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‘A vision of the “Arabian Nights” character’: 

Two sightings of John Frederick Lewis in Cairo 

 

GUY PHILIPPS 

 

This article considers two representations of the painter John Frederick Lewis in Cairo in the 1840s, one by W. M. Thackeray and 

one by the artist himself. Thackeray’s comedically fictionalised account portrayed Lewis living a life of eroticised pleasure owing more to 

the ‘Arabian Nights’ than to reality. That tone was taken up by the reviewers of Lewis’s The Hhareem, who unanimously treated 

the picture as an Orientalist fantasy rather than an ethnographically accurate account of contemporary Cairo; it is argued that this 

reception caused Lewis to seek to reshape public understanding of the work when it was next exhibited. 

 

In October 1844, William Makepeace Thackeray, travelling round the Mediterranean as the guest of the 

Peninsular and Oriental Company, dined in Cairo ‘with our old friend J—, who has established himself 

here in the most complete Oriental fashion.’1 J—’s house is ‘far away from the haunts of European 

civilisation, in the Arab quarter’. In its porch,  

a swarthy tawny attendant, dressed in blue, with white turban, keeps a perpetual watch. Servants 

in the east lie about all the doors, it appears; and you clap your hands, as they do in the dear old 

Arabian Nights, to summon them.2 

Having passed through the door, Thackeray comes into  

a broad open court, with a covered gallery running along one side of it. A camel was reclining on 

the grass there; near him was a gazelle to glad J. with his dark blue eye [...]. On the opposite side 

of the covered gallery rose up the walls of his long, queer, many-windowed, many-galleried house. 

There were wooden lattices to those arched windows, through the diamonds of one of which I 

saw two of the most beautiful, enormous, ogling, black eyes in the world, looking down upon the 

interesting stranger. Pigeons were flapping, and hopping, and fluttering, and cooing about. Happy 

pigeons you are, no doubt, fed with crumbs from the henna-tipped fingers of Zuleikah!3 

Once he is inside the house,  

J— appeared. Could it be the exquisite of the Europa and the Trois Frères? A man – in a long 

yellow gown, with a long beard, somewhat tinged with grey, with his head shaved, and wearing on 

it first a white wadded cotton night-cap, second, a red tarboosh – made his appearance and 

 
1  ‘Mr. M. A. Titmarsh’ [William Makepeace Thackeray], Notes of a Journey from Cornhill to Grand Cairo, by way of Lisbon, Athens, Constantinople, 
and Jerusalem: Performed in the Steamers of the Peninsular and Oriental Company (London: Chapman and Hall, 1846), p. 282. 
2  Ibid., p. 283. 
3  Ibid., pp. 284-85. 
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welcomed me cordially. It was some time, as the Americans say, before I could ‘realise’ the semillant 

J. of old times.4 

They dine: ‘I asked for lamb and pistachio nuts, and cream-tarts au poivre; but J’s cook did not furnish us 

with either of those historic dishes’.5 And after dinner, Thackeray turns to wonder ‘what were the particular 

excitements of Eastern life, which detained J., who is a town-bred man, from his natural pleasures and 

occupations in London’. 

It could n’t be the black eyes in the balcony – upon his honour she was only the black cook [...]. 

No, it was an indulgence of laziness such as Europeans, Englishmen at least, do n’t know how to 

enjoy. Here he lives like a languid Lotus-eater – a dreamy, hazy, lazy, tobaccofied life.6 

 

When Thackeray published this account in Notes of a Journey from Cornhill to Grand Cairo in January 1846, 

critics and readers had no difficulty in identifying ‘J—’ as ‘a well-known English artist’,7 the ‘aquarellist of 

distinguished genius’,8 John Frederick Lewis, who had lived out of England since 1837 and in Cairo since 

1841. Nor did they have any difficulty in identifying the tone of Thackeray’s account as one of erotically 

tinged fantasy, rooted in ‘the dear old Arabian Nights’ – stories in which characters dine on ‘lamb and 

pistachio nuts, and cream-tarts au poivre’9 – rather than contemporary Cairo. The Examiner began its notice 

of the book: ‘One should begin as if an Arabian Nights’ Entertainment were going to begin’, and reviewed 

Thackeray’s account of his dinner with Lewis in the tone in which it was written: ‘We recognise an old 

friend here; amid a charming mystery of seraglio and servants, and camels and gazelles’.10  

 

