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ABSTRACT 

Arthur Streeton produced a comprehensive body of work in response to his two-month sojourn in Cairo on 

his way to London in 1897. This essay explores his range of responses to the city, expanding current 

understandings of the artistôs experience of travel through analysis of his stylistic approach to Orientalist 

subject matter, and examination of the degree to which he engaged with the medium of photography. The 

impact of the visit was much more than the brevity of Streetonôs stay suggests. Cairo signalled his first 

significant experience of a foreign environment, with a predominately urban landscape of monumental 

architecture and bustling bazaars, and the opportunity for engagement with the ethnographic figure as 

subject. In a departure from Australian landscapes produced during the late 1880s and 1890s that were 

painted in situ, Streeton synthesised a number of his Egyptian subjects, employing sketches together with 

photographic sources. During the journey Streeton amassed a collection of photographs purchased from 

commercial studios, as well as amateur photographs, which have been attributed to the artist. The subjects 

of these photographs point to strong trends in the market for tourist imagery that influenced the artistôs 

output. The photographs were used to provide details of costume, architecture and decoration in a small 

number of oil and watercolour paintings.  

 

 

Recording her first impressions of Cairo, the anonymous female writer for the Australian 

magazine, The Court, in 1898 exclaimed, óthe streets where you see it all! How wonderfully 

beautiful they are!ô
1
 Arthur Streetonôs Cairo Street c.1897 (Fig. 1) captures something akin to 

this elation, in shimmering patterns of blue and creamy white that vibrate across the surface of 

the work. The oil painting presents a vivid sunlit vision of a mosque surmounted by three 

minarets, with a large dome rising above the main wall, and a striped archway leading to an 

internal garden embellished with the verdant green of trees. At the base of the wall on either side 

of the large arch, the cloth awnings of an open-air market create watery shadows of brown, grey, 

purple and blue. The figures have a decorative role within the composition, with daubs of black 

and white and high-key colour used to describe the crowd, leading the viewerôs eyes up the 

canvas and through the gateway. With a brevity that hints at post-impressionist mark making, 

Streeton describes the characters of this Egyptian scene: a donkey being ridden by its young 

handler, a woman veiled in black with a water jar deftly balanced on her head, and a vendor 

transporting a broad tray piled high with flat loaves of bread. 

                                                 
This essay is dedicated to the late Oliver Streeton. 
1
 The Court, 1898, p. 132. 
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Fig. 1: Arthur Streeton, Cairo Street (previously Street scene, Cairo 

and The Mosque of Imam el-Shafei), 1897, oil on prepared canvas 

mounted on laminated paperboard, 33.4 x 17.1cm, Canberra, National 

Gallery of Australia, The Oscar Paul Collection, gift of Henriette von 

Dallwitz and of Richard Paul in honour of his father 1965. 
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Cairo Street conveys Streetonôs attraction to the cityôs architecture, though an accurate rendering 

of space and form eluded him.
2
 The mosque represented in this painting has previously been 

identified as either that of El-Shafei in the Southern Cemetery, or one located near the cluster of 

monuments at the foot of the Citadel, including the mosques of Sultan Hasan and El-Rilai. Both 

these conclusions are problematic, as the scene has been generalised and simplified in its 

rendering.
3
 The dome and façade have been stripped of their detail, and the architecture has 

become fractured, precluding any firm identification of the site. Areas of the mosqueôs cornices 

were reworked, with a semitransparent veil of oil paint at the top left wall above the gateway 

revealing Streetonôs difficulties in resolving the structure. The main dome has also been 

modified. Here the artist created a more dominant form in modelled strokes of white pigment. 

The painting includes architectural elements set out in a pencil drawing that was completed in 

one of two sketchbooks containing material from his journey to London in 1897 (Fig. 2). The 

view looks north from Bab al-Wazir, and incorporates a cluster of monuments, including the 

Palace of Alin Aq and the Mosque of Ibrahim Aga Mustahfizan. The main archway on the left 

side of the work is comparable to a commercial albumen print that was collected by Streeton 

during his stay in the Egyptian capital. Taken by the Armenian photographer, G. Lékégian, the 

photograph shows the southern gate of the cityôs original Fatimid walls, the Bab Zuweila (Fig. 

3).
4
 The left side of the arch in Cairo Street bears the gateôs red and white stripes, and similar 

structural angles, with the cloth coverings of stalls set up in a comparable double-layered manner.  

