreibung nach Arabien und andern umliegenden
Ländern. Mit einem Vorwort von Stig Rasmussen und einem biographischen Porträt
von Barthold Georg Niebuhr (Zürich: Manesse Verlag, 1992), 40.

55 Niebuhr 1817 (2004, 93ff.). Barthold Georg Niebuhr, Carsten Niebuhrs Leben,
Kiel, 1817. Translated into Danish as: Carsten Niebuhrs liv (Copenhagen: Vand-
kunsten, 2004). For a slightly abridged new edition in German, see Carsten Nie-
buhr 1992.

56 Niebuhr 1774, 1778 (2003, 425; 2004, 617; 1992, 400). Jürgen Osterhammel, Die
Entzauberung Asiens. Europa und die asiatischen Reiche im 18. Jahrhundert
(München, 1998).

57 Cf. Hagen, “Unter den ‘Tyrannen seiner Araber’”, 322.
58 In German: “Abstraktion und Spekulation waren seinem Wesen entgegen, er

mußte alles konkret fassen”. Niebuhr 1817 (1992, 917ff.; 2004, 93).
59 Conermann, “Carsten Niebuhr und das Orientalische Potential”, 426.
60 Hoffmann, “Carsten Niebuhr und seine Beobachtungen”, 290. This character-

ization appears in an article about Niebuhr’s description of Persia. Here he was
eyewitness to a short war, on which he commented in his diary.

61 I would like to thank associate professor Michael Harbsmeier, Roskilde
University, for talks on this subject.

62 Conermann, “Carsten Niebuhr und das Orientalische Potential”, 422.
63 Harbsmeier, “Before Decipherment”, 35; information from Michael Harbsmeier.
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6 Western eyes on Jannina
Foreign narratives of a city recorded
in texts and images (1788–1822)

Renia Paxinou

During the first two decades of the nineteenth century, Jannina,1 the city of Epirus
in western Greece, comprised a regional economic, administrative, military and
cultural centre. It was inhabited by an ethnologically and religiously diverse
population consisting predominantly, but not solely, of Greek, Albanian, and
Turkish subjects—all Ottomans. Its ruler, Ali Pasha Tepelenli, was an Albanian
Muslim, multilingual, Ottoman dignitary belonging to a category of similarly
powerful regional Balkan leaders;2 his influence was pivotal to the role that
the city, his capital, played during this period, as he struggled to further extend
his semi-autonomous status. Twelve years before the end of the eighteenth
century, marked by Ali Pasha’s ascent to power in 1788, the city entered a
period of its existence that would establish it as a prominent international pole
of attraction in Western Greece and would grant it a glamour that temporarily
exceeded the borders of its range. The marginal proximity to the Ottoman
Empire’s western boundary during a time of political rearrangements with
overtones of the French Revolution, in combination with Ali Pasha’s com-
paratively long rule, increased the mobility of foreign, mainly European,
observers, travellers and adventurers. The city, in the epicentre, for whatever it
represented in the eyes of these foreigners, would become a destination or a
stopover en route to the hinterland for the visitor on an individual quest.
During the period studied here, Jannina also hosted a number of foreign,
European travellers, delegates of their governments or advisers to the ruler;
thus, a number of memoirs and reports including descriptions of the city were
published, along with depictions of it, its environs and its leader.

The prism through which Greek space was generally contemplated by
Europeans was determined by the dipole of classical Greece and its civilization
on the one hand and, on the other, the emerging identity and the contemporary
reality of pre-revolutionary Greece. These travellers, with multi-faceted cultural
identities and, at the same time, all bearers of the ideals of the Enlightenment,
aligned themselves to institutionally defined missions, while also working
towards the fulfillment of their own imaginary prototypes, be they either the
personalities of the people they met or the places they visited. They took
notes, filled journals, wrote letters; they drew, they painted, they measured,



they surveyed. Jannina, the city, and its surroundings, as well as the lake
around which the city rested, were all part of the discourse. Engravings,
prints, maps of the urban environment and its surroundings, and portraits of its
people, occasionally using the city as a background, were produced individually
or to accompany the respective texts. Ali Pasha, established as a participant
of the cultural representation of the Orient via these documents and artworks,
inspired several European poets, writers, composers and painters, who created
an image befitting their ideal of rulership of the Other. A number of musical
and literary works, already produced during the second half of the eighteenth
century in Europe, facilitated the personification of what the popular appetite
for tales of the cruel and mysterious ways of Ottoman rulers demanded,
regardless of the fact that this particular leader turned out to be anything but
a representative case. Nevertheless, to the extent that Ali was aware of the
fascination that he induced in the Western colloquy, he, on his part, played to
that role in order to promote his stance as an influential factor of international
diplomacy in and around his realm.3

Having such rich material to hand, this chapter studies and attempts to
analyze the ways in which Jannina was represented in these sources, either
textually or pictorially or as an interrelation of both. Accounting for the
emerging Balkan nationalism and the liquidity resulting from the redefinition
of the international political landscape, it examines the motives and purposes
of such a narrative activity within and beyond the environment of such a
city’s hybridity. This study focuses on the era of the city when Ali Pasha was
in power, namely from 1788, when he was recognized by the Ottoman Porte
as ruler of the Pashalik of Jannina, to 1822, when he was taken down by
Sultan Mahmud II’s forces, following a two-year violent struggle. Further,
I will consider the following questions: Was the city to the “eyes” of the for-
eign visitor, part of the Grand Tour and a search for the remains of a glorious
antiquity, or was it a point of entrance to the Orient? What was the atmo-
sphere that was communicated to the reader/viewer in the West? In what
way did the inhabitants populating Jannina fit into the particular discourse?
And, how was Ali Pasha’s power imposed through his own and his city’s
imagery?

Jannina up to the nineteenth century: the geographical
and political setting

Jannina sits at the heart of Epirus,4 at the time being the major city and the
capital of the namesake Ottoman pashalik or prefecture. The Pindus mountain
range acts as a definite separator of the Balkan Peninsula5 in a broad east
section and a narrow strip of land to the west. Epirus, on the western part of
the range, has been, for the most part of its existence, cut off from significant
Aegean-centred geo-political events. At the same time, bound to a limited
extent of hinterland, it lacked the inertia of a significant developmental
autonomy. The only times that it managed to play an active role in
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international political events was during pivotal disturbances of the balance
between Western European forces and their respective ones of the Near East.6

In the period we are considering, the Ottoman Empire had entered the
period of its long but terminal decline, as a shifting of international Western
powers was underway. In 1797, following the collapse of the Republic of
Venice, its dominions were divided between the Habsburg Empire and France.
During the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth,
the French, the British and the Russians agonized over control of the Medi-
terranean. At the same time, all three regarded the Ottoman lands as a potential
annex of influence. To the west of the Epirus mainland, the Ionian Islands,
which belonged to Venice until 17977 and bordered Ali Pasha’s lands, changed
sovereignty several times before the British claimed them in 1815.8 Their
adjoining Epirus mainland dependencies, Preveza, Butrinto, Parga and
Vonitsa, were eventually, but gradually, annexed by Ali Pasha through warfare,
diplomacy or intrigue, while he never ceased to be interested in Santa
Maura.9 An unhindered exit to the Ionian was vital to the commercial welfare
and, hence, the sustainment of his domains.

From the time of his appointment as Pasha of Jannina in 1788, Ali used
any means available to expand his territories. No later than 1812, the year
that is marked as the apogee of his power, his and his sons’ dominion stretched
to an area covering—apart from Epirus—western Macedonia, all of mainland
Greece except Attica and Boeotia, most of Euboea, and the entire Peloponnese;
thus, he controlled a population which by rough estimates neared 1,500,000
people,10 a rather significant entity. Ali obtained for himself, his family and
his court a major percentage of the tax-worthy lands and resources. The
liquidity of Ali Pasha’s western frontier backed up various offensive enterprises,
while, with the Porte’s permission and aid, he solidified delicate balancing acts
in his inland dominion. Within and beyond the town of Jannina and the
pashalik, Ali Pasha had developed a local support network which came to his
aid while he balanced on a precarious undeclared compromise towards the
central authorities in Constantinople.

While Ali Pasha was in power, four sultans in turn succeeded to the Ottoman
sovereignty.11 In 1808, the reformer Sultan Mahmud II introduced the Deed
of Agreement, the Sened-i I·ttifak, between the Porte and certain powerful
local notables, which apparently strengthened Ali Pasha’s stance. In 1812,
though, after the Russian–Turkish War, the sultan, during his effort to reverse
the tangible disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, embarked on an attempt to
diminish the influence and might of local notables and to regain sole control
of his realm. The first national movements in the Balkans that had started
taking shape and form, and the acts of separatist pashas, such as Ali, made
the intervention imperative.12 By a decisive initiative, Mahmud II openly
declared war against Ali Tepelenli in 1820. After a two-year-long siege, during
which the city was heavily damaged, in January 1822 Jannina submitted fully
to Ottoman jurisdiction, and Ali Pasha was beheaded. His successors were
appointed by and dedicated to the Porte’s command.
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Europeans travelling to Jannina: between allure,
diplomacy and science

The area that Jannina related to, the south-western part of the Balkan
Peninsula, had never been isolated, and a relative mobility had always been
present. Its inhabitants had close ties, be they commercial, economic, scientific
or cultural, with Europe’s hinterland and had been aware of the political and
other developments that were taking place beyond its immediate environs.
Below, to facilitate an understanding of the time this chapter focuses upon, we will
try to outline the trends and main characteristics of the reverse stream—visitors
coming to Jannina—during the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries,13and the
approaches of these foreigners, from Europe in particular, visiting the Greek
mainland during the era of our concern.

In the eighteenth century, Westerners travelled through Ottoman lands on
commercial and diplomatic missions that were arranged between their respective
governments and the Sultan’s administration. The very close ties that were
developed between the Levant Company and the British Crown, in conjunction
with the royal fleet’s presence in the Mediterranean, allowed for safer voyages, a
consequence of which was the advent of increasing numbers of ordinary
travellers throughout the Eastern Mediterranean. At the same time, the rise of
European learned societies, the antiquarian groups that nurtured a new kind
of humanism, led to an increased interest in Greece as an entity with a designated
place on contemporary maps.14 Some of them were being motivated by the
Bildungsreise, the journey that aimed at broader knowledge, while others pillaged
antiquities. During the last two decades of the eighteenth century, a current of
visitors was being introduced, one that was aware of the locality of their explora-
tions, a phenomenon that was to develop during the next century, laying the
foundations for Philhellenism.15 Aristocrats, bourgeois or classless young, curious
and studious vagabonds from Britain, France and elsewhere in Europe and
America discoursed and formed groups, flâneurs that followed Pausanias’s
traces, but at the same time they took an interest in the environment of the
places they visited, and they observed and took notes of the people they met.
They sadly ascertained the pitiful state the contemporary Greeks were in, but
they attributed this condition to the ‘savage ruling’ of ‘barbaric’ despots.

The turn towards the nineteenth century and its first two decades comprise a
dense political time, being accompanied by a respective change in the travellers’
characteristics, motives and intents.16 During Ali Pasha’s rule (1788–1822), the
wars that waged dangerously close to his realm brought a new kind of traveller:
the military, the military engineer and the geographer joined the diplomat in
important intelligence missions.17 During the Napoleonic Wars (1796–1815),
travellers on the Grand Tour through France and Italy were forced to abandon
what had become precarious routes, rescheduling their itineraries and passing
through the Balkan Peninsula instead.

The documents produced during these journeys provided detailed information
reports on topography, geography, distances and travelling times required,
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locally available resources, produce, towns and villages and their populations,
forts and other places of specific practical interest. It would be ungrounded to
contribute the same properties to all of them, as each one carries out a specific
task; still, there were certain common elements in the mentality they all
shared. Idealizing the ancients created the mental space that accommodated
the enthusiasm for the prospect of Greek independence. As archaeology
advanced in correlation with topography,18 it facilitated the notion of placing the
classics on an existing land, on a spot that could be found on an actual map.

At the dawn of the nineteenth century, Jannina enjoyed a period of relative
climax, economic, strategic and cultural, it attracted and hosted a significant
number of foreigners who spent shorter or longer periods in the city, some of
them not failing to record their experiences. Envoys of their governments,
scouts, these travellers acquired an interest in Jannina while staying there or
passing through the city on their way to the rest of the Greek mainland.
Courtiers of the despot offered their specialized services: their European
expertise. Doctors, militants, painters, technicians, architects, they all ventured
accordingly. The Romantic on his personal quest became lost in the mysteries
of the Orient. The missionary, the daredevil, the vagabond, the renegade, all
restless, curious travellers, frequented Ali Pasha’s court. More than 50 of them
wrote chronicles, memoirs, itineraries, notes and letters, memorandums and
reports.19 Among them were F.C.H.L. Pouqueville, the Consul General of
France in Jannina (1806–15); Guillame de Vaudancourt on a political and
military mission in 1807; Ibrahim Manzour Effendi, the Alsatian renegade
convert to Islam and commander of Ali’s artillery battalions; the Prussian
traveller J.L.S. Bartholdy; the architect and antiquity hunter C.R. Cockerell;
the Danish scholar Peter Oluf Brønsted; the American cleric Theodore
Lyman. They all contributed extensively to our knowledge. On the city itself,
the accounts of the British that have been used for the research at hand have
been particularly valuable. William Martin Leake, who visited the area on a
British governmental mission, was a military engineer and a geographer, and
produced his report with great detail and accuracy. John Cam Hobhouse,
Lord Broughton, was Lord Byron’s trusted friend and companion, recording
their travels and quest. While in Jannina, Dr Henry Holland offered his
medical services to Ali Pasha. The Reverend Thomas Smart Hughes, who
stayed in Jannina just a few months, described his experience there in a rather
emotional manner.

While some of these records did not comprise first-hand experiences, many
of them exaggerating, others mingling myth and fiction with fact, even copying
one another, they all constructed stereotypes and nurtured them. Most of
these works were published and circulated widely within a few years of their
production, others were published only in scholarly journals, and the rest
remained unpublished, but they all nevertheless contributed to the knowledge
of the time and place.The main sources used here have been produced by such
travellers, whose published works comprised the core significant corpus that
contributed to the commentary of the city of Jannina, whether textual or
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iconographic. A sound and relative representation of the city’s identity has
been made possible, based upon the attributes of these narratives. A brief
account of the main contributors is introduced below, contextualizing their
respective accounts.

William Martin Leake (1777–1860) was an officer of the British Crown and
an engineer who travelled extensively during his career across the Near and
Middle East. In 1804 he was entrusted with the task of surveying and collecting
information about the European provinces of the Ottoman Empire, within the
scope of cutting off France’s potential penetration of the Balkan hinterland. He
was to cooperate with the Turkish authorities on matters regarding fortifications
and defense issues in general. He travelled throughout the Greek lands from
1804 to 1810, visiting Jannina for the first time in 1805. He returned there
several times, and from February 1809 to March 1810 he served as British
attaché to the pashalik, supplementing his knowledge of the area, compiled in
his four-volume Travels in Northern Greece,20 published in 1835. Leake was
erudite, with knowledge of the ancient Greek language, an able topographer,
and an observant and thorough record-keeper. His reviews were accurate, and
the information he quoted was verified. His text was complemented by maps,
sketches, topographical and architectural plans of archaeological sites and
monuments, and his reports were supplemented with information on distances
and routes, thus resulting in a historical record rather than travel literature.

Leake’s records were characterized by the qualities attributed to methodi-
cally consistent engineers, and no exception applied regarding Jannina. His
description of the city was an accurate account, attributing all the relative
information that would, metaphorically speaking, enable any topographer to
reconstitute a map of the city. Focused on such a mode of documentation, he
generally refrained from elaborating on comments relating to contrasts
between elements of the environment he visited and his own. Only occasion-
ally does the reader stumble across a passage where such a remark was made
obvious. For instance, describing the interior of Ali Pasha’s palace, Leake
commented:

In the dirty passages and antechambers leading to some of the grandest
apartments of his palace, and which have cost some thousands to fit up,
the worn-out stock of a pistol, or a rusty sword, or a scabbard, or some
ragged articles of dress, may be seen hanging up, which his numerous
domestics never venture to remove, well knowing that it would be
remarked by him. This mixture of magnificence and meanness is very
striking in every part of the palace. His great apartment covered with a
Gobelin carpet, surrounded with the most costly sofas, musical clocks, and
mirrors, is defended by cross iron bars, rougher than would be considered
tolerable in the streets of London.21

Dr Henry Holland (1788–1873) studied medicine in Glasgow and Edinburgh.
After completing a first touring attempt in Iceland,22 he travelled to Greece,
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arriving in Jannina in November 1812, returning several times until April 1813.
The product of his journey was the chronicle Travels in the Ionian Isles, Albania,
Thessaly, Macedonia,23a considerable part of which was dedicated to describing
the city of Jannina itself, as well as commenting on its society. In his preface,
Holland recognized the impact of previous travellers and focused on the sup-
plemental nature of his own observations. His narrative was sober, and, without
omitting ancient history and archaeology altogether, he focused rather on con-
temporary issues, literature and the cultivation of the Greeks, as well as the
emergence of a national consciousness among them. While in Jannina, he
offered his medical services to Ali Pasha and his sons, gaining their trust and
being given the opportunity to converse with the ruler on numerous occasions.
Referring to the city, his accounts were rather fragmented and erratic, focusing
on impressions rather than detailed or observant remarks; still, he did not fail
to observe certain elements that differentiated, in his opinion, European cities
from the cities of the East. About entering Jannina, Henry Holland wrote:

Opposed to the highest summit of this mountain, and to a small island
which lies at its base, a peninsula stretches forwards into the lake from its
western shore, terminated by a perpendicular face of rock. This peninsula
forms the fortress of Ioannina; a lofty wall is its barrier on the land side;
the waters, which lie around its outer cliffs, reflect from their surface the
irregular yet splendid outline of a Turkish Seraglio, and the domes and
minarets of two Turkish mosques, environed by ancient cypresses. The
eye, receding backwards from the fortress of the peninsula, reposes upon
the whole extent of the city, as it stretches along the western borders of the
lake. Repose, indeed, it may not unfitly be called, since both the reality and
the fancy combine in giving to the scenery the character of a vast and
beautiful picture spread out before the sight. No volumes of smoke, nor even
the sounds of carriages and men, break into this description of the distant
view: the tranquility of the Turkish character is conveyed to the Turkish city
also, and even to the capital of the chief who governs the warlike and
half-civilized Albanian tribes. You are not here looking upon a lengthened
and uniform mass of buildings, so often the only characteristic of a European
town; but there is before the eye a variety and a richness in the grouping
of the objects, which is peculiarly the feature in the cities of the East.24

Thomas Smart Hughes (1786–1847) was a Cambridge scholar of ancient
Greek and Latin, who ventured on a journey to the Mediterranean as chaperon
to Robert Townley Parker in 1812. He stayed in Jannina from January 1813
to May 1814, where he became acquainted with the local elite and was given
the chance to converse with Ali Pasha several times. During his stay there, he
was accompanied by the architect and antiquity smuggler C.R. Cockerell,
who sketched the views of the city that supplemented Hughes’ Travels in
Sicily, Greece and Albania.25 Influenced by the Romantics of his time, Hughes
was so saddened by the state of modern Greeks that he found it to be pitiful,
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although he was fascinated by the European cultural exposure that many
inhabitants of Jannina demonstrated. Detailed and thorough in his narrative,
he included descriptions of aspects of everyday life and of the built environment.

During his visit to the city, Hughes stayed in the residence of the Nicolo
family, one of the most prominent in Jannina. A description of this house,
accompanied by a detailed drawing, was included in his memoir. Like all
foreigners of a certain status, he had the chance to visit most of the city’s palatial
buildings. Upon visiting the seraglio of Mouchtar Pasha, Ali Pasha’s eldest son,
he expressed his contradictory impressions of the place. It was characterized as
“handsomer than his father’s”, but “painted in gaudy colours”. A depiction of
“the execution of two Greeks whom the hangman is trying to gibbet with one
and the same rope” and the “decapitated trunks with the blood spouting out
from the veins and arteries” struck Hughes and his company. On entering the
court of the seraglio, they met falconers with the “noble birds seated upon their
wrists”. He was impressed by the affluence and the items decorating the interior:
“We were introduced into a large room furnished with draperies of cloth and
silk, fine German mirrors, a Persian carpet, and embroidered sofa, in a much
better style than we prepared to expect: two sides of this room were nearly one
continued window, composed of the best plate glass from Vienna”. The image
of the exotic is framed by a short yet vivid description of the pasha’s entourage:
“In about half an hour the pasha made his appearance, followed by a troop of
beautiful Greek and Albanian youths with flowing hair, and garments glittering
in embroidered gold: they were bare-footed and took their station at the
bottom of the room, where they stood with their hands resting on the pistols
or handjars in their belts”.26 In an analogous manner, Hughes commented on
Ali Pasha’s seraglio in the Castle:

The serai stood in an open space, near the south-east angle; a vast irregular
pile of building, surrounding nearly three sides of a large court. The effect
of its architecture and decorations were very striking at a distance; but
less so on a closer inspection, when the coarseness of its work and the
perishable nature of its materials impressed upon the mind ideas only of
barbarous magnificence and ephemeral power.27

John CamHobhouse, Lord Broughton (1786–1869), was an English aristocrat
and an antiquities enthusiast. He embarked on his journey to the Ottoman lands,
including Jannina, with his friend, the Romantic poet George Gordon, Lord
Byron, in 1809, only to part from him a year later. Hobhouse kept a meticulous
diary recording information and impressions from the lands he visited and
people he met, comprising a valuable source of data. His corpus, A Journey
through Albania and Other Provinces of Turkey in Europe and Asia, to Con-
stantinople, during the Years 1809–1810,28 was published in 1813 in epistolary
form. In Jannina, he was hosted by one of the most prominent families of the
city and conversed regularly with Ali Pasha and his sons, Mouchtar and Veli.
Although influenced by the superciliousness of works by preceding authors,
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such as the Dutch Cornelius de Pauw, the Prussian Jacob L.S. Bartholdy and
the British Thomas Thornton,29 he was sceptical about the qualities of
modern Greeks; however, he was aware enough of the various social actors’
distinctions and attributes to be able to point to the significance of the rise of
the Greek merchant class as contributing to their national self-determination.
Similarly, and rather phlegmatically, he is even found deconstructing the
narrative of the local “savagery”:

As we passed a large tree on our left, opposite a butcher’s shop, I saw
something hanging from the boughs, which at a little distance seemed to
be meat exposed for sale; but on coming nearer I suddenly discovered it to
be a man’s arm, with part of the side torn from the body, and hanging by
a bit of string tied round one of the fingers. Before we set down the Turks
as a cruel, savage people, on seeing this, we should recollect that a stranger
passing through Temple-Bar fifty years ago might have concluded the
English to be of the same character.30

References to Jannina of the early nineteenth century did not fail to mention
the presence there of the French diplomat François-Charles-Hughes-Laurent
Pouqueville (1770–1838). A witness to the defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte by
the British in Abu Qir, during the Battle of the Nile of the Egyptian expedition
in 1798, he was captured by pirates on his way home and handed over to the
Ottoman authorities; he then spent a considerable time in prison, being released
in 1802. There he wrote his first work, Voyage en Morée,31 published in 1805
and dedicated to Napoleon. That must have led to his accreditation for the
position of French Consul General in Jannina, from 1806 to 1816. For as long
as he was in Ali Pasha’s favour, he was privileged while touring the Pasha’s
domains and beyond. After the Tilsit Treaty in 1807, the Ottomans turned
towards favouring the British over the French, and Pouqueville remained
under house arrest in Jannina until 1815. In 1820 he published his memoirs,
Voyage dans la Grèce,32 and in 1826 an extended version including the events
of the Greek War of Independence, called Voyage de la Grèce.33 Despite the
fact that Pouqueville’s description of the actual city of Jannina as an urban
entity was rather marginal, his writings provided an invaluable source of
information to the researcher, resulting from his lengthy stay there and his
in-depth knowledge of the society and its customs, as well as the political and
diplomatic events that occurred during his consular service.

Jean-Denis Barbié du Bocage (1760–1825), the French cartographer,
geographer and Hellenist, contributed considerably to the knowledge of
Greece, ancient as well as modern, mapping it thoroughly,34 although he never
physically visited it. He was a pupil and the successor of the French carto-
grapher Jean-Baptist Bourguignon d’Anville (1697–1782). During his life, he
accumulated a number of academic accreditations and became a member of
most European academies. From 1782 until 1824, his maps, which accompanied
various narratives and travel memoirs, aimed at familiarizing the readers with
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the world of history. His interests did not focus on the ancient world alone, as
many of the maps he created were components of contemporary itineraries.35

His maps supplemented editions that had both direct and indirect reference to
the Greek world, ancient and modern. Apart from travel literature, his works
also referred to the classics. To be accurate and up-to-date, he communicated
often with Greek scholars, exchanging information and views.36 Barbié du
Bocage also used a network of informers and surveyors who collected infor-
mation in situ, guided by him from a distance. For example, his Plan de la
ville de Ianina (Figure 6.1) was produced in this way. It constituted a sketch

Figure 6.1 Jean-Denis Barbié du Bocage, Plan de la ville de Ianina, 1820. Pen and
coloured pencil, 47cm x 58cm. (Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France,
Cartes et Plans No. GE D-14472).
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of the city of Jannina and was incorporated in a map depicting the wider area
around the city, titled Ianina et ses environs,37 accompanying the fifth volume
of Pouqueville’s Voyage dans la Grèce. Under the title of the map, Barbié du
Bocage mentioned that it was created based on information provided by
Pouqueville.38

Louis Dupré (1789–1837) was a French artist, a pupil of Neoclassical artist
Jacques-Louis David. Having secured the protection of Napoleon Bonaparte
and his family, he travelled to Kassel and Rome, where he furthered his studies
and career. As the Bonapartes’ protégé, it became rather uncomfortable for
him to return to France after 1814, when the Bourbons returned to power, so
he remained in Rome, where, in 1819, he was commissioned by three English
travellers to accompany them to Greece. The agreement was that his expenses
would be covered in return for his artistic contribution. As a team they jour-
neyed throughout mainland Greece. Dupré continued the tour on his own,
visiting Constantinople and Bucharest before returning to Rome in 1820. The
journey to Epirus started as he crossed over from Corfu to Butrinto (present-day
Albania) in February 1819. At that time, a treaty was being signed between
the British governor-generalof the Ionian Islands and Ali Pasha in which
Parga was handed over to the latter. Dupré had the chance to be present at a
hunting trip that Ali participated in. The painting that resulted, Ali Pasha
Hunting on Lake Butrinto in 1819 (Figure 6.4), was to be one of the most
popular portraits of Ali Pasha. Louis Dupré’s engraved works were published
in 1825, supplementing an illustrated memoir of his journey, Voyage à
Athènes et à Constantinople.39 By taking this tour, the artist gained the
opportunity to experience first-hand what he knew only as the idealized world
of his long studies on classical Greek antiquity; it gave his work a new
incentive and broadened his thematic horizon. As Dupré was a charismatic
artist, he took an interest in people as well as scenery and ruins, being able to
reveal the inner spirit of the figures he included in his works. He was also
particularly interested in the people’s attire and was meticulous about details,
so his work depicted vividly the settings as well as the sitters of the portraits
that he produced.40

The iconographic narrative of the city

Jannina, during the period examined, was a city of 35,000 inhabitants,41

situated in a plain along the western shore of Lake Pamvotis. Like all the
cities, towns and villages in the area, it had not been the product of planning;
rather, it had developed organically. The Byzantine nucleus of the city had
been its castle, a fortified peninsula projecting into the lake. The market, in its
primitive form, functioned just outside its gates. As the city surrendered to the
Ottomans in 1430, according to Ottoman ethics, its Christian population
maintained their property and rights. In the second decade of the seventeenth
century, an unsuccessful revolt42 resulted in the decisive change to the city’s
character. The majority of the churches in the castle were demolished as
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repercussions for the disobedience, privileges were gradually taken away, and
a number of local families converted to Islam. This is considered to be the
turning point towards Jannina’s Islamic identity. The few masjids that functioned
by then gradually became mosques, and new ones were erected, outnumbering
the churches. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, there were seventeen
mosques and six churches, as well as two synagogues that serviced the minority
of local Romaniote Jews. Other religious establishments, such as medreses and
tekkes, were either attached, complementing the edifices, or scattered around
the city, and cemeteries were located near these. The scenery of the religious
establishments—surrounded by cypresses, open spaces, and accompanied by other
buildings such as religious schools (medreses)—were noted by the foreigners. Also
remarked upon were the prominent minarets that gave a tone of the foreign,
the strange and the picturesque.43 Despite the image dictated by the built
colloquy, Jannina remained a predominantly Christian, Greek for that matter,
city throughout its history. Besides, upon a more careful analysis of its urban
tissue, neither the development of the public space, nor the formation of private
space was guided by religious habits, either Christian or Muslim, any more than
it was imposed by social or customary principles. Additionally, Jannina, as a
city of the Ottoman Balkans, belonged to a category that stands apart from its
respective Arab or Central Anatolian ones. However, an outside-the-scope
attempt to integrate it within a certain identical or similar group of cities, or for
that matter to methodologically interpret its evolution according to the respective
discourse,44 would require an analysis transcending the boundaries of this chapter.

By the time we refer to, the city had developed into a major commercial
hub, stretching along the lake’s western long shore, on a thin strip of plain
land. The four roads leading into Jannina intersected at the area of the
bazaar; two of them formed a north–south axis parallel to the lake, which
functioned as the main artery traversing it. All the points of significance were
to be found on or near it. Jannina comprised a trading crossroads, and this
was reflected in its urban form. The way it was organized is vividly laid out
on Barbié du Bocage’s map (Figure 6.1).45

Around the area where the road axes intersected, the bazaar of Jannina
developed, an element ever-present in the foreign commentators’ reports and
clearly marked on the maps, yet totally absent from engravings of the city. It
was an integral part of the city’s life and the province’s economy, as Jannina was
a commercial centre but also home to numerous professional and commercial
guilds. Similar to many bazaars of respective cities of the south-eastern
Mediterranean and not too unlike given examples of markets found in pre-
industrial European cities,46 it consisted of an open complex and an enclosed
core. This inner section of 10–12 narrow, winding streets irregularly inter-
secting secured the shops, stores and workshops where the most valuable
merchandise was kept. Guarded wooden gates and watchdogs protected the
goods. A significant trade volume was exchanged and that, in combination
with Jannina’s two annual commercial fairs, attracted a considerable number
of producers, craftsmen and entrepreneurs from the surrounding prosperous
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village communities, as well as from abroad, all to be accommodated in the
numerous hans (inns) that were scattered within the city’s centre, its entry
points, or its outskirts.

The predominant element in the engravings of Jannina is the castle peninsula
protruding into the lake (Figure 6.2). It is the core around which the city initially
developed, already well-recorded in Byzantine times. Inside it, two distinct
smaller citadels arose, both surrounded by the pre-existing external fortified wall,
which was restored and extended around 1815. Two of the oldest mosques were
to be found there,47 as well as the old seraglio, which was renovated and
annexed to house the principal harem and its adjacent gardens in 1798–99.

As mentioned above, the castle’s Christian population had been expelled from
within the fortification in the second decade of the seventeenth century, only for
it to be occupied by poor Jews and not-so-eager Turks. The fortification also
housed garrisons, underground arsenals and the city’s largest prison.48 During
the period examined, apart from the religious and palatial complexes, only a
poor Jewish quarter and some old Turkish houses, remnants of previous eras’
aristocratic residences, were to be found, all in disarray. The centre of activity
had already been transferred to the heart of the city, by the bazaar, outside
the castle gates and beyond its drawbridge and moat. In 1809, Ali Pasha built
a new principal seraglio, on the fortified location called Litharitsa, imposing
itself over the whole city, being right in the middle and expressing the Vizier’s
authority. Adjacent were his two sons’ minor palaces, complete with gardens
on either side of the hilly enforcement (Figure 6.3).49

Figure 6.2 Drawn by C. Stanfield from a sketch by W. Page, Yanina. Engraving. From
W. Brockedon, Finden’s Illustrations of the Life and Works of Lord Byron:
With Original and Selected Information on the Subjects of the Engravings
by W. Brockedon, vol. 1 (London: John Murray, 1833).
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It is stressed in most memoirs that the court of the ruler was a place
where a visitor would encounter a multicoloured, diverse crowd, such as
appear in Byron’s vivid descriptions in Childe Harold.50 This conveniently
befitted the Romantic frame, but it was not altogether exaggerated: the
Ottoman domain still covered a number of lands, and people moved freely
within its borders. In the travellers’ accounts, the geographical, the ethnic, the
contemporary and the ancient often interplay. The clear lines that nationalism
attempted to impose were not yet implemented, and to the visitor, the Orient
was still the common platform on which all these differences were being
homogenized.51

Jannina, as mentioned above, was also home to the military force of the
province; the presence of the Albanian soldiers was apparent, with their
number reaching between 10,000–15,000 at times. Their barracks and training
grounds within and around the city’s fabric were distinctly marked on maps.
Their figures are visible on almost any engraving. Their stance, their habits,
and the way they trained and carried themselves constitute a common theme
in the travellers’ reports.52 The soldiers did not form a corpus equivalent to
the European armies of the times, rather they consisted of smaller groups that
united on occasion, and thus they offered rather a spectacle to the inquisitive
visitor.53 The flamboyance of the way these soldiers were dressed and their

Figure 6.3 Serais of Ali Pasha and His Two Sons. Engraving, 23.7cm x 17.5cm. From
T. S. Hughes, Travels in Sicily, Greece and Albania, vol. 1 (London:
J. Mawman, 1820).
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weaponry triggered the excitement of the artists and the imagination of the
authors.54 The beauty and the picturesqueness of the city, befitting the emerging
ideas about nature in the early nineteenth century, are to be found in all
the travellers’ accounts. Leake, as early as 1804–05, claimed that he convinced
the Italian artist G.B. Lusieri to prolong his stay, despite the latter’s fears of
disease, to paint the vistas of Jannina.55

The ruler of the city, Ali Pasha, had been established as a figure of the Orient
rather early on in his ascent to his ruling position and remained so even after
he had been eliminated from the political arena.56 He was acquainted with
Western diplomats, and his presence was highly considered as an integral
element in the diplomatic stratagem. The reports of the foreign delegates that
gave detailed accounts and descriptions of him and his dominions, as well as
his military and diplomatic endeavours, placed him in the epicentre of Western
discourse, even above other more influential or important personalities of
the time. A myth was constructed around Ali’s persona, one of an exotic yet
bloodthirsty despot. The controversies of the reports are numerous and indicate
an already-established opinion about his role and his motives.

To most commentators, every one of Ali’s merits covered a hidden vice. He
was a patron of learning because he was ignorant of its long-term effects.57

His dominion was secure only because everyone was under his control. The
well-being of his subjects was attributed only to their own abilities and not to
his governance. His relaxed stance towards religion was interpreted as hiding
insincere motives. Certain practices were exaggerated to fit the stereotype,
although similar ones were well-known in their respective countries of origin.
Even “standard” punishments under Ottoman rule of law were attributed to his
vindictive and violent nature.58 Ali Pasha personified the idea of the Oriental
despotic ruler of the Romantics. All the accounts describe him as a diligent
person, quick-eyed, fully aware of what was happening in his realm and
beyond, interested in the developments in his wider world, as well as lustful
and prone to the worst atrocities. It was Holland, more than the rest, who
applied a relative sobriety to his comments. Through his penetrating and
bland manner, he attempted to interpret the paradoxical phenomenon of the
Vizier. The portraits of Ali that accompanied these narratives empowered
the image that was accentuated by the relative commentary; every image’s
significance falls into place and gradually the Patriarch, the Phobic, the Vulgar
and the Arrogant surface.

Louis Dupré’s portrait (Figure 6.4) depicts Ali Pasha sitting in his boat on
Lake Butrinto, surrounded by his warrior Albanian entourage. “He seems to be in
one of his moments of reflection, while the atmosphere is serene; yet his gaze is
sceptical, and his guard is at ease but rather diligent. The young boys are busy
with their rifles, and everyone is fully armed, even the Pasha himself. He is
reclining on his cushions, an elderly man, his air of authority compromised by
his well-known proximity to his people.”

The two years that preceded Ali’s downfall in 1822 had a dramatic impact
on the city. Jannina fell to the army of the sultan in August 1820, all but the
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castle, the island in the lake, and Litharitsa, where Ali remained under siege,
conducting all operations, inside and outside the city. Rather early on, just
after the offensive started, his sons and grandsons surrendered to the Turks in
return for a promise of land and property in far-away Anatolia. In February
1822, after a long and fateful struggle, Jannina and its ruler succumbed. The
city had been heavily and irreversibly damaged, burned and battered, almost
all but its religious establishments in ruins.