 
4  Ibid., p. 287. 
5  Ibid., p. 289. 
6  Ibid., pp. 290-91. 
7  The New Monthly Magazine, vol. 76, no. 302, February 1846, p. 243. 
8  Fraser’s Magazine for Town and Country, vol. 33, no. 193, January 1846, p. 95. 
9  ‘Lamb and pistachio nuts constituted the Barmecide's dinner in “The Tale of the Hunchback”, while ‘cream-tarts au poivre’ alludes to the 
story of Noureddin Ali and Bedreddin Hassan’: Robert Hampson, ‘From Cornhill to Cairo: Thackeray as Travel-Writer’, The Yearbook of 
English Studies, vol. 34 (2004), pp. 214-29, at p. 227. 
10  The Examiner, no. 1983, 31 January 1846, pp. 68-69. 
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Figure 1: John Frederick Lewis, The Hhareem (1850), watercolour, 88.6 × 133 cm (Private collection; photograph Alamy) 

 

The next sighting of Lewis in London came in 1850, when his watercolour The Hhareem (Fig.1), the product 

of seven years’ work,11 was exhibited, first at Thomas Griffith’s gallery in Pall Mall, and then at the annual 

exhibition of the Society of Painters in Water Colours. Although the identification was not made by 

contemporary reviewers – the first to suggest it was Edmond About, who wrote in 1855 ‘M. Lewis a passé 

plusieurs années au Caire, et je le soupçonne fort d’être le bey dont il a peint l’harem’12 – it seems clear 

that the principal male figure at the left of the picture (Fig.2) was modelled on Lewis himself (Fig.3),13 just 

as his wife Marian (Fig.5) was the model for the female figure crouching on the floor at the centre (Fig.4). 

 

 
11  The Observer, 29 April 1850, p. 5. 
12  Edmond About, Voyage à travers l’Exposition des beaux-arts: peinture et sculpture (Paris: Hachette, 1855), p. 32. 
13  Caroline Williams, ‘John Frederick Lewis: “Reflections of Reality”’, Muqarnas, vol. xviii (2001), pp. 227-243, at pp. 232-3; Briony 
Llewellyn, ‘A Masquerade Unmasked: an Aspect of John Frederick Lewis’s Encounter with Egypt’, in Jason Thompson, ed., Cairo Papers in 
Social Science, vol. 23: Egyptian Encounters (Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 2000), pp. 133-51, at pp. 147-48. 
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Figure 2 (detail of Figure 1) 

 
 

Figure 3: John Frederick Lewis, Self-portrait (detail), pencil on 
paper, 40.6 × 30.5 cm (Unknown collection; photograph National 

Portrait Gallery, London) 

 
 

 
 

Figure 4 (detail of Figure 1) 

 
 

 
 

Figure 5: John Frederick Lewis, Marian Lewis (the artist’s wife) 
(detail), pencil on paper, 40.6 × 30.5 cm (Unknown collection; 

photograph National Portrait Gallery, London) 
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The most striking aspect of the contemporaneous reviews of The Hhareem is that, without exception, the 

critics chose to see the picture as an Orientalist fantasy derived from the ‘Arabian Nights’ – Cairo, that is, 

as depicted by Thackeray – rather than as a serious representation of contemporary life in Egypt. The 

Literary Gazette rooted the picture firmly in a familiar English tradition of writing about the East, saying 

that it 

represents a voluptuous Orientalist in his sumptuous Hhareem, glittering with artificial splendours, 

and lapt in the luxuries of the East. Several of his loveliest Sultanas are reclining on musunds or 

cushions at his feet, looking, as he is also doing, at a black slave, introduced for sale, and being 

uncovered, for inspection, by her black owner. […] [I]t is, sui generis, a vision of the “Arabian 

Nights” character – all softness, and richness, and dreamy enervated passion, with every accessory, 

from the tame gazelle to the narghile, in keeping with the Houris (not dark or ox-eyed?) smothered 

in their silken and bejewelled voluptuousness. Thomson’s ‘Castle of Indolence’ has been made 

Egyptian by the artist.14 

The same vocabulary appears time and again in the notices. The Observer published the first review of the 

exhibition, informing its readers that the apartment was a ‘luxurious Eastern abode’, ‘richly furnished and 

highly elaborated’, that the ‘ladies of the harem’ were notable for ‘the languishing expression of their large 

dark eyes’, that the ‘lord of the seraglio’ watched the slave being unveiled with ‘sensual gaze’, whilst his 

‘favourites’ looked on with an ‘expression of haughty languor’.15 Then came The Athenaeum: having 

identified the setting as ‘that mysterious interior which has long been a subject of European curiosity’, it 

described the ‘wives’ as being ‘just aroused from their enjoyment of luxurious repose’; the ‘favourite’ is 

