CAROLINE WILLIAMS

JOHN FREDERICK LEWIS: "REFLECTIONS OF REALITY"'

An Intercepted Correspondence, signed and dated 1869,
is a great portrait of nineteenth-century domestic life
in Cairo. John Frederick Lewis (1805-76), who painted
it, was a British artist whose fame rests primarily on
paintings inspired by his ten-year residence in Cairo,
a legacy that includes some of the best images we
have of Egypt at that time. Edward Lear, fellow artist
and visitor to Egypt, described Lewis's work as "perfect as representation of real scenes and people."'
Yet there is a paradox. The more one studies these
paintings, the more one realizes that they are not
only about the "other"-life in Cairo-but are also
about the "self'--the painter Lewis. The action of
the narrative is more than an Oriental drama. Lewis's
vision of the city and its inhabitants as elaborated in
his paintings is manifested on several levels. It is a
remembrance of Lewis's past as an expatriate artist;
an expression of his presence in the Victorian society in which he painted; and a reflection of his role
as cultural intermediary between the two culturesthe Oriental and the Occidental-in which he lived.
Lewis was born into a family of artistic talent. Frederick Christian, his father, was a distinguished engraver with court appointments; George Robert, his
uncle, was a portraitist and landscape painter; his
brother, also Frederick Christian, was known as "Indian" Lewis because he painted in India.2 John Frederick developed his talents within the family circle,
but it was a trip to Spain, where he lived and traveled for almost two years between the summer of 1832
and the spring of 1834, that brought about his artistic maturity and direction. There, during his visits to
the Prado, he made small copies of the old masters,
a program of self-education he continued later in
museums in France and Italy.3 Velasquez, Murillo,
and Titian were the painters to whom he was particularly drawn. In the Spanish towns he began the exploration of the picturesque and exotic that was later to take him to Cairo. The southern sun, the brilliant
colors, the vitality of the scene, the architectural in-
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tricacy of the Alhambra had a galvanizing effect on
him. Lewis's interest in rich color and acutely observed local types and incidents, which was to characterize his mature style, was also a product of his
Spanish adventure. His residence in Granada and travels through southern Spain produced Sketches and
Drawings of the Alhambra (1835) and Sketches of Spain
and Spanish Character(1836), each with twenty-six lithographic plates, many of which he drew himself. 4 This
intense focus on Spain in the 1830's earned him the
name of "Spanish" Lewis.
In 1837 Lewis left England for Europe and the
Middle East. By stages (a winter in Paris, time in Italy, a sojourn in Greece, a year in Constantinople),
he traveled to Egypt, arriving in November 1841. He
lived in Cairo for nine and half years, the first, and
for a long time the only, European artist to live there
for such an extended period. Lewis left few letters
and no diaries orjournals, and practically all we know
about the time he spent there comes from a long
and amusing literary account written by William Thackeray who, on an eastern tour, visited Lewis in 1844
and found him living "in the most complete oriental
fashion" in a rented house in the Azbakiyya quarter,
reputedly a house which had belonged to a Mamluk
grandee massacred by Muhammad 'Ali in 1811. 5 We
also know that in 1847, at the age of forty-two, Lewis
married a twenty-year-old Englishwoman named Marian Harper in Alexandria, 6 who thereafter was frequently a model for his paintings.
For a long time while Lewis was in Cairo, the London art world did not hear from him. But in 1850 he
sent back for display at the Old Water Colour Society Exhibition a painting entitled The Hhareem, and
it created a sensation. In the spring of 1851, Lewis
returned to England, bringing with him over six hundred sketches upon which he was to base the labor
of the next twenty-five years.
This skimpy biographical outline is sufficient to
point out the several paradoxes that arise in study-
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Fig. 1. Hosh of the House of the Coptic Patriarch, Cairo. Oil on panel. Signed and dated 1864. Private collection.