A map of Jannina titled Plan de la ville de Jannina (Figure 6.5)59 is kept in
Stockholm, in the National Library of Sweden, filed under the name of Carl
Peter von Heidenstam. Heidenstam was a typical Levantine, of Swedish
origin, who was born in Smyrna in 179260 and died in Athens in 1878. From
1818 to 1824 he was the Swedish military attaché to the Ottoman Empire.
The map, despite its more general title, literally depicts the sultan’s siege of
1820–22 that led to Ali Pasha’s demise. By the position of the batteries of the
sultan,61 against the ones of Ali Pasha and his remaining strongholds, it is
reckoned that it illustrates the period between August 1820 and the autumn of
1821. The map, although meticulously drawn, is schematic and inaccurate, a
rather general outline. The castle, the fortresses, the defensive moat dug
around the city, and the lake, are the only visible landmarks. Representing
them are the batteries of both armies and the sultan’s camps, trenches and
defensive walls. The actual city has disappeared, and in its place we are
looking at a battleground, only the points of strategic interest existing,
regardless of the urban tissue, regardless of a city that is about to shift to
a new era.

Figure 6.4 Louis Dupré, Ali Pasha Hunting on Lake Butrinto in 1819. Engraving,
38.5cm x 25.5cm. From Louis Dupré, Voyage à Athènes et à Constantinople
(Paris: Dodney Dupré, 1825).
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Conclusion

Having elaborated on the most significant of the foreign visitors’ written
accounts, maps, paintings or engravings of Jannina during the period it was
governed by Ali Pasha Tepelenli, the hybrid character of the city as mediated
by these actors has been studied. Afer the last third of the eighteenth century,
Europe came to know the Orient more scientifically.62 Although most of these
Western foreigners were carrying with them the long tradition of their classi-
cal education, and were at any given point on the lookout for places identifi-
able with their learned classical topoi, their main concern was to attain their
goals successfully and conclude their appointed missions, whether military,
diplomatic or out of a curiosity driven by scientific interest. As we have seen
above, most of them knew enough to take a critical stance towards erroneous
remarks by other travellers in their search for their own Arcadia, but never-
theless their tendency to fall prey to the impact of the beauty of the spectacle
is apparent.63 So, for the foreigner entering Epirus, the ruins of Nicopolis
might have been charming, and Dodona still to be revealed, yet the reality
was very different. For the travellers, the local inhabitants had almost nothing
to do with their classical predecessors, a heavy disappointment.

Figure 6.5 Carl Peter von Heidenstam, Plan dela ville de Jannina, c. 1820–1821. Pen
and watercolour, 39cm x 56cm. (Stockholm, National Library of Sweden,
Maps and Pictures HB 50 nr 622).
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As there is no line between East and West, one needs the other in order to
exist: the borders always depend on the discourse. To foreign eyes, to foreign
visitors to Jannina during the time of its apogee, the only certain idea was
that, by entering the city, they entered the East. To them, Jannina represented
the entrance to the Orient, the first step to everything Ottoman, the gateway to
an exotic, uncivilized inferno. To exaggerate the argument, the locals sur-
prised the foreigners by being fluent in other tongues, or for that matter
having lived anywhere west or north of their home town, although it is
documented that mobility was relatively high in the area during both the
eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. Apart from the commentary in
the respective texts, the authors’ stance is apparent in the depictions as well.
The engravings of the city, as well as the portraits of Ali Pasha, are depictions
of a city in indolence. Jannina seemed to sit comfortably in its basin, and the
mountains surrounding it seemed to isolate it from the rest of everything,
despite its actual role as a capital and a point of reference in the respective
area and era.64

Considering Jannina within the broader context of cities in the Islamic
world, one would find the categorization challenging. It has been almost a
century since Max Weber’s formulation of the monolithic and undifferentiated
character of the ‘Islamic city’ as one sharing fundamental characteristics due
to the role of Islamic law, and even longer since Marx’s paradigm of ‘oriental
despotism’.65 Within the context that functions by hetero-determination,
opposing its European counterpart, the cities of the Ottoman Balkans comprise
a sub-category in themselves, even within the defined limits of the Ottoman
Empire. Furthermore, Jannina, because of its demography, as previously
described, constitutes an even smaller paradigm.

Upon examining the engravings and the paintings, the visual evidence
against the written sources, one cannot fail to notice the accuracy with which
these were produced. Yet, upon further reflection, the ‘exteriority’of these
representations is traceable. As with writers, similarly with artists: their
visions were provoked by the Orient, very rarely guided by it.66 The depic-
tions of the city were not only produced in order to inform, but also in order
to solidify the ideas developed through the texts and the discourse that they
accompanied: images of an Oriental city of the Ottoman East, a city lost
somewhere within its mountains, by its lake, with its despotic ruler, the ‘Noble
Savage’of a primitive society.

Notes
1 The name of the city derives from the Greek name Ιωάννης [Ioánnis]. It has seen

a variety of spellings and pronunciations, in all languages involved: Ιωάννινα
[Ioánnina], Γιάννινα [Yiannina], or Γιάννενα [Yiánnena] in Greek; Yanya in
Turkish; Janinë in Albanian; and in other versions, Ioánnina, Ioannina, Yannina,
Jannina, Jianina, Ianina, and Enine. I use Jannina as the closest to all the forms
and the most practical option for the reader.
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2 Ali Pasha was Albanian, originating from the minor city of Tepelena (in present-day
Albania), born to a family of local beys between 1740 and 1750. Jumping
between subordination and rebellion towards the Porte in Constantinople and
through a series of convoluted acts, he eventually obtained his goal: to govern the
pashalik of the area’s major province. Ali had a remarkable ability to utilize
opportunistically the struggle among the developing forces. In a turbulent era, he
took advantage of foreign antagonism to secure his domains. Through a network
of spies and trusted envoys, he played accordingly in order to expand his influence,
territory and riches.

3 K.E. Fleming, The Muslim Bonaparte: Diplomacy and Orientalism in Ali Pasha’s
Greece (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999).

4 Within the scope of this article, Epirus of the late eighteenth–early nineteenth
century has been identified with the Ottoman administrative entity, the Pashalik
of Jannina.

5 For the convenience of the reader, the conventional term Balkan Peninsula has
been used, although the name was not in use as such during the time examined.

6 Michalis Kokolakis, Το Ύστερο Γιαννιώτικο Πασαλίκι. Χώρος, διοίκηση και πληθυσμός
στην Τουρκοκρατούμενη Ήπειρο (1820–1913) [The Late Pashalik of Jannina: Space,
Administration, and Population in Turkish-occupied Epirus (1820–1913)] (Athens:
Centre for Neohellenic Research/National Hellenic Research Foundation, 2003)
[in Greek], 28: “The rise of the Romans and the crisis of the Hellenistic world in
antiquity allowed, during a temporary period of precarious balance, for the
kingdom of Pyrrhus to flourish; the collapse of the Byzantine state after the Fourth
Crusade created the political vacuum from which the Epirus Despotate rose; and
the paralysis of the Ottoman state towards the end of the eighteenth century, in
conjunction with the French commercial penetration and the political influence of
the Venetian thalassocracy, prepared the ground for the ‘apostasies’ of Ali Pasha
and the Shkodra Bushatli”. [my translation].

7 Under the Treaty of Campo Formio in 1797, Napoleon and the Habsburgs divided
the Italian Republic’s territories.

8 The Ionian Islands had been passed on to the French, until 1799. Napoleon’s
defeat after the Egyptian expedition brought the seven islands under Russian–
Turkish control with the formation of the semi-autonomous state of the Septinsular
Republic, only to be reoccupied by the French in 1807 and later gradually by the
British, who claimed full control in 1815 following Napoleon’s collapse.

9 The island of Lefkas.
10 Grigori L. Ars, Η Αλβανία και η Ήπειρος στα Τέλη του ΙΗ΄ και στις Αρχές του

ΙΘ΄αιώνα. Τα Δυτικοβαλκανικά Πασαλίκια της Οθωμανικής Αυτοκρατορίας [Albania
and Epirus at the End of the Eighteenth and Beginning of the Nineteenth
Century: The Western Balkan Pashaliks of the Ottoman Empire], ed. Vassilis
Panayotopoulos, trans. Antonia Dialla (Athens: Gutenberg, 1994) [in Greek], 273.

11 Abdulhamid I (1774–89), Selim III (1789–1807), Mustafa IV (1807–08), and
Mahmud II (1808–39).

12 The Serbs managed to obtain a relative autonomy under Ottoman supervision
after the events following the revolt of 1804. The Greeks were also in a state of
building on their national identity and preparing for what was to result in the
1821 revolution and the subsequent War of Independence.

13 Up to the seventeenth century, European travellers crossed the Balkans hastily, on
their way to the Holy Lands and Constantinople. Others, as envoys of French
dignitaries or British gentry, on the grounds of encouraging classical studies, took
to a systematic accumulation of manuscripts and coins in order to enrich their
patrons’ libraries and private collections. Their notes and memoirs were printed
and became very popular among their compatriots who were not willing or able
to embark on such ventures. The quality and the validity of these works were

R. Paxinou 161



determined by the skills, the knowledge and the thoroughness of each author.
Not all of them were systematic and methodically sound; still, they all contained
descriptions, stories, narratives, and information from lands that appeared as
mysterious and exotic. Although few of them had literary merits, they satisfied
the readers’ curiosity and inspired the production of musical, theatrical, poetical
and dramatic works. A notable example is the French Dr Jacob Spon and the
British George Wheler, who visited Jannina in 1675–76. Jacob Spon and George
Wheler, Voyage d’Italie, de Dalmatie, de Grèce et du Levant, fait aux années 1675
et 1676, 3 vols. (Lyon, 1678).

14 Robert Eisner, Travels to an Antique Land: The History and Literature of Travel
to Greece (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1991), 74.

15 Hellenism found a designated actual place on the map, and the interest in it was
aroused markedly after the publication of Marie-Gabriel-Auguste-Florent Choiseul-
Gouffier’s Voyage pittoresque de la Grèce, 2 vols. (Paris, 1782). New destinations had
been introduced, and Byron’s generation of the Levant Lunatics had officially
commenced the age of travelling to Greece: not only to paint it, but to write
about it—and loot it.

16 Shirley Weber’s catalogues of the Gennadius Library in Athens list some 860
items concerning voyages and travels to the Eastern Mediterranean before 1801,
but over 1,200 for the nineteenth century alone, excluding anything to do with the
War of Independence; Eisner, Travels to an Antique Land, 90.

17 Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans (New York: Oxford University Press,
1997), 79.

18 Characteristic examples of such authorial activity were the works of the English
archaeologist Sir William Gell (1777–1836), who travelled to Greece four times
between 1801 and 1812, three of which visits aimed at topographical and
archaeological research. See William Gell, The Itinerary of Greece: With a Com-
mentary on Pausanias and Strabo and an Account of the Monuments of Antiquity
at Present Existing in That Country; Compiled in the Years 1801–06 (London:
T. Payne, 1810) and Itinerary of the Morea: Being a Description of the Routes of
That Peninsula (London: Rodwell and Martin, 1817).

19 Ioli Vingopoulou, Ο Αλή Πασάς Όπως τον Γνώρισα. Οι Μαρτυρίες Δυο Ταξιδιωτών
[Ali Pasha as I Knew Him: The Accounts of Two Travellers], ed. Ioli Vingopou-
lou and Panagiotis Michailaris, trans. Vangelis Koutalis (Jannina: Isnaphi, 2006)
[in Greek], 9.

20 William Martin Leake, Travels in Northern Greece, 4 vols. (London: J. Rodwell,
1835).

21 Leake, Travels in Northern Greece, vol. 1, 405–6.
22 See Sir George Mackenzie, Travels in the Island of Iceland (London: Thomas

Allan & Co., 1811).
23 Henry Holland, Travels in the Ionian Isles, Albania, Thessaly, Macedonia, & c.

during the Years 1812 and 1813 (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme and
Brown, 1815).

24 Holland, Travels in the Ionian Isles, 94–5.
25 T.S. Hughes, Travels in Sicily, Greece and Albania, 2 vols. (London: J. Mawman,

1820).
26 Ibid., vol. 1, 460.
27 Ibid., vol. 1, 477.
28 John Cam Hobhouse, Baron Broughton, A Journey through Albania and Other

Provinces of Turkey in Europe and Asia, to Constantinople, during the Years
1809–1810, 2 vols. (London: J. Cawthorn, 1813).

29 Their works include: Cornelius de Pauw, Recherches philosophiques sur les Grecs,
2 vols. (Berlin: George Jacques Decker & Fils, 1787–88); J.L.S. Bartholdy,
Bruchstücke zur Nähern Kenntniss des Heutigen Griechenlands. Gesammelt auf
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eine Reise, im Jahre 1803–1804 (Berlin: Realschulbuchhandlung, 1805); Thomas
Thornton, The Present State of Turkey (London: J. Mawman, 1809).

30 Hobhouse, A Journey, vol. 1, 45.
31 F.-C.-H.-L. Pouqueville, Voyage en Morée, à Constantinople, en Albanie et dans
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7 Single p(a)lace, multiple narratives
The Topkapı Palace in Western travel
accounts from the eighteenth to the
twentieth century

Nilay Özlü

Topkapı Palace, built by Mehmed the Conqueror in Istanbul during the mid
fifteenth century, was the main seat of the Ottoman rulers for more than four
centuries.1 This extraordinary royal complex positioned at the tip of the Historic
Peninsula and surrounded with high walls was defined as a “city-within-the-
city”. This imperial self-sufficient city with an area of 700,000 square meters
and thousands of inhabitants, could be accepted as an Islamic city par excellence.
However, rather than focusing on the “golden age” of the Topkapı Palace,
namely fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, this chapter includes numerous travel
accounts depicting the royal complex after its gradual abandonment following
the seventeenth century. As stated by Nebahat Avcıoğlu, “most interpretations
of Topkapı, identifying it as the ultimate icon of the empire, have aimed at, and to
a certain extent achieved, a coherent historical narrative of its development, but
have also paradoxically invalidated the study of the palace after the “classical”
period (sixteenth century) when the presumed signs of decline and decen-
tralization of the empire had begun to appear, particularly during the eight-
eenth century and afterwards.”2 This chapter will map the transformation of
the Topkapı Palace during the period between the eighteenth to the twentieth
centuries, from a secluded and glorious seat of the Ottoman rulers to a tourist
spectacle, and aims at questioning the role of travel accounts in this construction.

The Seraglio, or ‘mysterious’ palace of the Islamic ruler, has always attracted
western visitors and the life behind its walls, and especially the harem, was a
great mystery for the westerner desirous of grasping and representing the Serail.
Each travel account was in fact an act of re-presenting and constructing the
truth. Travel accounts, while depicting the Topkapı Palace, also took part in the
process of meaning making and each piece of travel writing performs as a tool
for understanding the episteme of both those being represented and those who
were representing. Instead of focusing on a specific traveller from a specific era,
this chapter suggests a comparative reading of numerous travellers’ accounts on
a rather long time period. In other words, it aims to trace the on-going and
never-ending process of how a space turns into a place, through narratives and
by addressing the changing perception and representation of one particular
monument through the eyes of travellers of different periods. French post-
structuralist philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari suggested that



the nomad himself does not change in the course of travelling, but instead
transforms the space, or the meaning of space. The changing perception of social
space, in Lefebvrian terms, with respect to the changing temporal context, may
be readily observed using travel accounts produced at different periods. Thus not
only the mobility of the individual within space but the versatility of meaning
with respect to space-time could be analysed.

Even though architectural transformations of the royal complex were not
deciphered in travellers’ accounts in detail, the palace was perceived and
depicted entirely differently during different eras. During the period from the
late eighteenth to the early twentieth century, not only the act of travelling but
also the nature of the visitors drastically changed. Once opening its doors
solely to diplomatic envoys and royal visitors, le Palais du Grand Seigneur
(the Palace of the Grand Signor) became a part of the grand tour conducted
by western elites during the nineteenth century; and eventually, by the twentieth
century, le Vieux Palais (the Old Palace) actually turned into a popular
tourist destination, a must-see spot for the modern traveller. This transfor-
mation may be observed thanks to the royal decrees (firman) found in the
Ottoman Archives of Prime Ministry, granting entrance permits to the palace
grounds. Therefore, this chapter does not focus on the mobility of the nomadic
individual but on the mobility of meaning attributed to place, which is
constructed, deconstructed and reconstructed through various media, one of
which being the travel literature.

The transformation of the “non-transforming” palace3

The majority of the travellers to Constantinople relied on earlier depictions of
the city and seemed not to be aware of even the most obvious and symbolically
significant changes that took place in the royal complex.4 Against this general
misconception, the Topkapı Palace faced several morphological modifications
between the eighteenth and early twentieth centuries, even though it was not
always being actively used by the royal family. However, these architectural
transformations were mostly unnoticed or even ignored by the travellers who
were more interested in discovering the exotic life behind the walls of the
palace. These voyagers assumed that the orient was frozen in time and did not
notice the actual physical transformation that took place in the royal complex
over time. However, a closer look at their depictions reveals that the perceived
meaning of the royal complex faced a severe transformation, and this chapter
hopes to unveil the diachronic aspects of meaning with respect to changing
time and socio-political context.

French gem merchant and famous traveller Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, who
visited Constantinople twice during the late seventeenth century, published his
six-volume book recording his voyage to the East. One of the volumes, Nouvelle
relation de l’intérieur du serrail du Grand Seigneur was published in 1675.5

Here, he depicted the imperial complex and the royal life within the Topkapı
Palace, using two eyewitness accounts. Tavernier must have seen the palace
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himself and actually managed to enter the second courtyard as a part of the
entourage of the French Ambassador Marcheville. In his letter to the king of
France, he compared the richness, beauty and the grandeur of the Ottoman
palace to French ones; and of course favoured those in his own country. During
the ancien régime, diplomatic visits and unauthorized sneaks were the only
possible ways to go beyond the first court of the palace, which was an oriental
mystery for the Europeans. At any rate, his depictions of the inner sections of
the palace must have depended on second-hand information gathered from
two out-of-favour servants from the palace, whom he met during his travels:

The Ottoman Court, which makes so much noise in the World, has not,
to my thinking, been yet sufficiently well known, if I may judge of it, by
what I have seen thereof myself, and have heard from several Persons.
I do here communicate a faithful and ample description thereof: which
I have extracted, as well out of what I had observed myself, in the several
Voyages I made to Constantinople, as out of the informations I received
from two intelligent Persons, who had spent many years in the Seraglio,
in very considerable Employments.6

Following his visit to Constantinople during the late eighteenth century,
British traveller and ideologist Elias Habesci adds a significant sub-title to his
travel accounts: The present state of the Ottoman Empire [ … ] including a
particular description of the court and seraglio of the Grand Signor.7 Apparently,
European readers were eager for information on the mysterious seat of the
Ottoman Sultan. Rather than providing an architectural or physical description
of the complex, Habesci explained the political and military system and the
royal function of the palace. He was probably not able to actually see the inner
courts of the palace himself but since the Topkapı Palace was at the core of
the Ottoman way of ruling, it was necessary to understand it in order to
comprehend how the palace and the state functions as stated by Habesci:

When they speak of Seraglio, they do not mean the apartments in which
the Grand Signor’s women are confined, as we are too apt to limit the
word, but the whole inclosure of the palace in which the Ottoman monarch
resides, together with his household; that is to say, all the officers, guards,
Women, and slaves, employed in his immediate service. The extent of this
vast inclosure might well suffice for a moderate town [ … ]8

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, despite a shift in emphasis
towards other imperial complexes other than the Topkapı Palace, Saray-ı Cedid
kept its significance as the primary seat of the Ottoman court. Even if the sultans
did not always reside there after the seventeenth century, imperial imagery con-
tinued to be synonymous with the Topkapı Palace. In short, until the late eight-
eenth century, the palace was considered to be the main seat of the Ottoman
rulers and visits to this secluded complex were exclusively diplomatic.
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The Topkapı Palace, as the official seat of the sultan, has always been visited
by ambassadors and diplomatic envoys. However, by the nineteenth century,
the act of visiting has changed in its form and meaning. Rather than paying a
formal visit to the sultan, European ambassadors and high-ranking officials
asked to visit the palace grounds. The earliest archival document, a petition for
the “contemplation” (temaşa) of the palace grounds, was dated 1804. These
permits were given as a diplomatic courtesy, first to the French ambassador
and then to those of Britain and Russia. The political and pompous tone of
the documents also suggests that the visits carried a diplomatic function.9

Visiting the unvisitable

Against the increasing number of diplomatic visits to the palace grounds, for
the ordinary traveller of the early nineteenth century, entrance to the royal
complex was not as simple. As far as we can understand from the travel
accounts, it was possible to see the inner sections of the palace for those with
necessary connections and sufficient funds for bribery. English naturalist,
mineralogist and traveller Edward Daniel Clarke, during his travel to Istanbul
around 1814, had the chance to visit the Topkapı Palace twice. His first visit

Figure 7.1 The permit decree dated 1804 for the contemplation of the palaces. (Ottoman
State Archives).
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included a tour of the first court and the Imperial Armoury located in St Irene,
where he saw antique weapons and armour belonging to Byzantine emperors.
In his second visit he was able to sneak into the inner parts of the Seraglio
with the help of a German gardener who worked there. He mentioned that
during Ramadan the palace was almost empty, but his memoirs prove that
some parts of the palace were actively used, as he recorded the signs of residential
use in the Harem and private pavilions of the sultan:

Opposite to the entrance, on one side of the apartment, was a raised bench,
crossing a door; and upon this were placed an embroidered napkin, a vase,
and bason, for washing the beard and hands. Over the bench upon the wall,
was suspended the large embroidered porte-feuille, worked with silver thread
in yellow leather, which is carried in procession when the Sultan goes to
mosque, or elsewhere in public, to contain the petitions presented by his sub-
jects. Within a small nook close to the door was also a pair of yellow boots;
and upon the bench, by the ewer, a pair of slippers of the same materials.10

During the later years of the era of Mahmud II—the Ottoman sultan
known for his modernizing reforms, particularly in clothing and in the abolition
of the Janissary army— John Auldjo visited the first court of the imperial
complex but was not able to proceed to the second court of the Topkapı
Palace. The brave traveller, geologist, writer and artist famous for climbing the
summit of Mont Blanc was incapable of seeing the inner spaces of the Topkapı
Palace. He confessed that he thought about bribing the guard but did not
dare to.11 During the same period, in 1833, famous French writer, poet and
politician Alphonse de Lamartine also attempted to enter the third court.
Lamartine was a remarkable man and one of the most important Orientalists
of his time. During his journey to the Holy Lands he stayed in Istanbul and
wrote extensively about the socio-political context and the places he visited.
On his visit to the Topkapı Palace, he attained the first two courts without
difficulty, but the guard on the third gate would not let him go further, even
though a high-ranking Ottoman officer accompanied him:

And we next entered the last court of the Seraglio, which is inaccesible to all
persons but those who have official employments about the palace, and to
the ambassadors on the occasion of their reception. [ … ] Having reached
the last gate, the soldiers on guard obstinately refused to let us pass. In
vain did Rustem Bey make himself known to the officer on duty. In reply
to his applications, the latter referred to his instructions, and declared
that he should risk his head by allowing me to enter.12

On their way back, Lamartine and the Ottoman officer met by chance the
royal treasurer of the palace and, with his help, they were privileged to enter
the inner parts of the Seraglio. Apparently, until the early nineteenth century,
it was not possible for every European to go beyond the first court of the
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Topkapı Palace: the royal complex, hidden behind its walls and cypress trees,
did not display itself to the western gaze. Many European travellers depicted
the sublime panorama of the Seraglio and the Historic Peninsula from the sea
and, more often than not, speculated on the mysterious life in the palace and
Harem, contributing to the fund of Orientalist clichés.

The abandoned palace

By the late eighteenth century, Ottoman sultans began to spend less and less
time within the walls of the Topkapı Palace. It is accepted that by the reign of
Mahmud II the royal complex was virtually abandoned.13 According to the
European travellers, Ottoman sultans’ desire for westernization accelerated their
move from the Topkapı Palace and historic parts of the city towards more
westernized areas of Istanbul. Lady Julia Pardoe, daughter of Major Thomas
Pardoe, was a well-recognized figure, poet, novelist and traveller. Her father’s
post allowed her to travel to Constantinople in 1836, when she became one of
the first British women to write on the Orient. According to her illustrated
travel account depicting Constantinople, Sultan Mahmud II compared the
Topkapı Palace to its European counterparts and rejected the architect, who
had suggested that the Topkapı Palace was superior to any other palace in the
world. Pardoe described how Mahmud disdained the secluded architecture of
the Topkapı Palace and dismissed his architect with these words:

You are unsuited for the undertaking that I contemplate; for none, save a
rogue or fool, could class that place … that place, hidden beneath high
walls, and amid dark trees, as though it could not brave the light of the
day, with these light, laughing palaces, open to the free air, and the pure
sunshine of heaven. Such would I have my own, and such it shall be.14

By the end of Mahmud’s reign both the format of the visits and the character
of visitors to the palace had been transformed. By 1838, Constantinople and the
Topkapı Palace started taking part in the Grand Tour of the European
aristocracy. With the rising interest in Greek antiquity and following the
Greek War of Independence, Greek territories, the Balkans, the Dardanelles and
Constantinople became a part of their itinerary. According to Ottoman archival
documents, the European aristocrats, together with their spouses or associates,
were given special permits to visit the palace grounds. These firmans covered
not only the Topkapı Palace but permitted entrance to imperial mosques and
other shore palaces. Unlike the diplomatic language of the earlier Ottoman fir-
mans, these documents were solely written as a response to the petitions and did
not address any political issues. However, the format of the document (Hat-ı
Hümayun, a direct order of the sultan) indicated the significance of these visits.15

During the second half of the nineteenth century, the Topkapı Palace continued
to be a place of interest for the Western visitors, who were eager to discover the
inner parts of the palace that had been forbidden to their ancestors. In 1846,
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the establishment of a dual collection of weapons (Mecma-i Esliha-i Atika)
and antiquities (Mecma-i Asar-ı Atika) in the former church of St Irene also
attracted the attention of European visitors. The armoury, located in the first
court of the palace, housed not only ancient weapons but Janissary costumes,
objects of antiquity, and ancient relics.16 The travel notes of Théophile Gautier,
published in 1853, presented a remarkable change at the Topkapı Palace.17 A
French romantic poet, novelist, critic, journalist and traveller, Gautier had an
enormous impact on European literary tradition with his travel accounts. He
described how the once secluded and mysterious imperial complex had
opened its doors to visitors, especially those of European origin; with all the
collections and spectacles surrounding it, the palace itself had evolved into a
tourist attraction. According to Gautier, when the sultan was in his summer
residence, the palace could be visited with a firman. He also mentioned that
tourists must bring their slippers with them to the palace, removing and
replacing their shoes a total of at least eight times before they might enter the
various buildings within the palace. His disdainful tone could easily be
recognized. According to him, the palace was nothing like the Alhambra but
had been “erected without any preconceived plan, according to the caprices
and needs of the moment”:

When the Sultan inhabits one of his summer palaces, it is possible, if
provided with a firman, to visit the interior of the Seraglio but do not let
that name suggest the paradise of Mahomet. “Seraglio” is a generic word
which means palace quite distinct from the harem, the dwelling of the
women, the mysterious place into which no profane enters, even when the
houris are absent. Ten or twelve people usually collect for the visit, which
involves frequent bakshish, amounting altogether to not less than one hun-
dred and fifty or two hundred francs. A dragoman precedes the company
and settles troublesome details with the keepers of the doors. Undoubtedly
he swindles you, but as you do not know Turkish, you have to submit. One
must take care to bring slippers, for if in France one uncovers on entering a
respectable place, in Turkey you take off your shoes, which is perhaps
more rational, for you must leave at the threshold the dust of your feet.18

The new role of the Topkapı Palace in the changing socio-political context
of the empire reflected the developing priorities of the Ottomans and their
transforming perception towards historic edifices, or perhaps monuments.
French scholar and theorist Françoise Choay argues that the concept of a
monument is a modern construction and a product of memory and identity.
For her, a monument could be defined as “any artifact erected by a community
of individuals, events, sacrifices, practices or beliefs [ … ] to recall the past
while bringing it to life as if it were present”.19 In this context, the lost glory
of the empire was recalled and the past was brought into life with a romantic
ideal for “living and staging” the past, to visually reconstruct the broken link
between the past and the present.20 An Ottoman document dated 1857
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responded to a petition by an “English Gentleman” to visit the mosques, the
imperial palace, armory, the Imperial Mint and the Janissary collection.
These tourist spots located in and around the Topkapı Palace give us clues
about the new function of the palace and the changing profile of its visitors.21

By the nineteenth century, the thick veil of mystery had started to dis-
appear, and the palace embraced new sets of meanings. After the relocation of
the royal family to the Dolmabahçe Palace, the Topkapı Palace adopted dif-
ferent functions and faced a drastic, if gradual, transformation. The Italian
traveller, journalist and novelist Edmondo de Amicis underlined the mystery
and significance attributed to the main seat of the Ottoman sultan for many
centuries. In his esteemed book Constantinople (1878), considered to be one of
the best descriptions of the city during the late nineteenth century, he critically
analyzed the Topkapı Palace:

There is not indeed in all Europe another corner of the earth whose name
alone awakens in the mind so strange a confusion of beautiful and terrible
images; about which so much has been thought, and written, and divined;
which has given rise to so many vague and contradictory notices; which
is still the object of so much insatiable curiosity, of so many insensate
prejudices, and so many marvellous histories. Now-a-days every body can
go in, and many come out with their expectations somewhat chilled. But
we may be sure that for centuries yet to come, when perhaps the Ottoman
domination shall be but a reminiscence in Europe, and upon that loveliest

Figure 7.2 Postcard showing the abandoned palace. (Author’s collection).
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of the hills, the populous streets of a new city shall cross one another, no
traveller will pass that way without seeing in his fancy the image of the
Imperial palaces that once stood there, or without envying us of the
nineteenth century, who still could find in those places the vivid and
speaking memories of the Ottoman reign.22

Amicis seemed to be convinced that the Ottoman reign would soon come
to an end. According to him, it was a waste of time to try to depict the current
situation of the rundown palace, as it would disappoint even the most modest
expectations. Instead, he gave a detailed description of the Topkapı Palace
during its golden age. This half-real, half-imaginary depiction sought to
reconstruct the lost grandeur of the main seat of the Ottoman Sultans as well
as reconstruct the mystical orientalist dreams of the Europeans who had been
highly disappointed when they actually saw the complex. In other words, the
imaginary representation of the palace during the golden age seems to be
more desirable than the actual palace itself.

The palace museum

By the second half of the nineteenth century, the palace was beginning to be
positioned as an actual museum. The Collection of Antiquities located at the
former church of St Irene was renamed as the “Ottoman Imperial Museum” in
1869; the bylaw of antiquities was issued the same year; and in 1870 a British
history teacher, Edward Goold, was appointed as the museum director. A
catalogue of the collections in St Irene was eventually created and, in 1872,
Dr. Anton Philip Déthier, a German, was appointed as the museum director,
remaining in post until 1880.23 In his memoirs, Dethier defined the current
situation of the palace as abandoned. For him, the Tiled Pavilion, St Irene,
the Janissary Museum and the Imperial Mint were the actual places of interest
within the Topkapı Palace.24

Both the collection of antiquities displayed in the Imperial Museum and
the palace itself had become a tourist spectacle. In quite a number of Ottoman
documents, European travellers were asking to visit both the treasury and the
Topkapı Palace. In these petitions the imperial treasury was now mentioned
before the imperial palace.25 This hierarchical shift, despite being a minor
change, indicated that the main destination of their visit was the treasury,
with the palace being more of a complementary setting.

Tours to the palace seem to be standardized by the late nineteenth century.
This carefully choreographed spectacle was depicted in detail by many of the
travellers. Like a guided museum tour, this prominent visit was pre-arranged
in order to display the grandeur and prosperity of the Ottoman state for the eyes
of the European visitors. According to travel accounts, visitors who had been
able to obtain the necessary permit were first greeted in front of the Bab-ı
Selam gate (first gate of the palace) by Ottoman officials before entering the
second court of the complex. After paying a short visit to the Audience Hall
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(Divan), the Throne Room (Arz Odası), the library of Ahmet III, and the
Bagdat Kiosk, the visitors were finally brought to the Mecidiye Kiosk, which
was decorated in French style.26 Even though this Western ambiance might be
disappointing for the European eye longing for orientalist flavours, some
specific spectacles found their place in their memoirs. But, while Edwin
Grosvenor enjoyed the beauties of the Mecidiye Kiosk, its spectacular view,
and the special treats offered by the Ottomans, he still described his visit with
a certain degree of disappointment, as only those parts of the Topkapı Palace
specifically designated for the Western gaze could be seen.27

This well-staged tour was more or less the same for most of the visitors and
presented the modern face of the empire to its selected visitors. Georgina
Adelaide Müller depicted this spectacle in detail during her visit to the palace
in the late nineteenth century:

We were early, and the keeper of the Treasury was not ready for us; we
were therefore taken at once to the Medjidiyeh Kiosk, standing on a
terrace with flowers, from which we had a delightful view [ … ] The kiosk
is furnished in French style, and when we had enjoyed the view to the
utmost we returned to one of the large rooms, and refreshments were

Figure 7.3 Tiled Pavilion as the Archeology Museum. (Deutsche Archäologische
Institut, Istanbul, D-DAI-IST-9344, Sebah & Joaillier).
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offered us. A very sticky sweetmeat or jelly was brought in a large glass
vase and handed round [ … ] Cigarettes were then handed round, and
lastly, a picturesque group of slaves entered in white dresses, with turbans,
carrying coffee-cups upon golden trays. Those offered to gentlemen had
golden holders, richly engraved; those for the ladies had holders of filigree
gold, thickly set with diamonds. Lastly came the kahveji. Across his left
arm shoulder hung a superb cloth of crimson embroidered in gold, which
was removed by another slave, and we discovered in his hands a tall,
slender coffee-pot of pure gold, from which he proceeded to serve us.
Were amused at the anxious care which the precious cups were counted
as we gave them back.28

This very particular tour of Ottoman self-representation was staged to
emphasize the glory and prosperity of the Ottoman Empire for the European
gaze. The whole spectacle, in fact, epitomized Ottoman self-orientalization29 and
portrayed the widening distance between their own past and their purposeful
representation of that past. The tour was crowned with a visit to the Imperial
Treasury where the doors were opened with a symbolic ceremony. The visitors
were able to have a quick glance at the Ottoman treasury under the surveillance
of several Ottoman officers; here they might admire ostentatious jewellery and
spectacular thrones, jars full of coins, gifts from various countries, and the
costumes of the Ottoman sultans from Mehmed II to Mahmud II. Edwin
Grosvenor provides us with a detailed account of the nature of the visit and
the objects on display:

One still beholds quantities of precious stones, elaborate harness mounted
in gold, saddle-cloths wrought with pearls, marvellously fashioned clocks,
splendid porcelains, gold and silver chased arms and armour, cups
encrusted with diamonds, and a maze of objects of rare and perfect make
to gratify every wildly extravagant whim. Yet, when all is seen, the
impression left behind is one of blurred confusion and disappointment,
rather than of admiration and surprise. The most remarkable possession
of the first is a Persian throne of beaten gold, into which handfuls of
rubies, emeralds, and pearls have been wrought in mosaic. In the gallery,
in glass cases on wooden frames, are arranged in chronologic order the
gala robes of each sultan from Mohammed II to Mahmoud II. The fez
and Cossack costume of the latter contrasts strangely with the flowing,
graceful attire of his predecessors.30

A place for tourists

Parallel with the development of tourism as a popular and cultural practice in
Europe—rather than being a strictly aristocratic pleasure for a limited
group—more and more people started travelling to other countries and
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experiencing other cultures. The widening network of railways, in particular,
facilitated this growth in mass tourism and numerous travel guides were
published, covering a wide geographic area. An early example, Hand Book for
Travellers in Ionian Islands, Greece, Turkey, Asia Minor and Constantinople,
published in 1845, had included a section on Seraglio but clearly stated
that no-one could proceed beyond the Divan: “thus far may strangers enter
the Seraglio; a man’s curiosity might cost him dear, should he proceed
further”.31

By the turn of the century, Constantinople was included in such well-known
guides as Guides-Joanne (1894), Black’s Guide books (1895), Baedeker (1905),
Les Guides Bleus (1920), and Guide touristique (1925), all of which carry a
very different tone from that of the 1845 publication.32 By the late nineteenth
century, a visit to the Topkapı Palace and the treasury had become part of the
tour and they were positioned as the “must-see” spots of Constantinople
together with Hagia Sophia, the Hippodrome, the Byzantine remains and so
on. This categorization of Istanbul’s tourist spots gives us an idea about
the perception of the urban setting as a spectacle.The index of Les Guides
Bleus on Constantinople categorized Istanbul with the sub-titles: Situation,
History, Main Attractions, Pera and Galata, Stamboul, Towers, the Golden

Figure 7.4 Opening ceremony of the Imperial Treasure. (Abdulhamid II Albums,
Library of Congress).
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Horn, the Turkish Quarter, Religious Edifices, Imperial Palace, and Museums.
A comprehensive list of edifices, their pictures, and even plans were also
included in these guides.