‘voluptuous in form’ – indeed the picture itself is ‘voluptuous – or it would not be true to its theme’. ‘A 

cat in a similar state of somnolency fills in and gives richness to this mass of Oriental luxury, with its sleepy 

suggestion.’16 The Examiner added ‘sensuous’ to ‘voluptuous’: ‘The expression of the lord of the scene is 

refined in its intense sensuousness; the two dominant ladies are wonders of voluptuous beauty […]. Hardly 

is anything but the sensuous represented.’17 The Illustrated London News followed the same path, already 

becoming well-worn: ‘The lord of the seraglio is seen seated, and surrounded by his women, who lie in 

Eastern repose at his feet. Wherever the eye rests all is Oriental luxury and ease’; the painter is particularly 

praised for his depiction of ‘the rich, full lazy eyes’ of the ladies.18 The Lady’s Newspaper also focussed on 

the faces of the ‘favourites’, whose ‘large dark eyes and languishing expression denote the race from which 

they spring’. The setting is ‘luxurious’: 

 
14  The Literary Gazette, and Journal of the Belles Lettres, no. 1737, 4 May 1850, p. 311. 
15  The Observer, 29 April 1850, p. 5. 
16  The Athenaeum, vol. 50, no. 1175, 4 May 1850, p. 480. 
17  The Examiner, no. 2205, 4 May 1850, p. 278. 
18  The Illustrated London News, vol. 16, no. 424, 4 May 1850, p. 299. 
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Everything that elegance and luxury can command are brought together in that gorgeous 

apartment. Vases of china, of the rarest description, are filled with the choicest exotics of the clime. 

The carpets of Persia, the silks of China, the marbles of Italy, the perfumes of Arabia, are there in 

rich profusion.19 

The Spectator condemned the ‘favourite’ as ‘insolent in ease and pampered beauty’,20 while The Critic told 

how ‘full and voluptuous of form’, she ‘just lifts her head from her lolling, indolent arm, and gazes with 

superb eyes.’21 Last to be published, The Art-Journal described the male ‘young Turk’ as ‘seated in luxurious 

ease’, ‘attired in the excess of Moslem fashion’; the women next to him are ‘also dressed in the extremity 

of Oriental taste’ and ‘look languidly’ towards the unveiled slave.22  

 

The language used by Lewis’s reviewers is so similar in its general tone and inspiration to that used by 

Thackeray in his portrait of Lewis’s ‘dreamy, hazy, lazy’ life in Cairo that it is hard to believe that 

Thackeray’s apparent confirmation of what was in any event a well-established caricature of Oriental 

existence did not influence the critical reception of Lewis’s picture. Joan DelPlato has demonstrated the 

extent to which ‘languor’ and ‘indolence’ were part of the Western characterisation of the women who 

lived their pampered lives within the ‘luxurious’ or ‘voluptuous’ space of the harem.23 The harem that 

Lewis’s reviewers regarded him as having depicted was a harem that took its inspiration from Western 

stereotype and fantasy, rather than anything he could have seen during his decade of residence in Cairo. 

Indeed, the critic of The Morning Post was teasingly sceptical about the possibility that Lewis had actually 

been inside a harem, saying that the painter  

introduces us at once within the mystic confines of the hhareem – 

“Like flies in amber, neither rich nor rare, 

The wonder’s how the devil he got there.” 

He has been there, however, that’s clear, and he has been indiscreet enough to depict a scene in 

which few, if any, save himself were permitted to participate.24 

The jaunty tone and the (mis)quotation from Pope are surely an indication that the critic’s tongue was in 

his cheek, and the impression of irony is not dispelled by the way in which he reaffirms his purported 

opinion as to the realism of the work later in the review: ‘The figure of the Turk […] wants expression; 

but perhaps the artist’s intention was not to flatter, but to portray him as he was.’ 

 

 
19  The Lady’s Newspaper, no. 175, 4 May 1850, p. 249. 
20  The Spectator, vol. 23, no. 1140, 4 May 1850, p. 427. 
21  The Critic, vol. 9, no. 219, 15 May 1850, p. 253. 
22  The Art-Journal, vol. 12, June 1850, p. 179. 
23  Joan DelPlato, Multiple Wives, Multiple Pleasures: Representing the Harem 1800-75 (Madison, NJ: Farleigh Dickinson University Press, 2002), 
pp. 179-82. 
24  The Morning Post, no. 23832, 29 April 1850, p. 3. 
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Given that the reviewers chose to focus exclusively on the associations of the harem with the erotic 

fantasies of the ‘Arabian Nights’, it is unsurprising that a further theme running through the first reviews 

of The Hhareem is a professed concern as to the unsuitability of its subject matter. This was first voiced by 