ing Lewis's legacy, all of which involve his interpretation of the culture in which he was living. Lewis
was in Cairo at a time when its Islamic culture was
being discovered and described by Europeans for the
first time, 7 and yet, except for The Hhareem, he painted
all of his great paintings of Cairo and its people after he had left the city, in the twenty-five years between 1851 and his death in 1876. Many of these
paintings depict Cairo's private and secular spaces,
and in this he was painting from experience and from
an opportunity few other artists, visiting for brief
periods, had. It is thus not the authenticity of his
images that is in question, but the motive behind them.
Thackeray's description was written in 1844 and
published in 1846. Certainly several of his paintings
done in 1864, 1873, and 1875 parallel the descriptions that Thackeray set down about his encounter
with Lewis. Why did Lewis wait twenty to thirty years
before painting the setting in which he lived? Was
Lewis, who did not leave written or epistolary records
or clues to his life in Cairo, leaving visual ones? For
example, Hosh of the House of the Coptic Patriarch (fig.
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1),8 painted in 1864, seems to illustrate Thackeray's
description written twenty years earlier of the courtyard of Lewis's own house: ". . . a broad open court,
with a covered gallery running along one side of it.
A camel . . . a gazelle . . . numerous brood of hens
and chickens ... pigeons flapping, hopping... fluttering and cooing about." Thackeray also mentions
"the wooden lattices of arched windows through . . .
which I saw two of the most beautiful, enormous,
ogling black eyes" which Lewis has also incorporated
into the scene with the girl who appears at the
mashrabiyya window.
Two other Lewis paintings correspond with a Thackeray description: In The Reception, 1873 (fig. 2),9 Lewis
reproduced the main reception hall of his house in
Cairo: "It is about 40 feet long, and 18 or 20 feet
high. All the ceiling is carved, gilt, painted and embroidered with arabesques, and choice sentences of
Eastern writing. ... Opposite the divan is a great bay
window, with a divan like-wise round the niche. It
looks out upon a garden . . . full of green."
Thackeray also describes the dinner that Lewis
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Fig. 2. The Reception. Oil on panel. Signed and dated 1873. Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection, New Haven,
Conn. (Photo: Courtesy Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection)

served him. It was " excellent" . . . and "put upon
copper trays, which are laid upon low stools.... We
ended the repast with [fruit] . .. deliciously cool and
pleasant .... We put our hands into the dish and
flicked them into our mouths in what cannot but be
the true oriental manner." This scene appears on
canvas in The Midday Meal, 1875 (fig. 3).10
Any viewer moderately familiar with the main body
of Lewis's work-thirty-five or so major paintings-is
likely to be struck by the fact that there is a dja vu
quality to many of the scenes, and the models, the
costumes, the artifacts, and the architectural elements
to be found in them. This is partly explained by the
fact that in England Lewis was working from finite
material-the memories, the sketches, and the photographs he brought back-with him from Cairo. These
became fixed images that he rearranged in his mind
and from which similar scenes emerged. His great
grand-nephew and biographer Michael Lewis describes
the large collection of costumes he had in his studio
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as painting aids. " It is thus understandable that the
same objects and elements appear again and again
in different contexts. 12 But it can also be argued that
these paintings, though each discrete in itself, by the
very use of these recurring settings, recurring artifacts, recurring models become part of the larger story
of John Frederick Lewis's memory of his life in Cairo
and of how he depicted and interpreted this foreign
culture to his countrymen.
One supposes that his decision to return to England was a reluctant, albeit realistic, one. Lewis liked
living in Egypt. Thackeray, in an often quoted passage, speculates on "the particular excitements of
Eastern life, which detained J., who is a town bred
man, from his natural pleasures and occupations in
London" and concludes that "here he lives like a languid Lotus-eater-a dreamy, hazy, lazy, tobaccofied
life. He was away from evening parties, he said: he
needn't wear white-kid gloves or starched neckcloths,
or read a newspaper.... And even this ... was too
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Fig. 3. A Mid-Day Meal, Cairo. Oil on canvas. Signed and dated 1875. Private collection.