A Guide to Constantinople by Demetrius Coufopoulos (1895) was a later
example of the travel books on Constantinople. According to the 1902
edition, entrance to the Topkapı Palace was free of charge but the costs and
bribes totalled £5–7 for the firman, which also provided access to other
palaces such as Dolmabahçe and Beylerbeyi. Transportation from one palace
to another was provided with sultanic caiques, which indicates that, during
the time of Abdulhamid II who was residing at Yıldız, other shore palaces were
included in the tourist spectacle as well. After providing brief information on
the Topkapı Palace and the spectacles of the first court such as St Irene, the
Imperial Mint, the School of Fine Arts and the Imperial Museum, the guide
focuses on the treasury. Giving a stereotypical description of the treasury and
the items displayed, the guide also mentions the “bronze statue of the late
sultan Abd-ul-Aziz on horseback” which was displayed next to the sword of a
Byzantine emperor. Following the treasury, the tour continues with visits to
the Throne Hall, the Library of Ahmed III, and the Baǧdat Kiosk, ending in
the Mecidiye Kiosk where “refreshments, consisting of Turkish sweets and
coffee” were served; here, the guests were directed to the terrace to enjoy the
“splendid view”. The guide emphasized that the foreigners were not admitted
to the relics room (Hırka-i Şerif), which was only open to visit during the
fifteenth day of Ramadan.33

Articles in the newspapers of the period also denote a new form of travel
writing. J.C. Robinson, the Constantinople reporter of The Times, provides an
in-depth account of his visit to the Topkapı Palace, depicting the Treasury
and the items exhibited, in his article dated 8 December 1885.34 Even though
the content of the article was not much different from the travel accounts
mentioned here, what is significant is the fact that the tour of the palace,
the collection, and the whole experience became a public event. The author
emphasized the mysterious aspects of the Topkapı Palace and how hard it
was to obtain a decree (Irade) from the sultan, probably to promote his visit,
as he compared the Imperial Treasury to the mythical treasuries of the
ancient past. A correspondent’s note regarding this article (again published in
The Times) was also quite interesting. He mentioned that, contrary to
Mr Robinson’s claims, the tour of the treasury, far from being an excep-
tional privilege was, rather, a popular spectacle, offered to those who could
afford it or who had an academic interest in it. The same person also stated
that “the great museum of Constantinople, though it is not so styled, is of
course the Sultan’s Treasury in the Seraglio”.35 This powerful statement in
fact reflected the reality of the time, as the modern Ottoman Imperial
Museum (Archaeology Museum) had not yet been opened in 1886; the new
museum building would later be opened in 1891. Moreover, the treasury
better reflected the Ottoman wish of satisfying the oriental appetite of
European travellers.
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Topkapı as lieu de mémoire

The Ottoman regime had changed following the coup of 1908, shifting
from absolutism to constitutional monarchy. With this socio-political
rupture, the distance between the past and present was deliberately created
and extended. The past, even the near-past of the despotic Abdulhamid II,
was regarded as the ‘old regime’, and things related with that past were
loaded with new meanings and new connotations. It could be said that
the gradual museumification of the Topkapı Palace was virtually complete
after 1908. Apart from the Ottoman Imperial Museum, which, by then,
had gained an international reputation thanks to its director Osman Hamdi
Bey and to the collection of Islamic Arts displayed in the Tiled Pavillion,
the Topkapı Palace itself was officially transformed into a museum. Stripped
of its imperial and sacred connotations, the palace was positioned as
cultural heritage, as an architectural edifice, as a historic monument, and as
a lieu de mémoire. An outcome of a modern awareness of the rupture
between the past and the present, ‘lieu de mémoire’ was defined by
Pierre Nora as an instrument for bridging the distance between memory
and history:

Figure 7.5 Chronological display of the costumes of the Sultans in the Imperial Treasury.
(Abdulhamid II Albums, Library of Congress).
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Our interest in lieux de mémoire where memory crystallizes and secretes
itself has occurred at a particular historical moment, a turning point
where consciousness of a break with the past is bound up with the sense that
memory has been torn—but torn in such a way as to pose the problem of
the embodiment of memory in certain sites where a sense of historical
continuity persists.36

During the Second Constitutional Era, local visitors—Ottoman citizens—
started visiting the museum with a special permit. For instance, by the end of
1910, the need for issuing tickets for the “benefit of the nation” was men-
tioned in an archival document.37 However, I believe that the palace-museum’s
target crowd continued to be European travellers. Even though foreign visitors
were required to apply for a permit through their embassies, no personal data
was required from them. During the post-1908 era, group permits were
granted for foreign tourists.38 Within the limits of this research, the largest
number of visitors given a permit with one single authorization document was
dated 1911, and approved the visit of 600 American tourists.39

Surprisingly, the more Topkapı has opened its doors to foreign visitors, and
the more it became a modern museum staged for the western gaze, the more
it has lost its previous charm as a mysterious and forbidden castle of oriental
imaginary. Many of the twentieth-century travellers explicitly state their

Figure 7.6 “The Sultan’s Hospitality – European Visitors at the Old Serai, Seraglio
Point, Stamboul”, (The Graphic, Dec. II, 1886 Constantinople Illustrated,
courtesy of Saadet Özen).

182 Single p(a)lace, multiple narratives

TH E SULTAN’S  HOSPITALITY—EUROPEAN VISITORS AT THE OLD SER A I, SERAGLIO TOIVT. STAMBOUL



disappointment following their visit to the palace. Harrison Griswold Dwight,
son of an American Congregational missionary, was born in Constantinople in
1875 and wrote several accounts of Constantinople, the Ottoman Empire and
the Orient. In his book, Constantinople old and new (1915), Dwight made a
rather architectural and technical description of the harem following his
numerous visits to the complex. He rightly claimed that the harem, once
forbidden to any man in the world, and the most secluded part of the Ottoman
palace, had now turned into a mere resort for sightseers:

The dramatic contrasts and disappointments one could imagine made a
true term to all the passionate associations of that place. No one lives there
now. When a few years have passed and no breathing person has any
vital memory connected with it, the harem of the old Seraglio will be, like
how many other places devised by a man to house his own life, a resort
for sightseers at so much a head, a mere piece of the taste of a time.40

The architect Charles-Edouard Jeanneret, known as Le Corbusier, was another
western traveller visiting and writing on Constantinople. In his renowned Le
Voyage d’Orient, he expressed his preference for the historic and exotic parts
of the city as opposed to modern and westernized Pera.41 With romantic and
orientalist tendencies, he admired the mystic and melancholic image of old
Istanbul, decorated with glittering minarets and domes under the fog. Defining
Dolmabahçe and Çıraǧan palaces as “dreadful”, he did not hide his affection
for the historic peninsula. During his several boat trips around the shores of
Istanbul, he drew numerous sketches of the Seraglio from the sea. Astonished
with the sublime silhouette of the palace, he wrote:

Beyond the prow the rooftops of the seraglio rose in tiers between the
cypresses and the sycamores—a palace of poetry, a creation so exquisite that
it cannot be dreamed of twice. From there came the theory you already
know. The mist of light upon the sea was dissolving into this great back
lighting that extended as far as Mihrimah outlined against a sky annihilated
with brightness. I don’t believe I shall ever again see such Unity!42

However, Le Corbusier never entered the Topkapı Palace that he so much
admired. The iconic image of the city, the notable silhouette of the Seraglio,
stood for the actual place. The representation replaced the represented. The
Topkapı Palace had been transformed once again in the eyes of a foreign
visitor; its image now represented the lost glory of the Ottoman golden age,
the irreplaceable past, the lost orientalist dream of the Western mind.

Conclusion

Ottoman Constantinople had always been a source of interest and wonder for
the western traveller, who was eager to depict its beauties and mysteries.

N. Özlü 183



Seraglio, a city-within-the-city, located at the tip of the Historic Peninsula,
visually and symbolically represented Ottoman governance and lay at the heart
of European curiosity and admiration. Since its construction in the fifteenth
century, the royal complex had been depicted textually, visually, or both, and
mediated by the western gaze. Such illustrations, and their evolution—from
simple engravings to perspectival drawings, from paintings to panoramas, and
from photographs to postcards—could not, by reason of space, be included
here. Nevertheless, it has been possible to critically analyse travellers’
accounts from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries chronologically in
order to present the changing tone and discourse. By focusing solely on the
Topkapı Palace, we have seen how both the act of travelling and the travellers
themselves have changed over time, undergoing a transformation in their
expectations and experiences. In other words, a discursive analysis of multiple
narratives on a single palace illustrates the role of travel literature in the con-
struction and production of knowledge. Thus, here, travel accounts are accepted
as epistemological tools for constructing the ‘self ’ and the ‘other’ with respect
to changing temporality.

In conclusion, this chapter has shed light first on the multiple perceptions of
a specific monument, and second, on how the genre of travel literature changed
over time. It is important to underline the impact of such travel writing on the
perceived meaning of the palace, transforming it from a secluded mysterious
complex to a tourist spectacle. Since the Topkapı Palace remained physically
more or less intact for long periods of time, the changing expectations and
experiences of the Europeans, together with the changing tone of their memoirs,
emphasize the epistemological role of travel writing. In other words, western

Figure 7.7 The seraglio from the sea. (Charles-Edouard Jeanneret, Le Voyage d’Orient,
© FLC/ADAGP, 2014).
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travel accounts not only reflect the changing meaning of the palace but also
take part in this meaning-making process of the place.
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aliyelerinin virilmesi niyazında iltimas olunur”.

22 Edmondo De Amicis, Constantinople, trans. Caroline Tilton (New York: G.P.
Putnam’s Sons, 1878), 12.

23 Ferruh Gerçek, Türk müzeciligi (Ankara: T.C. Kültür Bakanlıǧı, 1999).
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8 Tensions and interactions
Muslim, Christian and Jewish towns in
Palestine through European travellers’
accounts (eighteenth–twentieth century)

Valérie Géonet

During the nineteenth century and until the mid-twentieth century, Palestine
underwent many political and social changes. From 1516 to 1917, the country
was part of the Ottoman Empire.1 As the ‘sick man of Europe’ was weakened
from a political point of view, the competition was fierce between France,
Italy and Great Britain to gain some political rights over parts of the Empire.
For example, from 1847 until 1923, France was holding the protectorate over
the Holy Places in Palestine. This religious privilege was considered as a first
step for potential political domination over the country. After its defeat
following the First World War, the Empire was divided and Palestine was
placed by the UN under the authority of a British mandate. This British
success was felt as a failure by the French political and clerical leaders, as
they had hoped to receive the UN mandate over the country. This mandate
ended in 1948 when the Zionist settlers fought for their independence and
the State of Israel was created. The country was left in a state of political
and social unrest as the tensions between the Arabs and the Jews were
culminating.

From a demographic point of view, the population grew and changed sig-
nificantly during the period. Throughout the nineteenth century, most of the
inhabitants were Arabs. Some Jewish population clusters could be found in
Safed, Tiberias and Jerusalem. After the Crimean war, in the 1850s, the
defeat and the opening of the Ottoman Empire to the European population
meant that the number of pilgrims, religious congregations, businessmen,
diplomats, scientists, and various travellers and settlers increased in the
region. Jewish settlers established themselves in rural communities from 1850
but there were only a few thousands at that time. From the 1880s, particularly
after the pogroms in Russia and the many persecutions in different European
countries, a growing Jewish population arrived in Palestine. They benefited
from the financial help of wealthy donors like the Rothschilds and most of
them followed the Zionist ideals. They created settlements across the country
and their most significant achievement was the erection of the city of Tel Aviv
in 1911. Some of these changes were translated into the urban landscape of
Palestine. The perception of this landscape by Western francophone travellers



throughout this period is very interesting as it changed over time and revealed
what they thought about the various groups of inhabitants of the country.

This chapter aims to underline the main characteristics of the travellers’ dis-
course about Arabs and Jews in Palestine and to emphasize its chronological
evolution, especially through their vision of the urban space. The sources are
sixty-four travellers’ accounts written between 1799, when Napoleon launched
a military and cultural campaign over Egypt and Syria, a landmark in the
interest of the French audience about the Middle East, and 1948, when Israel
became an independent country. The choice of Palestine as a destination was
determined by its geo-political importance and by the fact that it was the cradle
of the three monotheistic religions and a land of pilgrimage. As hundreds of
travel accounts were written in French during that period, most of them by
pilgrims, we selected a sample following two criteria: the decade of the
account, and the goal of the journey. As a result, we selected thirty-two
accounts by pilgrims and missionaries, four by diplomats and politicians, one
by a military leader, two by tradesmen, eight by scientists (archaeologists,
botanists, architects, or other), five by tourists without a religious purpose,
and twelve by writers or journalists.

Travellers’ accounts of a given urban space can be very informative on the
degree of civilization that they attribute to the people living in that specific
space. According to anthropologist J.-D. Urbain, tourists always keep in mind
that “a city condenses the values of a civilisation”.2 This research focuses on
the representation of Palestinian cities and their inhabitants through travelo-
gues written in French by European travellers between 1799 and 1948. During
this period, most of the Palestinian cities were inhabited by a Muslim Arab
population, as in Hebron or Nablus; a few, like Bethlehem and Nazareth,
were inhabited by a majority of Christian Arab population; and, finally, a few
had an important Jewish community, such as Safed, Tiberias, and later Tel
Aviv. The case of Jerusalem was much more complex because of its Holy City
Status. It was composed of religiously and ethnically homogeneous districts
and had witnessed many changes from the end of the nineteenth century, with
new European-like hamlets outside its walls. With such diversity, how will the
travellers describe the cities of Palestine, knowing as we do that the ways in
which they consider aspect, layout and urban planning will provide clues to
the way they gauge the level of civilization of the inhabitants?

Arab cities

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Palestine counted eleven towns of
between 3,000 and 30,000 inhabitants: Jaffa, Haïfa, Nazareth, Gaza, Hebron,
Bethlehem, Safed, Tiberias, Ramleh, Nablus and Jerusalem. Some of these
are so small that the travellers thought they were only villages.3 In all those
towns the majority of the population was Arab, except for Jerusalem from
the end of the nineteenth century. Despite being the most populated city of
Palestine, Jerusalem was quite small: it had only around 10,000 habitants in
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1850.4 Until 1860, and the building of the new European suburbs, Jerusalem
was entirely closed by its ramparts and was only 0.85 square kilometres in
area.5 In spite of being a secondary city on both administrative and economic
criteria, Jerusalem was the most visited place in Palestine for one single
reason: it was a Holy Place.6 A French pilgrim in 1923 explained that neither
the environment nor the archaeological beauty attracted him, but only the
sacred character of the city:

The town is tired-looking, its surroundings are bare and harsh. The
region, however, retains an air of past grandeur which pierces the heart
and wraps it in sweet melancholy. Everything the eye falls on speaks to the
conscience, so that thought and nature make their imprint on the mind.7

Because of these religious feelings, various travellers, whether pilgrims or
not, expressed their hope before entering the walls of the Arab cities, and then
their immeasurable disillusion.8 The same phenomenon applied to Jerusalem,
Jaffa, Tiberias, Ramleh, Gaza and Nablus, “those oriental towns. So attractive
from afar, yet so ugly and horrible from the inside!”9 The untold reason
seems to be that they failed to preserve the Holy memories as they became
Muslim towns.

Reflecting the anthropologic idea that the travellers do not depict the urban
planning with objectivity but with the unconscious state of mind to judge it and

Figure 8.1 “View of Hebron”, in G.D. [G. Darboy], Jérusalem et la Terre-Sainte,
2nd edn. (Paris: Morizot, 1865), 254.
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to evaluate its inhabitants’ civilisation, the following travellers seem influenced
by the surrounding orientalist clichés. In their descriptions of the urban planning
of the Arab towns in Palestine, an important number of the travelogues tend
to underline mostly negative aspects. Sharing Chateaubriand’s opinion (1806),
the French abbot Darboy who travelled in the 1850s emphasized the total dis-
order of the Arab urbanism: “Safed is not so much a town as a random group
of villages with no centre or unity. Only the fortress dominates this chaotic
dispersion of villages spread over three mountains”.10 The travellers keep
repeating, as if in a mantra, what they perceived to be the carelessness of both
the inhabitants and the local authorities, like French pilgrim Enault in 1853:
“Oriental towns do not have any streets. People build with whatever means
they have and wherever they please. No one in authority thinks to impose
strict laws of street alignment so that a straight line is never the shortest way
from A to B. You have to make your way through neighbourhoods of houses
built upon one another”.11 In the nineteenth century, “The Orient has no
roads and the smallest local street remains an unrealizable myth”.12

It seems as though the travellers could only perceive the weaknesses of the
Arabic streets: they were narrow, they prevented the traffic from flowing,
trade from developing, and were maze-like.13 The travellers feared accidents
because of the slippery paved paths; epidemics that could be propagated
through the poor hygienic conditions of the streets;14 and assaults because
they felt insecure in the darkness of what they called “coupe-gorges”.15

Describing the Arabic housing, travellers especially pointed to its wilder
aspects and its primitiveness. The houses are “of the horrible Arabic type of
housing displaying the most primitive structure and complete absence of art,
taste and symmetry. Their solidity leaves a lot to be desired”.16 The houses
“look like prisons or sepulchres”17 or “wild huts made of camel droppings
mixed with mud”.18

The Arab villages displayed even more the primitiveness of their inhabitants.
In 1935, French pilgrim E. Caussèque wrote about Sebastieyh: “We cannot
forget, from our brief visit, a negro village—imagine cabins, huts, hedges and
walls made of dried mud. There are no proper houses with fences, but instead
a gross, primitive, disparate muddle. This is the housing of a degenerate
tribe”.19 Troglodytism was cited as the ultimate proof of Arab primitiveness:
they could not even build their own houses.20 Animal images and comparisons
are to be found everywhere in the travellers’ accounts: “we go past their shacks
which look more suited for use as kennels than as housing for reasonable
human beings. Men who look like devils come out of their holes on all sides”.21

In Jericho, “you would think you were looking at a village of orang-utans and
chimpanzees”.22 In reality the travellers were so afraid of the filth and possible
diseases that only a few of them ever really entered an Arab interior.23

Most of the travellers failed to observe some crucial elements of the urban
planning occurring by the time of their journey. History reveals that the
Ottoman authority imposed few urban rules in Palestine between the eighteenth
and the nineteenth centuries, although improvements were made throughout
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this period in the collection of refuse, in opening public facilities and in
creating gas lighting in the streets.24 It is true, however, that it was the
Europeans who financed and engineered the railways and the main asphalted
roads. But although the arches between the houses were numerous and
created darkness, they allowed the circulation of people from one house to
another because the dwellings had different levels—the roof of one could be
used as the courtyard of a second.25 But the travellers just ignored this. What
appears in the travelogues is that, being far away from home, the travellers did
not recognize familiar urban organization. Some Parisian travellers, for
example, left a city that had just been rebuilt by Haussmann, and they were
shocked by the Palestinian urban landscape. The latter appeared to Western
travellers as if in a state of nature, unbent to the people’s will.26 Without
considering the advantages of narrow streets offering shade and protection
from the sun and from sandstorms in a sunny and desert climate, the
travellers only compared the Arabic urban planning with what they knew in
their homeland.

The disenchantment of the travellers can be noticed in their quasi-unan-
imously negative descriptions of the Palestinian Arabic and Muslim urban
organization.27 This was not insignificant, as this negative judgement affected
their perception of the level of civilization of the Arab people. In the 1870s,
French tourist Vogüé thought that Hebron “had never been able to keep up
with civilization. It remained untouched by European influence, hardly ever
visited by pilgrims. It retains a deeply oriental look characterized by, it has to
be said, dirt, indigence, the complete absence of well-being, and of industrial
development”.28 In 1850 and in 1906, two French pilgrims regarded Jaffa as a
“semi-barbaric village”,29 “the civilization of which leaves a lot to be desired”,30

according to one of them. In the 1930s two Jewish travellers deemed Jerusalem
to be “the most ancient and least evolved among the world’s cities”.31 These
travellers assert the ontological duality described by Edward Saïd between
civilized Europe and its perfect / binary opposite: the primitive and undeve-
loped Orient. Resuming the most common orientalist clichés, this reflects the
rejection of the Arabs by these travellers, and this implies that the travellers
viewed the Arabs as an inferior people.32

The travellers also stressed two main causes of the non-civilization of the
Palestinian towns. First, they have been under the yoke of Islam for centuries.
In Cana, a nineteenth-century pilgrim stated that “here as in the rest of the
Holy Land, the ravages and carelessness of the Muslims brought the desert and
the loneliness”.33 Throughout the country there was “dirt and a misery that are
typically Muslim”.34 Second, these cities are inhabited by an Arab population. A
French novelist named Lamothe (1878) pointed it out directly when he wrote
that the streets of Jerusalem “are badly paved, dirty, steep, desolate like those
of all the Arab towns;”35 while Catholic Institute of Paris teacher J. Touzard
(1912) deemed it “wretched like all things Arab” alongside French reporter
A. Londres.36 It seems like when the European travellers were confronted
with difficulties to describe an unknown and puzzling space, the travellers
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mentioned relied mainly on orientalist stereotypes. As a result, Arab and
Muslim cities and places that were not familiar to the travellers were most of
the time depicted negatively. Moreover, beyond this misunderstanding and the
use of orientalist clichés, most of the travellers concerned were disturbed by
what they considered as the intruding presence of Islam in the cradle of
Christianity. Half of the travellers mentioned in this chapter were Christians;
they were at least disconcerted by the strange faith professed by the inhabi-
tants of the country in which they had come in search of traces of Christ’s
life. These facts can contribute to explain if not excuse the attitude of many of
the travellers concerned.

Figure 8.2 “A street of Jerusalem”, in J.-J. Bourassé, La Terre-Sainte. Voyage dans
l’Arabie Pétrée, la Judée, la Samarie, la Galilée et la Syrie, 2nd edn. (Tours:
Mame, 1867), 3.
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Then comes a third and more implicit cause: the travellers often empha-
sized the way of life of the nomadic Bedouins, whom they considered as the
“real” Arab people. It is not surprising, then, that this nomad people, even
once they settled somewhere, were not able to erect a vast and well-organized
city. But the urban landscape of Palestine offered two types of exceptions that
were two antidotes to Palestine’s decay: the towns inhabited by Christians,
and the suburbs built by Westerners.

The exceptions, Bethlehem and Nazareth: the miracle of Christianity

During the Egyptian period (1831–41), Bethlehem was destroyed first by an
earthquake and then by the Egyptian troops as a reprisal for the murder of
one of their leaders. The Muslims, considered to be responsible, were executed or
forced to leave the town. This decrease of population continued during Ottoman
rule because of heavy taxes, long-lasting military service, lack of water and lack
of employment. As a result, an important part of the population emigrated and
the town had only around 4,000 inhabitants in the 1850s. But from that date,
several European and American missionaries settled in Bethlehem and
opened schools and health centres, so it was probably a freshly rebuilt town
that the travellers visited after the 1850s. Yet the urban planning of Bethlehem
was not different from other towns in the country: the streets were narrow and
steep, and one witness described them as filthy. Several travellers, including
pilgrims, described Bethlehem and Nazareth as negatively as they had described
the other Palestinian towns.37

Usually, the images that are to be found in some of the travelogues, engrav-
ings of the nineteenth century and pictures or sketches of the twentieth century,
show religious places or landscapes around Bethlehem and Nazareth. Some
engravings are unreliable evidence because they were designed by artists who
had not visited Palestine. But, as a body, they do not present these two small
towns as different from the other Palestinian towns, something that has been
emphasized by very few scientific studies.38 It would be interesting to compare
the written descriptions, engravings and pictures to demonstrate the similarity
between, for instance, Bethlehem and Hebron.

Most travelogues, however, presented Bethlehem and Nazareth as excep-
tions in the Palestinian urban landscape, with order, beauty and cleanliness
everywhere. Even the caves, so ferociously criticized in other urban areas,
were described positively in Bethlehem.39 The only common factor between
Bethlehem and Nazareth, by contrast with other Palestinian towns, was their
significant Christian population.40 It seems this is the reason why both towns
were perceived as the perfect opposite of the other Arab cities.

Most of the travellers were Christians, and half of them were pilgrims. But this
is not the only factor to take into account: the Christian faith of Bethlehem’s and
Nazareth’s inhabitants was highlighted by twenty-four travellers, pilgrims or
not, especially in the nineteenth century. Bethlehem “is welcoming. Only
Nazareth can compare to it. Also, its population is almost entirely Christian
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which is somehow relieving. Perhaps this explains all the happiness under its sunny
sky”.41 These travellers linked the joyful aspect of the town to Christianity and to
the memories of Christ’s birth: “Half the population of this 10,000-inhabitant-
town is Catholic. A sweet, serene happiness radiates from this city which
celebrates the site of a God’s birthplace rather than grieving over his grave”.42

In Nazareth too the Christian population, the memory of Jesus’s childhood
and the numerous European communities play an influential role: “With the bell
towers of its chapels and convents, the small town looks only semi-oriental. In its
clean streets, devoid of dark and low passages, of ominous grilles on the
windows, and of veiled faces, we can feel we are on Christian soil. Everything
is charming and attractive” according to French abbot Nicole at the end of
the nineteenth century.43 The small town looked like a French village where the
travellers felt at home, as witnesses French pilgrim Enault (1853): “You would
not think you are in Syria any longer, under the heavy yoke of the victor. This
is a different atmosphere, a different impetus, a different life. Turks almost look
like Christians. The muezzin who sings prayers from the top of the minarets
would just as happily ring the Angelus. In markets and squares the same
sounds can be heard as in our fairs in Brittany or Normandy”.44 It seems as
though the Christian faith professed by the inhabitants of Bethlehem and
Nazareth acted as a favourable substitute for Islam, literally erasing their
Arab origin, according to French novelist and pilgrim Valléry-Radot (1923)
and historian Guerlin (1906): “Nothing here is Arab or exotic”.45

Figure 8.3 “The Place of the Nativity in Bethlehem”, in La Palestine illustrée : collection
de vues recueillies en Orient par F. et E. Thévoz, de Genève, reproduites par
la phototypie, vol. 2: De Jérusalem à Hébron, texte explicatif par Philippe
Bridel, pasteur à Lausanne (Lausanne: Georges Bridel, 1889), 179.
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In numerous travelogues the examples of the urban spaces of Bethlehem
and Nazareth reveal the positive changes brought in Palestine by Christianity,
both on the urban planning and on the inhabitants’ souls. Twenty-seven travellers
from the corpus considered that civilization would be brought to Palestinian
Arabs through Catholicism, especially thanks to the French missionaries: “this
charity which prays, teaches, and rescues in French, plays a part in this happy
love which sings and shines on the Nativity town”, states pilgrim Valléry-Radot
in 1923.46 The civilizing action of the missionaries was crucial, as witnesses
French author and historian Guerlin in 1906: “Indeed the cleanliness of those
convents, which replaced the poor shacks that once stood in their place, coincides
with the great change which alters the human soul. Mud was washed away from
this re-born society, as it was from the architecture”.47 In the period up to the
First World War, this influence was not only religious: the French political
and religious authorities were deeply linked at that time, as they held the
Protectorate on the Holy Places in Palestine and hoped to gain an effective poli-
tical power over the country. Most of the travellers reflected that contemporary
concern in their discourse.

Western urban space: the suburbs of Jerusalem and Tel Aviv

When travellers described cities or hamlets inhabited by Jewish populations,
they drew a striking contrast between the ‘old’ Jewish population from the

Figure 8.4 “En Nasira: Nazareth”, in H. Nicole, Les voyages artistiques mis à la portée
de tout le monde: Jérusalem et la Palestine (Paris: Tolra et Simonet, 1899).
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yishuv and the freshly arrived populations from the West, especially the Zionists.
Among others, Tiberias, Safed or Jerusalem had had a Jewish district for centuries.
These populations formed the yishuv and were considered by the majority of the
travellers as Orientals, like the Arabs. It meant that these ‘old’ Jewish hamlets
were described in a very unfavourable manner by the travellers, who often linked
the Jewish faith and the filth of the streets. At the end of the nineteenth century
in Jerusalem, “This neighbourhood is the dreadful receptacle where this deicide
race wallows, dragging its miserable tattered coat-tail through the road’s mud
and corruption. No words can describe it. In these wretched streets I witnessed
putrefying animal carcasses piled by the door through which the Jews led Jesus
to Pilate, with the children playing beside those rotting heaps!”, writes lady
pilgrim Bazelaire in 1888, agreeing with four travellers from the same period,
three French abbots Polydore (1895), Letremble (1894) and Nicole (1898), as
well as with French novelist Pierre Loti (1894).48 Criticism of the old Jewish
hamlets was not limited to the Christian travellers, extending to some Jewish
travellers in the twentieth century because the Zionists were opposed by the
orthodox Jews.49

The contrast depicted by the travellers between the suburbs and the old
city of Jerusalem or between Tel Aviv and Jaffa was not a pure Invention; a
gap was occurring in Palestine at the dawn of the twentieth century that was
not a unique phenomenon in the Middle East.50 Jerusalem was divided into
two distinct parts: the old town with unpaved streets and the modern suburbs
with electricity and wide avenues covered with macadam to allow motor
traffic.51 From 1860, in the aftermath of the Crimean War, new suburbs were
built outside the walls of Jerusalem. They imposed a new urban model,
imported from Europe by the architects of the religious congregations and
mainly by the Zionist organizations.52 With the coming of the new railways,
a station, hotels, shops, consulates, schools, and banks also established
themselves there.53

The representation by the travellers of these two geographical zones reveals
a lot about their attitudes. European travellers were attracted by and now
stayed in the new suburbs: “Here we find airiness, nice shops, movement, cars,
and acceptable costumes. Europeans and Asians live side by side, and the
languages of old Europe mix with Eastern tongues. To give a clearer picture,
Europeans have just arrived at the railway station and boldly ask the old Arab
Jerusalem for the right to stay. These Europeans will happily leave Jerusalem to
its ancient walls and age-old beliefs, once their factories, business activities
and industries are spreading along the hills surrounding the holy city”, states
abbot Polydore as early as 1895, alongside author Loti (1894), abbot Nicole
(1898), pilgrim Danjean (1906) and Red Cross representative Reynier
(1948).54 The new district became the colonial symbol of the West conquering
the East: “The gaze falls at once on the city itself with its majestic wall, its
surrounding neighbourhoods, and its newly built up areas. Europe embraces
the Arab town and the Jewish town with a prodigious appetite to devour them.
Will she succeed some day”?55
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In 1911, the town of Tel Aviv was born. This brand new shop window of
political Zionism was entirely Jewish.56 The town mushroomed; once a suburb
of Jaffa with only a few hundred inhabitants in 1909, Tel Aviv boasted
500,000 inhabitants by the end of the 1920s. Between 1910 and 1948, ten non-
pilgrim travellers were attracted by the European-like place they had discovered
in Palestine. Journalist Helsey (1929) depicted Tel Aviv as the exact opposite
of the Palestinian Arab cities: “A truly great and modern city [ … ] with
luxurious installations meeting the latest refinements of the most studied
urbanism. Large asphalted avenues, with wide pavements linking the various
neighbourhoods, which are logically arranged following a specific blueprint”.57

In 1929 the writer Roland Dorgelès crossed the Arab town of Jaffa to enter
Tel Aviv:

[A]nd all of a sudden everything changes. In the blink of an eye the cre-
vassed ground smoothes out, busy avenues open out, darkened housefronts
turn clean, shops and mansions spring up just as slums do on the other
side. It is as if the East was erased with a magic wand, and we are back in
Europe. This is more or less what is happening: coming from Jaffa we
have now entered Tel Aviv. We are no longer among the Muslims, but
among the Zionists. [ … ] In the time it takes to cross just one street I fast
forward through three centuries. I know this is going to happen, but every
time I am amazed. A signpost could be planted here to indicate that
civilization begins on this side of the pavement.58

Figure 8.5 “The market of Jaffa”, in H. Nicole, Les voyages artistiques mis à la portée de
tout le monde. Jérusalem et la Palestine (Paris: Tolra et Simonet, 1899), 11.
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The East and the West were positioned opposite each other, as in a mirror,
to emphasize the contrast between the barbarism of the former and the civili-
zation of the latter. One author described the strength, if not the superiority,
of the European civilization established by the Zionists in Palestine. The
writer imagined the admiration of the Arabs, aware of their own inferiority,
towards the Zionists: “disgusted with infected streets, low dead-ends with
walls oozing moisture, I am like those Bedouins who stop, dazzled by the first
shop they see in the evening, brilliant with electricity: I discover progress, I
become civilized”.59 Between 1911 and 1948, eight travellers crossing the Zio-
nist suburbs of Saint John of Acre (Haïfa), Tiberias or the Zionist settlements,
made similar statements.60

Nineteen travellers from the very end of the nineteenth century until the
1940s asserted that the new European-like suburbs and cities, mostly built by
the Jewish settlers, indicated the high level of civilization of their builders.
Among them, four were Jews and the fifth was a Jew converted to Christianity.
This could partly explain their favourable opinions. Only five of them were
pilgrims (this low figure could be explained by the competition between
Christianity and the Jewish faith in the nineteenth century, if not sometimes by
anti-Semitism); nine were writers or journalists. The Western origin of these
hamlets and towns Implied a positive perception by the travellers. They were
familiar with this model, matching their ethnocentric references about what was
the civilization, the only one conceivable for them. As a consequence, Jewish
settlers influenced by Western ideas were considered as bringers of civilization
in Palestine.

Conclusion

Most of the travelogues examined present two types of descriptions of the
urban planning in Palestine that changed through time. During the first period,
from 1800 to around 1917, the Arab Muslim towns were perceived negatively
while the Christian places were depicted very positively. This corresponds to
the period of high expectations by the French authorities about the religious
protectorate over the Holy places in Palestine mixed with some kind of political
power over the country. Then, a second period started with the end of the
First World War, meaning the loss of the French ambitions over the mandate
in Palestine and the protectorate. This corresponds to a decrease in the interest
of the travellers in the Christian towns. Instead, they started visiting Jewish
cities and locations with an increasing rate, especially Jaffa, the suburbs of
Jerusalem and some Zionist settlements. Some of the travellers, Christians or
not, pilgrims or not, started then to identify themselves to the Zionists, to
marvel at their creations and to give very positive descriptions of their towns,
houses and fields.

But for all of those descriptions, it seems obvious that the inhabitants’ religious
and/or ethnic backgrounds influenced the travellers’ perception about the
Palestinian urban space. Consciously or not, the travellers showed in their
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description of Palestine that Arab urban planning was primitive, as were the
inhabitants. The travellers’ descriptions of the misery of Muslim and traditional
Jewish towns reveals the extent to which they wished to alienate Muslims and
Jews in Palestine. Conversely, the authors recognized themselves in the Christian
and occidental cities.

This phenomenon could be explained in part by the scheme of thought of the
travellers, as described by the anthropologist Laplantine. This representation of
the ‘other’ oscillating between rejection and fascination is not the reality but a
construction. The other is not considered for himself. One is looking at one-
self through the other.61 When the travellers found evidence of civilization in
the urban landscape of Palestine, these proofs never came from Muslim Arabs
but were always Catholic and/or Western initiatives. The recognition of what
was civilized or not lay in the ethnocentrism of the mainly French and Catholic
travellers.

Through reference to Edward Said’s ideas, History can bring additional
insight into that perception. This is because the travellers’ discourse is also a
way to show their domination and to prove how the Muslims and Jews from
the yishuv could be ‘improved’ (as urbanists but probably also as people) by the
practice of Christianity and by adopting a Western way of life. In the nineteenth
century, the accounts of numerous travellers—and not only of pilgrims—
showed how exceptional Bethlehem and Nazareth were, thanks to the Christian
faith of their inhabitants and the presence of Catholic missionaries. This
was precisely the great period of national pilgrimages, during which clerical
authorities used many images, celebrating the first Crusade as a time of political
and religious grandeur for France.