Identification of these separate sites suggests that Cairo Street depicts a fabricated space. Painted 

after Streetonôs arrival in London, the artist is likely to have used the sketch and photograph in 

combination to create the scene. Compositional inconsistencies support this hypothesis, as the 

artist would not have been in a position to check and realign the features of the building in situ 

and to rectify less convincing elements, including the cloth awnings of the market stalls that float 

unsupported. This use of photographic source materials in addition to preparatory sketches 

signals a departure from his former mode of working largely en plein air.
5
 Streetonôs Australian 

bush and harbour landscapes of the late 1880s and 1890s, while varied in terms of his technical 

approach to brushstroke and texture, have an immediacy that confirms them to be a direct 

                                                 
2
 By taking the Cairene street as his subject, Streeton shifted his focus from bush scenes and harbour views to an 

urban environment that he had previously explored only briefly in paintings such as The Princess Theatre and Burke 

and Willsô Statue 1889; The Railway Station, Redfern 1893; and Circular Quay c. 1893. This interest in architecture 

would continue throughout the following decades as he sought out grand monuments across London, the English 

countryside, Venice, and later in France in his capacity as war artist. These depictions of the built environment 

followed the pattern of the non-narrative picturesque scenes for which the artist was known. 
3
 Eagle, 1994, p. 8.  

4
 The gateway, or bab ð taken from the word ódoorô ð was built out of hewn stone, and remains one of three 

Fatimid gates that currently stand in Cairo. It marks the southern boundary of the original Fatimid city walls, and was 

once used as a ceremonial entrance for sultans coming down from the fortress on Mokhattam Hill. The Bab Zuweila 

was a favourite subject for Streeton, who completed numerous watercolour drawings and pencil sketches of the 

gateway and its towers.  
5
 Research into Streetonôs use of photography as a source for paintings produced after 1897 is not yet exhaustive and 

further investigation into his work abroad, in places such as Venice or Franceôs Western Front, would yield a better 

understanding of his later working methods.  
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recording of subject and atmosphere. Though perhaps unintended, the structural flaws in the 

architectural detail of Cairo Street hint at the vibrancy of Egyptian light, as does the vigorous 

application of colour across the surface of the work. In his letter to the Bulletin, the artist wrote of 

getting ósome of the Cairo brightness in [his] workô, an aim perhaps unexpectedly embodied by 

the imprecise spatial dynamics that in this painting translate into the gleaming effect of a brilliant 

winter sun against pale architecture.
6
 

 
Fig. 2 (left): Arthur Streeton, [Page from Cairo sketchbook A: Blue Mosque and Bab Zouwaleh], 1897, pencil 

on paper, Streeton Archive. 

Fig. 3 (right): G. Lékégian, [Bab Zuweila], c.1890s, albumen photograph, 27.8 x 21.1 cm, Streeton Archive. 

 

Streeton collected at least thirty-seven commercial albumen prints of Egyptian subjects. Analysis 

of these photographs, such as the one referenced in Cairo Street, together with a small group of 

eight amateur photographs taken in Cairo that have been attributed to Streeton, reveals their 

function as both souvenirs and source. While the photographs were important mementos for the 

artist, they also formed the basis for oil and watercolour paintings he completed in his London 

studio. A number of the commercial albumen prints were labelled óPhotographie Artistiqueô or 

óAtelier Sp®cial de Peintureô, and had been produced specifically for the Orientalist market.  

                                                 
6
 Streeton, 1899, óRed pageô. 
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Similar urban views and landscapes provided backdrops for studio paintings by artists such as 

Jean-Léon Gérôme and Rudolf Ernst, while images of men and women engaged in work 

populated scenes as decorative flourishes or characters set out in a timeless tableau.  

Many of the prints collected by Streeton are from the well-known studios of G. Lékégian and 

Co., Pascal Sebah, and Bonfils. They were most likely purchased in Cairo, as the subject matter is 

almost exclusively Egyptian, rather than being a mixed assortment of óOrientalistô images from 

across the North African or Middle Eastern regions. The themes in the collection reflect a 

common tendency for artists who were working in Egypt during this period, including Streeton, 

to disregard or remain ignorant of the movements the country had made towards modernisation, 

and its active participation in contemporary commerce.
7
 This effectively contributed to 

understandings of the Orient as timeless and unchanging. An exception is found in the 

photographs attributed to Streeton, in which the modernising regions of the city were captured 

alongside more commonly portrayed tourist sites, such as the Bab Zuweila.  