civilized..... The great pleasure of pleasures was life
in the desert, under the tents. . . now smoking, now
cantering on Arabs, and no crowd to jostle you; solemn contemplations of the stars at night... 3
This juxtaposition of the cultures of East and West
can be seen in A Frank Encampment in the Desert of
Mount Sinai, 1842: The Convent of St. Catherine in the
Distance, 1856 (fig. 4), 4 a portrait commissioned by
Lord Castlereagh in 1842, but not executed until 1856.
Lewis obviously has great admiration for Hussein, the
Bedouin shaykh of Gebel Tor. He stands dignified
and erect in front of the British lord, who lies supine
amid the necessary clutter of "civilized" accoutrements:
books, lap dog, maps, pillows, pipe, and sherry.
After Lewis married the young Marian Harper, who
was the niece of a judge at Malta 15 and a young Englishwoman of some social standing, Lewis might have
had difficulty continuing his life in the "oriental fashion." Edward Lane's nephew, in writing to his uncle
from Cairo, included the news that "Lewis is going
to be married . . . and promises to lead a respectable
life.' 16 In letters from around the same time there
are references to his ill-health. In 1850 there had been
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a fire in his house which had destroyed one room. 17
When The Hhareem displayed in London in 1850 had
successfully tested the artistic climate for a returnin its review the Art Journal had pronounced it "the
most extraordinary production that has ever been
executed in watercolour"'8-he decided it was time
to go home.
England had changed in the fourteen years Lewis
had been abroad. His return coincided with the great
World Exposition of 1851, a vibrant celebration of
British industrial achievements and economic supremacy. The great tycoons of the industrial Midlands had
become the new art patrons, and for them pictures
by living painters were objects to be commissioned,
exhibited, purchased, discussed. It was the time when
"art became Art."19 Lewis preferred to deal directly
with collectors,2 0 but his association with his dealer
William Voskins was a long and friendly one, 2 1 and
membership in the Royal Academy, to which he was
elected as an associate in 1859 and as a full member
in 1865, was a passport to artistic, financial, and social success.
Lewis's paintings and style fit right in with the major
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Fig. 4. A Frank Encampment in the Desert of Mt. Sinai, 1842: The Convent of St. Catherine in the Distance. Watercolor and body
color over graphite. Signed and dated 1856. Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection, New Haven, Conn. (Photo:
courtesy Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection)

trends of the time: an art that was narrative and featured "real" subjects. Lewis produced vignettes that
fulfilled the demands of the new middle-class patrons
who wanted a visual story and anecdotes that did not
include complicated iconography. While Lewis intended his paintings to be "windows into reality," 2 2 he
also incorporated into his narratives poetic suggestion and decorative effect. His bright palette and lavish
fabrics and his experiment with light evoked the glamour and luxury with which the Orient was associated
in Western minds. And Lewis delivered this representational realism without moral fervor or cloying
sentiment.
Lewis also arrived back in England at a time when
Victorian gender roles in broad sweep, if not in detail, mirrored those of the Islamic world. From the
1850's onwards, the word "Victorian", a new and selfconscious term used to describe respectable and responsible family life, was increasingly used. For all
the apparent differences in the mores of the two
worlds, there was a marked similarity between the Victorian middle class into which he settled and the Ottoman upper-class Cairene surroundings from which
he had come. In both countries masculinity and femininity were defined in relation to activities and influence in the public and the private spheres. Men,
active, adult, commanding, were associated with the
public world of business and politics; women, sheltered, compliant, and nurturing, were corralled in-
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the protective privacy of the home. The middle-class
Victorian woman, like the upper-class Muslim lady,
was identified with home and was seen as its chief
ornament. Her social life was founded on a domestic
round of paying calls, attending "at homes," and taking tea. 2 3 This was not very different in overall structure from the gender roles in Cairo, and in his harem paintings Lewis made this point in minutely
painted, brilliantly colored strokes.
When in England Lewis worked hard, and his pace
did not slacken. He described his schedule, "I work
always from 9 in the morning until dusk, from halfpast 6 till 11 at night, always." 2 4 Like his father before him, the son worked until he dropped. 2 5 During the six years between 1859 and 1865, he exhibited
sixteen pictures at the Royal Academy. In the last decade of his life, 1866 to 1876, he exhibited twentyseven works, seven of which were finished in the last
two years of his life, at a time when he was increasingly "fatigued," "ill," and "feeble." 2 6 It was as if there
was a compulsion in him to set down a visual record
on paper. It was during this period that he painted
An Intercepted Correspondence, a brilliantly rendered
Cairene domestic scene, with its various visual allusions, which constitutes a virtual summary of his harem paintings. For the British audience for which it
was intended, it was also a dramatic evocation of social similarities.
Twenty years earlier, in The Hhareem Lewis had used
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Fig. 5. The Hhareem. Watercolor. 1849. Private collection.