The contemporary discourse used by the travellers also reflects the nineteenth
century political concern with colonialism: Palestine must be re-conquered,
civilized and converted. From the 1880s onwards, a major change occurred in
the discourse of the travellers, becoming even more obvious after the First
World War: the model of Western civilization was no longer conveyed by
missionaries but by Zionists from Europe. Overall, religion became a less
important factor. Very few travellers were Jews or Zionists, but most (with the
significant exception of the pilgrims) identified with the settlers whom they
now recognized as Westerners because of their achievements. This may have
been because the French authorities now realized that political power over
Palestine was lost and the travelogues reflected this. Moreover, it seems that
the francophone travellers preferred Palestine to be ruled by Western Jewish
people rather than by Arabs or their English rivals. The paradox of anti-
Semitism was even more complex in the corpus of travelogues from the end of
the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries, where the Jews
were more positively perceived in Palestine than they were in France. The
travellers seemed to relay the ideas of their time in their accounts. When
describing the Arab housing in Palestine or Jewish hamlets of Jerusalem, they
were mainly talking about themselves and their own concerns, rather than
about the Arabs’ looks.
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Notes
1 However, between 1831 and 1839, Palestine was under Egyptian occupation.
2 Jean-Didier Urbain, L’idiot du voyage (Paris: Payot, 1991), 145.
3 Amodru, 485, about Nazareth; Poucel, 13, and Dorgelès, 73–74, about Jerusalem.
4 Vincent Lemire, “L’eau à Jérusalem à la fin de la période ottomane”, Bulletin du

centre de recherche français de Jérusalem 7 (2000), 67, and Yehoshua Ben Arieh,
Jerusalem in the XIXth century (London; Tel-Aviv: Palgrave-McMillan, 1985),
17–18. In comparison, André Raymond, Le Caire (Paris, Fayard, 1993), 42,
estimates that the total population of Cairo was around 270,000 inhabitants in
1800 and around 375,000 in 1882.

5 Ben Arieh, Jerusalem, 24 and 391–98. Jerusalem could not be considered as a
typical Muslim city because it is much more ancient. Also, it was a sacred place
for three important religions and for that reason presented a specific geographical
structure. The districts of Jerusalem were specific to its way of living, based on the
economic activities of those religions. In the last centuries, the Muslim administra-
tion did little for the development of the city, which was considered as secondary
from a strategic point of view.

6 Ibid., 17–18. With the same number of inhabitants as Jerusalem in the nineteenth
century, Saint John of Acre was more important as it was a regional capital, while
Jaffa was more important on an economic and commercial plan, thanks to its port.

7 Valléry-Radot, 54: “la ville est triste, les environs sont nus et sévères, cependant il
plane sur le pays un souvenir de grandeur qui pénètre le cœur et le plonge dans
une douce mélancolie. Tout ce qui frappe les yeux vous parle à la conscience et
nécessairement la pensée se joint à la nature pour impressionner l’esprit”.

8 Bourassé, 123, Lamartine, 66 and 149, Flaubert, 244, Enault, 56 and 109, Zeller,
42, Darboy, 77, Guerlin, 246, Chalom and Lévy, 65 and 127, Ruelens, 147.

9 Letremble, 38: ”Voilà ces villes d’Orient, si belles, quand on les voit de loin, si
laides et si affreuses, quand on met le pied dedans!”

10 Darboy, 373: “Safed est moins une ville qu’un amas de villages n’ayant ni centre
ni unité. La forteresse seule domine ce chaos de maisons dispersées sur trois
montagnes” and Chateaubriand, 163.

11 Enault, 59–60: “Les villes d’Orient n’ont pas de rues: on bâtit comme l’on peut et
où l’on veut; aucun édile ne songe à vous imposer les lois sévères de l’alignement:
aussi, quand il s’agit d’aller d’un point à un autre, la ligne droite n’est jamais le
plus court chemin. Il faut frayer sa route à travers un pâté de maisons qui grimpent
les unes par-dessus les autres”, Darboy, 319, Lamothe, 233, Polydore, 285.

12 Enault, 67: “On ne sait pas en Orient ce que c’est qu’une route: le chemin vicinal
y reste à l’état de mythe irréalisable”, Chateaubriand, 224, Lamartine, 165,
Flaubert, 243, Ruelens, 222. Positive opinions are very scarce until the beginning
of the twentieth century.

13 Enault, 350, Darboy, 54, Nicole, 58, Lobry, 134, Guerlin, 10, Poucel, 15,
Valléry-Radot, 111, Kessel, 74, Helsey, 8, Dorgelès, 78, Caussèque, 34.

14 In the 1830s, the poet Lamartine, 147–49, depicts Jerusalem thus: “Streets are
obstructed by rubble and massed up refuse. The poorest Alpine or Pyrenean hamlet,
the most neglected streets of our neighbourhoods abandoned to the lowest tier of
our working classes are cleaner, more luxurious and elegant than the deserted
streets of the queen of towns”; but also Reynier, 183, Tharaud, 47, Kessel, 42,
Zeller, 49.

15 Lamartine, 149, Michon, 56, Audouard, 425, Ruelens, 151, Guerlin, 26, Poucel,
15, Dorgelès, 63, Bazelaire, 130, Helsey, 101, Chalom and Lévy, 151.

16 Audouard, 441: “d’affreuses habitations arabes dont la structure est des plus
primitives et d’une absence complète d’art, de goût et de symétrie; leur solidité
même laisse beaucoup à désirer”.
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17 Chateaubriand, 274, Enault, 59, Darboy, 227, Lamothe, 250, Lecache, 62.
18 Lamartine, 175: “faites de fiente de chameau pétrie avec de la boue”, Loti, 135.
19 Caussèque, 103: “Nous gardons, de notre brève visite, un souvenir de village nègre!

Qu’on se figure des cases, des huttes de boue séchée, des haies ou murette de
même … matériau. Je ne dis pas des maisons, des clôtures; mais un assemblage
grossier, primitif, hétéroclite. L’habitat d’une tribu dégénérée”.

20 Lamartine, 79, Guerlin, 195, Bourassé, 408 and Bazelaire, 100. Only Cristina
Belgiojoso, 204, delivers a positive opinion.

21 Ruelens, 280: “nous passons devant des cabanes, plus propres à servir de chenils à
une meute de chiens que d’habitations à des êtres raisonnables. ( … ) des
hommes, vrais portraits du diable, sortent de tous côtés de leurs tanières”; for
Ruelens, 419, the buildings look like “human nests” or “dens”. Nicole, 210,
Valléry-Radot, 200, Bazelaire, 90, Letremble, 36, Guerlin, 237.

22 Ruelens, 274: “quelles masures! quels trous infects! quelles huttes en torchis! et
là-dedans habitent des hommes, des femmes et des enfants. Ah! certes, on se croirait
plutôt devant un village d’ourangs-outangs [sic] et de chimpanzés”.

23 Loewenbach, 89 in Jericho.
24 Ben Arieh, Jerusalem, 27. One single traveller, Audouard, 443, underlined that

the Ottoman ruler Izzet-Pacha made some improvements in Jerusalem’s urban
planning.

25 Ibid., 26.
26 Pilgrim Bourassé, 56, stated: “No oriental town offers foreigners the elegance,

symmetry, cleanliness, and order they are used to in Europe. The roads are in
complete disorder, not to mention [littered with] waste. This mix can appear
picturesque but it is too often grotesque and disgusting so that one has to avert
their gaze from it”.

27 The travellers were unanimous on that matter: fifty out of sixty-three point out at
least one negative element about the urban planning in Palestine. Positive
descriptions were very scarce. Among these fifty travellers, one can find twelve
pilgrims and thirteen non-pilgrims in the nineteenth century, and thirteen pilgrims
and twelve other travellers in the twentieth century. However, the pilgrims from
the nineteenth century are the most critical towards the Arabic urban planning.

28 Vogüé, 30–31: Hebron “n’a jamais pu se mettre au pas de la civilisation. En
dehors de tout mouvement européen, à peine visitée de loin en loin par de rares
pèlerins, elle a gardé une physionomie foncièrement orientale, c’est-à-dire, il faut
bien se l’avouer, la saleté, la misère, l’absence de tout bien-être, de tout essor
industriel”.

29 Darboy, 53–54: “un gros village à moitié barbare”.
30 Danjean, 91: village “d’une civilisation qui laisse beaucoup à désirer”.
31 Chalom and Lévy, 88: Jerusalem “la plus ancienne et la moins évoluée parmi les

cités du monde”.
32 Edward Said, Culture et impérialisme (Paris : Fayard-Monde diplomatique, 1999),

196–97.
33 Amodru, 243: “ici, comme en toute la Terre Sainte, les ravages et l’incurie des

musulmans ont fait le désert et la solitude”.
34 Darboy, 393: “une misère et une saleté toutes musulmanes”.
35 Lamothe, 233: “sont mal pavées, sales, montueuses, tristes comme celles de toutes

les villes arabes”.
36 Touzard, 85: “misérable comme tout ce qui est arabe” et Londres, 194.
37 Three travellers give negative descriptions: Ruelens, 308, Faure, 99–101 and

Jamart, 18.
38 Guy Jucquois and Pierre Sauvage, L’invention de l’antisémitisme racial

(Louvain-la-Neuve: Academia-Bruylant, 2001), 52–412.
39 Caussèque, 59, Bourassé, 415–416, Bazelaire, 303.
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40 Nicole, 224.
41 Caussèque, 58 Bethlehem: “est riante. Je ne connais que Nazareth pour lui être

comparée. En outre, la population est, presque en totalité, chrétienne; on en
éprouve je ne sais quel soulagement, et peut-être faut-il y voir l’explication de tant de
joie épandue sous ce soleil”, Danjean, 130, Flaubert, 251, Cristina Belgiojoso, 205
or Lamothe, 307. Among these twenty-four travellers, were fourteen pilgrims
(eight in the nineteenth century; six in the twentieth) and ten non-pilgrims (eight
in the nineteenth and two in the twentieth century).

42 Jamart, 18: “Ville de dix mille âmes dont la moitié est catholique. Une joie douce
et sereine rayonne au-dessus de cette cité qui, au lieu d’avoir à pleurer sur le
tombeau d’un Dieu, montre avec allégresse l’emplacement de son berceau”.

43 Nicole, 224: “Avec ( … ) les clochers de ses chapelles et de ses couvents, la petite
cité n’a qu’un air semi-oriental. Ses rues sont proprettes: plus de passages obscurs
et voûtés, ni de farouches grillages aux fenêtres, ni de visages voilés: on sent qu’on
est en terre chrétienne. Tout y est plein de charmes et d’attraits”; Guerlin, 268
and Chalom and Lévy, 56–57.

44 Enault, 366: “On ne se croirait plus en Syrie, sous le joug pesant du vainqueur;
c’est une autre atmosphère, un autre souffle, une autre vie. ( … ) les Turcs mêmes
ont un faux air de chrétiens, et le muezzim, qui chante la prière du haut des
minarets, ne demanderait pas mieux que de sonner l’Angelus. Sur les marchés et sur
les places, on fait le même bruit que dans nos foires de Bretagne et de Normandie”
and Guerlin, 268: “Indeed it is surprising to find the town of Jesus so similar to
all our small French towns.”

45 Guerlin, 268: “Rien d’arabe, rien d’exotique”, and Valléry-Radot, 211–13.
46 Valléry-Radot, 159: “cette charité, qui prie en français, enseigne et secourt en

français, n’est pas pour rien dans cet amour joyeux qui chante et luit sur la ville
de la Nativité”.

47 Guerlin, 268–69: “l’aspect propret de ces couvents, édifiés à la place des misér-
ables masures d’autrefois, ne correspond-il pas au grand changement qui s’est
produit dans l’âme humaine? La boue a disparu de la société régénérée, aussi bien
que de l’architecture” and Danjean, 86.

48 Bazelaire, 156: “Ce quartier est le réceptacle immonde dans lequel croupit le
peuple déicide, traînant les loques de son manteau de misère dans la boue et la
corruption du chemin. C’est innommable! Tout est pêle-mêle dans ces affreuses
ruelles; j’y ai vu des cadavres d’animaux en putréfaction entassés près de la porte
Sterquilinaire et les enfants grouiller à côté de ces infections!”, Polydore, 170–72,
Letremble, 82, Loti, 175, Nicole, 86.

49 In particular Lecache, 20.
50 About the development of Cairo, see the study by the American historian Janet

Abu Lughod, Cairo: 1001 years of the city victorious. New York, Princeton
University Press, 1971 (quoted in Said, Culture et impérialisme, 196–970.

51 Ibid., p. 197.
52 Lecache, 46, Chalom and Lévy, 67.
53 Ben Arieh, Jerusalem, 152: the building of the suburbs of Jerusalem by the Jewish

migrants began in the 1880s and intensified between 1891 and 1898. The Muslim
presence was very scarce outside the ramparts.

54 Polydore, 225: “Ici, il y a de l’air, de beaux magasins, du mouvement, des voitures,
des costumes acceptables. L’européen y coudoie l’asiatique, et les langues de la vieille
Europe y fraternisent avec les langues orientales. Disons mieux, c’est l’Europe qui
vient de débarquer à la station de chemin de fer, et qui demande avec audace le
droit de cité à la vieille Jérusalem arabe. Volontiers elle laissera Jérusalem dans ses
murailles antiques, à ses dévotions séculaires, le jour où ses usines, son commerce et
son industrie s’étageront le long des collines qui entourent la Ville sainte”, Nicole,
57, Danjean, 116, Reynier, 34. Loti, 99.
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55 Polydore, 216: “Le regard embrasse, à la fois, la ville proprement dite, avec sa
majestueuse enceinte de murailles, ses faubourgs, ses constructions nouvelles.
L’Europe étreint la ville arabe et la ville juive, ayant grande envie de les dévorer.
Y parviendra-t-elle un jour?”.

56 Henry Laurens, La Question de Palestine (Paris: Fayard, 1999), 251.
57 Helsey, 149–52: “Une vraie grande cité moderne. ( … ) Et des installations

luxueuses conformes aux derniers raffinements de l’urbanisme le plus étudié. De
belles avenues asphaltées, bordées de trottoirs larges, desservent les différents
quartiers, logiquement disposés d’après un plan d’ensemble. Les monuments
publics ont de la gravité, les Palaces de l’arrogance”, Londres, 203 and 168,
Kessel, 28: “Jewish towns and hamlets bear the trademark of the West”, 37: “this
is the only place where the cleanliness reminds us of the Occident”, Danjean, 101–2,
Tharaud, 298, Lecache, 144.

58 Dorgelès, 133–35: “subitement, tout change. En un clin d’œil, le sol éventré
s’aplanit, les chaussées encombrées se dégagent, les façades noires se nettoient, il
pousse des magasins et des villas comme de l’autre côté des taudis. On dirait que
l’Orient s’est effacé d’un coup de baguette, et qu’on a regagné l’Europe. C’est à
peu près cela: de Jaffa, on vient d’entrer dans Tel Aviv. Nous ne sommes plus
chez les musulmans: nous sommes chez les sionistes. ( … ) Le temps de traverser
une rue, et l’on franchit trois siècles. J’ai beau m’y attendre, chaque fois, je
m’émerveille. ( … ) on pourrait planter le poteau ici: la civilisation commence à
ce trottoir”, Chalom and Lévy, 22, 118, 121–22.

59 Dorgelès, 136–38: “dégoûté des ruelles infectes, des impasses voûtées dont les
murs suintent, je suis comme ces Bédouins qui s’arrêtent, éblouis, au premier
magasin qu’ils aperçoivent, le soir, flamboyant d’électricité: je découvre le progrès,
je me civilise. [ … ] Partout, des maisons poussent, d’un style qu’on reconnaît:
Rotterdam ou Munich dans la plaine de Saron. [ … ] Tel Aviv a construit des
ateliers et des fabriques, fournit déjà du ciment et des briques à ces Arabes qui se
contentaient de torchis et ses orangeries commencent à rivaliser avec celles de
Jaffa”, and Kessel, 67.

60 These eight travellers included one Catholic pilgrim, three non-pilgrim Catholics
(among them Touzard, 69) and four non-pilgrim Jews (Kessel, 93, Lecache, 170
and Chalom and Lévy, 58).

61 François Laplantine, L’anthropologie (Paris: Seghers, 1987), 50, and Jean-Marc
Moura, Lire l’exotisme (Paris: Dunod, 1992), 8.
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9 In and out of the frame
Finnish painters discovering Tunisia

Marie-Sofie Lundström

In his book, The Tourist Gaze, the sociologist John Urry classifies tourist sites
according to “three dichotomies: whether they are an object of the romantic
or collective tourist gaze; whether they are historical or modern; and whether
they are presented as authentic or inauthentic”.1 Any “exotic” travel destination
can be considered in terms of Urry’s dichotomies. This chapter will discuss
the ways in which all three dichotomies are, metaphorically, present in pictures
of Tunisia by foreign visitors. Tunis was the object of a romantic, but also
collective, “tourist gaze”; Eastern life was considered a reminiscence of the past
(thereby invoking a “modern” world view); and finally, the painters concretized
and “authenticated” their pictures (and by extension, their experiences) by their
choice of subject and other strategies.

All these “tourist strategies” are present in the œuvres of two Finnish painters
who worked extensively in North Africa: Hugo Backmansson (1860–1953)
and Oscar Parviainen (1880–1938). Finnish Orientalist painters were a rare
phenomenon, and only a small number went to Tunisia; as well as Back-
mansson and Parvianen, the sculptor Emil Cedercreutz (1879–1949) went
there in 1904–05, Meri Genetz (1885–1943) and Calle Wargh (1895–1937) in
1930–31, and Helle Olin (1906–44) who, in the 1930s, travelled all over North
Africa, including Tunisia. Whether Venny Soldan (later Soldan-Brofelt, 1863–
1945) visited the country is uncertain, since only a few drawings are to be
found in her Spanish sketchbook, and they are probably from a journey in
1890. However, no explicitly Tunisian paintings or drawings by these artists
can be located, and are therefore not discussed here.

Backmansson was a Finnish officer, portraitist and “Orientalist” painter.
Educated in Saint Petersburg in painting battle scenes, he made his living by
selling paintings with motifs from North Africa, and portraiture. His career
as a professional painter started relatively late, in his forties, and his interests
soon turned to North Africa as a source of inspiration. In 1898, he visited
Tunisia; this was a period of artistic productivity and he later labelled his trip
to Tunis his “African journey”.2 His first journey to the continent was followed
by many longer visits in Morocco, so typical of his later artistic career,
including a prolonged sojourn in Tangier and its surroundings between 1907
and 1910, when he also visited Fez. During his later journeys, he mostly



stayed in Tangier, but also made several trips to the inner parts of Morocco.
He spent some time in Marrakech in the 1920s, and visited Casablanca. In
1939 he stayed for a shorter period in Tangier. The last time he visited Morocco
was in 1946–47. He was well over 80 at the time, and it was a less productive
stay because of his advanced age and his wife’s illness.

During his early trip to Tunis, Backmansson painted generally ethno-
graphic works of the locals in the city and on the beaches. He excelled in
watercolour technique and painted several portraits of locals, Berbers and
Tuaregs as well as Black Africans, religious men and festivals, gatherings outside
the city and in the markets, as well as some unpeopled landscapes. His small
paintings from his Tunis trip were exhibited to enthusiastic audiences the year
following the journey. These pictures, however, form a stark contrast to his
later cityscapes from Morocco, which are crowd scenes with vaguely rendered
figures. The Moroccan pictures form a large part of his production, and he
frequently painted replicas back home in Finland. These later pictures were not
always as well received by exhibition reviewers, and never had the same
success, perhaps due to his unsuccessful attempt to paint according to the new
currents in art.3

Parviainen was born into a wealthy family in Helsinki. In 1894–95, he suffered
from lung fever and pleurisy, and during the convalescence his interests turned to
painting. The following year, he began drawing classes at the Finnish Art
Society; in 1898, he was moved to the model class, but interrupted his studies
the same year. In 1899, he studied in the studio of the Danish painter P.S. Kröyer
in Copenhagen; in 1900, he moved to Paris, where he studied in the studio of
Fernard Cormon at the École des Beaux-Arts. In 1903, he became a member
of the Finnish Art Society, gaining status as a professional painter. Later the
same year, he moved to Stockholm, beginning studies in the graphical arts in
the atelier of the Swedish artist Axel Tallberg. He was widely travelled, and
stayed long periods abroad each year, at sanatoriums and other resorts
because of his failing health. He therefore had the opportunity to paint in many
different locations in Italy, Spain, France, Austria, Switzerland, Germany, as
well as North Africa.

Parviainen is perhaps best known for his etchings, though his interest in
North Africa is also documented in his drawings and paintings. Other material
relating to his journeys is scarce, however, save for a few letters. He visited
North Africa on three occasions: in the winter of 1904–05, in the spring of
1926 and in the winter of 1926–27. His drawings show that he stayed in
Tunisia during the first trip and in the spring of 1926. Parviainen’s Tunisian art
works have mainly been studied here by way of comparison to Backmansson’s.

In the following, Backmansson’s journey to Tunis during the spring and
early summer of 1898 will be examined in detail. The primary material is
Backmansson’s paintings, but exhibition reviews are also taken into account
since they show how his production was received back home. His itinerary is
reconstructed and his artworks scrutinized in order to establish what kind of
cityscapes he chose to paint. He also showed interest in the local population,
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and the discussion concerns his approach to the inhabitants of the city. Another
question is how he visualized his experiences, and how what Urry calls “eye-
witness observation’ is revealed in his art. His cityscapes and portraits of the
locals are compared to earlier, traditional orientalist paintings in order to
position them within the framework of Western Europe. Due to his desire
to depict traditional orientalist milieus and people, Backmansson’s pictures
are late modifications of the orientalist genre. However, he excluded the
magnificent and inauthentic characteristic of traditional Orientalism. Instead,
his views are delicately rendered paintings of anonymous and everyday Tunis.
Finally, the category of ‘the exotic” is discussed within the context of European
tourism and in connection with the fear of modernity.

The painter, the tourist, the souvenir: painting in Oriental countries

Painters of travel pictures can be considered tourists, though they may travel
in search of inspiration (or, as in Parviainen’s case, to take care of his health).
Likewise, travel pictures—both paintings by artists, photographs, and postcards
intended for tourists—share several characteristics with souvenirs, though the
artists create them instead of buying them. Their drawings and paintings of a
distant country function in the same way as commercial souvenirs as they are
tangible memories of experiences: by choosing “typically authentic” and
metonymical fragments of the foreign culture—at the expense of other, unde-
sirable features—“staged” travel pictures provide convincing images of the
places visited.4 Especially when provided with a signature, marking time, or
place, travel pictures are much like souvenirs—the painters did paint in order to
sell their pictures, and to people who had not necessarily visited the same places.
This kind of “tourist art”, i.e. travel pictures as souvenirs, has a memory
function because of its concreteness and its ability to provide proof of an
ephemeral experience. Putting a hand on a souvenir not only means remem-
bering that one was there, but “proving” it. Thus, travel pictures are similar
to souvenirs and are proof of “when I was abroad”.5 The image transferred to
canvas recalls an individual experience and thus functions as a fragmentary
and “representational” souvenir; a part which represents the whole.6 In this
chapter, this metonymy means that architectural views and portraits of the
locals function as representations of the country.

Travel pictures might therefore be understood as concrete proof of a more
or less collective way of looking at other cultures. Nineteenth and early-
twentieth-century Orientalism in art was concerned with depicting Islamic
cultures. It is a branch of exoticism and a term which, so to speak, collects
motifs within a specific genre. As “Orientalists” I here regard painters who
create “oriental” scenes for a European public, regardless of style. It is an
openly exotic genre painting. Representatives of traditional Orientalism were
interested in the great monuments, the glamorous, and the extravagant. Their
paintings show rulers in their glittering palaces, mosques, minarets and
muezzins, harem scenes and belly dancers, city gates and cityscapes, caravans
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in the desert and exotic animals. The subjects were found in the so-called
oriental countries, including Andalusia in Southern Spain, North Africa,
Egypt, the “biblical” countries, Turkey and Greece. All these countries belong or
have belonged to the Muslim cultural sphere. Thus defined, Orientalism is the
Western view of the “Orient”—a certain way to look at oriental cultures.

In this context, it might be fruitful to consider Edward W. Said’s controversial
book Orientalism, published in 1978, and which marks the beginning of post-
colonial studies and critical analysis of the cultural foundations on which
Western study and perception of Eastern Cultures rest. Said describes a system
of thought and cultural production which defined much of the Western idea
about the Orient—particularly Islam and the Middle East—which bore only a
scant relation to the lived realities of Middle Eastern and Islamic culture, and
which demonstrated the Western sense of superiority and its definitions of
cultural Self and Other. The work of the painters discussed here, in its use of
an orientalist iconography, was shaped by the attitudes inherent in the com-
petition of the leading European nation states, as well as an expansion of
European imperialism during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and
which provide Said’s point of departure. However, Said was not an art historian
and his aim was to reveal an ideological superstructure dictating the form of
scholarly, literary, and political texts, not necessarily the attitudes reflected in
the visual arts.7

Yet Said might be useful for art historians. At the very beginning of
Orientalism, he describes the “long tradition” of Orientalism as “a way of
coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s special place in
European Western experience. The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is
also the place of Europe’s greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of
its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, and one of its deepest
and most recurring images of the Other”.8 Said describes how the Western
view of the “Oriental” countries is based on a differentiation between a
“Western” and an “Eastern” field. He notes that a field is an enclosed entity
and that the idea of representation resembles one from the world of theatre:
the Orient is the scene that encloses the East, and different figures perform on
this stage, representing the larger totality that they come from.9 For the most
part (but not always), painters considered as orientalists depicted something
that might be labelled “authentic otherness”. The remarkable realism of
orientalist pictures rendered an unfamiliar and strange civilization as an
object the observer could almost touch.10 But the “authenticity” of their pictures
is always more or less staged.

The Orient thus helped Europe (or the West) define an image, idea, per-
sonality, and experience that would serve as an absolute contrast to itself. As
Malcolm Kerr, a specialist in the Middle East and Arab world, has observed,
Said wished to show “that a wide variety of French and British writers and
travellers of the past two centuries tended consistently to take an a priori view
of the Near East as an exotic, degenerate, sensual, fanatical, and generically
different (yet undifferentiated) culture, defined fundamentally by the Islamic

M.S. Lundström 211



tradition, an unalterable, anti-humanist faith incapable of development or
reform”.11 We should also note that on the first edition of Said’s book the picture
on the dust jacket was the French orientalist painter Jean-Léon Gérôme’s The
Snake Charmer (c. 1870, Cleveland Museum of Art, Ohio). Here we see a naked,
adolescent boy putting a sizeable snake, wrapped around his body, on show for a
company of men and a small boy in ethnographic costume, sagging at the base
of a blue wall of richly painted oriental tile. As Kerr remarks, “the picture itself
speaks volumes”.12 Gérôme’s painting has also been the target of art historian
LindaNochlin’s Said-inspired analysis, in which she critically examines Gérôme’s
orientalist paintings as depicting a place where time stands still.13

The heyday of Orientalism in pictorial art was the early and mid-nineteenth
century, but impressionism brought about a change in focus, and so-called
everyday events gradually replaced historical sights and city monuments. An
increasing number of painters chose to depict unidentified street corners,
market squares, and scenes from hidden gardens, bathed in colour and light,
without the documentary quality of earlier orientalist pictures.14 Orientalist
motifs, however, continued to be painted well into the twentieth century, and
the Finnish “orientalist” painters belong in this later period.15 Art historian
Sinna Rissanen, who has studied Finnish painters in North Africa during the
early twentieth century, has shown that their art is indeed orientalist. It is the
attractions, the motifs, and the subjects they chose to paint that are decisive:
the Finnish debate on Orientalism follows the European mainstream, focusing
on exotic content and exuberant colours.16

That a change was already under way in the 1880s is suggested by the work
of another Finnish painter. When Albert Edelfelt (1854–1905) visited southern
Spain in 1881, he travelled from one great Muslim monument to another, but
he did not depict them.17 Neither did Backmansson, who toured Moorish
Andalusia in 1908.18 Former periods of eminence were not suitable subjects
for a modern painter.19 But it is important to note that, when Edelfelt applied for
a travel grant to Spain, he planned to extend his journey to Tangier where he
wanted to see and experience “real Arabian life”. In contrast to the ruins in
southern Spain, he thought, the real, authentic life of the Muslim world could
be observed there.20 Since the Moors still lived in North Africa, this would
make his own experience something much more authentic.21 In line with these
thoughts, he had written a deprecatory review of the traditional Orientalist
painters’ exhibition in Paris a few years earlier.22

The decadence of traditional Orientalism was a result of the influence of
modern art: the viewer must feel that the travel pictures are true representations
of the reality they claim to depict. The painters accomplished this by choosing
modest subjects and by including “authentic”, although fragmentary details,
chosen more or less at random.23 Late Orientalism is thus more concerned
with the painterly aspects of the places depicted, and the style is different,
more abstract. The repertoire is nevertheless almost the same, portraying
similar stereotypes. Time and again, painters sought out places they probably
already knew from travel books and pictures, but were different enough from
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their own culture. This is typical of all tourist behaviour, which sustains the
assumption that artists were as much tourists as other travellers.

Tunisia as a travel destination

Phoenicians, Greeks and Romans have all left their marks on the North African
countries and Egypt. The Phoenicians founded Carthage in the Tunisian gulf,
the Romans Volubilis in what then was called Mauretania (today’s Morocco).
Then came the Moors, who also conquered most of the Spanish peninsula. The
Sahara desert was an effective barrier, while the Mediterranean functioned as
a link between Africa and Europe for thousands of years.

In Western imagery, Tunisia has frequently been bundled together with
Morocco and Algeria, but the countries are all very different, geographically,
politically, and culturally, and their popularity as travel destinations has
changed over time. The European colonization of Northern Africa and Egypt
encouraged and enabled visits by artists from all over Europe, especially from
France, England and Germany. France also had economic and political
interests in Morocco, which was a French protectorate from 1912 to 1956.
Algeria had come under French sovereignty as early as 1830, when French troops
landed near Algiers to suppress the dreaded pirates who pillaged ships along the
North African coast and seriously disturbed the shipping trade. Algeria thereafter
remained a French colony until its independence in 1960. Tunisia’s colonial
history began when the country was handed over to France by the Ottoman
Empire in 1883. Tunisia was the first North African country which was
turned into a protectorate instead of a colony. From the late nineteenth century
until the country’s independence in 1956, French and other European painters
discovered and depicted the country.

The thrill of visiting Morocco or Algeria was, however, dominant, and
Tunisia never exceeded their popularity.24 Considerably smaller, it was also
regarded as less picturesque, and did not attract nearly as many painters as
the neighbouring countries.25 Tunis had submitted to Westernization relatively
early, and was divided in two parts: one for the locals, medina, and one
mainly inhabited by Europeans, ville européenne. In the 1870s, the European
population mainly consisted of Sicilians and Maltese. Other Europeans were
few, mostly officials and some tradesmen,26 but already in the 1880s the
number of foreigners had risen.27

Despite this, the medina in Tunis remained one of the most remarkable in the
Muslim world. The Finnish journalist Otto J. Hjelt, who published a travelogue
from Corsica and Tunis in the daily newspaper Morgonbladet between 1875
and 1877, reports that his encounter with Tunis was as if he had been trans-
ported to an entirely new and strange world: “The variety of different races, the
bright colours and the different shapes of the costumes, the congestion, the
noise and the cries of men and animals in the narrow streets, the peculiar
customs, the strange architecture—all this confused and bewildered us [.]—we
did not know if the things we saw were reality or a dream”.28
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It was only after Tunisia became a protectorate that the country became
popular among painters, with artist visitors representing most European
countries, although predominantly France. One example is the French painter
Paul-Albert Laurens (1870–1934), pupil of the Orientalist painter Benjamin
Constant (1845–1902), whose career resembles Backmansson’s in that he
mostly painted “types” during his stay in Tunis in 1893. The Westernization
of Tunis was changing the general aspect of the city, and, by the turn of the
century, the artists’ interests had shifted from idyllic portraits of locals, pictur-
esque views, and street scenes, to rendering different light conditions—the sea
or the wilderness of the desert—in accordance with the new trends in European
twentieth-century art. The German-Swiss painter Paul Klee, for instance,
spent several months in Tunis in 1914, but from his pictures we get no hint of
the sites’ exoticism. Instead, he was drawn to the simplicity of the desert and
poor people’s hardships.29

Backmansson’s small watercolours from Tunis were painted long before
what later became known as the transfiguration of Orientalism, and among
his paintings we find neither abstracted kasbahs, nor fictional towns nor
Arabic calligraphy, as in Klee’s œuvre. However, despite Backmansson’s reliance
on traditional Orientalism, his pictures prove that he was already under the
influence of its late phase; particularly in his later Moroccan images we detect
a certain degree of abstraction (but, of course, not to the degree that we find
in Klee’s highly abstract forms). Backmansson’s Tunisian paintings belong
somewhere between the old and the new: here the picturesque is painted with
a skilful brush.

Roaming the city: Backmansson’s cityscapes and portraits

The year following Backmansson’s journey to Tunisia in 1898, an anonymous
exhibition reviewer commented that

Hugo Backmansson, who last year travelled to Tunis, has submitted a
series of watercolours to the exhibition. They have previously been shown
in Saint Petersburg, where they received recognition. The subjects, seldom
seen at our exhibitions, receive exceptional attention. These unpretentious
watercolours are executed in a fresh and joyful manner, and several have
already been sold.30

Backmansson’s pictures from Tunis were created at a moment when such
images were beginning to be regarded as old-fashioned, but he manages to
mix a precious luminosity into his brilliant watercolours, and those from
Tunis are among the finest in his exotic œuvre.

We know that Backmansson studied watercolour painting with Hans von
Bartels (1856–1913) in Munich, before his arrival in Tunis in mid-May
1898.31 Since Tunis is located just south of Sardinia and Sicily, he pro-
bably travelled there through Italy. The city’s proximity to Europe made it
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relatively easy for tourists to access, especially by steamboat from the Italian
mainland;32 Oscar Parviainen, discussed more thoroughly below, took the
boat from Marseille to Algiers, probably continuing to Tunis by train. 33

Backmansson’s trip to Tunis is, unfortunately, poorly documented. According
to art historian Marju Rönkkö, he travelled to Tunis together with Vice
Consul Alfred Jacobsson (1841–1931), but there are no sources to support
this.34 On the contrary: Jacobsson’s diary of 1898 reveals that he was still in
Finland, at home in Turku, or travelling in Tampere or Oulu.35 Nevertheless,
there are a number of Backmansson’s watercolours from Tunis in the private
collection of Jacobsson, and now on display at the Museum “Ett hem” in
Turku. In an old photograph from their home it can be seen how the
exotic images were in keeping with the similarly “orientalized” interior of
their home.

Backmansson’s watercolours from Tunis were enthusiastically received by
both the public and critics when exhibited at the Turku Art Museum in spring
1899. From the local daily newspaper Åbo Underrättelser we learn that “On
the same screen as [Hugo] Simberg’s small paintings, we see a variety of studies
in watercolour, most of them labelled “Sold”. These were painted by Hugo
Backmansson during his trip to Tunis last year. A remarkably cheerful and
pleasant tone is reproduced in these images, consisting of a variety of types,
locations, and situations in this area utterly unknown to us”.36

Figure 9.1 Hugo Backmansson’s pictures from Tunis in Vice Consul Alfred and Hélène
Jacobsson’s home in Turku, photograph of the interior around 1900.
(Archives of the Åbo Akademi University Endowment).

M.S. Lundström 215



It is likely that Jacobsson purchased his watercolours while they were still on
show at the exhibition. In the photograph from Jacobsson’s home, we see two
views from Tunis and a number of “types”. Three of them are mounted in a
large frame: a seatedman in a turban, awell, and a sewingman. Above this frame
hang three additional paintings from Tunis: a seated boy wearing an ankle-length
striped jacket with a hood (djellabah), a city view, and a water vendor. However,
the provenance is certain for only one of the paintings, namely the cityscape
(Street in Tunis), which Alfred’s wife, Hélène Jacobsson, won in the lottery
organized by the Turku Art Association in conjunction with the exhibition in
1899.37 It is almost certainly the one in the middle of the upper row.

Figure 9.2 Hugo Backmansson: Street in Tunis, 1898, watercolor, 22 x 31 cm. Museet
“Ett hem”, Turku. Photo: Åbo Akademi University Endowment (Vesa
Aaltonen).
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Street in Tunis is dated 1 June 1898 and depicts a deserted street in the
picturesque city. Since the picture lacks references, it may be any city corner or
gateway, and it is impossible to determine the exact location. Hjelt observes that
it is not easy for a stranger to find his way in Tunis, since the streets have no
names and wind in loops and bays between uniform buildings; the streets form
an immense labyrinth, in which one could easily wander for hours without
finding one’s way. In addition, complained Hjelt, Tunis lies on a plain, and it
is impossible to overlook the city in order to find out where you are: “The
extremely narrow and crooked streets prevent one from finding one’s way by
keeping a high mosque tower in sight; moreover, the streets are often covered
with arcades, boards, panels, etc., for protection against the sun, obstructing
the view so that one cannot calculate in which direction one proceeds”.38

A clue to Backmansson’s movements about the city may be obtained
through another watercolour, showing a well in the district of Halfaouine.
The place is apparently meant for washing, since one of the figures is hanging
laundry over a railing. The washing space is framed by a typical Muslim
horseshoe arch, in red and white stone, and crowned by an emerald green
dome next to an anonymous building. The colour-scheme is predominantly
harmonious, the red-orange of the brick contrasting with the blue-green
shades of the tree to the right, the dome and the cloudless sky. Backmansson uses
red as an accent in the tree branches; the technique is skilful and precise in the
details. The painting is dated one month later than the cityscape, 2 July 1898.