Photographs are complex objects that possess a range of meanings for different audiences, 

whether they are produced for personal or commercial purposes. Professional photographers 

working in North Africa and the Middle East offered a broad selection of views and subjects that 

would appeal to a wide audience, though they were generally aimed at the tourist trade. An 

assessment of the Cairo photographs in Streetonôs collection highlights the significant diversity 

of their subject matter, while also revealing the comparatively limited number of sexualised 

images within the group.
8
 Together with urban subjects such as mosques and bazaars, a number 

of the albumen prints depict temples and details of carved hieroglyphics. Though Streeton did not 

travel elsewhere in Egypt, which meant that his experience was limited to the landscape, culture 

and society of Cairo and its immediate surrounds, he nevertheless painted views of some of the 

sites he hadnôt seen. Temple of Aphrodite, Phylae c.1897 and Colonnades, Philae c.1898 were 

based upon from commercial photographs of these popular sites. Such works present an adjunct 

to Streetonôs presence as an Impressionist painter-traveller in Cairo. This acknowledgement of 

the photographic sources employed by the artist reveals a superficial engagement with Egyptôs 

archaeological sites; they are visual signifiers of travel Streeton had not in fact undertaken.  

The late nineteenth-century fashion for representing local subjects from the lower classes was 

encouraged by the availability of commercial photographs of ótypesô. The photographs of figures, 

both taken and acquired by Streeton ð and on which he based at least one painting of a water-

carrier ð indicate a preference for imagery that conformed to particular patterns of 

representation. For example, among his collection of commercial photographs, there were no 

                                                 
7
 Britainôs official occupation of Egypt commenced in 1882, and continued through to 1936. At the time of 

Streetonôs visit, the consul general of Britainôs óveiled protectorateô, Sir Evelyn Baring, later Lord Cromer, 

administered Egypt. Though it was not technically considered a colony, the countryôs finances, government 

personnel and armed forces were controlled by Britain. However, many of the first movements towards 

modernisation and Europeanisation in Cairo throughout the nineteenth century were in fact initiated by Muhammad 

Ali Pasha, Khedive Ismail Pasha, and their successors. Europeanisation was not something imposed on a passive 

Cairene population by the British. 
8
 Micklewright, 2011, pp. 99-110. 
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specific images of modernisation and Westernisation in Cairo. This consequently affected the 

manner in which the artist approached the Eastern figure as a decorative device. Stock images of 

cultural events and scenes of men and women collecting water also provided Streeton with aide-

mémoires. However, as in the case of the photographs of the Philae temples and the numerous 

ancient Egyptian reliefs, they were often substitutes for a lived experience. 

Streeton as collector 

Since its invention in 1839, photography has been closely associated with travel. While the 

technology had become part of the construction of memory for many travellers by the late 

nineteenth century, it remained largely a studio driven enterprise until the beginning of the 

twentieth century. By this time the infrastructure surrounding amateur photography had 

developed extensively.
9
 Photographs were attractive souvenirs, as the imagery fastened the 

touristôs experiences to a particular time and space. The practice of viewing and collecting 

photographs and postcards of distant places was also seen by some as a substitute for travel, and, 

through travel literature and the press, images of foreign lands became familiar. By the 1860s, 

professional photographers, such as Francis Frith and Antonio Beato, had begun to supply 

material to a burgeoning market for souvenirs documenting tourist sites. These sites, such as the 

Sphinx, pyramids, temples dotted along the Nile and the Sultan Hasan Mosque, were fast 

becoming the monuments that defined Egypt in the mind of the late nineteenth-century viewer. 

Commercial photographs purchased singularly, in groups, or in complete bound albums, 

documented sites and monuments. The images reveal much about how people wished to 

represent and record their travels. According to Nancy Micklewright, from the large number of 

photographs available to tourists in local outlets, the selection made was indicative of their 

response to the country, and would be used to reinforce the memory of the experience.
10

 Many 

tourists came to believe they should experience a site based on the specific views depicted in 

these photographs, and sought out particular aspects to ensure they had taken in the best of the 

location or monument. In the selection of such angles and closed compositions, photographers 

offered an idealised view, rarely hinting at the growing tourist population or the modernising city 

that remained just out of shot. 