a similar setting and characters for a different narrative. The Hhareem (fig. 5),27 the only major picture
Lewis painted while in Egypt,2 8 was exhibited first at
the Griffiths Art Gallery in February 1850, before it
went to the Old Watercolour Society in May. Originally called The Hareem of a Mameluke Bey, Cairo: The
Introduction of an Abyssinian Slave, 29 The Hhareem already contained all the ingredients of his later work:
vibrant light and color, the exact rendering of naturalistic detail, and the microscopic stippling of pattern upon pattern. Lewis displays his talents at their
most characteristic. The scene is anecdotal, descriptive, Oriental. On the left half, a handsome young
bey sits cross-legged on a pillow-strewn divan. A gazelle reclines on one side of him; three ladies on the
other. A black eunuch disrobes a new concubine for
his inspection. He leans forward to look. The feathered fan, the tame gazelles, the textured fabrics all
add to the Eastern mystique.
Despite its theme, however, there is little of the
sensational in this painting, thanks both to Lewis's

I

technical mastery and to the way the story is told.
Lewis's observation of texture, form, color, and light
is so detailed and realistic as to be almost scientific.
The sun streams in through the intricate and varied
lattices of the mashrabiyya behind the young man,
and ripples out across the various fabrics to become
an embellished beam connecting bey-lady-concubine-gazelle. The scene, so closely observed and
rendered, suggests Lewis is painting a true report of
what he might have seen and not a fabricated image.
The domestic setting of The Hhareem is also rich and
lush. Lewis was portraying the quid pro quo of Muslim domestic life: these women, the bey's wives, in
their sheltered, luxurious, pampered setting, are neither deprived nor unhappy. Furthermore, their presence as witnesses to the new arrival stamps it as domestically condoned. The Victorian audience could
appreciate both aspects of the drama-that women
often make comprises for privilege, and that among
men and women there is a double standard.
The young bey in his paisley turban does not look
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native or Mediterranean. Instead, he resembles the
surviving descriptions of Lewis as a young man. In
an ivory miniature the French artist Simon Jacques
Rockford (fig. 6) depicted Lewis at the age of twenty-one: dark wavy hair, straight nose, wide-set hazel
eyes3 0 belong to a handsome man-about- town who
projects assurance. A subsequent description of Lewis
characterizes him as "tall, spare, upright and handsome. He wore a beard and a mustache."3 ' That the
central figure in The Hhareem might be a portrait of
Lewis is also suggested by figures in other paintings.
In The Pipe Bearer (fig. 7), signed and dated 1856,32
the central figure is "tall, upright, handsome, bearded," and also wears the same red-turban paisley wrap
combination of headcovering. His African servant and
pipe bearer stands beside him. This is obviously Lewis's

personal servant, since the same servant had appeared
earlier in IskandarBey and His Servant (fig. 8), signed
and inscribed '.F. Lewis/a son excellence le General/Sulieman pacha/1848." 3 3 In 1868, Lewis signed
and dated Young llamluk Bey (fig. 9).34 Once again
it shows the same pink-cheeked, dark-bearded young
man with the same identifying red-and-paisley head
covering.
Twenty years later in An Intercepted Correspondence
(fig. 10), 3 5 Lewis returns to the general setting of
his greatest success. Lewis's extraordinary ability to
depict the play of light and shadow, the overlay of
one pattern upon another, and the textures and sheens
of rich fabrics is still masterfully evident. The painting is divided into two not quite equal halves (the
left half is slightly narrower than the right). The left

Fig. 6.John Frederick Lewis. Portrait by SimonJacques Rockford.
1826.
-

Fig. 7. The Pipe Bearer. Watercolor. Signed and dated 1856.
Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery, Birmingham, England.
(Photo: courtesy Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery)
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Fig. 8. IskandarBey and Servant. Watercolor and body color.
Signed and dated 1848. The Fine Art Society, London. (Photo:

Fig. 9. Young Mamluk Bey, Egypt. Oil on canvas. Signed and
dated 1868. Private Collection.

courtesy Fine Art Society, London.)