Figure 9.3 Hugo Backmansson: La fontaine de Halfaouine, Tunis 1898, watercolor,
32,5 x 45,5 cm. Museet “Ett hem”, Turku. Photo: Åbo Akademi University
Endowment (Vesa Aaltonen).
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The Halfaouine area is described as “the most interesting area” in the
French guidebook Guides-Joanne to Algeria and Tunisia from 1905. In its
vicinity, near the great mosque Sidi Mahrez, lies Place Bab-Souika, the square
next to the gate of a bazaar street, a souk. The guidebook highlights the
Halfaouine square, dominated by a beautiful mosque from the 700s and an
elegant fountain in the middle. According to the guidebook, life on the square
is intense and the tourist here is able to observe the “authentic living” of the
middle class.39 The square, surrounded by Arab cafés frequented especially in
the evenings and at night, is also described as “interesting” by Baedeker
(1895).40 But Backmansson did not choose to depict either the beautiful
mosque or the “elegant fountain”, but a simple well by an anonymous
building. The signature “La fontaine de Halfaouine” might be interpreted as
a play on words: “the elegant fountain” on the square does not bear the
slightest resemblance to Backmansson’s “fountain”.41

In Backmansson’s paintings, scenes from everyday life occur frequently. His
view of the market square Bab-Djedid in Tunis was displayed in Saint
Petersburg in January 1899, together with thirteen small watercolours, at the
Russian Watercolour Society’s nineteenth exhibition. The exhibition was
reviewed by the art critic Isak Rafael Lindqvist in a major Finnish newspaper,
Nya Pressen, and he was obviously impressed by Backmansson’s works:

Admirable are all pictures from Tunis. They are overwhelmingly elegantly
rendered, full of blazing hot African sunshine, as if the artist has, so to
speak, captured them in the act in the most picturesque milieu. One
downright suffers from this burning sun, suffers with the Tunisian market
square characters, who stand in a precious line in Eastern, relaxed attitudes
in the shadows of the “Market square Bab Djdid” [sic]. The splendid
“Prison gate in Souk el Attarina” and “The fountain in Halfaouine” are
exquisite small art works, merely studies as they are.42

The painting in Jacobsson’s collection of the well in Halfaouine is thus
mentioned in the exhibition reviews. The prison gate referred to in Lindqvist’s
review is probably the city gate situated near Souk el Attarine, one of the
oldest bazaars in the medina.43 The origins of this bazaar, specializing in
perfume, can be traced to the thirteenth century. Its closest neighbour is
Mosque Zitouna, or simply the great mosque. Its entrance leads through a
bazaar street, frequently seen in postcards intended for tourists and other
foreigners.44

Backmansson thus moved about in the historical city centre, probably in
search of the most famous monuments. The impact of history was hard to
ignore, and Place Halfaouine, Souk el Attarine and the adjacent mosques all
belong to this category. It is important to note what he chose and what he did
not choose to paint—not the great mosques themselves, but rather their
humble surroundings. His choices indicate a modified, late nineteenth-century
Orientalism.45 Most of his small paintings testify to his interest in less
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illustrious events and views, showing life in ordinary street corners and men
performing simple, everyday tasks.

A more ambitious work in this category is an oil painting of a water carrier
in a market square, signed in Tunis in 1898. It is a combined cityscape and
genre painting in the orientalist spirit. Backmansson pictorializes the view, so
to speak, by including the “Other”—casting ordinary citizens as a mark of
authenticity. To the right there is a man in yellow costume and white turban
carrying a heavy load. In the middle, three women selling bread are seated
under a green umbrella. In the background, against an intensely blue sky,

Figure 9.4 Tunis – Moskée Halfaouine, postcard. Picture Archives of the Department
of Art History, Åbo Akademi University, Turku.
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white houses surround the square, their windows hung with draperies. To the
far right, some figures in white robes are standing in a doorway, and a man is
seated on the steps. The shadows are accentuated against the brick-covered
ground. The overall colour is yellowish, indicating a burning sun, as in pic-
tures of the desert.46 The scene’s “southerliness” is thus visualized by the
means of the colours yellow, white, and blue.

Besides the city views and the Water Carrier, Backmansson’s Tunisian
paintings consist of portrait-like pictures of Bedouin boys and men in traditional
costume, all delicately rendered, mostly in watercolour. The figures are con-
centrated on their work and portrayed with the attributes of their trade. There
are also portraits of Arabs in traditional costume, and in these cases, the
painter has felt it necessary to add a caption, such as “Arabe de Gabès, Tunis”.
Gabès, located south of Tunis, was probably not visited by Backmansson, and
we have to assume that he encountered his models in Tunis—probably tradesmen
who visited the city on business. His ethnographic portraits of Arabs resemble
the photographs, often hand-coloured, which circulated on the Western
market, documenting Tunisian life around 1900.47

Backmansson painted many pictures like the seated Bedouin in the
Jacobsson triptych; one shows an older, bearded man in a white djellabah, a
motif he frequently returned to and in several versions. The sewing man in the
Jacobsson collection also occurs in an oil painting—a small piece painted on
board and signed “Tunis 1898”.48 In this picture, we encounter a youngish

Figure 9.5 Hugo Backmansson: The Water Carrier, Tunis 1898, oil on canvas. Private
Collection, Finland. Photo: Amos Anderson Art Museum.
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man with chin-beard, in deep concentration sewing a piece of white cloth. In
a watercolour dated 5 June 1898, the same man is seen in profile. The small
oil painting is less detailed, but the colours are rich and quickly applied on
the canvas. In both cases, the men wear a white, short-sleeved tunic, leaving
the chest bare.

Backmansson painted many simple, ethnographic portraits while he stayed
in Tunis. One of the finest, also called The Shepherd, is also signed “Tunis
1898”. The subject is a young Muslim boy in a white and green shirt, and red
scull-cap.49 According to Hjelt, Tunis was full of potential subjects, and he
describes the people as a “variegated muddle”, including:

rich moors with fine features and white skin, in sumptuous robes,
serious Arabs on stately horses or lively mules with richly adorned sad-
dles, negro boys who shrieked at each other, with their donkeys loaded
with vegetables and oranges, camels, which cautiously seek their way
through the swarming crowd, lazy, ragged beggars lying along the streets,
Arab women mysteriously veiled, European women in distinguished
toilettes, shockingly ugly negro women and Jewish women in fantastic
costumes … 50

Among Backmansson’s subjects, those showing types belonging to the
working class are clearly distinguishable—yet another example is a water-
colour of a water carrier, Porteur d’eau. In the Austrian diplomat and Consul
General Ernst von Wartegg-Hesse’s travelogue from 1882—he is mainly
known for his travel books—we find an illustration strongly resembling to the
one in Backmansson’s picture, both in costume and attitude.51 Furthermore,
the caption includes a text in Arabic, which functions as a label of authenticity,
but may also be understood in a wider sense. As stated in the introduction,
travel pictures, as tangible memories, are similar to souvenirs. Their function
is to bring back the ephemeral experience of a particular place or event. Texts
attached to such pictures function as both transporters and authenticity
markers, since they provide both a place and time for the creation of a particular
painting.

Both of Backmansson’s cityscapes are marked with time and place.
Through the caption, he shows himself a connoisseur; it is a manifestation of
the kind of “eyewitness observation” that John Urry discusses, and which is the
ultimate goal of all travellers and tourists.52 As a matter of fact Backmansson
labels all his Tunisian pictures in this manner, and frequently adds a clarifying
text. It is intended to separate this particular picture from other, similar ones
that only pretend to be authentic representations. The caption secures the
authenticity of the picture, and, without it, it would be impossible for the
dilettante to discern what the picture actually depicts, be it a specific Tunisian
man or a specific place like Halfaouine.53 In this respect, the pictures function as
souvenirs. Souvenirs move with their owners from their place of origin back
home, but they also recall an ephemeral experience (“When I was abroad”).
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In addition to being an authenticity marker, the signature functions as a
transporter of the painter to another place and, implicitly, to another time.
He has left modern, Western society behind and entered “the East”, where he
has had the opportunity to encounter people and places perceived as more
“authentic” than those of his own time and place.

But the reason for Backmansson’s journey still remains obscure. The
Jacobsson collection is unique because it contains a relatively large number of
his Tunisian pictures. Lacking other source material concerning his stay in
Tunis, a quotation from Otto Hjelt’s travelogue may finish this account of a

Figure 9.6 Hugo Backmansson: Porteur d’eau (Water Carrier), Tunis 1898, watercolor,
35 x 20 cm. Museet “Ett hem”, Turku. Photo: Åbo Akademi University
Endowment (Vesa Aaltonen).
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Finnish painter in Tunis in 1898, a trip which in many respects may be
regarded as the beginning of his later career as painter of North Africa:

In the Orient, everything is excellent material for the painter’s brush.
Several masters of painting have shown that every street, every house,
every man or woman, whether dressed in rags or richly decorated garments
draped around a tanned body, in short, every little bit of the East is made
into an attractive picture. But no masterpiece of the brush, let alone those of
the pen, makes it clear for the European, what the East is. Only he who
has seen it is able to make a clear picture of it—to himself.54

Backmansson’s and Parviainen’s Tunis: a comparison

How, then, do the paintings discussed here correspond with the common view
of a Muslim country? When Backmansson roamed the city in pursuit of the
usual tourist sites, he did not paint the great monuments but rather settled for
more mundane subjects. Nevertheless, all his pictures—his painted souvenirs,
we might call them—represent a foreigner’s view of the unfamiliar. They
manifest an already well-known Western view of a Muslim city and are rendered
in a manner which might be read as a familiar description of the Other. They
provide enough novel details to “prove” that the painter was widely travelled
and compose a mise-en-scène according to an old recipe. They repeat a variety
of motifs habitually connected with “North Africa”, without in any way
granting Tunisia its own identity. Only the signatures assure us that they are
distinct from other, similar subjects. As stated by Deborah Cherry, it is
essential that even the most generalized view can be identified as, in this case,
a more or less loosely defined “North Africa”, provided that it is rendered
according to well-established rules.55

In this context, it might be fruitful to compare Backmansson’s pictures
from Tunis with Oscar Parviainen’s drawings of the same city. A quick glance at
his artworks reveals a similar repertoire: it immediately shows that both painters’
approach to their subject was twofold in the sense that they both roamed the city
in search of the famous views but at the same time sought out less specific spots
of interest. In 1904–05, when he also visited Algiers and Biskra (in Algeria),
Parviainen stayed for some time in Tunis. The first thing that strikes one’s eye is
that his Tunisian pictures do not in any way differ from those from Algeria.
While he was in Algiers, for instance, he found the subject for one of his
engravings in Rue de la Marine, and used the walls and the minaret of the Great
Mosque (Djamaa El Kebir) as background setting. Besides a few drawings of
locals, mosques seem to have attracted his interest most, since another of his
small drawings from the city is of another mosque, the Zaouia of Sidi Abd-er-
Rahman near the Jardin Marengo.56 Among his other drawings we find one
of a singer, signed in Algiers, but which also exists as an engraving, signed in
Tunis.57 Apparently he made no distinction between the two countries.
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One example of Parviainen’s drawings of mosques in Tunis shows the Sidi
Mahrez mosque, its dome dominating the background, and the market
square, Bab el-Souika, in the foreground. A couple of vaguely rendered figures
in robes occupy the square.58 The same mosque is seen in the background of
another drawing and in an engraving named Mosque, signed Tunis 1904. The
same view is also to be found in yet another drawing, Alley in Tunis.59 Many
of these drawings served as material for later engravings, one showing a typical
copper dome.60 These pictures demonstrate that Parviainen used an imagery
that he certainly had already encountered in travel books. His views of Tunis’
urban scenery are also (like Backmansson’s) good examples of an already
well-established imagery in the Western cultural tradition.

The minaret is another Muslim cultural attribute that drew Parviainen’s
attention. In a drawing and in an engraving we see the minaret of a small
mosque, surrounded by narrow alleys.61 Another “typical” feature of a
Muslim city is the arch, seen in the streets as well as in the souks, and depic-
ted by Parviainen in a small drawing called Bazaar; here we see an empty
space with an isolated figure to the left.62 Street in Tunis—also called “Harem
in Tunis’—shows an arch in the background and in the foreground a barred
window above an entrance door.63 Such windows are also seen in a drawing
in two parts: to the left, we see the walls of a building with balconies and an
arched passage; to the right, a street with anonymous buildings.64 This is the
extent of Parviainen’s (preserved) cityscapes from Tunis.

One of Parviainen’s few figure drawings from Tunis depicts a perfume
vendor, probably in the Souk el Attarine, where we know that Backmansson

Figure 9.7 Oscar Parviainen, Mosque (Sidi Mahrez in Tunis), ca 1904–05, ink and
pencil, 11 x 19 cm. Joensuu Art Museum, Finland. (Photo: Marie-Sofie
Lundström).
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also worked. Among Parviainen’s drawings we find a group of street vendors, a
Tunisian woman, a napkin dancer, and a laughing man.65 On the engravings,
however, a human being is seen in only one (Tunisian woman/Dancer).66

Backmansson, for his part, seldom included figures in his more or less “pure”
cityscapes. His Water Carrier shows a more traditional way of looking at the
subject, probably for technical reasons—watercolour technique is better suited
for painting quickly, on the spot, than oil painting, which normally demands
laborious studio work.

Parviainen’s pictures differ from Backmansson’s in one important aspect:
his choice of subjects. Even though both painters showed a preference for the
unglamorous, choosing less spectacular views, and depicting people performing
everyday tasks, they could not avoid historical monuments altogether.
Parviainen documented the Sidi Mahrez mosque in several drawings and
etchings, while Backmansson altogether disregarded the great monuments or
painted scenes on their “backstage”. Yet, Backmansson also showed little
interest in more traditional Orientalist subjects, such as belly dancers. In this
sense, Parviainen was more traditional in his choices, and, as seen in his pre-
ference for mosques and minarets, was more dependent on the reflexes of
mainstream Orientalism. Only the Water Carrier shows that Backmansson
was at all interested in the modes of traditional Orientalist painting, but even
there he employs a more relaxed attitude towards his subject.

Figure 9.8 Oscar Parviainen, Two cityscapes, Tunis, ca 1905–05, ink and pencil,
17,5 x 26 cm. Joensuu Art Museum, Finland. (Photo: Marie-Sofie
Lundström).
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Conclusion

With the help of Urry’s three dichotomies, the exoticism of tourist sites may also
be classified in terms of binary oppositions such as romantic (and individual)
versus collective, historical versus modern, and authentic versus unauthentic.
Visions of the Other initially based on individual encounters—and individual
artistic interpretations—were received by larger audiences, and, eventually, a
specifically Western “tourist gaze”, a conventional Western attitude to the
Orient, emerged. Above all, the nineteenth-century European vision of the
Islamic East came into being in Paris. The capital of France boasted an
apparatus of cultural institutions such as museums, galleries, and art schools,
and it went on producing literature and novels as well as travel writing, all
playing an important role in transmitting tastes, attitudes, and opinions to
foreigners visiting Paris, as well as to all artists admiring her from afar.
Everyday life in the Islamic world started to be seen as something pure and
original, a vestige of a past (innocence) which the Western man had already
lost. The romantic Western longing for history, and for exotic authenticity,
may be understood as a search for an antithesis to modern Western society. In
many respects, this approach is indebted to European nineteenth-century
Orientalism and even older European traditions of looking at other cultures.
In parallel with nineteenth-century travel writing, pictorial “documentation”,
such as the images created by Backmansson and Parviainen, served to fabricate
and to maintain a division of West and East as separate cultural spheres.

In Orientalism, Said calls attention to the superficiality of the Western
vision of the Orient. What is depicted and described is a theatre or a stage set,
decorated with various performers. Said’s characterizations may be applied to
the function of Hugo Backmansson and Oscar Parviainen’s Tunisian imagery.
Their Tunis is a theatrical space, a stage or backdrop, rather than a real city.
In their choice of subjects, both painters try to create an illusion of authenti-
city by means of pictorial “objectivity”; Backmansson to the extent that his
signatures as a rule include indications of time and place, Parviainen’s in that
the mosques and their minarets function as signs of the city’s Muslim milieu,
as do the figures, set against the backdrop of Tunis. The painters’ views of the
city were meant to prove that they had indeed seen the “real thing”—the
ultimate goal of all travellers.67

Timothy Mitchell, expert in Near East studies, asks what happened when
Europeans visited places they had already encountered in reproductions,
books illustrated and unillustrated, and in exhibitions. For him, only by
viewing the world as a picture would it be possible to grasp it at all. Visitors
were “forced” to encounter the otherness of the foreign country through an
act of framing the world in preconceived pictorial terms; grasping the real as a
picture was the only way to “come to terms with disorientation”. Backmansson
and Parviainen thus created their views of the Muslim city according to pre-set
imagery, shaped by the attitudes of the West. If we are to believe Mitchell,
they could hardly have perceived it in any other way.68 The pre-set imagery
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mainly served as an antithesis to modern, Western society, and the pursuit of
the exotic and the authentic was epitomized in pictorial Orientalism.69 In the
majority of pictures from exotic countries, of their cities and of their people,
the approach is certainly Western. These visions contribute to the production
and maintenance of the differentiation of East from West.

The modernist experience of a distinction between reality and its repre-
sentation is essentially romantic.70 Michael Löwy and Robert Sayre argue
that the romantics wished to “flee bourgeois society, leaving cities behind for
the country, trading modern countries for exotic ones, abandoning the centres
of capitalist development for some ‘elsewhere’ that keeps a more primitive past
alive in the present. The approach of exoticism is a search for a past in the present
by a mere displacement in space”.71 Tourist behaviour, or the behaviour of
any traveller, thus includes an inbuilt longing for “purer and simpler lifestyles” in
societies that have not yet been corrupted by the Western economic system.72

This longing, or nostalgia, is also the main force behind tourism from the late
eighteenth century onwards. Thus, the use of an “exotic” iconography was
partly a result of the negative aspects of modernity. The poet and essayist
Susan Stewart points out that “the souvenir of the exotic [ … ] offers an
authenticity of experience tied up with notions of the primitive as child and
the primitive as an earlier and purer stage of contemporary civilization”.73 In
a sense, it is a question of capturing “picturesque poverty”.74 This nostalgia is
expressed in the majority of travel pictures discussed in this chapter.

The nostalgia of Backmansson and Parviainen’s travel pictures, defined as
souvenirs, exemplifies a wider critique of modern, Western society. Journeys
to exotic countries and the travel pictures are expressions of a romantic nostalgia
and fear of modernity, and the use of “exotic” iconography was primarily a
response to the negative aspects of modernity.75 The East was understood as
a reminiscence of the past, relocated and reframed within the two painters’
Western mind set. In this way, the perceived remoteness of the East (both in
space and time) was made present and tangible by a certain way of producing
painted souvenirs.
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10 “The Orient veneered in the Occident”
Naserid Tehran in the eyes of
European travellers

M. Reza Shirazi

In a broad sense, the history of Iran over the last 150 years has been infused,
on the one hand, by the challenge by the West, modernization and modernity
(tajaddud); and on the other, by the East, nationalism and Tradition
(Sunnat).1 This challenge encompasses all the disciplines, from religion and
politics up to urban life and architectural buildings. However, in the field of
urban planning and urban life, the case of Naserid Tehran, particularly in
mid-to-late nineteenth century, is the main scene for the manifestation and
realization of this challenge.

Until 1868, Tehran was a walled city with typical urban features seen in
many other Persian cities such as residential quarters, citadel, bazaar and
Friday Mosque. This was the year when Naser al-Din Shah, the king of Persia,
ordered the expansion of the city based on a new plan which was inspired by
the old fortifications of Paris and other French cities. This reshaping phase,
however, did not limit itself to westernization of the city’s formal configuration,
but also influenced the organization of urban life, with the physical reforms to
Tehran culminating in a somehow visibly polarized social structure that was
based on an upper-class quarter in the north of the city and lower-class
quarters in the south.

A main source that enables penetration into this controversial life-world is
the diaries and reports of the Europeans who visited Tehran at this time
period.2 A review of this literature shows that the conflict was immediately
observable and comprehensible to foreigners and strangers. It also shows how
they envisaged discovering stereotypical expectations in the cities and how, in
many cases, these pre-suppositions failed to be observed.

This chapter focuses on the Tehran of the late Naserid period (the late
nineteenth century) and investigates the urban life and urban morphology
of the city. It clarifies how the trend of westernization affected the structure of
the city and created a bi-polar city in which binaries of Old and New, East
and West and ‘Orient’ and ‘Occident’ subsisted alongside one another in
continuous challenge and conflict. Based on a literature review and thematic
analysis of three reports by western travellers—Curzon, who stayed in Tehran
in the years 1889–90, A.V. Williams Jackson who visited Tehran in 1903, and
Brandley-Birt who visited Tehran in 1906—this chapter investigates the image



of the ‘Occident’ and the ‘Orient’, and their continuous dialogue, in the way
they have been conceived, understood and portrayed through the travellers’
reports. In this sense, the aim is not problematizing the binary of Occident
and Orient and its relevancy and validity, but showing how this terminology
has been employed, reproduced and reflected in the way the city has been
perceived by these western travellers.3 I also aim to show how the transfor-
mation from a traditional mono-polar city into a westernized, bi-polar one has
become incorporated in the physical structure and morphology of the city.

Tehran, from village to capital

The first accounts of Tehran date back to the thirteenth century, when it was
only a very small village with underground houses. In 1553, it underwent recon-
figuration when the Safavid king Tahmasb built a bazaar, town walls with four
gates and a moat. Later, in 1589, Shah Abbas built a Chahar-Bagh (four-part
garden) and a Chenarestan (plane grove) in the northern part of the town,4

which later became the citadel. But Tehran was not very well populated up to
1785,5 at which date Aqa Mohammad Khan Qajar selected it as the location
for the Persian capital.6 Since the Qajars intended to re-establish the Shiite
governing system of the Safavids, which had been weakened during the rule
of the Afshars (1726–47) and Zands (1750–79), and legitimate themselves as a
faithful Shiite dynasty,7 a chain of new construction was planned to transform
Tehran’s cityscape into an ideal traditional city. To this end, the new buildings
included places of religious observance like mosques, as well as the traditional
urban components of bazaar, hammam (bath), and madrassa (school).

By 1796 Tehran had 15,000 inhabitants, and by 1811 the population had
grown to a figure somewhere between 40,000 and 60,000.8 The 1858 map of
“Dar-ol-Khelafeh-ye Tehran” (The Seat of the Kingdom of Tehran) drawn by
August Kriziz, an Austrian teacher in Dar-ol-Fonun college, with the help of
his students Zolfaqar Beg and Mohammad Taqi Khan,9 depicts a city which
consisted of the typical institutions and components observable in many other
Persian cities like Isfahan, Tabriz, Kashan and Yazd. Tehran had a walled
citadel on the northern side which was the seat of the king and the place of
governance. A bazaar extending from the south of the citadel to the Shah
Abdol Azim Gate collected various commercial and religious buildings
including caravanserais, madrassas, hammams and shops, as well as Friday
and Shah mosques. The four mahallas of Udlajan, Sanglaj, Chaleh Maidan
and Bazaar, surrounded by a polygonal wall, were the residential quarters of
the city (Figure 10.1). The city at that time had two main squares, of which
the Maidan-e Arg (Citadel Square) lay inside the citadel, and the Sabzeh
Meydan (Herb Market) functioned as the public square of the city. As
Madanipour explains, the structure of the city “was an axial spatial structure
with a clear functional organization: a political authority (royal compound),
an economic centre (bazaar), a religious focus (Friday mosque), and the living
places of the townspeople (four quarters)”.10
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Naserid Tehran

By the mid-nineteenth century, as Farman Farmayan states, to be modern
was equivalent to being western and behaving like a westerner, that is the
“adaptation and application of modern Western civilization to a traditional
Persian-Islamic society”.11 Thus, westernization was understood as rebuilding
Iran “in the image of the West”.12 This tendency was based on the supposition
that the only civilization of any worth is western civilization and the only
option is its immediate imitation.13

It can be said that the need to modernize was first recognized by the crown
Prince of Fathali Shah, Abbas Mirza, who in 1813 and 1825 fought two
campaigns against Russian aggression in the northwest of Iran, both of them
ending in disaster and defeat. He concluded that the only way to win the war
was to reorganize and re-equip the army based on a new system of education
and administration, which he designated the “New Order” (Nazm-e Jadid).
He went further by sending a number of students to Europe to learn western
knowledge and techniques and acquire the accomplishments of a western
education which they could then apply on their return in Persia.

The different understandings held by the leading figures of the time with
regard to development, progress and prosperity are well reflected in their ideas
and actions. Amir Kabir, the chief minister of Naser al-Din Shah, executed

Figure 10.1 Tehran Map, 1858. Tehran before expansion of the walls. (Courtesy of
Tehran Municipality).
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some fundamental administrative reforms including the establishment of
“Dar-ol-Fonun” in 1851. It was the first polytechnic college in Tehran to
purvey an alternative body of knowledge from that traditionally taught.14

The most extreme westernizing tendency was reflected in the work of
Malkam Khan, who believed in total westernization and transforming every-
thing into the European-style: “The survival of Persia depends on the adap-
tation of Western civilization”.15 The elite, as well as the king, were greatly
inspired by these exhortations, as illustrated by the first photograph taken of
Naser al-Din Shah, which shows him dressed in the European style.16

This trend did not remain within the bounds of theoretical dispute in the
academic sphere or among the elite class: it went far beyond this to permeate
Iranian cities and architecture, and the case of Tehran significantly reflects
this phenomenon. In 1868, Naser al-Din Shah ordered the expansion of the
city. A team was commissioned, headed by General Alexandre Buhler, a
French polytechnic engineer and teacher at Dar-ol-Fonun (Figure 10.2).17

The new city plan took the form of a perfect octagon, enclosed by moats and

Figure 10.2 Tehran Map, 1890. Developed Tehran. (Courtesy of Tehran Municipality).
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walls, with 58 spearhead-shaped bastions, pierced with 12 gates.18 The main
source of inspiration for Buhler was Vauban’s system for the fortification of
Paris and many other French cities.19 The area of the city grew from 12km2 to
31km2.20 The construction started in 1868 and lasted 12 years.

The new developments did not interfere with the old core of the city, but
were located in the north of the old city. The new square of Tup-Khaneh
(Cannon Square) included modern western infrastructure such as the eco-
nomic institution of the Imperial Bank of Persia, as well as newly-established
quarters for the homes of the aristocracy and foreign embassies, and houses
for European residents. In contrast to the organic urban pattern of the city with
winding passages, the new developments followed to some extent a western-like
gridiron order with straight streets. Consequently, the trend of westernizing
in the city did not overwhelm the traditional fabric; rather, the result was
a structurally bi-polar city with two different urban patterns and street
layouts, as can be seen from the 1890 map of Tehran. This map (Figure 10.2)
demonstrates two different urban fabrics where two kinds of urban lives were
practised: while the Old Sabzeh-Meydan in the city centre, linking the Ark
(citadel) to the Bazaar complex, was at the service of the inhabitants of the
old city, the newly established Tup-Khaneh Square provided a fresh focal
point with its modern institutions for foreigners and high-class inhabitants. In
other words, while the old city contained traditional institutions such as
bazaar and mosques and hence housed traditional commercial and religious
activities, new developments accommodated modern commercial activities
and gave room for practising a modern life style. On the status of the new
square, Mahvash Alemi (1985) writes:

The square reflects the principal ambitions of the court and is a sort of
exhibition hall for their new acquisitions: the military reform is perceived
through the cannons, the decorations and the nearby drill grounds; the tech-
nological innovations are to be seen in the use of gas for illumination, the
telegraph, and the tramway; the new source of finance, the Imperial Bank
of Persia, is the most important building facing the square.21

Naserid Tehran in the eyes of the travellers

The bi-polar character of the developed city is well-attested in the writings of
the western travellers who visited Tehran at that time. In this chapter, we will
review accounts by three travellers, namely Sir George Nathaniel Curzon,
Abraham Valentine Williams Jackson, and Francis Bradley Bradley-Birt, who
visited Naserid Tehran after its new developments. By means of a thematic
analysis of their writings, three crucial themes will be highlighted: the ‘image
of the Orient’, the ‘image of the Occident’, and the ‘Orient veneered in the
Occident’. This categorization has been taken from these accounts and reflects
how their perception of space has been essentially influenced by some binary
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pre-suppositions which conceive ‘Orient’ and ‘Occident’ as oppositions. By using
this categorization, which is essentially Orientalist, the aim is not to confirm its
connotations and implications, but to try to show how they have been reflected
and portrayed in the writings about and understanding of the cities by these
travellers. In this sense, the ‘image of the Orient’ addresses those aspects of
the city which appear essentially Oriental and characteristic of Persian cities
in the eyes of the travellers. The ‘image of the Occident’, on the other hand, dis-
covers those aspects which are familiar to the travellers, due to their similarity
with the cityscape of their home country. The conflict emerging from the
simultaneous presence of the ‘Orient’ and the ‘Occident’ is studied under
‘Orient veneered in Occident’, an expression taken from Bradley-Birt’s account.
This theme investigates how the ‘Occident’ is gradually covering and clothing
the ‘Orient’, and to what extent this ‘veneer’ is omnipresent and observable.

Sir George Nathaniel Curzon lived from 1859 to 1925. In 1878 he entered
Oxford University and was elected president of the Oxford Union in 1880. In
1886 he was elected Member of Parliament for Southport, but he neglected his
parliamentary duties to travel the world: Russia and Central Asia (1888–89), a
long tour of Persia (1889–90), Siam, French Indochina and Korea (1892), and
a daring foray into Afghanistan and the Pamirs (1894). Although politics played
a critical role in his life, and his intention was expanding British presence in the
‘Orient’, he was very fascinated by the oriental life and geography, so that he
was awarded the gold medal of the Royal Geographical Society for his explora-
tions. This provided the material for his books including Russia in Central
Asia (1889), Persia and the Persian Question (1892) and Problems of the Far East
(1894). In 1899 he was appointed Viceroy of India, and in 1919 took up the post
of Foreign Secretary.

The book Persia and the Persian Question, written in 1892, is considered to be
Curzon’s magnum opus. It is, of course, a part of the author’s political agenda.
Appalled by the government’s apathy towards Persia, Curzon recognized its
potential to serve as a defensive buffer to India from Russian encroachment.
A main function of this book, therefore, was making the British government
sensitive to Persia as a valuable asset, and recognizing its capacity for playing
a more active role in imperial policies in central Asia. This is observable in
the introduction, where he spells out the countless advantages of Persia and
explains why Britain should pay greater attention to this country. The two-
volume book covers a range of topics including Persia’s history and political
condition, and includes a detailed description of different cities, enhanced
with graphics, maps and pictures. The Tehran section, 53 pages in length, is
the result of his visit to this city in the autumn and winter of 1889.

Abraham Valentine Williams Jackson, who lived from 1862 to 1937, was
born in the city of New York, graduated from Columbia University in 1883
and was finally appointed professor of Indo-Iranian languages and public
lecturer at Columbia in 1891. He wrote several books on this field, including
A Hymn of Zoroaster, Yasna XXXI (1888); An Avestan Grammar (1892); An
Avestan Reader (1893); and Zoroaster, the Prophet of Ancient Iran (1899).
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The spirit of scientific curiosity and adventure led him to Persia and India; he
travelled for research in India in 1901 and 1911, and in Persia and central
Asia in 1903, 1907 and 1910. The outcome of these visits—which were mainly
scientific without any political background—was Persia, Past and Present (1906)
and From Constantinople to the Home of Omar Khayyam (1911). As the subtitle
A Book of Travel and Research suggests, his book Persia, Past and Present
was a result of scientific curiosity and enthusiasm. He visited Tehran in 1903
and produced a ten-page report on the city that included eight illustrations.

Francis Bradley Bradley-Birt, born in 1874 (d.1963), was a diplomat and
writer who started his career as an English member of the Indian Civil Service.
He published both fiction and non-fiction books about his travels to India,
Persia and the Middle East. His book Through Persia, From the Gulf to the
Caspian, published in 1909, is based on his visit to Persia in 1906. His fasci-
nation for the historic memories and silent mysteries of Persia, as well as
Persian architecture, artefacts and poetry, is readily observable between the
lines of his book. The Tehran section comprises eighteen pages, with some
illustrations.

The image of the ‘Orient’

What the abovementioned travellers refer to as the ‘Oriental city’ in their
writings is not very clear, but is basically influenced by the stereotypical
descriptions of the time dominant in scientific and scholastic discourses. In
these writings, the term ‘Oriental city’ is a vague reference to which Tehran is
repeatedly compared. In fact, in all these accounts, the image of the ‘Orient’
is a deficient one: Tehran is mainly perceived as being devoid of the glory a
prominent Persian city should represent through its edifices and urban struc-
ture. Curzon, whose report is the most detailed and elaborate of the three
examined in this article, begins his Tehran section with the attempt to clarify
that Tehran is a ‘modern’ and ‘new’ city, in the sense that it has been created
by Aga Mohammad Khan only a century earlier. However, he goes on to
specify that “It is by no means a new, but, on the contrary, an ancient city”.22

With regard to its antiquity, he refers to historical accounts from the twelfth
century in which Tehranis are introduced as semi-savage primitives settled in
underground houses, and notes that Tehran was never admired for the quality
of its buildings and architecture until the rise of the Qajar dynasty and its
selection as the Persian capital in 1788. It was under Fath Ali Shah (1772–
1834) that the city started to grow and become sufficiently embellished to
qualify as what he calls it a typical ‘Oriental city’. This ‘Oriental city’, as
reflected in Curzon’s description of Tehran, has a clearly-defined outline and
a fortified polygonal shape, surrounded by an embattled mud wall and
defended by a moat. However, this image did not represent the glory an
‘Oriental city’ should normally present and thus did not meet Curzon’s
expectations: “The wall was mean and in parts ruinous, the ditch was clumsy
and broken down … Six gates of somewhat gaudy construction, adorned with
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glazed tiles, admitted to the interior where the streets were narrow and filthy,
with uncovered drains in the middle”.23

For Bradley-Birt, who perceived Tehran as “a curious medley of old and
new”,24 the old was excessively disordered, the worst that could be imagined.
This impression was vividly conveyed from the point that he entered into the
city: “Through mean streets, squalid and narrow, the roadway filthy and unswept
yet crowded by a shabby motley throng, the carriage jolts along to the
accompaniment of many short sharp cries to clear the way, the driver seeming
to take a fiendish delight in urging the horses to their topmost speed now when
at last we come upon a crowded thoroughfare”.25 From this “maze of narrow
ill-kept streets” he suddenly was dashed into “the finest square” in Tehran,
the Tup-Khaneh Square, whose “newness” and European style seemed to
afford him considerable satisfaction.