The Athenaeum in its notice of the picture when shown at Thomas Griffith’s gallery: 

The interior of a hareem, in which a Turkish gentleman is surrounded by his wives, to whom is 

introduced an Egyptian slave, a recent acquisition, – is the subject of this drawing. They whose 

fastidiousness may reasonably be shocked by the mention of the subject, will find on inspection 

that their apprehensions are groundless. A sight of it at Mr Griffiths’s [sic] satisfies us how 

completely the painter has triumphed in his treatment over his elements – how he has banished 

everything like grossness and sensuality.25 

The same periodical (most likely the same reviewer) returned to the point in its review of the exhibition 

of the Society of Painters in Water Colours in April: ‘The scene is realised in its spirit and in its minute 

details, – yet so as to give no offence to Western ideas of decorum.’26 Not all critics were so easily reassured, 

however. Without condemning the picture outright, The Observer adopted a particularly fervid Evangelical 

tone: 

Two or three children, almost imbedded in the cushions of the divan, form a feature of this group 

not the least significant, and not the least pleasant, for they indicate innocence and purity in the 

midst of sensuality, ignorance and sin. […] [T]he sensual Turk and his self-satisfied favourites – 

the indignant girl and the brutal eunuch – the children telling of heaven and happiness in the midst 

of slavery and crime – are each and every admirable as much for their poetry, which is patent to 

all persons, as for their artistic execution, which can only be known to a few connoisseurs.27 

The Standard affected simultaneously not to understand the subject and to disapprove of it: ‘The subject of 

this picture is not very intelligible; neither is it particularly interesting, nor, perhaps, is it the chastest that 

could be selected for the pencil.’28 The Examiner was more forthright: 

[A]s to the choice of subject – the ‘Hhareem’ is, no doubt, as truly delineated as it is in Miss 

Martineau’s bold and truthful description of it in her Eastern Travels – but is it exactly a theme 

for an artist of such powers as Mr Lewis possesses? […] [T]he subject is of doubtful taste.29 

The Lady’s Newspaper (whose critic, despite the paper’s title, clearly identified as male) had little doubt: 

‘[H]owever such subjects may delight the Mussulman of the nineteenth century, they are repugnant to us 

as Englishmen.’30 Even The Art-Journal, which pronounced The Hhareem ‘the most extraordinary production 

 
25  The Athenaeum, vol. 50, no. 1165, 23 February 1850, p. 210. 
26  The Athenaeum, 4 May 1850, p. 480. 
27  The Observer, 29 April 1850, p. 5. 
28  The Standard, no. 8022, 29 April 1850, p. 1. 
29  The Examiner, no. 2205, 4 May 1850, p. 278. 
30  The Lady’s Newspaper, no. 175, 4 May 1850, p. 249. 
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that has ever been executed in water-colour’, felt compelled to observe that ‘the subject is not worthy of 

the care with which it has been wrought out.’31 Emily Weeks is wrong to say that ‘contemporary critics 

found nothing morally reprehensible in […] The Hhareem, and spoke of this scene of Middle Eastern 

polygamy and semi-nudity in only the most glowing of terms.’32 

 

What the critics were referring to when they purported to express concern about the subject matter of The 

Hhareem appears clearly from the language they used in their reviews. The subject was ‘not the chastest 

that could be selected’;33 mention of the subject might shock ‘fastidiousness’,34 or offend ‘decorum’,35 but 

it would transpire on inspection that the artist had banished ‘grossness’;36 the presence of children indicated 

‘innocence and purity in the midst of sensuality.’37 Such terminology indicates that what they specifically 

had in mind was what the West understood to be the sexual connotations of the harem, which might 

shock the ‘chaste’, or the ‘pure’, or the ‘fastidious’ – that is, women. The gendered nature of the concern 

was made explicit by The Illustrated London News: 

This is a marvellous picture; such as men love to linger around, but such as women, we observed, 

pass rapidly by. There is nothing in the picture, indeed, to offend the finest female delicacy: it is all 

purity of appearance; but, at the same time, it exhibits woman, to a woman’s mind, in her least 

attractive qualities.38 

The reviewer does not trouble to explain what he means by ‘a woman’s mind’ deeming the picture to 

exhibit woman ‘in her least attractive qualities’. He is concerned to emphasise, not the picture’s lack of 

appeal to women, but its strong appeal to men: his point is not that women pass by the picture, but that 

men ‘linger around’ it. As this and many other of the (almost certainly male) reviewers make clear by the 

language they use to describe the picture, men are attracted by it, because it conforms appropriately to the 

received idea of the mysterious harem as a place of sensuality and voluptuousness populated by sleepy, 

languid beauties, living lives of luxurious ease whilst awaiting the pleasure of ‘the lord of the seraglio’. At 

the same time, as the majority of reviewers also make clear, the picture’s erotic charge is sufficiently 

restrained that it is not – that is, in the judgement of the same men as are so strongly attracted to it – 

disturbing or even ‘shocking’ to women.  