half, except for a few minor elements, is similar to
the left half of The Hhareem. In the alcove of a
mashrabiyya window, the master sits cross-legged on
a pillow-strewn divan; a gazelle lies on one side of
him, while his three ladies recline on the other. A
maid holding a peacock-feather fan leans against the
wall. But the bey has aged. Now he looks very much
like Thackeray's description of Lewis, "His beard curls
nobly over his chest, . . . and gives to him a venerable and Bey-like appearance" 3 6 (an albumen print
photograph of Lewis in Oriental costume, perhaps
done at this same time [fig. 11],3 7 verifies this description). The theme is also different. Instead of a
new arrival to inspect, the bey must decide what to
do with a young inmate who has been caught redhanded with a message-laden bouquet of flowers. In
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the center of the painting, highlighted by the sun's
slanting rays, the duenna in charge of the harem
presents in her right hand the offending bouquet to
the collective gaze; with her left hand she hangs on
to the sulky recipient. Through the lattices of the
window behind her one can see the dome and minaret of a mosque. In a niche, above the cupboard to
the side of the divan, there is a Japanese vase decorated with a Samurai warrior and, next to it, a live
pigeon roosts. These are the "significant details" that
punctuate the action below and which the Victorian
audience delighted in "reading". 3 8
Lewis's Victorian audience would also have readily understood the theme. In 1869, the year of the
painting, a book called The Language of Flowers was
published which provided the meanings attached to
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Fig. 10. An Intercepted Correspondence, Cairo. Oil on panel. Signed and dated 1869. Private Collection. (Photo: Fine Arts Society,

London)

flowers. The flowers in the painting are all carefully
chosen according to these meanings. For example,
the pansy, the anemone, the roses in the bouquet
stand for "think of giver," "giver feels forsaken," and
"love," while in the vase next to the bey, the larkspur, the rose and the scarlet dahlia represent haughtiness, love, and instability.3 9 By using an Oriental
setting, but giving it a Victorian subtext,4 0 it is as if
Lewis were making the point that women in both settings-the Cairene and the London one-are subjects of a patriarchal order.
Lewis's presentation of gender dynamics in a domestic setting is quite different from depictions by
other contemporary European artists, such as, for example, David Roberts and Jean-Lion Gr6me. Roberts, an older friend of Lewis and the first professional artist to paint in Egypt, had become famous
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for his topographical vistas of Cairo. He rarely painted people, but in his Slave Market, sketched in 1838
at a time of intense debates on slavery, he shows the
women as marketable commodities, bundled and
waiting to be sold.4 1 G6r6me, a younger French artist, emphasizes their sexual exploitation. In his painting, The Slave Market4 2 (1867), the buyer, his huge
hand opening her mouth, examines the teeth of the
naked girl as if he were contemplating a healthy animal. Later, working in London in 1870, Ger6me
produced a series of bath scenes depicting Oriental
women as objects of delight and desire.4 3 The women in Lewis's harem scenes, in spite of their Middle
Eastern provenance, are essentially "Victorian" women, artfully dressed and displayed against luxurious
backgrounds. They are subjects that women and men
could both view in public and display on their walls.
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Fig. 11. John Frederick Lewis. Albumen print. c. 1860