In the eyes of Jackson, the ‘Orient’ was quite well manifested in the bazaar
complex. The bazaar, as he describes it, was “similar” to other vaulted, covered
structures, “with the customary shops, booths, mazy passages, and courtyards
for caravans”.26 This complex offered good opportunities for shopping, but
Jackson was disappointed when his search for a Persian flag failed: “The
opportunities which I found in them [bazaars] for shopping were excellent,
but I sought in vain for one object which I wished to purchase; it was a flag with
the Persian emblem of the Lion and the Sun. The flag has little significance in
Persian Patriotism; for that reason it is not commonly on sale”.27 Except the
bazaar, the typical components of the ‘Oriental city’ were of minor impor-
tance in Tehran in the eyes of Jackson, as seen for examples in its mosques:
“Regarding the other native edifices in the older part of the city there is little
to say. The mosques of Teheran [sic] are of minor importance, considering
that they are in the capital”.28

This means that, in general, the image of ‘Orient’ in the eyes of travellers
is not that significant in Tehran, compared to other major Persian cities.
Similarly, Bradley-Birt mentions that Tehran was ill-provided in terms of
magnificent religious buildings: the Shah’s mosque, for instance, was dis-
appointing and not particularly attractive: “after the wealth of mosques at
Ispahan [Isfahan], Teheran [sic] seems in this respect but ill provided. So
modern a capital, it seems to have missed the age when kings and princes
delighted to raise magnificent tributes to their faith. The Musjid-i-Shah
[Shah’s mosque], with its small gilt dome, loses much by its position and is
disappointing as the Shah’s mosque in the Shah’s own capital”.29 Curzon,
too, found Tehran devoid of those immense religious buildings typical of what
he imagines as ‘Oriental’ cities and states that the existing edifices were not
comparable to the great buildings of the major cities. The Bazaar was also
inferior to the bazaars of Shiraz, Isfahan and Tabriz. He writes: “in arrange-
ment, width of passage, size of shops, and general structural convenience,
they [Tehran bazaars] are in advance of almost any Oriental bazaar that
I have elsewhere seen, though inferior to those which I afterwards saw at
Isfahan and Shiraz, and which may also be seen at Tabriz; but that, as a field
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of exploration for the curio-hunter or stranger, they are the most disappointing
in the East”.30

An integral part of the image of the ‘Orient’ is observable in these accounts
through a clear emphasis on Naser al-Din Shah’s role in the new development
of the city. Bradley-Birt writes that the western veneer of Tehran, by contrast
with many Indian cities, was not introduced by the westerners, but was
adopted by the city “of its own free will”,31 and mainly through the actions of
the Shah-in-Shah, Naser al-Din Shah. It was because of the “will of one
man”, namely the king, that the West has been introduced as a veneer over
the East. Except for this, Bradley-Birt states, no popular will existed on the
part of the inhabitants to welcome the west and its social life and life-style.
Bradley-Birt continues that unlike Fath Ali Shah, who remained “typically
Oriental”32 showing little interest in the west, and even forcing embassy staff
to dress in long red stocking-boots when visiting the palace, Naser al-Din
Shah was very curious about the west. He toured Europe, succumbed to the
craze for all things western, and intended to elevate Tehran “to the level of
the European cities he had seen”.33

Thus, the will and wishes of the king resulted from the inspiration he found
in the west during his travels through the western nations. Jackson remarks
that the Naserid development of the city, where the old walls were torn down
and an entirely new rampart was erected, was influenced by the Shah’s first
visit to Europe.34 Curzon notes that the new octagonal ramparts were copied
from the fortification of Paris before the German war and had no military
and defensive purpose:

The old walls and towers were for the most part pulled down, the ditch
was filled up, a large slice of surrounding plain was taken in, and, at the
distance of a full mile from the old enclosure, a new rampart was con-
structed upon Vauban’s system, copied from the fortifications of Paris
before the German war [ … ] There is no masonry work upon these new
fortifications; they are not defended by a single gun; they describe an
octagonal figure about eleven miles in circuit; and, I imagine, from the
point of view of the military engineers, are wholly useless for defence.
Their main practical service consists in facilitating the collection of the
town octroi.35

This implies that the new wall was only a purposeless ‘copy’ of the Paris
original.36 In this sense, the new appearance of the city was a ‘show’, erected
to give an appearance of similarity to model western cities like Paris.

In general, it can be said that the image of the ‘Orient’ in regard to Tehran
was almost entirely lacking in distinction: by all three accounts Tehran was
never a remarkable Oriental city, compared to other old Persian cities, and
never presented the perfect image that the capital of an Oriental country is
supposed to present in the eyes of the westerners. For them, Tehran lacks
the glory they expected from an ‘Oriental city’ and which was easily
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distinguishable in other Persian cities like Shiraz, Isfahan and Tabriz: the city
walls were mean, ditches clumsy, mosques of minor importance and dis-
appointing, and the Bazaar was inferior to others in Persia. What makes
Tehran unique in their eyes, as will be elaborated, is the image of the ‘Occident’,
and the way this image is combined with the image of the ‘Orient’.

The image of the ‘Occident’

For Jackson, the heart of the town lay not in the historical core of the city—
what he refers to as the ‘Oriental city’—but in the newly established
European-inflected northern part, with the Tup-Khaneh Square at its centre
(Figure 10.3). He provides a detailed explanation of this complex, with its

Figure 10.3 Tup-Khaneh Square and its surrounding. (From an original map by Abdul
Ghafar in 1890).
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modern components: the Imperial Bank of Persia, an imposing white edifice
in “Perso-European style” and an arched gateway to a garden where the English
members can play tennis; the Boulevard des Ambassadeurs as the principal
driveway of the city; and the entrance to the ‘Avenue of Diamonds’, with the
royal flag on top which announced the presence of the king. Jackson perceived
the northernmost section of this part to be even more Europeanized—“largely
European”, as he states37—including the buildings of the American Presby-
terian Mission, the English Hotel and the Legation of the United States. For
Bradley-Birt, the Tup-Khaneh Square was a fine place to find after passing
through the “maze of narrow ill-kept streets”. In his positive description of
this new part of the city he was pleased to observe its “unsurpassed distinction”’,
surrounded by modern institutions such as the Bank of Persia, and the Avenue
des Ambassadeurs, which looks structurally European:

It is a fine street bordered by poplars and gay with the passing of the fine
equipages of the Ministers, escorted by dashing sowars, while soldiers of
all nationalities and in every variety of uniform swagger along or lounge
upon the roadway. Most of the legations open out from it, shut off from
view by high walls and a wealth of trees.38

Some aspects encountered by Curzon as he entered the city also appear to
him as essentially European. Glass windows with European titles, avenues
bordered with footpaths which recall faint memories of Europe, a metalled
and watered roadway, and straight streets that lead to immense squares:39 all
depict the European and occidental feature of the city. He describes the
Boulevard des Ambassadeurs as the “nucleus of European Tehran” which
reflects the glory of the modern.40 He also states that the Drill Square
(Meydan-e Mashq), where the Shah’s troops trained in occidental tactics,
presents another occidental impression.

Reading between the lines of these accounts, it appears that in the eyes of
the writers the ‘Occident’ was more prevalent among the elite and was not
welcomed by the common people. The tendency towards the Occident,
according to Jackson, was more observable among the educated Tehranis.
According to him, many young Persians went to the educational institutions
established by foreign missions, such as American School for Boys, rather than
to the Shah’s College, Dar-ol-Fonun, staffed by both native and European
instructors, which provided free instruction, clothing and food.41 Bradley-Birt
writes that the Europeans in Tehran were a very small community who lived
apart from the native inhabitants and were not integrated into society. They
were mainly limited to the members of Legations, the officials of the Telegraph
Department, and the Bank of Persia. Confirming a clear separation between
the foreigners and the native inhabitants he writes: “This class of foreigners has
never been admitted to the smallest share of life and interest in the capital; it
has raised no buildings and opened no shops and has been rigorously excluded
from all social intercourse”.42 This social exclusion implies a clear-cut
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‘difference’ between the majority of Tehranis and the minority of Europeans
as well as the Tehrani elite.

Ironically, while modern institutions and inventions were largely limited to
the newly-developed European part of the city and are essentially secular, the
only railway in Persia was in the service of Islam and was used for religious
purposes. This railway transported pilgrims from Tehran to the sacred shrine
of Shah Abdul Azim, six miles outside the city.43

As these travellers report, the presence of what they call ‘Occident’ was not
exclusively limited to the newly developed northern parts of the city, but was
also observable within the citadel which represents the Oriental governmental
section of the city. Parts of the citadel were either decorated with western
motifs or had assumed modern functions imported from the west. For example,
the Shah’s library was a small room “neatly fitted, after the European
manner” containing a number of well-bound European books.44 The new
Museum, the idea for which dated back to the Shah’s return from his first
visit to Europe in 1873, contained the greatest interest:

This extraordinary chamber, which with its contents alternately resembles
an Aladdin’s palace, an old curiosity shop, a prince’s wardrobe, and a
municipal museum, consists of a long parallelogram, crowned by a series of
low domes, with plaster decorations in white, blue, and gold, there being a
number of deep recesses, terminating in windows along one side; while the
partition between these recesses, and the remaining walls of the room, are
fitted with glass cases, in which are displayed, side by side, treasures of
priceless value and the most unutterable rubbish.45

In the eyes of Bradley-Birt, this was a place which presented “a perfect
medley of things old and new, valuable and worthless”46 without any order
and arrangement—a metaphor for Tehran itself.

One may argue, based on these accounts, that the image of what was per-
ceived and referred to as ‘Occident’ was mainly perceptible in the newly
established urban areas, particularly the northern part of the city, where both
the structure and the appearance of the city looked European: straight streets
bordered with trees and paved with stone, shops with glass windows, and
modern institutions such as the Bank of Persia erected around a well-organized
square. This image of order and regularity, very understandable and pleasant
for western travellers, gave them a sense of familiarity and pleasure, in con-
trast to the sense of the uncanny that they found in the organic order of the
so-called Oriental city. Thus, to use travellers’ terminology, Tehran was
admired more for its manufactured ‘image of the Occident’ than for repre-
senting an ‘image of the Orient’. In other words, its value was perceived to be
in the way the ‘Occident’ has influenced and affected the structure of the city
and the urban life. However, the ‘Occident’ was not observable in isolation,
but in a continuous conflict and challenge with the ‘Orient’, and it was this
tension which gave Tehran its particularity.
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The ‘Orient’ facing the ‘Occident’

What was more astonishing for the travellers was not the familiar ‘image of
the Occident’ they perceived from the European part of Tehran, nor the poor
‘image of the Orient’ they noticed throughout the city, but the way these two
images were combined or juxtaposed, to the extent that two of the travellers
start their account of Tehran with precise and illustrative statements
explaining this confrontation. Jackson begins his report on Tehran with a
clear statement: his entire account could be understood as a footnote to
this general impression. He writes: “East and West combine imperfectly in its
mixed civilization, with a far greater preponderance of the Orient, as is
natural”.47 This ‘imperfect combination’ implies that although East and West
came together and met each other here in Tehran, they never unified suffi-
ciently to generate a new entity. In fact, East and West were clearly distin-
guishable, and in their combination, the ‘Orient’ was the more dominant
element. This ‘image’ of ‘imperfect combination’, to Jackson’s eyes, was the
result of a clear juxtaposition of things oriental and occidental. According to
him, while “Landau carriages in the public square, a post office with bilingual
notices in Persian and French, well-equipped telegraph headquarters, an
imposing Imperial Bank, a so-called Boulevard des Ambassadeurs, along
which the ministers of the foreign legations ride in official dress, not to speak
of shops with European goods, two ‘hotels’, a claim to the use of gas, and a
pretense of having a jingle-bell tramway”48 were the things which displayed
the ‘Occidental’ side of the capital, “the rest”. He continues “mosques,
minarets, and madrasahs, camels and caravansarais, bazaars crowded with
scuffing men and veiled women”49 pointed to the ‘Oriental’ appearance of the
city and thus made Tehran “as Oriental as any capital in the East”.50 This
description tells us about a state of affairs in which the ‘Occident’ and the
‘Orient’ are located side by side, in an observable manner, but the ‘image of
the Orient’ is distinguishable from the ‘image of the Occident’, and even
more dominant.

Right at the beginning, even more explicitly than Williams Jackson, Bradley-
Birt makes a clear-cut declaration: “If ever there was a meeting-place of East
and West it is Teheran [sic]”.51 For him, after a long journey through Persia,
Tehran appeared as a prominent meeting place where East and West come
together. This meeting, which he calls “the most conglomeration of things
Asian and European it is possible to conceive”, however, was not a planned
or evolved phenomenon as the result of a long-term socio-cultural revolution,
but rather a “sudden” change imposed by the “imperious command of a
King of Kings”.52 This highlights the role of the king in urban change
through a top-down transformation, to the extent that we may call new
Tehran ‘the city of the King’ or the ‘Naserid city’. This issue is well reflected
in the name of the map created for the city’s expansion; while the map of
1858 was called ‘Dar-ol-Khelafeh-ye Tehran’ (The Seat of the Kingdom of
Tehran), the map of 1890 was called ‘Dar-ol-Khelafeh-ye Naseri’ (Naserid
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Seat of the Kingdom), an indication of the vital and crucial role of Naser al-Din
Shah in the new developments.

As the result of the king’s wishes, Bradley-Birt continues, a “typical Eastern
city” has covered itself with “an outward Western veneer”. This veneer, however,
“sits as strangely upon it as a new transparent garment, thrown carelessly
over an old and shabby garb”.53 In this sense, the West, or the ‘Occident’, was
a “new transparent garment” which has been “carelessly” thrown over the
“old and shabby” ‘Orient’. This statement unveils a hidden presupposition:
the West is ‘new’ and ‘fresh’, but the East is ‘old’ and ‘shabby’. It is based on
this presupposition that what referred to the East was supposed to be chaotic
and messy, and what referred to the West was considered fine and delicate.
This is well reflected in Bradley-Birt’s words where he states that: “It is as if a
woman in gaudy rags drew round her a gossamer cloak of fine and delicate
thread”.54 Considering the West as a ‘veneer’ drawn round the East, or what
Jackson points to as the ‘imperfect combination’ of the East and West,
implies that Tehran was perceived and understood as Eastern and ‘Oriental’
in essence, while the West was an outward covering placed around it. And it is
based on this perception that Bradley-Birt writes that the Europeans were
not dominant in number and social manner, but were rather a “small and
distinctly foreign community, living apart and regarded not without suspicion
and hostility”.55

The juxtaposition of the East and West, according to Curzon, was observable
as soon as one enters into the city after Naserid new developments: “At every
turn we meet in juxtaposition, sometimes in audacious harmony, at others in
comical contrast, the influence and features of the East and West”.56 This
mixture of the East and West, in his eyes, was partly reflected in the buildings,
in the ‘Oriental’ turbans alongside the wide-awakes of Europeans, in the
camels alongside two-horsed broughams, in street lamp-posts built for gas but
accommodating oil-lamps, which taken together narrated a state of mixture
and conflict. Curzon concludes that “In a word, we are in a city which was
born and nurtured in the East, but is beginning to clothe itself at a West-End
tailor’s”.57 In this way, Curzon observed an ‘outset’, a turning point in which
the East was changing its appearance. But there is a long way to go, since
“European Teheran [sic] has certainly become, or is becoming; but yet, if the
distinction can be made intelligible, it is being Europeanised upon Asiatic
lines. No one could possibly mistake it for anything but an Eastern capital”.58

That means, despite the endeavours towards Europeanizing the city, that it
was still profoundly Eastern; the West appeared only as a superficial coating.
This special juxtaposition of the East and West, in contrast to what Curzon
has observed in other cities in Asia, gave Tehran a sense of ‘individuality’ and
‘originality’ which made it distinguishable and particular for him.

Curzon’s description of a part of the Citadel is quite interesting and notable.
He describes a series of chambers at the heart of the palace which exhibited
an extravagant agglomeration of illustrations clipped from the English news-
papers, inferior copies of Italian oil-paintings, or a deplorable oleograph of an
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Alpine village, all implying how “the Oriental intellect seems to derive a
peculiar gratification from the display of duplicates”.59 This interest, clearly
observed in the royal adobe, is regarded as devoid of merit. Curzon condemns
this attitude to reproducing tasteless duplications by stressing that “whereas
the Persian taste, if restricted to its native art or to the employment of native
styles, seldom errs, the moment it is turned adrift into a new world, all sense
of perspective, proportion, or beauty, all aesthetic perception, in fact, appears
to vanish” and thus becomes “vulgar and degraded”.60 Thus, native Persian
art is appreciated and deemed worthy of admiration as long as it remains
within its own intrinsic bounds and does not fall into the trap of ‘duplication’
and ‘imitation’ of other art. In this way, it can be argued that Curzon distin-
guishes between two modes of ‘change’: one which shows a sense of Europea-
nization but keeps its originality, and it is exactly this originality which gives
it ‘individuality’; and another which represents a sense of alienation, replacing
Persian taste with a collage of ‘duplicated west’. While the latter was present
in the mansions of nobles, the former was mainly perceptible across the city
as a whole.

According to Curzon, the changing character of Tehran, or the way it was
going to clothe itself at a West-End tailor’s, to use his explanation, was more
observable in the new developments of the city, particularly in its street life. In
this regard he explains that here the turban has gradually disappeared, the
flowing colourful robes were replaced by “tight-fitting garments of European
or semi-European cut” with neutral tints.61 The appearance of the military
was reminiscent of every army in Europe. The growing presence of the west
was also observable in the presence of western inhabitants: while in 1865 their
population numbered about 50, by 1889 it was estimated to have increased to
nearly 500 persons.

These observations and reflections narrate a clear ‘outset’, a turning point
through which Tehran was going to cover itself with a veil of imported ephe-
mera. However, as these accounts suggest, in this condition Tehran was still
fundamentally ‘Oriental’, and the ‘Occident’ was a distinguishable ‘veneer’. And
it was this unique juxtaposition of the ‘Orient’ and ‘Occident’ which gave Tehran
its particularity and individuality and made it an original phenomenon from
which they narrate. In other words, Tehran was unique in the eyes of these
travellers, neither for the way it represented what they understood as the
‘Orient’, nor for the way it imitated what they perceived as the ‘Occident’, but
in the way it combined these two modes ‘imperfectly’ and juxtaposed them
within the structure of the city and its urban life.62

Bab-e Homayun street: the ‘image’ of Naserid Tehran

A close observation of the map of Naserid Tehran in 1890 reveals structural
differences between the old city and its new developments. This difference, as
can be understood from the accounts of the three travellers, was not limited
to the city’s form but also affected its urban life. This trajectory of
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transformation shows how the typical mono-nuclear city is transforming to a
westernized bi-nuclear city, in which the conflict of the Old and New, or the
‘Orient’ and the ‘Occident’ as depicted in the three accounts, is perceivable in
a unique and individual way.

There remains within the old walls of the city the traditional city with its
typical elements: the labyrinthine pattern of streets, the axis of the Bazaar,
and its components such as mosques and madrassas, as well as the residential
neighbourhoods surrounding the Bazaar. The morphology of the newly
developed northern part is in the more geometric gridiron form, with straight
streets in contrast to the organic structure of the old city centre. This part is
different from the old city in terms of its components, institutions and typologies,
including a hospital, the embassies, the Imperial Bank of Persia, the telegraph
office, tramways, hotels and European shops, all indicating the incursion of
modern civic functions. In the layout of the northern gardens the influence of
western taste is highly observable: the traditional pattern of Chahar-Bagh is
located besides the English landscape garden (parks) of Zel-ol-Soltan and
Amin-od-Dowleh (Figure 10.4).

This bi-polar urban structure leads to a bi-polar urban life as well. Tradi-
tional urban life, practised by the majority of Tehranis, is limited to the old

Figure 10.4 Detail of the 1890 map of Tehran with Persian and Western style gardens.
(From an original map by Abdul Ghafar in 1890).
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city with the centrality of the Bazaar and its integral components, while the
Europeanized life, as was noticed and confirmed in the above-mentioned
accounts, is restricted to the northern part of Tehran with the centrality of
Tup-Khaneh Square. This urban life is practised either by the growing but still
small minority of European inhabitants or by the elite who enjoy European
ways of living.63

Thus, the city presents an ambivalent and ambiguous texture. It is no
longer the traditional city, nor the modern European city. It is something in
between, a conglomeration of old and new, tradition and modernity, East and
West. Bab-e Homayun Street (or Almasiyyeh Street), as illustrated by
Mahmoud Khan Malek-ol-Sho’ara in 1871, provides a fitting illustration of this
contradictory situation and is a perfect and authentic manifestation of the way
the ‘Orient’ is veneered in the ‘Occident’, to use Bradley-Birt’s terminology
(Figure 10.5). This street, which connects the Citadel to the Tup-Khaneh
Square, was erected as a part of the Naserid development. It links two
building typologies together: the so-called Occidental, extroverted typology
with the Oriental, introverted typology. The urban landscape of the street is
drastically westernized, and façades are opened up to the exterior through the
large shop windows. Behind them, the old typology of the building is dominant:
courtyard buildings in a compact arrangement. This structural contradiction
is well-reflected in the inhabitants’ behaviour; European-style clothing appears
side-by-side with the old traditional costumes, new means of transportation

Figure 10.5 Bab-e Homayun Street drawn by Khan Malek-ol-Sho’ara in 1871. (Courtesy
of Golestan Museum).
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run alongside old ones. It seems that, although the city intends to give an
impression of modernity, it nevertheless continues to live traditionally, and the
westernized city is appropriated and inhabited by the people in a traditional
way. Thus, streets from that period allocate room for transportation purposes,
and their urban space manifests the trend towards westernization.64 But
behind them, the social texture remains time-hallowed and steeped in traditional
patterns.65 In this sense, Bab-e Homayun Street is the ‘image’ of Naserid
Tehran par excellence, a metaphor for the evolving city.

Conclusion

Tehran carried the same typical urban features seen in many other Persian
cities even after its selection as the capital of Persia in 1785. In the Naserid
era (1831–98) Tehran experienced a process of Westernization in different
forms, including student and political exchanges, material and technological
imports, and intellectual observations. Consequently, the city of Tehran
underwent remarkable social and structural transformations, which were well
mirrored in the further expansion of the city in the 1960s. The new developments
did not concentrate on the city centre, but were added to the north of the city.
They were unique from two perspectives: they introduced new institutions and
functions, such as the bank and telegraph office which represented a modern
society, and imposed a new urban typology with regular streets and layout
which was dissimilar to the organic urban pattern of the typical Persian city.
Thus, the city experienced a bi-polar urban life and structure: while the old
city with Sabzeh Meydan and the Bazaar at its centre was in the service of the
ordinary people, the Tup-Khaneh complex accommodated the urban life of
the elite, intellectuals and the Europeans, and thus represented a Europeanized
cityscape. This conflict, as elaborated in detail, was well reflected in the
reports of the European travellers who experienced a sense of division in the
city structure and urban life and reported this phenomenon in their accounts.

The three reports which were analyzed here can be categorized in terms of
intention and character in a spectrum from politics to pure science. The central
concern of Curzon was introducing Persia’s potentiality in playing an active
role in the political map of the region, while Bradley-Birt was a diplomat and
writer fascinated by the silent mysteries of this land, and the only reason for
Jackson’s travelling to Persia was his scientific curiosity. However, despite
differences in their intentions and narrative methods, they are very similar in
the way they contribute to the ‘construction of the other’. The dichotomies of
‘West and East’, ‘Occident and Orient’, ‘European and Asiatic’, and ‘New
and Old’, which have been repeatedly used by the authors, are all the result of
a process of differentiation by which the state of affairs is categorized or fixed
into a solid binary opposition; while one arm of this binary is familiar, dis-
ciplined, organized, civilized, the ‘other’ is mysterious, strange, messy and
primitive. However, the character of the era in which these travellers visited
Tehran gives their accounts a special particularity. Since Tehran was
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experiencing a process of westernization and modernization, the image of
‘other’ presented in these accounts reflects a state of affairs in which the reality
is no longer limited to one extreme, namely East, ‘Orient’, Asiatic, and Old,
but depicts a ‘condition in-between’, in which two extremes of the dichotomy
are in a continuous state of tension and challenge. These accounts, in this
sense, are reporting this critical ‘state of tension’.

Consequently, in the writings of these travellers, while the ‘image’ of what
they perceived as ‘Orient’ was undistinguished and mainly present in the old
city, the ‘image’ of the Occident was clearly observable in the newly developed
northern part. However, what made Tehran attractive, unique, and hence
incomparable to the other so-called oriental cities visited by these travellers
was neither the image of the ‘Orient’ nor the image of the ‘Occident’, but the
peculiar, simultaneous presence of them both: in their eyes, the city Oriental
in essence was drawing around itself a cloak of Occidental ephemera. Thus,
the Naserid city represented two different kinds of urban life for these
travellers: it was neither a traditional city, nor a modern European city; it was
something in-between, a conglomeration of old and new, traditional and
modern, East and West.

Notes
1 Ervand Abrahamian, Iran between Two Revolutions (New Jersey: Princeton

University Press, 1982); Ramin Jahanbegloo, Iran: Between Tradition and Modernity
(Oxford: Lexington Books, 2003); and Jamsheed Behnam, “Iranian Society,
Modernity, and Globalization”, in Iran: Between Tradition and Modernity, ed.
Ramin Jahanbegloo (Oxford: Lexington Books, 2003), ix–xxiii.

2 Travel accounts by Iranians and on Iran are of two main types: travel accounts by
the Iranians who visited European cities for different reasons, such as political
purposes, and travel accounts written by western travellers who visited Iran and
reported on its geographical, social, and political characteristics. Both types are
valuable sources; the first one for understanding how Iranians perceived “west”
from an Iranian perspective, the second one for studying how Westerners perceived
Iranian culture and society from the point of view of a foreigner. The number of
travel accounts written by Iranians on Iran is limited, specially sources which
reflect on Tehran’s development in Naserid era. For detailed information about
the first type see: Naghmeh Sohrabi, Taken for Wonder: Nineteenth-Century
Travel Accounts from Iran to Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012);
and Nematollah Fazeli, Politics of Culture in Iran (New York: Routledge, 2006).

3 The binary concepts of Occident and Orient reflect Orientalists’ understanding
from the cities of the east. My aim here is not to criticize to what extent this
concept touches the essence of the cities, nor to bring into question its repeated
application in the literature, but to study how it has been used as the departure
point in perceiving the city of Tehran in the eyes of the western travellers.

4 Yahya Zaka, Tarikhche-ye Sakhtemanha-ye Arg-e Saltanati-e Tehran (Tehran:
Institute of National Heritage, 1970).

5 George Curzon, Persia and the Persian Question (London: Longmans Green,
1892).

6 Laurence Lockhart, Persian Cities (London: Luzac, 1960).
7 Masoud Kamali, Revolutionary Iran, Civil Society and State in the Modernization

Process (Brookfield, UK: Ashgate, 1998).

252 “The Orient veneered in the Occident”



8 Ali Madanipour, Tehran, the Making of a Metropolis (Chichester: John Wiley, 1998).
9 Mahvash Alemi, “The 1891 Map of Tehran: Two Cities, Two Cores, Two

Cultures”, Environmental Design: Journal of the Islamic Environmental Design
Center 1 (1985): 74–84.

10 Madanipour, Tehran, The Making of a Metropolis, 30.
11 Hafez Farman Farmayan, “The Forces of Modernization in Nineteenth Century

Iran: A Historical Survey”, in Beginnings of Modernization in the Middle East,
the Nineteenth Century, ed. W.R. Polk, and R.L. Chambers (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1968), 119–51.

12 Abrahamian, Iran between Two Revolutions, 140.
13 Behnam, “Iranian Society”, 3.
14 Ibid.
15 Fereydoun Adamiyat, Fekr-e Azadi (Tehran: Sokhan, 1970).
16 John D. Gerni, “Tahavvole Shahre Tehran dar Ahde Naseri”, in Tehran, Paitakhte

Devist Sale, ed. Shahriar Adl and Bernard Hourcade (Tehran: Sazemane Moshavere
Fanni va Mohandesie Shahre Tehran, 1996), 47–68.

17 Shahab Katouzian, “Tehran, Capital City: 1786–1997, The Re-invention of a
Metropolis”, Environmental Design: Journal of the Islamic Environmental Design
Research Centre 1 (1996): 34–45.

18 Zaka, Tarikhche, and Alemi, “The 1891 map of Tehran”, 74–84.
19 Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban (1633-1707) was a French military engineer, who

was famous for upgrading around 300 fortifications to make them more defensible,
and building around 37 new fortresses. Buhler’s plan for new wall of Tehran
depicts a clear formal copy of Vauban’s model, without delivering its military
purposes and function. For more details see: William Bayne Fisher, P. Avery,
G. R. G. Hambly, C. Melvill, eds. The Cambridge History of Iran (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1991).

20 Gerni, “Tahavvol-e Shahr-e Tehran”, 47–68.
21 Alemi, “The 1891 map of Tehran”, 82.
22 Curzon, Persia, 300.
23 Ibid., 304.
24 Francis Bradley-Birt, Through Persia, From the Gulf to the Caspian (Boston:

J.B. Millet, 1910), 290.
25 Ibid., 294.
26 Abraham Williams Jackson, Persia Past and Present (London: Macmillan, 1906),

423.
27 Ibid.
28 Ibid.
29 Bradley-Birt, Through Persia, 302.
30 Curzon, Persia, 330.
31 Bradley-Birt, Through Persia, 289.
32 Ibid., 293.
33 Ibid.
34 Jackson, Persia Past and Present, 420.
35 Curzon, Persia, 305.
36 Although the new wall is interpreted from the formal point of view, as a purposeless

copy of the French original model, the main reason behind the expansion was not
exclusively building a western-like city wall. A couple of reasons convinced the
Shah to commission new city walls, including population growth, necessity of
establishing modern institutions, as well as controlling flooding. For more details
see: Clifford Edmund Boswort, ed., Historic Cities of the Islamic World (Danvers:
Brill, 2007).

37 Jackson, Persia Past and Present, 424.
38 Bradley-Pirt, Through Persia, 295.

M. Reza Shirazi 253



39 Curzon, Persia, 306.
40 Ibid., 310.
41 Jackson, Persia Past and Present, 423.
42 Bradley-Birt, Through Persia, 290.
43 Ibid., 303.
44 Curzon, Persia, 313.
45 Ibid., 314.
46 Bradley-Birt, Through Persia, 300.
47 Jackson, Persia Past and Present, 418.
48 Ibid.
49 Ibid., 418–19.
50 Ibid., 419.
51 Bradley-Birt, Through Persia, 289.
52 Ibid.
53 Ibid.
54 Ibid.
55 Ibid.
56 Curzon, Persia, 306.
57 Curzon, Persia.
58 Ibid.
59 Ibid., 322.
60 Ibid., 323.
61 Ibid., 331.
62 One may argue that this image of imperfect mixture of East and West, or Occident

and Orient, was observable in other cities of the Islamic world during the nineteenth
century, and hence not an exclusive characteristic of Tehran. However, this
‘uniqueness’ has been attributed to Tehran by the travellers who have visited some
other cities of the region, and thus reflects their understanding and perception.

63 From the morphological point of view, the bi-polar character of the developed
city is well reflected in the map of 1890 (Figure 10.2), where two urban patterns
of organic (traditional) and gridiron (modern) are distinguishable. The socio-cul-
tural pattern of the divided city has also been reflected in the writings and reports
of various authors, some mentioned in this chapter. However, a more elaborated
and detailed study is needed to discover diversities of this division and their
interaction.

64 Amir Bani-Masud, Me’mari-ye Mo’aser-e Iran (Tehran: Nashre Honare Me’marie
Garn, 2009), 135.

65 Gerni, “Tahavvol-e Shahr-e Tehran”, 65.
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11 No place for a tourist
Imagining Fez in the Burton
Holmes travelogue

Michelle H. Craig

A single hooded figure looks over the cityscape of Fez, Morocco (Figure 11.1).
Nelson Luddington Barnes took this photograph of his travel companion,
travel photographer Elias Burton Holmes (1870–1958), on the last evening of
their ten-day visit to the North African capital in 1894. The image records
Holmes wearing traditional Moroccan dress, and this type of Orientalist self-
exoticization makes him as much a subject of the photograph as the built
environment dotted with minarets. The photographer and entertainer from
Chicago, known professionally as Burton Holmes or E. Burton Holmes, made a
successful career presenting illustrated travelogues: travel lectures accompanied
by slide projection to live audiences. Experiences from and photographs taken
during a trip in February–March 1894 helped to produce lectures performed
between 1894 and 1908 and were published in the first volume of his Burton
Holmes Travelogues. Produced at the very beginning of Holmes’s career, the
entertaining personal account of the Moroccan capital also articulates
American beliefs regarding racial and cultural difference in an Islamic city,1

and supports European colonization and the pursuit of economic imperialism at
the turn of the American century.

The late 1890s were years of great opportunity but economic insecurity in
the United States. Holmes was born in Chicago in 1870, the son of a banker
and the grandson of a wealthy builder and importer. Although Holmes was
born into a socially prominent family, the Panic of 1893 altered his financial
prospects; he turned to the camera to craft a livelihood, but after failing to make
a living as a camera salesman, he attempted to launch a career as a travel
lecturer for paying audiences. Buoyed by initial success in the 1893 travel lecture
series based on an 1892 trip to Japan, the trip to Morocco was the first
voyage intended to produce travelogues for the entertainer’s second lecture
season. Using borrowed funds and accompanied by Barnes, he departed for a
forty-day excursion into Morocco, including the ten-day sojourn in Fez. Over
the next six decades, Holmes would perform over eight thousand illustrated
travelogues on travels across the globe, but nothing was certain in 1894; there
was no assurance of succeeding as a self-made man, only the performer’s drive
and self-confidence.2 As such, the Fez travelogue was highly speculative—
Holmes wanted to visit Morocco and its capital, Fez, record its spaces with



photography and relay his travels to a paying public, but he did not know
what to photograph or what American audiences desired in a travel lecture.

This chapter explores Holmes’s attraction to and interactions with Fez and
probes how its visibility and legibility allowed him to imagine the capital as
object for consumption in the United States. Brian T. Edwards has noted
Americans were invested in the “encounter with worldliness itself”.3 Holmes
traveled to Morocco at the beginning of a long career in photography and
entertainment seeking such encounters. Given the tenuous position of his
career, he went beyond capturing expected sites; rather, Holmes produced a
heterogeneous compilation of actors in Fez via image and text. The resulting
lectures and publication on Fez were conservative and often superficial inter-
pretations of an Islamic city that appealed widely to American viewers. Holmes’s
works reflect a distinctly American representation of Fez with the United States
a frequent character in the narrative. His narratives aligned with prevailing
American conceptions of a city conditioned and, at times, hindered by its
Muslim majority, an urban environment noted for the religious space of the

Figure 11.1 Burton Holmes. “Sacred Hour of the Moghreb”, 1894. (Courtesy of the
Department of Art History, University of California Los Angeles).
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mosque, commercial space of the suq and political space of the sultan’s palace
and administrative quarter, a capital representative of an empire with its apex
in the Medieval Period and failing to join the West in the ‘Modern Age’.4

Holmes focused on what John Urry and Jonas Larsen call his tourist gaze
with his camera,5 taking photographs to illustrate his escape from everyday
life. His presentations and text would allow his viewers to do the same.

His passion and the display of his personal photographs made Holmes’s
lectures stand out during a time when other lecturers often screened stock
images. Holmes’s hand-painted photographs were the stars of the show; the
sites and people he photographed drove his narrative while the script and text
supported the images.6 It is for this reason that European and American
agents appeared as critical actors in the travel narrative—they were more
likely to be willing subjects for Holmes’s camera. The inclusion of foreign
actors also supported particular brands of American Orientalism and American
Exceptionalism.7 Following Edward Said’s seminal 1978 work, Orientalism is
as much a process of self-construction as it is the representation of a foreign
culture.8 Orientalism proved a powerful tool in the service of colonization,
especially for France and Great Britain, and it also helped to promote American
imperialism. Although colonization and territorial expansion occurred, the
United States participated in the age of imperialism primarily through com-
mercial means—economic expansion and consumption fuelled by industrial
and other technological advances facilitated travel within the United States and
abroad. American imperialism connected to American Exceptionalism: a
steadfast belief in the uniqueness of the United States and an eventual mission
to transform the rest of the world in its likeness.9

Morocco became a desirable travel destination decades after tours of the
Middle East became popular, and the relative lack of documentation on Fez
by American writers and photographers made it a particularly appealing site.10

Most published accounts onMorocco in English were by European authors, and
many did not travel to Fez.11 Following praise for Holmes’s original 1895–96
travelogue, it was restaged in the 1898–99 and 1907–08 seasons, during key
points in his early career. The period during which the photographer presented
the Fez lecture corresponded to a rise in Morocco’s international relations
with Europe and the United States as well as the crystallization of France’s
colonial overtures toward the country. Yet Holmes did not update the egocentric
narrative of his travelogue and rarely made comments about the changing
political environment; his goal was to entertain, not necessarily educate, his
audiences.12 The shift in medium from an audio-visual format to printed
version of the travelogue elucidates how the juxtaposition of image and text
articulated the artist’s perspective on the urban environment. It also illuminates
the myriad ways in which Holmes’s sojourn continued to pique American
interest years after its completion. The Fez travelogue presentations, photo-
graphs and texts contributed a particular vision of an Islamic city for American
audiences, one that reinforced Orientalist stereotypes, confirmed earlier travel
narratives and projected American constructs of modernity, urbanism and
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civilization onto the cityscape, giving the viewer or reader insight into one
man’s engagement with an Islamic city at the turn of the twentieth century.

Holmes extrapolated upon a variety of spaces, telling expected and
innovative stories about Fez and including the audience in the narrative with
his frequent use of the first person plural and compositional choices for his
photographs that invite viewers into a variety of scenes. Access to landmarks,
including the seat of government (sultan’s palace) and most famous mosque
(the Qarawiyyin) proved elusive, but undaunted by the inaccessibility, the
photographer turned to other sites, and his visits with diverse residents,
including members of the Jewish-Moroccan community, European and
American protégés facilitating Western economic expansion,13 as well as
European diplomats and missionaries, had roles in Holmes’s Orientalist
construction. Narratives and images including diverse residents augment
depictions of his stay in a traditional house, travels throughout the markets of
the old city (medina) and audiences with a Muslim official. Holmes invited his
viewers to take conceptual journeys to his imaginative construction of Fez but
also reminded them about their own positions in the United States. Medita-
tions on urbanism and civilization framed anecdotes; they contributed to his
vision of the city as a picturesque site of escape that fit comfortably within a
late nineteenth-century American view of Morocco.