 

 
31  The Art-Journal, June 1850, p. 179. 
32  Emily M. Weeks, Cultures Crossed: John Frederick Lewis and the Art of Orientalism (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2014), p. 
82. 
33  The Standard, 29 April 1850, p. 1. 
34  The Athenaeum, 23 February 1850, p. 210. 
35  The Athenaeum, 4 May 1850, p. 480. 
36  The Athenaeum, 23 February 1850, p. 210. 
37  The Observer, 29 April 1850, p. 5. 
38  The Illustrated London News, 4 May 1850, p. 299. 
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Very few of these reviewers explain, even by implication, how they have come to the verdict that the 

picture can safely be viewed by their wives and daughters. The Observer suggests that the picture is redeemed 

by the presence of a child among the women on the divan – indeed, its repeated assertion that there are 

‘two or three children’39 is telling, given that The Hhareem in fact contains only one child.  (That is not the 

only misreading of the picture in an apparently subconscious attempt to mitigate the charge of indecency: 

The Illustrated London News identified the clearly male ‘brutal eunuch’ said by The Observer to be uncovering 

the shoulders of the slave ‘in the same manner as a stable boy unclothes a horse to show a purchaser his 

“points”’,40 as ‘a female attendant’ removing the ‘heavy drapery’ in which the slave was ‘wrapped’,41 in the 

manner of a cloakroom attendant). Even more than the child, the presence of the three ‘wives’, all decently 

clothed (albeit ‘in the extremity of Oriental taste’)42 and seated by their ‘husband’, must have reassured 

viewers that this harem, at least, afforded a suitably domesticised safe space. It may be that the feminisation 

of the scene was what The Literary Gazette was alluding to when it commented: ‘The colouring is most 

delicate and every feature effeminate, except, perhaps, the masculine figure of the slave-dealer.’43 

Consciously or unconsciously, The Athenaeum went even further to reassure its readers when it described 

the subject of the picture as ‘the interior of a hareem, in which a Turkish gentleman is surrounded by his 

wives, to whom is introduced an Egyptian slave’:44 the syntax suggests that the slave is being introduced, 

not to the Turkish gentleman or his hareem, but to his wives, as if this were a Sunday afternoon ‘At Home’ 

in mid-century Bayswater. 

 

 
39  The Observer, 29 April 1850, p. 5. 
40  Ibid., p. 5. 
41  The Illustrated London News, 4 May 1850, p. 299. 
42  The Art-Journal, June 1850, p. 179. 
43  The Literary Gazette, 4 May 1850, p. 311. 
44  The Athenaeum, 23 February 1850, p. 210. 
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Figure 6: The 27th Exhibition of the Royal Scottish Academy, 1853, no. 494 

 

It is surely against the background of the unanimous critical reception of his picture as a work owing more 

to Orientalist fantasy than to a decade of personal observation of contemporary Egyptian life that one 

should consider the significance of the lengthy and detailed catalogue note (Fig.6) that Lewis attached to 

The Hhareem when it was exhibited in Edinburgh in 1853. As Weeks observes, ‘[i]n its precise terminology, 

ethnographic specificity, and authority of tone’, Lewis’s note is reminiscent of E. W. Lane’s Manners and 

Customs of the Modern Egyptians.45 Lewis assigns all the characters in his painting to specified races and classes; 

he gives both people and objects their proper Arabic names. The walls of the room in which the scene is 

set are said to be whitewashed, not because white affords an appropriate backdrop to the profusion of 

colours and patterns in the picture, but because ‘all old houses’ have such walls; the contrast of the walls 

with the dark woodwork of the ceilings, whilst artistically pleasing, is more importantly true to life. The 

two gazelles, one on either side of the picture, which one might think serve a purely artistic purpose by 

balancing and tying together the two halves of the picture (in the same way as do, for example, the look 

of the man on the divan on the left towards the slave girl on the right, and the look back at him of the boy 

standing to the right of the girl) are in fact present because gazelles are ‘the frequent indoor and out-door 

pets of all classes’ in Egypt. It is hard not to conclude that Lewis wrote the note in order to reassert his 

 
45  Weeks, Cultures Crossed, p. 81. 



   

 

   

 

116 

 

own authority, and to emphasise those qualities of ethnographic specificity and precision in The Hhareem 

to which the London critics had paid so little attention in 1850.  
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