There are elements in An Intercepted Correspondence
that relate it to other pictures by Lewis, painted both
before and after. The theme of using flowers to convey a message is not new with Lewis, but its previous
use was not as overt. In Life in the Harem-Cairo (fig.
12), signed and dated 1858,4 4 a young woman leans
against the pillows of a divan covered with the same
golden-hued diamond-patterned material upon which
Lewis placed his 1849 and 1869 beys. The lady looks
down at the bouquet of roses ("love") and pansies
("think of giver") she holds in her lap.45 Lewis's great
grand-nephew biographer noted that "the Cairo harem-lady bears a close resemblance to Marian."4 6 Behind the lady, the view through the open lower arch
of the mashrabiyya window is of a mosque with an
Ottoman minaret. Entering the arched doorway, a
friend carries a tray with coffee cups. Perhaps they
will read the coffee grounds and speculate about the
flower-sender.
Over the doorway there is a legible inscription. This
is not the first time Lewis has included Arabic in his
paintings. The head of Iskander Bey (fig. 8) is framed
with Arabic words: to the right of the head, "there is
no . . .", and to the left, ". . . but God." The portrait
was painted in 1848, when Iskander Bey was four-
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Fig. 12. Life in the Harem-Cairo.Watercolor and body color.
Signed and dated 1858. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
(Photo: courtesy Victoria and Albert Picture Library, London)
teen. He was the only son of Sulayman Pasha, originally a French colonel named Svres, who came to
Cairo after the Napoleonic wars to reorganize Muhammad 'Ali's army and stayed on to become the
pasha's trusted adviser and a Muslim. The inscription, "There is no vanquisher but God," 4 7 is taken
from the Alhambra. The choice of message to frame
the head of the adolescent is puzzling, and the transposition from Spain to Egypt is not characteristic of
Lewis's rigorous regard for correct detail. Perhaps
Lewis himself had copied the ubiquitous inscription
while in the Alhambra and used it again, thinking
that few people in Cairo would recognize it, or, by
reusing an edited inscription, perhaps he was making
some kind of commentary about war and weaponsthe sabre in the boy's lap and the musket the servant
holds.
In Life in the Harem-Cairo and in The Pipe Bearer,
painted within two years of each other, there are also
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Fig. 13. Cairo Interior: Entrance to the Harem. Oil on panel.
Signed and dated 1871. Cecil Higgins Art Gallery, Bedford,
England. (Photo: courtesy Trustees of the Cecil Higgins Art
Gallery, Bedford, England)

legible, but incomplete inscriptions. The key lies in
Cairo Interior: Entrance to the Harem (fig. 13), signed
and dated 1871.48 In this painting, over the doorway
in which a woman stands, there is a three-part inscription, which relates to the inscriptions on the 1856
and 1858 paintings. It reads: "(1) Attributes here on
this place are made lofty (Shama'il hunaft ardiha qad
raqat; (2) Fortune extends to attain aspiration (Wa
al-'adu ydin liyanll al-muna); and (3) Record here
the glory that has dawned (Arrikhu hund bi al-majd
qad ashriqat)." 49 Framing the head of the master in
The Pipe Bearerare (1) "Attributes here on this place
are made lofty" and (2) ": . . to attain aspiration." In
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Harem-Cairothe inscription begins after the first word
in 2, ". . . extends to attain aspiration," and continues with 3, "Record here the glory that has dawned."
The same inscriptions also appear on the wall of An
Intercepted Correspondence, just above the figure of the
African servant at the far right. Here the cartouches
start with (3) Record here the glory that has dawned,"
and follow with (2) "Fortune extends to attain aspiration."
Cairene houses of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, such as the one Lewis lived in, were commonly decorated with cartouches filled with poetic
inscriptions below the ceilings. Lewis was an unusually observant artist, and he had a great ability to
paint what he saw. The accurate reproduction of an
inscription would not have been difficult for him.
He was also in Cairo at a time when its Egyptian and
Islamic cultures were being noted and described for
the first time. Sir John Gardner Wilkinson, for the
pharaonic world, and Edward Lane, for contemporary Egyptian society, had just published volumes on
their "manners and customs." There was great interest in how people lived, and Lewis reflected this interest visually. There is no indication either way whether Lewis spoke Arabic, or whether he knew how to
read and write it. However, he knew Edward Lane
and Joseph Bonomi, and other explorer-interpreters
living in Cairo in the 1840's, and he could have consulted them about appropriate texts. Thus, one way
or another, that the texts in his paintings are legible
and apt is not surprising.
What is startling is the Qur'anic inscription that
appears in An Intercepted Correspondence. It occupies
the wall above the reclining ladies, between the alcove where the Samurai warrior on the vase gestures
aggressively in the direction of the huddling dove and
the cupboard below. The same handsomely carved
surface of the cupboard doors was first seen in The
Hhareem. It also forms the dominant backdrop of a
painting called Caged Doves (fig. 14), signed and dated 1864, before which a harem inmate stands with a
pigeon on her finger.50 This kind of symbolic representation, in which the main message is conveyed
through a build-up of significant details, was a feature of painting in England during the years 185070, the very time that Lewis was working. 5 1
The inscription, on the wall between the alcove
and the cupboard and above the bey and the ladies
on the divan, an area rife with symbolic intent, is from
the Family of Imran (Qur'an 3:16): "Those who say:
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Fig. 14. Caged Doves, Cairo. Watercolor and body color. Signed
and dated 1864. The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge,
England. (Photo: reproduced by permission of the Fitzwilliam
Museum, Cambridge)