Orienting the turn of the American century

Textual and visual constructions of Morocco historically helped Americans
define their own identities.14 In the late eighteenth century, the North African, or
Barbary, Coast fascinated citizens of the young nation, and it even emerged as a
political concern when pirates operating out of Morocco and Algeria captured
American sailors. Popular magazines, including Atlantic Monthly, Harper’s
Weekly and the North American Review, had previously reported on North
Africa, constructing Morocco as a place of fascination inhabited by a Muslim
majority, ethnic, religious and cultural Others. Tales of seizure and enslavement,
both real and fictive, influenced Americans who were beginning to form their
own national identities, and responses in the United States spread from news
articles to tales, maxims, poems, religious studies, travel accounts and letters,
as readers identified and sympathized with their fellow citizens in captivity.15

Early representations of the Orient in American popular media, including
specific visions of Morocco, contained diverse views, but they became more
limited as oriental imagery became less associated with specific geographic
sites and were increasingly tied to advertising and American economic dom-
inance.16 Travel writing and travel lectures offered specifics—they presented
individual narratives of real places. By the late nineteenth century many parts
of the Orient were colonized by European states and displayed Western
commercial and social influences;17 however, independent Morocco had
resisted European intervention and was touted as an authentic Islamic society
relatively free from Western influence.
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Holmes viewed Fez through Orientalist lenses presented by the 1893 Chicago
World’s Columbian Exposition and the text of French author Pierre Loti in his
1890 travel memoir,AuMaroc. Information available in literature and exhibitions
provided Holmes with the tools needed to execute the journey and generate a
travelogue where the images would flow so smoothly that it would impart an
illusion of travel for his audiences.18 Western viewers at the World’s Columbian
Exposition were conditioned to make certain assumptions about Morocco
based on perceptions of cultural and religious difference and allowed visitors
to reflect upon their own values by contrasting them with displays representing
the Other.19 Independent Morocco participated in the Fair, sending horses,
saddles and other equestrian equipment for the transportation department,
and its displays complemented the wildly popular “Street in Cairo” display and
other North African pavilions on the Midway Plaisance.20 Exhibitions envi-
sioned travel and mass media; they constructed the Orient as a playful escape
from increasing industrial malaise affecting American urban life at the end of
the nineteenth century.21

The Chicago Exposition also symbolized the ascension of the United States
to world prominence and established its position as a modern industrial power.
Visitors experienced an intense nationalism, not the imperial drive to colonize.
The Chicago World’s Fair promoted American progress and social changes,
boosted self-image and encouraged those who were able to explore and to
possess the world.22 Holmes would continue this process during his travels,
crossing the Atlantic in a steamer ship and using the latest photographic
technology from Kodak. This was the environment in which the photographer
began his career, and as such, the illustrated travelogue served as a way for
American audiences not only to view, but also to metaphorically consume the
North African metropolis. The Fez travelogue echoed representations found
in the World’s Fair; it also offered a mirror of American values even as it
overtly presented the illusion of travel to an authentic, Islamic city.23 Its pre-
sentation depicted advances in the United States as well as the successful
navigation of a foreign metropolis by one American artist.

Like so many travellers, Holmes began his trip to Morocco in Tangier,
but its status as an international city made the port less appealing for the
artist who sought to indulge in adventures rarely experienced by Americans.
After he secured the necessary letters of permission, he set out for the oldest
of Morocco’s four imperial capitals, Fez. The Moroccan interior and domestic
spaces were the most desirable sites precisely because they were coded as
private and difficult for non-Muslims to view.24 For Holmes, nineteenth-
century Morocco was “the true frontier between the Christian and Moslem
worlds. Here is the borderland of real Africa; here couriers from Fez and
from the desert region further south meet the postmen of the European
services”.25 Key here is the verb ‘meet’ for Holmes defined Fez as a place of
encounter and exchange, a place ready for his gaze.26 It existed both a
metropolis and a ‘borderland,’ and he thought of himself as its explorer and
intermediary.
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Holmes also drew upon literary conventions when preparing his version of
Fez and took Loti’s Au Maroc as his travel guide. The travel memoir based on
the French author’s 1889 travels with a French diplomatic mission connected
the American artist to a rich literary tradition. Loti himself was inspired by
Gabriel Charmes’ 1887 Une Ambassade au Maroc and Eugène Delacroix’s
paintings based on his 1832 travels to Morocco. In 1894 Loti was already well
known for his romantic texts, and while he may have taken liberties in his
characterization of the country, blending fact and fiction to heighten its allure,
Holmes expected to see Morocco as the Frenchman wrote it.27 Holmes reflected,
“To visit Morocco after reading Pierre Loti is like returning to a land that is
familiar, to a land already seen, to a land the charm of which has been
revealed in the pages of his poetic prose”.28 He plagiarized Loti, assuming
that American viewers would not have read the French text, but elsewhere he
cited the French author to boost his own authority. With mental images
already imprinted from Loti, Holmes found that Fez confirmed some Orientalist
tropes of an Islamic city.29 Its unfamiliar topography, inaccessible mosques
and high, worn walls supported the Western stereotype that this Islamic city
was a vestige of a once great civilization.30 Zooming into the urban environ-
ment with hyperfocus, Loti had exaggerated his abode there: “Of all these
little intersecting streets, the narrowest, I think, and the darkest, is mine”31

(Figure 11.2). Holmes not only labelled his street as the darkest and nar-
rowest, but this time photographed it as well. What is reinscribed here is a
sense of entitlement and possession by the American as well as his desire to
awe his audiences with his skill as photographer, traveller and performer.

His drive to create an illusion of travel for his viewers necessitated that
Holmes craft independent interpretations when he departed from the travel
agenda so inspired by Loti’s fiction. When Holmes’s own experiences deviated
from the text of his literary predecessor, when the Western construction of the
Islamic city failed to correspond to reality in Fez, he drew upon encounters with
more accessible places, turned to other foreigners for help, and transgressed
social or religious boundaries. The Fez travelogue reshaped the real city into a
fascinating object available for American consumption and a screen onto which
he could project American ideals. Holmes probed the idea of civilization from a
very personal perspective, considering the built environment, the exterior passa-
geways, domestic environments, marketplaces, gendered spaces, limits and
boundaries and transformed these perceptions for the enjoyment of his viewers.

Imagining Fez as a site of entertainment

Holmes’s audiences would interpret Fez not only as an exotic foreign land,
but also view it in distinction from American modernity. The tension between the
drive to engage with the cityscape on his own terms and the desire to conform to
Orientalist models distinguishing between West and non-West led Holmes to
present Fez as both past and present—his actions and those of other Westerners
were in the present, but his characterization of the city and its inhabitants
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were placed in a temporal lag.32 He placed the culture of Fez in the fifteenth-
century, its technology even earlier and attributes this time lag behind the
rapidly modernizing United States to the city’s dominant religion, Islam.

Its culture is the culture of the Fifteenth Century, its science of still earlier
date; and truth there is yet hid by clouds of superstition. This city is the
essence of the Middle Ages; it is the heart of a nation that was mummified
eight hundred years ago by the religion of Mohammed. This city is called
Fez; the land of which it is the capital is Morocco.33

Holmes only alluded to political crises unfolding in the country at the turn of the
twentieth century—Moulay Hassan (r.1873–94) and his government barely
controlled ten per cent of the region, as the administration fended off attacks
from antagonistic rebels and disgruntled subjects alike. Whether they knew of
the political situation or not, Western travellers saw this dissolution etched into
the crumbling architecture of the palace and absence of modern infrastructure,

Figure 11.2 Burton Holmes. “The Narrowest and Dingiest Street”, 1894. (Courtesy of
the Department of Art History, University of California Los Angeles).

262 No place for a tourist



and they embraced the impression of such downfall. The temporal ambiguity,
in part, allowed the travelogue to attract attention for decades. For Americans
viewers, representations of the Maghrib provided a poignant contrast with the
possibilities of a vibrant American state.34 Fez was acknowledged as a capital
city, but of a different time—medieval, not modern—and lacking coevalness
with Western cities. Industrialization in Europe and the United States had
produced a new type of urban squalor, was morally and physically debased, and
rife with social ills, but urban decay in Morocco was perceived as picturesque
and exotic.35 Holmes wrote, “Its fall has been so gradual that there has been
no change, nothing but a slow decay, so gentle that it has not scarred old Fez
but beautified it”.36 His praise for the picturesque, ruined environment would
not extend to the majority of the city’s Muslim inhabitants.

Except for Haj Abder-Rahman Salama and Kaid Lharbi, Holmes’s guide
and guard, Muslims remain largely anonymous throughout the narrative.
Holmes differentiated between the convening populations, thoroughly separating
the civilized American Self from the Muslim Other. He characterized the
inhabitants of Fez, among other things, as anti-Christian, proud, ignorant,
fanatical and cunning; Holmes believed he would be despised by them not
only because of his Christian belief, but also because he represented “champions
of progress”37 and “lovers of civilization”.38 Both the city and the majority of
its inhabitants are distinct and temporally distant from evolving Western
civilization as it was being articulated in the United States, but one is coded
more positively than the other. An American audience was encouraged to
marvel at Holmes’s navigation of unfamiliar spaces, to watch his cunning and
subterfuge as he bested nameless figures who would thwart his aims to sufficiently
witness their city.

The walls, borders and technologies of containment characterizing the built
environment in Fez fascinated Holmes. Fez was designed as a fortified city,
and its defensive structure struck the photographer as peculiar; it was not
intended to boost circulation and aid in the movement of goods, qualities
needed in burgeoning American cities to facilitate commercial development.
The massive walls and portals were designed to isolate urban quarters in case of
unrest. These walls constrained the photographer’s movements through the city
and prevented him from peering into interiors. One streetscape (Figure 11.2)
gives a sense of how the solid brick walls of Fez ordered Holmes’s impres-
sions of the city, illuminating the problems encountered when photographing
the city and necessitating a break with Loti’s model. The brick and plaster
walls envelop two men, one in the shadows of a low doorway, while a second
figure almost completely blocks the view of a lower door. The only breaks in
the built environment are green leaves and tree branches rising above one of the
walls. One can imagine the frustration Holmes felt trying to photograph the
city. Annoyed at the endless walls and impasses, he characterized Moroccan
sultans as “reckless builders” who began construction and failed to finish their
projects.39 The vision of decay stemmed largely from events on the street:
“these arched portals, so ruinous, many of them, that they appear about to
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fall and crush us beneath tons of century-old masonry”.40 Moreover, the
photographer did not accept the barriers presented by the unyielding façades;
bare walls functioned as screens for the artist’s interpretations. “We are safe as
if shut up in jail. In fact, like all foreign visitors, we, too, must record among our
sensations that of being prisoners while within the walls of Fez”.41 Playing on
earlier accounts, Holmes compared the labyrinthine environment to a prison,
and thereby subtly tied his own experiences in Fez to the romantic captivity
tales of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.42

Holmes did not promenade along the city’s avenues as he might in Paris or
another European metropolis; rather he launched “expeditions”.43 His emphasis
on the hardships of travelling in the city that was “no place for a tourist”44

promoted the performer as the white, intrepid traveller-hero who conquered
unknown terrain on behalf of his comfortably seated audiences.

I found the situation of Fez most difficult clearly to understand, and it
was only after repeated excursions to the surrounding eminences that I was
able to map out mentally the various quarters of the town. That there are
two great divisions, each almost independent of the other, we very soon
discover.45

Once he found that he could make sense of Fez, Holmes shifted to first
person singular and began to construct the city sensorially describing the
urban form: “Between the animated Medina—a mass of closely packed cubes
of white, appearing when viewed from a distance like a saucer filled with sugar
lumps—and the spacious, stately governmental quarter, lies what is called the
garden region”.46 It is Holmes’s use of simile that extends his analysis beyond
the basic morphologic outline of Fez—that the medina of Old Fez is located
at a distance from New Fez, which includes the palace, governmental quarter
and the mellah, the Jewish quarter. The spatial divisions gave visualization to
the Moroccan sultan’s protection over the religious minority and the privileging
of space for the Muslim majority, especially the religious and commercial
elite. Holmes’s subtle domestication, however, reveals a particularly American
romanticism. The ancient city is transformed into a precious commodity-filled
vessel, and this suggests that Fez was not merely an exotic urban marvel, but
something to be consumed.47

While Holmes eventually found he could comprehend the city’s organization,
it would take longer for him to figure out how to photograph it. Fez always
existed as a photographic subject—it was not enough to describe the urban
landscape; it required visual documentation. Holmes concluded, “Every
native is a type, every group a picture”.48 Haj Abder-Rahman Salama, the
Algerian guide, assisted Holmes in his photographic missions by distracting
potential subjects with conversation in the best-lit position, so the photo-
grapher could take a furtive portrait.49 Holmes resorted to subterfuge when
photographing one of the most well known landmarks in Fez, the Mosque
and University of the Qarawiyyin. Non-Muslims were not allowed into its
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confines, and while the photographer did not enter it, he took images of the
mosque’s courtyard via one of its portals. He praised the library associated
with the university but lamented the inaccessibility of its collection.50 Holmes
advocated the future colonization of Morocco and the presumed ease of
access to hidden treasures that result from European control.

Holmes continued his pursuit to document interior spaces. He knew the
crumbling walls and gateways masked ornate residences: “we know that in
Morocco bare outer walls often hide undreamed-of splendor, and that dirty,
dingy streets may surround pavilions and gardens of unsuspected beauty”.51

His solution was to rig a camera to shoot over the wall into the neighbouring
residence (Figure 11.3). The slide captures Moroccan women and children in
their inner garden courtyard startled by the intrusion. The colourist Katharine
Gordon Breed saturated the tiled ground and accented various garments with
swaths of colour. Cooking vessels sit in the foreground and the main group of
people sits around a communal serving platter and teapot; slaves attend to
those assembled for this picnic. This was exactly the type of domestic scene

Figure 11.3 Burton Holmes. “Discovered!”, 1894. (Courtesy of the Department of Art
History, University of California Los Angeles).
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Holmes wanted to photograph—the rich colour of the Moroccan interior
space and the visibility of Muslim women constituted two definitive subjects
in an Islamic city. “This revelation of the inner life of Fez makes the city seem
more human to us, less like a city of specters, ghosts, and animated mummies.
Nevertheless these people seem not quite real to us, for we did not actually
see them, nor did they see us, face to face”.52 This act of trespass did not
endear Holmes to his neighbours for, upon discovering their private space was
intruded, they sent servants to warn the photographer that such violation
would not be tolerated. While Holmes thought of Fez photographically, the
physical environment and its people were resistant.

Holmes turned to spaces occupied by the European community as well as
the Jewish quarter, the mellah. One of his first “expeditions” was to visit “his”
banker, Mr Benlezrah, a consular agent for the United States who had gained
American citizenship through the protégé system. Mr Benlezrah invited the
photographer to visit his family at home in the Jewish quarter. Holmes mined
his experiences there to uncover some of the organizing structure of the larger
city. He visited a diversity of spaces within the mellah and made them serve as
surrogates for Fez more broadly. He recounted visiting an informal neigh-
bourhood on the edge of the Jewish cemetery before proceeding to its com-
mercial spaces, wealthy residences and a French-operated school. The busy
commercial scenes convey the autonomy of the quarter as a city within the city
of Fez (Figure 11.4). Neat domestic interiors and even an informal settlement
housing rural migrants and located just outside the walls of the district
counter the stereotype branding the Jewish quarter as a seat of vice and
prostitution.53 The diverse description expands the definition of Fez as an
Islamic city for American viewers. Built by Muslim master builders using
largely parallel construction techniques and containing markets akin to those
in the medina, the Jewish quarter served as a medina-in-miniature for Holmes
to succinctly explain to his viewers.

Unlike many writers on non-Western cities, Holmes did not omit the presence
of foreigners in Fez; rather he asserted his relative rarity as an American
traveller, but he admitted two or three European vice-consulates operated in
the city. Narratives of Holmes’s interactions with these figures receive more
details than his engagement with Moroccan Muslims. Yet it was the British
vice-consul who gave him an invitation to dine with the Minister of Finance.
During this rare interaction with a Muslim official, Holmes did not recount
information imparted by the Minister; instead he used the opportunity to
laud advancements in the United States.54 He told his illustrious host about
the World’s Fair in Chicago, boasting that daily attendance at the Exposition
was seven times the population of the Fez. The artist praised the incredible
ease of transportation of massive quantities of grains and livestock.55 Holmes
chose this anecdote from his one evening with a high-ranking Moroccan to
tell his audience that Morocco has no comparable network of roads, railways,
or any other means of mass transportation. The subject here is not Moroccan
hospitality, but American prosperity.
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The American reception of the Fez travelogue

The Fez travelogue repeatedly transported his audience into his construction
of the city after success in the initial 1895–96 lecture season. Holmes returned
to the Fez material, reinforcing his particular production of city. The first
return performance marked the transition from an emerging entertainer to an
established one; in the 1890s the established travel lecture circuit belonged to
John Stoddard, and it was upon Stoddard’s retirement in 1897 that he pro-
claimed Holmes his successor. Holmes would revisit material on Fez in the
1898–99 season, suggesting that the travelogue was exceptionally engaging for
him in his role as the nation’s leading travel lecturer. The Fez lecture was
brought back into circulation in 1907–08, when the photographer developed a
series on great urban centres. Juxtaposed against Berlin, London, Paris and
Vienna, Holmes marvelled at the features of the Islamic city even as he reified
degrading stereotypes of its Muslim majority and ruling elite.

Reviews spoke highly of Holmes’s construction of Fez and especially noted
his photographs. One Washington Post article from 1899 advertised the Fez
lecture during its second season in rotation:

Mr. Holmes’ lecture To-day.
Fez, the “Metropolis of the Moors”, should prove of great interest, as it

has never before been the subject of an illustrated talk. This subject offers
splendid opportunities for this talented young lecturer as a conveyance for
his ideals in matter of quaintness and picturesqueness, as well as a broad
field for anecdote and romantic research, for no land or city can boast of
more mystery or romance, more antiquity in habits, architecture, costume,
and customs thanMorocco and its capital city, Fez. Even in this enlightened
age, in this crumbling, old city, the Jewish population are compelled to
dwell in a quarter by themselves called Mellah, modern conveniences are
unknown and unheard of, while photography is still looked upon as a
work and practice of the evil one. In spite of this, however, Mr. Holmes
has collected in his sojourn there a large collection of most beautiful
photographs of the interior of the city and many of the inner life and
scenes not usually beheld by the few Europeans who had penetrated to
the heart of this flowering empire.56

The article emphasizes the novelty of Holmes’s presentation as well as the
temporal divide between modern America and ‘antique’ Fez. The report
praises Holmes’s photographs and acknowledges the difficulty of obtaining
such beautiful images of the city’s inner spaces. Both the Moroccan interior
and interior domestic spaces were coded as the most authentic and desirable
for a foreign visitor to access.

Fez and Morocco appeared in the American press with greater frequency in
1906, and a return to the Fez material in 1907–08 capitalized on recent news
reports from Morocco. Holmes was more established in his career and often
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screened travel films in addition to slides. While the new cinematic material
excited viewers, the re-use of still images from 1894 stressed their potency and
modernity. He also capitalized upon heightened public awareness resulting
from recent publications that covered political and social changes in Morocco.
American expatriate Ion Perdicaris piqued his compatriots’ interest in the
North African country with his descriptive article and captivity tale in
the April 1906 issue of National Geographic Magazine.57 His first article was
extremely timely in its description and clear presentation of the political
environment in Morocco as well as the 1906 Algeciras Conference, a conference
that delayed the impending march of French colonization. Perdicaris lived in
Tangier and was able to give details absent from the photographer’s brief
travels, yet the author cited Holmes’s printed travelogue as a reliable source
on the country. This was precisely the time when the Fez travelogue appeared
in conjunction with that of modern European cities—Berlin, London, Paris
and Vienna. Recall that Holmes’s construction of Fez, while un-modern,
considered the North African capital a remarkably admirable metropolis. His
city series did not suggest a hierarchy of urban development; it celebrated
multiple urban forms.

Fez bound: the published travelogue

With the publication in 1901 of a ten-volume series, including the Fez travelogue,
and its numerous reprintings until 1920, new audiences, armchair readers and
travellers, learned about Fez via Holmes’s photographs and text.58 Holmes
stated the printed text was similar to his lecture presentations,59 but the armchair
traveller experienced the travelogue differently—printed photographs broke up
the flow of the text. The change in format—multiple images contained on a
single page or spread across two pages interspersed with text—produced new
intervisual narratives, and encouraged readers to make new connections
guided by Holmes’s design. The stories may have lost some of their illusory
power as a substitute for travel when the artist’s tales were printed as text and
images were stripped of colour, but new ones emerged. The triangulation of
image, text and the reader produced different elements and relationships from
those developed in the performances.

By the time of the publication of the printed travelogues, Holmes had
secured his reputation after nearly a decade in the business of photographing
his voyages. His production and ownership of the majority of his images
contributed to the authority invested in the relationship between text and
image, and it is in the printed travelogue that Holmes’s reflection on urbanism
becomes clearest. The Fez travelogue begins with a provocation for his
‘modern’ readers on the word metropolis. Holmes argued:

…a city, great in extent, in the heart of a thickly populated country; a
place of marvels and of wonderful contrivances; a place where commerce
has worn mighty cañons between huge cliffs of masonry; a place toward
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which all roads converge; a place whence radiate interminable rails of
steel, along which speed steaming monsters, annihilating space and
bringing vast regions under the spell of urban supremacy; or else the
suggestion is of a mighty seaport, to which the great ships of the deep
bring men from far-off lands and cargoes from the far ends of the earth.
Metropolis, moreover, means a place where burn the beacon-lights of
intelligence and culture; where the latest word of science is spoken; where
every day a superstition dies; where seekers after truth come nearest to
their goal. A metropolis is the essence of our New Century civilization,—
the creation of an irresistible modern impulse, an entity that challenges
our admiration and inspires us with awe.60

He outlined the necessary features of the built environment and infrastructure
required for the formation of a modern Western city as a centre of commercial
enterprise and expanded his definition of “our New Century civilization” to
include the traits of the society inhabiting urban areas, imagining characteristics
and processes underway in the United States. This definition is countered by
his description of Fez. He charged his readers to conceive of an alternative
definition, a city unlike the ones they knew and supporting different com-
mercial pursuits, one based on different technologies and communication
systems, and yet this romantic metropolis appeared as irresistible as a modern
landscape.61 Similarly awed by this foreign urban form, at times Holmes
respected Fez for its difference:

Moreover, I believe that Fez is in a higher state of civilization, and that
its people are less given to crime that are the dwellers in the poorer
quarters of London, Paris, and New York. It is safe for a Moorish citizen
to walk these crowded streets by day; at night he sleeps securely in his
home. There is no flagrant immorality, yet there is no regular police.62

While he had bought into the romanticism of the sheer walls and ruinous
elements of the built environment in Fez, the visitor praised what he viewed
as a peaceful and moral society. This conclusion contradicts his earlier
pronouncement that the city’s inhabitants were dangerous fanatics.

The published series juxtaposed images and texts to produce additional
imaginative representations of the places he visited. Holmes also commented
on Moroccan commerce as entirely different from that in the United States.
He photographed a number of scenes capturing commerce in Fez, and one
photograph taken in the Jewish quarter depicts three small shops (Figure 11.4).
A man leans over one of the counters as he converseswith the proprietor; produce
spills out from the interior of another stall and onto the street. Elements in
the image underscore the contrast between the image and its caption in the
printed version. The bright green fava beans and red potatoes do not relate to
the vision conjured by the caption “In Tiny Shops Sit Gold- and Silver-Smiths”.
Jews certainly made and sold goods in precious metals, but the photograph
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depicts vegetables not gold.64 The author felt the need to attribute the loca-
tion of precious metals in the Jewish quarter, but did not photograph the
exact site. He asked his readers to make an imaginative leap. Holmes
captioned his images to further his particular vision, to present his desired
narrative, rather than ones implied by the scenes in his photographs.

Such a strategy demonstrates how Holmes gained a sense of ownership
during his stay and was particularly evident in regard to his assigned residence.
Within its walls he felt justified in spying on his neighbours; he claimed its
terrace. Holmes and Barnes ascended to the roof on their last evening in the city.
The roof was traditionally reserved for women, as a functional space for
domestic activities but also a place of repose, but the Americans ascended to
the top of the house for its view of the city extending around it (Figure 11.1).
By self-exoticizing and metaphorically declaring possession of the terrace as a
metonym for Fez, Holmes legitimated his imaginative construction of the city
beneath him. It suggested that by knowing Fez as a lived space, he could claim
it as his and would be able to impart his ‘possession’ for future audiences.

Figure 11.4 Burton Holmes. “In Tiny Shops Sit Gold and Silver-Smiths”, 1894.
(Source: Visual Resource Collection, Department of Art History, UCLA).
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All Fez was there spread out before us, Fez with its snowy dwellings
reflecting the golden rays of the declining sun. Fez with its minarets, its
mosques, its palaces; Fez with its streets seldom trodden by the feet of
unbelievers, its sacred places never polluted by an alien glance. Old Fez
so long the city of our dreams, now become the city of our waking
thoughts, is soon to become the city of our reminiscences.65

Supported by the printed form, Holmes’s construction of Fez reveals how the
photographer unpacked the city, explored its boundaries, and classified its
spaces and actors.

Conclusion

Holmes visited Fez as it was opening up to European influence and capitalist
enterprises, but before the formalization of French imperialism. The degree to
which he engaged with and recorded non-Islamic elements visible in the city
reflected his agenda for visiting Fez. Photographs contributed to both the
ingraining of Western stereotypes of the city as well as the production of more
nuanced interpretation of a Moroccan cityscape. The travelogues appeared in
the decades leading to French occupation of Morocco as the French Protec-
torate of Morocco (1912–56), and even in that independent era, the presence of
Westerners in Fez was already apparent. Holmes’s images produced an impression
of the Fez cityscape, even as they portended imperial discipline through fre-
quent representations of both protégés and foreign residents. His construction
expressed the romantic, picturesque themes of Americans escaping their quo-
tidian lives as well as celebrating their modernity.66 The mellah, in particular,
functioned as a surrogate for the larger Islamic city, allowing the photo-
grapher to produce a compelling story, initially for audiences who did not
know who their performer was. So early in his career, he was not even sure if
people would pay to see his photographs and hear him speak; he had to rely on
the photographs and narratives to sell themselves. The strength of the material,
as well as continued American fascination with Morocco, led to the travelogues’
revival, even as Holmes ventured into more cinematic presentations.

Ultimately the dialogue between imagined city and physical city articulates
the ways in which Fez resonated with American audiences. Holmes upheld
stereotypes of the Islamic city, a city with spaces and peoples off-limits to the
young American. Centuries-old monumental walls blocked sightlines and
shielded both religious and residential interiors, and indeed, images of mosques
and palaces are rare, but the narratives delivered again and again celebrate
the American’s “expeditions” into unfamiliar markets, and picnics with
welcoming minority populations on the fringes of society. A city founded and
developed as an Islamic centre appeared more heterogeneous than expected.
Holmes invited his viewers to enjoy his visualization of Loti’s definition of the
Moroccan picturesque, except that the Moroccan picturesque was also Jewish,
European or American.
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12 A challenge to the West
British views of republican Ankara

Davide Deriu

The making of modern Ankara is a momentous yet oft-neglected episode in
twentieth-century urban history. The transformation of this ancient Anatolian
town into the capital of the Turkish Republic, during the 1920s and 1930s,
captured the world’s attention as Ankara became a unique laboratory of
modernism and nation building.1 With vestiges of Hittite, Roman and Seljuk
civilizations, the town harboured the traces of a former grandeur. Under the
Ottoman Empire, it became a thriving centre of the mohair trade, and was
the subject of numerous accounts by European travellers from the sixteenth to
the nineteenth century, when its wealth and status began to wane.2 An impo-
verished and insalubrious place by the outbreak of the First World War,
Ankara suffered further ravage through a major fire in 1916. It should not be
too surprising, then, if it did not receive even a passing mention in the survey
of Ottoman towns and cities with which, a year later, the British historian
Arnold J. Toynbee opened his book Turkey: A Past and a Future.3

Ankara began to shake off its doldrums in 1920, when the Turkish National
movement led by Mustafa Kemal Pasha set up there its first Parliament, the
Grand National Assembly. Even before the Republic was proclaimed, in
October 1923, this destitute town acted as de facto capital of the breakaway
state that emerged from the debris of the Ottoman Empire. “As the centre of
Turkish resistance against European occupation of Anatolia”, notes Lawrence
Vale, “[ … ] Ankara had already demonstrated the value of its strategic
location and established itself as a focus of national sentiment”.4 The shift
away from Constantinople was a symbolic as well as geopolitical move that
repositioned the centre of gravity of the nascent state in Anatolia, leaving
behind the damnosa haereditas associated with the former imperial capital.
Ankara’s rich heritage made it a suitable place to anchor, quite literally, the
Turkish nation in its heartland—as suggested by its widely accredited etymology
(from the ancient Greek Ἄγκυρα).

Within a short time, the new capital embodied the modernist ethos of the
Republic. Amidst a sweeping wave of political and social reforms inspired by
western models, architecture and town planning were directly imported from
Europe. This process picked up momentum in the second half of the 1920s,
when a number of prominent architects, mostly from Austria and Germany,



were commissioned to refashion the capital into a modern city. At the same
time, scores of journalists and writers visited ‘New Turkey’—as the young
Republic was also known during the 1920s and 1930s. While the aura of
Constantinople faded away, the journey to Ankara redefined the traditional
geography of the voyage to the Orient, as evidenced by a flurry of books,
articles and sundry accounts by western observers who ventured to record the
changes that were shaping the New Turkey. The consecration of Ankara to
national capital, therefore, sealed not only its new political status but also its
revived importance as a travel destination. The urban depictions published in
the early Republican period offer valuable insights into the cross-cultural
encounters between Europe and Turkey at this historical juncture.

The critique of Orientalism provides a fertile theoretical ground for the
present study. In his seminal book on the subject, Edward Said argued that
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire affected the dominant western discourse
about the Orient which had been constructed during the long nineteenth
century. For Said, the growing uncertainty vis-à-vis the Near East unsettled
the epistemological framework through which the West had been representing
its geographic and cultural Other: “The Orient now appeared to constitute a
challenge, not just to the West in general, but to the West’s spirit, knowledge,
and imperium”.5 While the art and architecture of the period have been the
subject of numerous studies, the specifically urban dimension of this ‘challenge’
has not been given sufficient consideration as yet.6 The present case study
addresses this issue with a focus on the rise of New Turkey and its capital city.
What kind of meanings and values were associated with the making of modern
Ankara? And how did travel writers, in particular, depict its changing image?

In exploring these questions, the present study draws on the work of post-
colonial critics such as Inge Boer, Mary Louise Pratt and Lisa Lowe, who have
emphasised the diverse and heterogeneous nature of orientalist discourse. Lowe,
in particular, has warned against a totalising view of Orientalism as a uniform
construct, highlighting instead the specific differences and contradictions that
complicate this particular discursive field. Her comparative study of French
and British literatures problematizes the idea of a stable master narrative and
posits an “uneven matrix of orientalist situations” that foregrounds their
inherent instability. In Lowe’s words, “a totalizing logic represses the heterologic
possibilities that texts are not simple reproductions of context—indeed, that
context is plural, unfixed, unrepresentable—and that orientalism may well be
an apparatus through which a variety of concerns with difference is figured”.7

With this in mind, the present chapter considers a plurality of voices and genres,
ranging from autobiographical travel accounts to anonymous news reports, in
order to investigate how Ankara was viewed from Britain between the Wars.

This was a period when a number of British authors travelled abroad, fuelling
what the cultural historian Paul Fussell described as a “literary diaspora”.8

While many of these writers decamped to foreign countries, others set out to
travel often in search of an antidote to the weariness and desolation caused by
the War. In this respect, Casey Blanton has shown how, amidst the debris of a

280 A challenge to the West



devastating conflict, travel offered a means to second the modern tendency for
self-examination that prevailed once the fragile equilibrium between ‘self ’ and
‘world’, established in the late Victorian period, was irrevocably shattered.9 As
the British competed with the French over the Ottoman spoils, the restructuring
of ‘the Orient’ presented an opportunity to revive the genre of travel writing
beyond the colonial geographies of the Victorian era. So extensive was the
mobility of British writers in the interwar years that, in Blanton’s phrase,
“travel becomes the dominant literary metaphor for the period”.10

Against this background, the present chapter interrogates how the new
Ankara was viewed from Britain, focusing in particular on travel accounts and
reports published in the first two decades of the Turkish Republic. The ways in
which Turkey was perceived at the time were inevitably conditioned by the
events of the First World War and its aftermath, when Britain played a decisive
role in the restructuring of the Near East. Following the partition of the Otto-
man territories and the Allies’ occupation of Anatolia, London strongly opposed
the rise of the Turkish National movement and sought to keep the Sultan in
power in an attempt to maintain control over the region. The British Govern-
ment aided and abetted the Greek invasion of Anatolia, which sparked off the
Greco-Turkish War of 1919–22. A key moment in the formation of Turkey’s
national identity, the conflict (also known in Turkey as ‘War of Independence’, or
‘LiberationWar’) consecrated Ankara as a stronghold of resistance – and a centre
of international attention. Once the Lausanne peace conference of 1922–23 had
sanctioned the end of Ottoman rule, the national capital was officially proclaimed
on 13 October 1923 – shortly before the proclamation of the Republic of Turkey.

The historical background outlined above sets the scene for the following
analysis. The first two sections focus on the personal and often contrasting
impressions recorded by two Englishwomen who visited Anatolia in the 1920s –
Grace Ellison and Clare Sheridan. Their individual accounts of Ankara (or
Angora, as it was known until the 1930s)11 are complemented by a series of news
reports published in The Times during the interwar period. While different in
tone from conventional travel literature, these brief accounts show how the
image of the Turkish capital in the public opinion varied over time. More
broadly, they also suggest the role of the media in disseminating an urban
image that was both anonymous and authoritative. Following the survey, the
chapter moves on to consider the depictions of Ankara published by two
distinct critics – Howard Robertson and Derek Patmore – between the late
1930s and the early 1940s. By then, modern Ankara had taken up a clearer
physiognomy and, as we shall see, these authors referred more pointedly to
architecture and urban space.

An epic of modern Europe

In the autumn of 1922, after the armistice in the Greco-Turkish War, the
English writer and journalist Grace Ellison travelled to Ankara in a bid to
foster a new friendship between Britain and Turkey.12 Diplomatic relations
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between the two countries were strained at a time when Anatolia was still
occupied by the Allies, and the British were the last major power to move
their embassy to Ankara. Ellison, a feminist who championed the struggle for
women’s rights in Turkey, recorded her travel impressions in the 1923 book
An Englishwoman in Angora.13 Her previous visits to Constantinople had
resulted in popular accounts of life in the harem, thus updating the genre of
women’s oriental travelogues inaugurated by Lady Mary Wortley Montagu
two centuries earlier.14 However, as Reina Lewis notes, Ellison was no mere
‘harem traveller.’ Her writings, infused with a commitment to social reform,
were held in such a high esteem as to influence policy changes in the late
Ottoman period. The recognition of Ellison’s work by scholars and politicians
alike drew her “into the field of respected Orientalist scholarship that was
otherwise largely inaccessible to women travellers and writers”.15

By the 1920s, the aim of Ellison’s eastern travels was no longer the exoticised
Orient of yesteryear but, in her own words, “the cradle of new Turkey”. At
the end of a taxing journey through a country largely devastated by war, her
first impression of Angora was a bewildered one. She reportedly answered as
follows to a Turkish officer who queried what she had expected to see:

“Really, I don’t know exactly”, said I, “but something different… I suppose
I am foolish enough to look for some sort of likeness to our Western
towns … There is a certain resemblance in parts to a new town in the
Rhondda Valley, except that the Welsh mining districts are sordid and
this is picturesque”.

“Why not leave it as it is”, said the colonel—“unique and impossible to
classify”?16

The impulse to classify was of course a distinctive trait of Orientalism,
underlying what Said called “a formidable mechanism of omnicompetent
definitions”.17 Over the nineteenth century a detailed terminology was devel-
oped, by means of institutional and professional practices, in order that the West
could define and interpret its cultural Other while maintaining its position of
supremacy over it. When the capital of Turkey came under scrutiny, it soon
became clear that its modernizing ethos made it a place that was not assimilable
to conventional categories. Indeed, new Ankara resisted easy classification.
Seeking an analogy with familiar places, Ellison sought to countervail the
anxiety caused by the encounter with a strangely familiar reality. While the
mechanism of identification is a defining aspect of travel culture, as Eric Leed
observed,18 it takes up a particular connotation within the context of orientalist
discourse. To quote Said, again: “To the Westerner [ … ] the Oriental was
always like some aspect of the West”.19 And yet, Ellison’s hesitant comparison
betrayed the crisis of the established frame of reference through which the
oriental city, in primis Constantinople, used to be described.