Our Lord! Lo! We believe. So forgive us our sins."
Another area of inscription frames the central drama. It rises on the right of the windowed area and
continues below the three plain-grilled windows. Beginning in the right corner are the words, "A paradise, rivers flowing beneath it; therein remaining forever and spouses purified [word not legible] by God's
command, and God is our All-knowing Assistance"
(janet tajrt fi tahtiha al-anhar khalidin Jfh wa azwdj
52
This
muttahirafihd [...] ft alldh wa allah nasruna).
is not from the Qur'an, but its references to the gardens of paradise, and to "purified spouses" waiting
for the righteous therein explicitly evokes Qur'anic
imagery.

In view of what has just been said about Lewis's
keen eye and precise brush, as well as his access to
antiquarian and scholarly intermediaries who knew
both Arabic and English, the fact that he was able to
search out and include inscriptions that were so apt
to the painting's main narrative is perhaps in itself
not surprising. What is strange is that these quotations appear in a painting conceived nineteen years
after Lewis left Egypt and that they are aimed at a
British audience unable to read and appreciate their
irony. Perhaps this was Lewis's way of endowing errant domesticity with conciliatory forgiveness. Or
perhaps it refers to an incident in Lewis's own life,
an incident that he records, but in a way that none
of his viewers in England could detect. There is nothing in the existing documentation that suggests that
his relationship with his beautiful and much younger wife Marian was anything other than totally devoted. Yet, there remains a curious reference and ambiguity. The guilty inmate of An Intercepted Correspondence
wears a green dress with a red sash around her hips.
In the last months before he died, Lewis used the
sleeping Marian as his model in The Siesta (fig. 15),
signed and dated 1876.5 3 It is a loving portrait. Balancing the sleeping lady is a table with three vases
containing roses (love, beauty), red poppies (sleep,
consolation), white lilies (purity, modesty, sweetness),
and arum lilies (ardor), but the sleeping Marian wears
the same green dress and red sash that is featured in
An Intercepted Correspondence.
Such overlapping elements are present in other
Lewis scenes. Are they intentional or happenstance?
And what do they mean? In The Arab Scribe (fig. 16),54
signed and dated 1852, an old man writes a letter for
a young lady. She watches him as he writes, while
her maid next to her leans on the ornate box in which
he keeps his writing materials. There is the usual
emphasis on texture, textiles, light, color. But behind
the mashrabiyya lattice is the figure of a man. Is he
placed there just as a contrasting mass and shape to
the wooden lattice screen, or does he play a role in
the action. Is he a guardian? Is this a love letter? Is
he spying? Is he like the cat in the foreground about
to pounce on a hapless prey? Or is this Lewis himself, the observer, looking at a world in which he is
present but plays no real part?
One of the last paintings, signed and dated 1876,
byJohn Frederick Lewis is entitled The Street and Mosque
of the Ghooreyah (fig. 17).55 On the surface its meaning seems straightforward-it is one of the urban street
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Fig. 15. The Siesta. Oil on canvas. Signed and dated 1876. Tate Gallery, London. (Photo: reproduced courtesy © Tate, London,
2000)

Fig. 16. The Arab Scribe. Watercolor. Signed and dated 1852. Private Collection
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Fig. 17. The Street and Mosque of the Ghooreyah. Watercolor and gouache. Signed and dated 1876. Ex-Forbes Collection.

and market scenes that Lewis delighted in. 6 The architectural context frames the action in the street
which seems concentrated in the left foreground,
where two young ladies lean towards a black-bearded
shaykh, who sits cross-legged on a stone bench and
scrutinizes something he holds in his hand. The grouping reverses that of the two women and old man in
The Arab Scribe. A further connection between the two
paintings, done twenty-four years apart, one at the
beginning and the other at the end of Lewis's career
as an Orientalist artist, is the yellow dress and blue
striped shawl prominent on one of the ladies. But
what is interesting and slightly anomalous is the way
the young man right of center stands out. He seems
curiously detached, as if he does not belong. Is this
Lewis? In his paisley turban, the young man looks
remarkably like the Young Mamluk Bey of 1868, also
in a paisley turban, who looks like the young man in
Lewis's most famous picture, The Hhareem, all of whom
look like young Lewis himself.
But the man also evokes the central character in
The Cairo Bazaar: The Della' (fig. 18), signed and dated
1875.5 7 A dallal, Lewis explained, citing a passage from

II

I

Edward Lane's Manners and Customs of the Modern
Egyptians, is an auctioneer-broker, who acts as a middle
man between the merchants who hire him and prospective customers. In this watercolor, the dallalholds
out a shawl to the two ladies on the bench in front
of him to inspect. Two ladies stand behind him as
they do behind the central man in The Ghooreyah; on
the ground at both men's feet lie an overturned vase
and a folded textile.
The Della'l offers an interpretation for the Ghooreyah. The man in the center is a dallal, and the mistress and her maid, wishing to buy something from
him, are asking the old man, the moneychanger, to
certify a "doubtful coin," which he is examining.5 8 If
Lewis has depicted the dallal as a portrait of himself,
then Lewis as a painter is also representing himself
as a mediator in that he is offering his painted views
of Cairo for purchase to his English audience.
This role of artistic broker in the Ghooreyah is also
previewed in The Della'l. In the center, just below the
dallal's red-slippered foot, is Lewis's signature, "J. F.
Lewis R.A. /1875." On the same level, but in the righthand corner, there is one final enigmatic inclusion-
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Fig. 19. Harem-Life, Constantinople. Watercolor and body color.
About 1857. Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle-upon-Tyne.
Fig. 18. The Cairo Bazzar: The Della'l. Watercolor and body
color. Signed and dated 1875. For sale at Christie's, October

18, 2000.

a boy looking into a mirror. This might mean no
more than what it shows, or Lewis might be using it
as a technical device to add further space to the scene,
as he did when he raised the archway in the background. 5 9 But in using the mirror, Lewis also glances back to some of his earlier harem scenes, such as
Hhareem Life-Constantinople (fig. 19)6) about 1857,
and Harem-Cairo (fig. 12), 1858. In these two paintings, the mirror on the wall enlarges the scene by
showing new objects (in the first case a pair of legs
in slippers and in the other a peacock fan lying on
the divan) which the viewer can only see as reflected
in the mirror. 61 The viewer must take these objects
on faith. By their inclusion, however, Lewis seems to
imply that the lives of these women are more complicated than the secure and luxurious appearances
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Fig. 20. Boy with mirror. Detail of figure 18.
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he has painted suggest. On a symbolic level the mirror adds the idea of truthfulness. In the Della'l the
mirror is a curious one. It has a cover. The boy holds
it open as if he is reading a book. The reflection staring
back at us includes an eye, nose, and mouth. It is
only half a face, half the picture (fig. 20). It suggests
that Lewis may have felt that his work, his presentation of the East to the West, was an incomplete and
personal reflection of a more complicated reality.
Above the boy and the dallal and above the main
arch that frames them, the words of the Arabic in
the inscription, not as carefully done at this date as
the previous lettering, but still legible, read, "He is
God the Living, the King, the Vanquisher, there is
no god but He. God is Greater. He makes the seas to
run" (Hufwa al-hayy al-malik al-ghilib la ilaha illa hiiwa
allah al-akbar yujr al-buhuir).
John Frederick Lewis died on 14 August 1876. He
was, in the words of his biographer, "not a recluse,
but a lone-eagle." 62 He kept no diary, and although
he went to London for business he did so unwillingly, much preferring the routine of his home in Walton-on-Thames. After his death, on his wife's instructions, his estate-drawings, watercolors, studies,
sketches, books, photographs, costumes-was dispersed in a four-day auction on 4-8 May 1877. It is
thus in his paintings that John Frederick Lewis as man
and artist lives on. His paintings of Cairo show that
he provided more than just a superb lens through
which the environment of the city that fascinated him
was projected onto paper and canvas. He interpreted this society-its domestic scenes, its commercial
transactions-in a way that the Victorian world in
which he lived could understand and appreciate. His
own life and thoughts contributed the ambiguous and
enigmatic touches to his paintings. These elements
add reflections to the reality of his vision.
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