After the initial moment of disorientation, the Englishwoman found herself
in the midst of an extraordinary enterprise: “In all my wanderings, East and
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West, over Europe and America”, she wrote, “I have nowhere been so much
thrilled by a dominating sense of ‘real effort’ as at Angora”.20 Ellison was
galvanised by the buzzing energy of a place where she felt “the marvellous
atmosphere of a great birth”.21 In her narrative, the tropes of birth and cradle
evoked a second nativity of the Turkish people with Kemal as its chief pro-
genitor.22 Not only did she embrace wholeheartedly the leader’s reformist
vision, but she went as far as to compare “the greatest man in Turkey today”
with Julius Caesar. Her frequentation with the Commander in Chief (soon to
become President of the Republic), whom she interviewed on several occasions,
was the subject of various anecdotes. It was a car ride from the railway station
to Kemal’s residence, on the southern hill of Çankaya, that allowed this visitor
to appreciate the main thoroughfare of the modern settlement. The large
boulevard contrasted sharply with the muddy roads that surrounded it, where
the sight of people riding donkeys under the snow appeared to Ellison like a
scene “straight out of the Bible” (Figure 12.2).23

Five years later, when Ellison returned to Turkey to report on the progress of
the Republic, the town looked remarkably different. In a chapter of her 1928
book, Turkey To-day, devoted to Ankara, the biblical scene was replaced by an
altogether more dynamic one, with motor-buses speeding through modern
roads amidst a general sense of purpose and efficiency. Typical indicators
of urban modernity, asphalt roads and motor vehicles were a recurrent focus of
attention for travellers to the new capital. In Turkey To-day, car traffic con-
jured up a restless place where building works went apace in a “morning to
night rush”.24 Mobility was an essential requirement for a modern city to
function, and the depictions of Ankara’s speedy pace of life contributed to its
being perceived as modern.

And yet, in Ankara the modern met the ancient in striking fashion, as
several commentators observed. Upon her second visit to the capital, Ellison
recounted the “impression of strength and historical beauty” produced by the
sight of the walled Citadel, an imposing presence standing out from the
surrounding steppe.25 The whole town looked to her like a “masterpiece”
undergoing restoration, a new picture gradually overlaying the old one. By
then, the marshes had been drained away and modern buildings dotted the
landscape. This rapid transformation was described as little short of a miracle:
“All the geography of the place has been changed. Mountains have been
brought low, crooked places have been made straight”.26 Nevertheless, Ellison
could not bring herself to like Ankara’s new architecture. The urban landscape
had “a curious unclassable aspect” that, in her view, did not match the
picturesque character of the old town. She was underwhelmed in particular by
the “German-built” villas of the new residential quarter, which she likened to
cheap and temporary exhibition pavilions. The capital had recently acquired its
first building in the international modernist style: the Ministry of Health,
designed by Theodor Jost and erected along the main avenue of the new
settlement. However, Ellison’s remark on German buildings was likely referred
to the early constructions that preceded the arrival in Turkey of modernist
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architects from Central Europe. She commented on the outer appearance of the
early houses and schools that were built for the fast-growing urban population.
These detached buildings, pitched-roofed and often white-washed, contrasted
with the traditional, close-knit fabric of the old town.

The outer appearance of the new buildings, however, did not diminish
Ellison’s overall appreciation of the capital. The train journey from Con-
stantinople had become more pleasant since her first passage through Anatolia
thanks to the introduction of a sleeping-car service. Although the living con-
ditions in Ankara were still rather uncomfortable, the roughness of the whole
experience played into Ellison’s narrative rather than detracting from it: it
endowed her journey with the allure of a secular pilgrimage: “People”—she
wrote—“come to Angora with a blessed feeling of martyrdom”.27 The town
arising from the barren Anatolian “desert” was said to belong to a “sacred
history” which had found in Kemalism its new religion. Kemal himself was the
chief protagonist of what Ellison called “the story of Angora”, a compelling
narrative that was meant to strike a chord with British readers:

It is an epic of modern Europe, with all the elements that should appeal
most strongly to the Anglo-Saxon; a tale of heroism, physical and moral
suffering and endurance, uncomplaining self-sacrifice, determination to
risk all, even life itself, for an ideal.28

These words evince not only a passionate plea for the making of
modern Ankara, but also an attempt to assimilate and validate this modern
project through western coordinates. A Turcophile writer on a personal
mission, Ellison remained consistent in her advocacy of New Turkey and
her admiration for Kemal. However, as the following section suggests, not
all of the English writers who travelled through Anatolia at the time were so
buoyant.

Modern at all costs

An interesting counterpoint to Ellison’s depiction of Ankara was provided by
another Englishwoman who journeyed through Anatolia in the mid-1920s—the
artist and writer Clare Sheridan.29 In her 1926 book, A Turkish Kaleidoscope,
Sheridan recounted her mixed views of the fledgling Republic. While she
acknowledged Turkey’s role in sparking off the struggles for freedom that
erupted in several Muslim countries liberated from the Ottoman yoke, her
views of the all-out efforts to build a Turkish nation were rather negative. She
was especially bemused by the decision to settle the capital of the Republic—
“with its ultra-modern complex”—in one of the oldest towns in Anatolia. In
a chapter eloquently titled “A Capital in the Desert”, Sheridan described the
dramatic contrast between the picturesque beauty of Ankara’s Citadel and the
modern constructions of the new district. This was her first impression upon
arriving in the capital after an overnight train journey:
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Awakening the next morning, one is astonished by the severe beauty
of Angora, in the midst of the bleak, unfertile, undulating plain, a
desert stronghold crowned by a mediæval citadel built upon a pinnacle of
rock. Except for a very few offensive modern buildings, to which one
resolutely shuts the eye, the ancient town of Ancyra is a harmony of
colour.30

This initial impression, however, was followed up by an analogy that
evoked the precarious state of the emerging country:

Houses of mellow mud cling desperately to the steep, rough surface of the
mountain, cling tenaciously, as the people themselves cling to Angora
with the knowledge that if this last stronghold fails the existence of the
nation fails also.31

One would be hard pressed to detect in Sheridan’s travelogue any traces of
the impassioned optimism that we find in Ellison’s writings. While the latter
described the rapid modernisation of the capital in epic terms, the former
dismissed the way in which the Turks exalted this heroic feat and “contrived

Figure 12.1 Grace Ellison, “The Market-place at Angora”, from An Englishwoman in
Angora (1923). (Courtesy of VEKAM Library).
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to make of Angora an object of virtue to themselves”.32 More generally,
Sheridan lambasted Turkey’s wholesale import of models from the West. The
drive “to demonstrate its modernism by outward signs of Occidental culture”
was a phenomenon that she observed in all areas, from politics to architecture.
The parliamentary system adopted by the Republic was said to follow western
models in form rather than substance, as the single-party rule curtailed the
freedom of expression and stifled political opposition. Similarly, the decision
to establish a museum in the capital (“rapidly filled with bric-à-brac”) was
ascribed to the mere fact that, “it is part of the culture of Occidentals to
indulge in museums”.33 The predicament of Turkey’s “would-be modernism
and would-be Occidentalism” was especially manifest in the built environment.
To this writer’s eyes, Ankara presented an incoherent landscape that only the
shortage of material resources made less pronounced:

Fortunately the Turkish Government is poor, and its poverty is the
salvation of Angora, for whatever has been done in five years has been
done as crudely and conspicuously as possible. Whenever there is a
chance of erecting an ugly German building on the most beautiful site, it
is done. At all costs the Turks must prove that they are modern. It is
modern to erect three-storeyed villas with bright red roofs, and these are
being done at intervals, slowly.34

While Sheridan’s words anticipated Ellison’s later comments on the
‘German’ character of the new town, her overall critique of Ankara was
irredeemably negative. Architecture only confirmed her impressions of a
spurious and inadequate attempt to modernize the capital after European
models, as epitomised by two school buildings named after the President
and his wife:

Nor can one be modern without schools, and these have been built side
by side, the one for boys, the other for girls, all square and white like a
gigantic dairy decorated with crude, blue tiles. They stand touchingly
close together, as befits their names—Latifé Hanum and Mustapha
Kemal Pasha—and are big, white, glaring blots of Teutonism against the
mellow mud-colour of the oldest part of the town.35

The critique of these buildings, perceived as an odd mixture of industrial
forms and traditional decorations, compounded Sheridan’s view of Ankara as
the emblem of a reckless drive to modernization. This was observed not only
in the new town but also in the old Citadel, which lay in a state of neglect.
The ubiquitous presence of ruins scattered around streets and courtyards was
regarded as an indication of the Turks’ indifference to their cultural heritage.
To Sheridan’s eyes, the sight of children riding on the back of marble lions
epitomised this incongruity more than anything else. The scene appeared to
fascinate and repel her in equal measures:
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Figure 12.2 Clare Sheridan, “A Seljouk ‘street lion’ in Angora”, from A Turkish
Kaleidoscope (1926). (Courtesy of VEKAM Library).



It is only fair to add that these antiquities lying about in the open impress one
infinitely more than if one looked at them in the cold precincts of a formal
museum collection. Instead of the stern printed warning not to touch, it is
the Turkish child’s privilege to have it for his own, this street lion.36

This passage ended, rather sarcastically, with the rhetorical question: “And
as for posterity—well, who cares”?37

By asserting the inadequacy of the new capital and dismissing its cultural and
political institutions as poor copies of European models, Sheridan reasserted a
western position of supremacy over the Orient that can also be detected in other
Europeans’ accounts of 1920s Ankara.38 Disenchantment had, of course, been
a common feature of orientalist literature since its nineteenth-century heydays.
It was part of a wider cultural construct whereby ‘the East’ was effectively
orientalized by European writers: “a process that not only marks the Orient as
the province of the Orientalist but forces the uninitiated Western reader to
accept Orientalist codifications [ … ] as the true Orient”.39 In a similar vein,
A Turkish Kaleidoscope effectively denied the modern identity of the Turkish
capital and reasserted its oriental—hence, fundamentally un-modern—character.
This operation was further reinforced by the book’s illustrations, which ignored
the ongoing urban developments in favour of picturesque street scenes featuring
donkeys and camels, thereby presenting a purposely edited image of the
growing city. If Ankara posed a challenge to the West, this challenge was
neutralised and absorbed within a familiar frame of reference. For Sheridan, the
stark contrasts presented by this “capital in the desert” did not signal an epic
modern undertaking but rather the stubborn persistence of oriental characters,
often depicted as backward or immature. As she put it emphatically, “Angora
is Turkey; and Turkey is still Asia!”40

Asiatic penury and European luxury

The travel accounts examined above were part of, and responded to, the wider
public discourse about New Turkey that emerged in Britain between the Wars.
This was also the time when the role of mass media in shaping the public opinion
was consolidated. Along with the advent of radio and newsreels, the news
reports published in the national press covered the rapid geopolitical changes
that followed the First World War. While travel books, as we have seen,
disseminated their authors’ personal and often differing views of New Turkey
and its capital, the leading newspapers lent their authority to a more impersonal,
‘official’ discourse. A useful source to investigate this discourse is offered by the
correspondences published in The Times during the 1920s and 1930s. Initially,
the reports from Ankara were rather sceptical, as the political and symbolic
order of the Ottoman Empire still loomed large. On the eve of the Republic,
the correspondent for The Times noted from the interim capital: “it is difficult
to realize that Turkey is being governed from this village, bearing in mind the
extensive and imposing buildings of Constantinople”.41 A more vivid sense of
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discomfort was recorded a few months later. While the paper acknowledged
Kemal’s determination to modernize the country, it questioned whether
Angora would last for much longer in its newly-appointed role as capital.
These words expressed the negative perception that prevailed in Britain at the
onset of the Republic:

there is an almost perverse absence of every amenity and the presence of
almost every conceivable disadvantage which could possibly hamper the
rulers of a backward country [ … ] You take the train from Angora with
the firm conviction that nothing in existence there becomes it like the
leaving of it.42

This commentary reflected the animosity towards Turkey that still prevailed
in Britain, and which Ellison sought to countervail through her writings.
Critical views of Ankara were reported elsewhere as well. In October 1924,
the correspondent of The Times cited an article published by the French
journalist Paul Berthelet in the Echo de Paris as a further indictment of the
situation in the Turkish capital. Anticipating an observation that Sheridan
would make a couple of years later, Berthelet had been appalled by the journey
through Anatolia and the misery he found in Ankara, where ancient ruins lay
neglected amidst the hustle and bustle of building construction. A rather
scathing portrait was encapsulated in few pithy words—“Everything and
everybody is dusty, dirty, and sad”—followed by the nostalgic observation that,
in Ankara, “there is none of the colour of the East”.43 This remark manifested
the sense of loss, rife among the European cultured elites, for an imaginative
geography of the Orient that had vanished with the Ottoman Empire. To
compound the impression of doom and gloom, the article ended with an
ominous quote from Berthelet: “Angora gives the impression not of a city
which is coming to life, but of a town which is at the point of death under the
shadow of its dismantled citadel”.44

The early signs of a more lively representation of Ankara surfaced in 1925.
Doubts over the future of the capital were dispelled by the progress of the
building works achieved over the previous year: the ongoing efforts to modernize
the capital had brought about, among other things, a new power station
and a mechanized flour mill – where bread was industrially baked under the
supervision of a Viennese expert. The correspondent of The Times dwelled in
particular on the road works that made the town more pleasant as well as
functional. Among the aspects that struck the reporter were the widening and
paving of narrow streets, and the draining of the swampy fields near the railway
station, which were to be transformed into a public park. From a British
perspective, these major improvements began to signal the transition from a
backward Eastern township towards a modern Western capital. Comparing
the state of Ankara to the “‘awkward age’” in children, the author rehashed a
colonial attitude towards the ever-immature Orient; and yet, significantly,
departed from the canonical orientalist discourse by hinting at an ongoing
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process of transformation. No longer perceived as static and immune to his-
torical progress, post-Ottoman Turkey was recognized as a nation undergoing
dramatic change—its secularization, in particular, affecting the country’s
social as well as political life. The epoch-making reforms pushed through by
Kemal included the abolition of the Caliphate, in 1924, and the ‘Hat Law’
passed in November 1925, which enforced a western-style attire upon men
and women alike. Shortly afterwards, The Times dwelled on the noticeable
constrasts produced by the recent changes in the street of Ankara:

In front of the ever-open doors of the fire station, with its gleaming
modern apparatus, you will usually find an encampment of peasants
with their camels and their primitive wooden, buffalo-drawn carts. Above
all, the recent abolition of the fez has produced some droll effects. I have
seen a muezzin in a bowler hat calling the Faithful to prayers from his
minaret [ … ]45

The journalist noted that accommodation was still scarse and rents were
extremely high, but a thriving social life was developing around the foreign
embassies and legations, predicting that Ankara would become “a truly
worthy capital” within five years.46

Half a decade later, this forecast proved somewhat optimistic. A report on
the “Changing Face of Angora” published in 1931 still remarked that, “if the
same rate of progress is maintained, Turkey will soon possess a modern
capital.47 Ankara had meanwhile grown considerably, and a wave of ‘new
architecture’ (yeni mimari) was introduced in the second half of the 1920s by
European architects and planners. The Times still highlighted the contrasts
presented by the emerging capital, yet a stronger emphasis on the built
environment complemented the typical vignettes of street life as the new town
began to take shape:

Angora is still a mixture of Asiatic penury and European luxury. Jerry-
built cottages and wooden hovels are to be found alongside large modern
buildings in stone and reinforced concrete; expensive macadamized roads
tail off into muddy tracks. Luxurious American motor-cars whirl past
camels and bullock carts. Anatolian peasants in their native costumes rub
shoulders with smart young Turkish officials wearing European clothes.48

If these were the depictions of the city recorded by newspaper correspondents,
similar views were also recorded around the same time by British foreign officers.
A case in point is the book Turkey: Yesterday, To-Day and To-morrow by
Alexander Telford Waugh, a retired diplomat who had served in Constantinople
for nearly half century. He portrayed Ankara as a place where relentless
construction went on against a background of mudbrick houses and caravans
of camels, a description that resonates with the imagery of the “capital in a
desert” evoked by the Englishwomen who visited the town over the previous
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decade. As Waugh observed, “The little Anatolian town was in process of
reconstruction, the narrow streets were being converted into broad boulevards,
and large ferroconcrete buildings were being erected on all sides, but outside
the town the country remained unchanged”.49

While British commentators continued to depict Ankara as a place frought
with contradictions, by the 1930s the animus that characterized the press reports
of the early Republican years had largely dissolved. This change of perspective
had a wider context. Anglo–Turkish relations had been steadily improving after
the signature of a bilateral treaty in 1926, which terminated the dispute over the
boundary between Turkey and Iraq—then under British mandate. Kemal was
widely praised for building diplomatic relations; so much so that, when Turkey
entered the League of Nations, in 1932, the decision was warmly welcomed
by British delegates. As we shall see below, the subsequent representations of
Ankara reflected this geopolitical shift in different ways.

From clay to concrete

The modernization of the capital picked up momentum in the early 1930s,
when the master plan drawn up by the German architect Hermann Jansen
began to be carried out. A revised version of the scheme that won the inter-
national competition held in 1928, Jansen’s plan located the ministries and
related services, as well as the Grand National Assembly, in the new urban
district of Yenişehir (‘new town’), while preserving the Citadel as a majestic
backdrop to the capital. The design of housing, parks and public buildings
was based on Garden City ideas and the Siedlung models derived from
Weimar Germany.50 As Sibel Bozdoǧan has pointed out, modern architecture
functioned as the “visible politics” of the nation-building project.51 The
variants of the International Style introduced by mittel-European architects
(such as Hermann Holzmeister, Ernst Egli and Robert Oerley) responded to
the need to reconcile the westernization of the country with a strong national
identity. The making of Republican Ankara, therefore, exemplified the use of
modernist architecture as an instrument in the service of Kemalism—the
ruling political ideology that was consolidated, from 1930 onwards, by the
Republican People’s Party (CHP).

When the time was ripe for a comprehensive review of the new capital, The
Times no longer relied on its correspondent in Turkey but enlisted for this task
an eminent architect and critic of the calibre of Howard Robertson.52 During
his tenure as director of the Architectural Association in London, Robertson
travelled to several European countries together with the School’s secretary
(and skilled photographer) Frank Yerbury: a collaboration that led them to
publish a series of illustrated reportages in the British architectural press.53

From the evidence of his writings, it appears that Robertson visited Turkey in
the winter of 1938. Although little is known about this journey, it was a rather
fruitful one since it resulted in several review articles that appeared both in
The Times and in the professional journal The Architect and Building News.

D. Deriu 291



Robertson’s first article for The Times is neatly summed up by the heading:
“New Angora—A Capital From AVillage—The Home of Kemal Atatürk”.54

Upon travelling to Turkey, he praised Ankara as an “amazing new city” and
described the decision to create a new governmental centre in lieu of
Constantinople as “the most radical, dangerous, and daring” of all the steps
undertaken by Kemal—by then, known by the honorific name of Atatürk
(‘father of the Turks’). Echoes of Ellison’s early impressions resonated
through this account, with the crucial difference that, by 1938, ‘New Angora’
represented no longer a building site buzzing with activity but a fully-fledged
capital at an advanced stage of construction. Combining travel writing with
architectural review, Robertson described how the new town had replaced,
“as by enchantment”, a swampy village in the midst of the Anatolian plateau.
As in previous accounts, the train journey from Istanbul (as Constantinople
had meanwhile been renamed) enhanced the effect of surprise at the sight of
the city, whose modern services and infrastructures struck the visitor from the
first moment:

One of the strongest contrasts possible to the newcomer in Anatolia is to
travel the 350 miles from Istanbul, across plains and valleys covered in
snow, passing through peasant villages and clay-built farms of the poorest
sort, and then to step from the train into the elegant waiting-hall of
Angora station, and to find outside its portico of slender brass-capped
columns a rank of luxurious American limousines, the Angora taxicabs.
The short road from station to centre is well lit by electricity, as are all
quarters, including the meaner alley-ways on the steep slope of the old
town. In fact, so far as modern services are concerned, the new Angora
lacks no essentials.55

This commentary effectively reversed the image of the capital depicted by the
same newspaper a decade and a half before. By 1938, to cite one of the article’s
headings, the transition “from clay to concrete” had been accomplished.
Although the capital was still largely in the making, it had taken a clear shape
and presented an “intensely interesting” place to the travelling architect. While
praising the merits of Jansen’s plan, however, Robertson pointed out its
shortcomings, too. Above all, he lamented that the urban layout had not
exploited the full potential of the site, so that, as he put it, “an unusual oppor-
tunity for monumental town planning has not been fully realized”.56 Other
European observers had previously remarked on the lack of consideration for
the local climate and building culture shown by Jansen’s plan, which neglected
the compact habitat of windswept Anatolian towns in favour of the large avenues
and detached urban blocks typical of mittel-European cities.57 For Robertson,
the master plan failed to adequately take into account the topography and to
recognise its scenographic opportunities: “its defects seem to lie in a lack of
sympathy with existing contours and an absence of dramatic effects in a town
possessed of attractive possibilities through differences of level”.58
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A sharper focus on Ankara’s architectural features can be found in the
comprehensive review published by Robertson in The Architect and Building
News shortly after his first piece for The Times.59 Here ‘Old Ankara’ was
praised for its architectural unity, as the timber houses lining the narrow
streets of the Citadel fulfilled the picturesque taste of the British author and
his readers. Although the layout of the new town was not flawless, Robertson
concluded that, all in all, “Jansen’s plan makes quite an agreeable city”.60 In
his view, a contribution to the overall harmony of the place was given by
“[the] few mosques whose minarets have the quality of supplying the much
needed vertical without the endeavour to become a tower”.61 This rare com-
ment on Islamic architecture might have been driven by purely aesthetic
considerations, yet also hinted at the radical changes brought about by Ata-
türk in the sphere of religion. Secularism was one of the pillars of Kemalism
and no new mosques were built in Ankara until the 1950s—leading to its
being called the “city without minarets”.62

As we have seen above, in his writing for The Times Robertson combined
architectural considerations with more general comments on the social life of
the capital. Echoing the observations made by other writers, he emphasized in
particular the striking tension between poverty and luxury that coexisted cheek
by jowl in Ankara. While commenting on the traditional costumes worn by the
inhabitants of the old town, for instance, Robertson noted: “The poorer Turk
lives sometimes in veritable caves sunk in the thickness of the old ramparts, or
in crazy houses whose upper storeys are bracketed out over the tortuous streets
on tiered wooden corbels”.63 Likewise, the sight of modern trading activities in
parallel with traditional ones brought out a vivid image that registered the
transformation of space in the capital: “Market day in Angora is Tuesday. It
retains the picturesqueness of the East. But, while in the old town the wares
are either primitive or shoddy, the new shopping centre is reaching out
towards the sophisticated standards of European capitals”.64 There was no
doubt, in Robertson’s mind, that Ankara’s built environment incarnated the
nation-building project in its most emblematic form. The modernization of the
country was expected to reduce those visible contrasts in ever more significant
ways, as was already apparent from the elevated view of the Citadel seen from
the hill of Çankaya. For the British architect-cum-critic, this panorama epito-
mised the ethos of modern Ankara: “The whole picture of Turkish reform is
here, revealed in contrasts of architecture, of town planning, of transport,
which, yet visible, are every day becoming less pronounced as the work of
reconstruction grafts the new on to the old”.65

The view described by Robertson was seen from the presidential residence, the
flat-roofed courtyard house designed by Holzmeister for Atatürk in 1930–32. Its
modest yet elegant lines made it, in Robertson’s eyes, “a really appropriate setting
for a twentieth-century ruler” and, at the same time, “by far the most fascinating
building” of the new Angora. Since architecture was a visible representation of
the Kemalist ideology, it seemed appropriate that the nation’s leader should
live in a house that reinterpreted a vernacular typology through modern
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Figure 12.3 Howard Robertson, “Architecture in Ankara”, Architect and Building
News, 8 April 1938, p. 39. (Courtesy of RIBA Library Books & Periodicals
Collection).
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forms. Seizing upon this correspondence, Robertson singled out the presidential
residence in Çankaya as the highest expression of modernism in Turkey.66 In
his admiration for Atatürk, Robertson echoed a number of western observers
who identified the rise of modern Ankara with the charismatic leader.

Atatürk’s City

The stream of foreign visitors that poured in through the first decade-and-a-half
of the Republic waned significantly at the end of the 1930s. After the death
of Atatürk in 1938 (the same year of Robertson’s journey to Ankara), the
modernization of the capital suffered a major blow as Jansen fell out with the
Turkish Government and his master plan unravelled. Then the Second World
War, in which Turkey remained neutral, brought altogether different pre-
occupations to Europe. However, whilst travel accounts became increasingly
sporadic, Ankara did not cease to attract British travellers nor to elicit
impassioned responses.

In an article published in the Country Lifemagazine in 1944, the British writer
and war correspondent Derek Patmore conveyed the impressions he gathered
during a winter trip to the Turkish capital.67 The improvements on the Ankara
Express made the overnight journey from Istanbul a great deal more com-
fortable than it had been to the early visitors to the capital. The solitude of
the vast Anatolian steppe, however, remained unaltered and the traveller’s
surprise upon arriving in the modern capital was equally undiminished. Two
decades into the Republic, Ankara was still described as an “extraordinary
city”, an “amazing achievement” that appeared all the more striking in light
of the country’s economic hardship. Despite its half-finished appearance, the
place conjured up epic images that surpassed those registered by western
travellers twenty years before. Not content to compare Ankara with a familiar
landscape, Patmore evoked the vision of a brave new world inspired by
science-fictional literature:

With its tall electric pylons, its huge modern sports stadium, its great
square Government buildings, it looked like one of the large cities which
have sprung up from nothing in the Middle West of the United States. Or
it resembled the realisation of one of H. G. Wells’s dreams of the cities of
the future. It was surprising and unexpected.68

With an impetus that echoed Ellison’s earlier accounts, Patmore paid tribute
to the dramatic shift undertaken by New Turkey towards what he called “a
completely Western conception of life.”69 The underlying assumption here
was that the modern city represented the apogee of western civilization:
hence, the act of building a European-looking capital in Central Anatolia
epitomized the Republic’s effort to bring the country into the western fold. As
Patmore put it succintly: “The future of Turkey undoubtedly lies in the West
and not in the East.”70 Ample credit for this accomplishment was given to the
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late Atatürk, whose memory was summoned everywhere in Ankara by statues
and portraits. As the title of the Country Life article recited, this was quite
simply “Atatürk’s city”. The closing passage is worth quoting in full, since it
compounded two decades of western representations of the Turkish capital:

The more I stay in Ankara the more I like it. Despite its extreme modernism
it is essentially Turkish in spirit. Even the severe lines of its architecture
reflect the essentially austere and disciplined side of the Turkish character.
Turkey has always suffered in the past from the romantic imaginings of
her western interpreters. We have always considered this country as an
exotic, luxurious land whose very mystery made it appear fascinating and
strange to our Western eyes. Ankara is Modern Turkey’s challenge to the
Occident. It forces us to make a completely new estimate of the Turkish
character. It is the symbol of the industry, vitality and strength of the
Turkish race, and, although its strangeness and unexpected modernity
may surprise us at first, it shows the world that new Turkey, reborn like
the Phoenix from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire, is a force in the
affairs of the modern world.71

The characterisation of Ankara as a “challenge to the Occident” reso-
nates with Said’s remark quoted at the opening of this chapter, and adds a

Figure 12.4 Derek Patmore, “Kemal Ataturk’s City”, double-spread page from
Country Life, 95/4 (1944), pp. 194–95. (Courtesy of RIBA Library
Books & Periodicals Collection. Published with the kind permission of
Country Life).
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specifically urban dimension to it. Obviously the quote from a travel writer
alone cannot be regarded as a sufficient indicator that such a threat actually
existed, or that it was commonly perceived as such. And yet, when related to
the wider discourse examined above, Patmore’s article further confirms that
the rise of the Turkish capital made a significant impact on the western per-
ception of the reconfigured Orient. The challenge posed by Ankara was above
all a cultural one, as it compelled the western mindset to embrace the idea of
a modern Turkey—two words that did not belong together in the orientalist
repertoire.

Conclusion

The body of sources surveyed in this chapter shows how modern Ankara
captured the western imagination. During the early Republican period, the
Turkish capital became a contested terrain of representations. Its ‘unexpected
modernity’ appeared to unsettle the imaginative geography of the Orient
which had long been codified in and for the West. The early impressions
recorded by British observers oscillated between optimism and scepticism:
while Grace Ellison cast the capital of New Turkey in a heroic and even
mystical light, Clare Sheridan rejected it as a spurious imitation of western
models—thereby implicitly re-orientalizing it. The mainstream public discourse
lay between these opposite views. Reports from Ankara published in The Times
during the 1920s marked a gradual shift of opinion, as the initial mistrust for
what seemed to be a doomed enterprise gave way to a growing sense of
recognition. Although the new capital was still portrayed as a site of social
and spatial contradictions, foreign correspondents increasingly validated it as
a place with its own character. Architecture and town planning played a
central role in this process, as testified in particular by the reviews published
by Howard Robertson in the late 1930s. His mild criticism of the Jansen plan
did not detract from his general praise of the city. Later on, this positive
attitude was reiterated by Derek Patmore, whose buoyant account wrapped
up two decades of British views of modern Ankara.

While these views are rather heterogeneous, there are some common
threads running through them. Amongst the recurring tropes is the contrast
between Old and New, often expressed through binary oppositions such as
tradition vs. modernity, poverty vs. wealth, and desert vs. city. The focus on
transport infrastructure is another common theme that informed accounts
of the journey to Ankara as well as descriptions of its busy roads. But the
main thread is arguably the figure of Atatürk, whose charismatic leadership
was often identified with the capital itself.72 The sparsity of religious references
in the travel literature of the time reinforces the image of ‘Atatürk’s city’ as a
secular place. Even those authors who lamented the loss of a picturesque
image of the Orient seldom commented on the religious customs of the
growing urban population, which remained one of the most unremarked
aspects of Republican Ankara.
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The depictions of the city presented in this chapter are further evidence that
Orientalism has historically been a fragmented and diversified discourse
thriving on its internal differences. The multivocal character of this discourse
was complicated by the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, which forever
altered the geography of the Middle East. Although travellers’ accounts are
inevitably partial and subjective representations, they provide valuable sources
to understand how the ‘civilizational contacts’ between East and West (in
Said’s phrase) were reconfigured at a critical juncture. Ankara was an impor-
tant locus for these cross-cultural contacts. The emerging capital became the
laboratory of a nation-building project whose implications were not limited to
Turkey itself but had a bearing on the unstable relationship between East and
West. As Said observed, the anxiety towards the reconfiguring of the post-
Ottoman Orient led to various attempts to dispel its threat. The perception of
Ankara as ‘Turkey’s challenge to the Occident’ encapsulates this new phase of
Orientalism, while also illustrating the crucial role of the modern city as a
place of cross-cultural encounters.

If New Turkey was to be aligned with western civilization, this process had
to be sanctioned by the West itself. Indeed, the British views of modern
Ankara surveyed in this essay indicate an impulse to reassert the joint agency
of travel and writing as historical manifestations of western power.73 With this
in mind, the validation of Ankara’s modernism might also be regarded as a
means of reinforcing the authority of the West and its dominant signifying
practices. While this act of recognition fulfilled the aspirations of Turkey’s
secular and westernised nation state, it also revealed Orientalism’s enduring
inclination to discursively colonize its object.

Acknowledgments

Research for this paper was supported by a fellowship from the Arts and
Humanities Research Council of the United Kingdom.

Notes
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Bozdoǧan, Sibel. Modernism and Nation Building: Turkish Architectural Culture in the
Early Republic. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001.

Clark, Peter. “European Cities in a Globalising World”. Keynote paper presented at
the biannual meeting of the European Association for Urban History, Prague,
Czech Republic, 29 August–1 September 2012.

Cross, Toni M., and Leiser, Gary. A Brief History of Ankara. Vacaville, CA: Indian
Ford Press, 2000.

Deriu, Davide. “Picturing Modern Ankara: New Turkey in Western Imagination”,
Journal of Architecture 18/4 (2013): 497–527.

Ellison, Grace. An Englishwoman in a Turkish Harem. London: Methuen, 1915.
——. An Englishwoman in Angora. London: Macmillan, 1923.
——. Turkey To-Day. London: Hutchinson & Co., 1928.
Euben, Roxanne. Journeys to the Other Shore: Muslim and Western Travelers in
Search of Knowledge. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008.

D. Deriu 301



Fussell, Paul. Abroad: British Literary Traveling Between the Wars. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1980.

Hanoum, Zeyneb. A Turkish Woman’s European Impressions, ed. Grace Ellison.
London: Steely, Service & Co, 1913.

Konuk, Kader. “Ethnomasquerade in Ottoman-European Encounters: Reenacting
Lady Mary Wortley Montagu”, Criticism 46/3 (2004): 393–414.

Leed, Eric J. The Mind of the Traveler: From Gilgamesh to Global Tourism. New York:
Basic Books, 1991.

Lewis, Reina. Rethinking Orientalism: Women, Travel and the Ottoman Harem.
London: I.B.Tauris, 2004.

Lowe, Lisa. Critical Terrains: French and British Orientalisms. Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1991.

Mills, Dorothy. Beyond the Bosphorus. Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1926.
Montagu, Lady Mary Wortley. Embassy to Constantinople: The Travels of Lady Mary
Wortley Montagu, ed. Christopher Pick. London: Century, 1988.

Patmore, Derek. “Kemal Ataturk’s City”, Country Life 95/4 (1944): 194–96.
Robertson, Howard. “Angora Old and New. Creation of a Capital”, The Times, 9
August 1938, x.

——. “Architecture in Ankara”, Architect and Building News, 8 April 1938, 39–41.
——. “New Angora. A Capital From a Village. The Home of Kemal Atatürk”, The
Times, 5 March 1938, 13–14.

Robertson, Howard and F.R. Yerbury, Travels in Modern Architecture 1925–1930.
London: Architectural Association, 1989.

Said, Edward J. Orientalism. London: Penguin, 2003.
Sheridan, Clare. A Turkish Kaleidoscope. New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1926.
Taylor, Betty. Clare Sheridan 1885–1970: Sculptor, Journalist, Traveller. Hastings:

Hastings Press, 2007.
Toynbee, Arnold J. Turkey: A Past and a Future. New York: G. H. Doran Co., 1917.
Vale, Lawrence J. Architecture, Power, and National Identity. New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1992.

Volkan, Vamik D., and Itzkowitz, Norman. The Immortal Atatürk: A Psychobiography.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984.

Waugh, Alexander Telford. Turkey: Yesterday, To-Day and To-morrow. London:
Chapman and Hall, 1930.

302 A challenge to the West



Index

Abdel-Malek, A. 5
Abder-Rahman Salama, H. 263
Abu’l-Fazl, B. 45, 82
Abu-Lughod, J. 5, 6
Abu Sarga 70–71
Abu Sa’id see Said, E.
Adamson, J. 28
Agra (India) 14, 27, 37, 38, 79–81,

88–91, 94–95
Ahmed Pasha, M. 104
Akbar 36, 37, 45, 80–84, 90–94
Aleppo 5, 7, 123, 124, 125–27
Ali Pasha Tepelenli 143–44, 146–53
Al-Sayyad, N. 7
Algiers 223
Anarkali’s tomb 83, 90–92, 95
Andalusia 211, 212
Angora see Ankara
Ankara (Turkish Republic) 16, 279–84,

297–98; architecture 16, 280, 283,
286, 291–95, 297; Atatürk’s legacy
295–97; construction 289–91; master
plan 291–92, 295; modern city,
emergence 284–88, 291–95; secularism
293, 297–98; urban design and town
planning 291–95; western denial of
modern city 288

Aqqoyunlu Yuqub(Sultan) 33
architecture 2–3, 9–10; Ankara 16,

280, 283, 286, 291–95, 297; Cairo
57–60, 69, 71–72; Fez 262; gardens
86; Lahore 82–86, 88–89, 91,
94–95; public baths 14, 110, 114,
115–16; Tehran 237, 240; tents
42–46

arsapodemica 102–3, 112, 115
astronomy 121–22
Atatürk 279; death 295; see also
Mustafa Kemal (Pasha)
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	1 Mobile urbanism: tent cities in medieval travel writing • Mohammad Gharipour and Manu P. Sobti
	2 Understanding the city through travellers’ tales: Cairo as seen and experienced by two fourteenth-century Italians • Felicity Ratté
	3 Where is the “greatest city in the East”? The Mughal city of Lahore in European travel accounts (1556–1648) • Mehreen Chida-Razvi
	4 The image of the city: public baths and urban space in Western travellers’ descriptions of Ottoman Sofia • Stefan Peychev
	5 Cultural encounters between Europeans and Arabs: Carsten Niebuhr’s reflections on cities of the Islamic world (1761–67) • Jørgen Mikkelsen
	6 Western eyes on Jannina: foreign narratives of a city recorded in texts and images (1788–1822) • Renia Paxinou
	7 Single p(a)lace, multiple narratives: the Topkapı Palace in Western travel accounts from the eighteenth to the twentieth century • Nilay Özlü
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