Although a growing destination for tourists, Cairo had few photographic studios in the 1860s, 

with most initially trading in carte de visite portraits of Western sitters or studio-based Eastern 

ótypesô. Changes in the photographic industry followed the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869; 

the emergence of package tours, such as those offered by Thomas Cook and Sons; and the 

popularity of guidebooks, such as Baedeker. The 1870s saw a rise in the number of portrayals of 

indigenous peoples and scenes of local life. These images were produced in response to the 

growing market for tourist souvenirs, but were also employed as study aids for artists, historians 

                                                 
9
 Micklewright, 2011, p. 101, óAt mid-century, photography joined painting and drawing as ways of taking home 

images of Islamic art and architecture, and by the 1890s the ñshilling viewò and penny postcard were carrying 

Cairoôs sights to wider audiences.ô
 
Reid, 2002, p. 220. 

10
 Micklewright, 2003, p. 76. 
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and ethnographers. There was a boom in the photography of North African and Middle Eastern 

subjects from the late 1880s. The commercial centre for the sale of works was in Egypt, though 

the success of studios relied upon correct location and price. Most were established in popular 

tourist hubs, such as Cairo, Alexandria, Luxor and Port Said, and could be found near landmarks, 

like the Egyptian Museum and Shepheardôs Hotel. 

In its 1898 edition, Baedeker noted that, at the óShepheardôs and other hotels in Cairo, excellent 

photographs of Egyptian temples are sold at moderate pricesô.
11

 The earlier 1885 edition included 

details on collections of photographs sold in groups of 25 in a ósmall sizeô, for 25 francs. It also 

listed photography studios, such as Schoefft on óAbb©s´yeh Street, Place Faghallaô; Stromeyer 

and Heymann; Hr E. Brugsch at the Bulak Museum; óLaroche & Co., in the Ezbekiyeh Gardenô; 

and óSebah of Constantinopleô, whose work could óbe purchased at his depot, adjoining the 

French consulate in the Ezbekiyeh, or at Kauilômannôsô. The travel guide singled out Sebah for 

producing the best images of Egyptian landscapes and temples from the numerous photographs 

available to the tourist.
12

 

Ken Jacobson has noted that there was little stylistic change in Orientalist photographs from the 

1880s to the 1890s, partly due to the fact that touristsô views sold in the 1890s were often printed 

from negatives made in the preceding decades.
13

 As there were a greater number of prints 

produced during this period, there was also a general demise in quality, with processes such as 

the washing of prints to minimise fading not rigorously maintained. There was also less 

consideration of composition and lighting, and photographers grew more likely to take immodest 

photographs as the trade in soft-pornographic imagery increased in popularity.
14

 The various 

studios repeated certain scenes and subjects that were easily recognisable and appealing to the 

buyer. These same images of mosque façades and interiors, close-ups of hieroglyphic reliefs, 

bazaars and genre scenes, and types also appear in Streetonôs collection.  

Albumen prints were popular souvenirs in the late nineteenth century, as they were very thin and 

could be rolled up for ease of transportation. While the dimensions of the prints collected by 

Streeton vary, a majority fall within the range of the 24 x 30 centimetre print size that became a 

standard during the period. It is significant that he primarily acquired this larger format, as, by the 

late 1890s, smaller size photographs and postcards were gaining popularity. Streeton also 

collected at least four photographs in the smaller size, with the printed image of each measuring 

around 12 x 9.5 centimetres. However, it is likely that the larger prints held a greater appeal for 

the painter, as they would have been easier to work from. 

                                                 
11

 Baedeker, 1898, p. 226. 
12

 Baedeker (ed.), 1885, pp. 234-5. 
13

 Jacobson, 2007, p. 57. 
14

 An example of this is the commercial photograph Une danseuse Arabe by the Schroeder and Cie studio (Fig. 20), 

which was collected by Streeton. 
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Like Orientalist artists before him, Streeton purchased photographs as aides-mémoires.
15

 In 1875, 

Jean-Léon Gérôme acquired a selection of photographs from Abdullah Frères, who operated the 

most important photography studio in Constantinople, while the Austrian artist, Ludwig Deutsch, 

used the photographs of G. Lékégian to flesh out the backgrounds of his Orientalist paintings.
16

 

Lékégian had opened a studio opposite the Shepheardôs Hotel on Sharia Kamel at the edge of the 

Azbakiya Gardens in 1887, and his images of local types, street activity, markets and architecture 

appear in works by a number of artists, including the Italian painter, Enrico Tarenghi.
17

 

L®k®gianôs photographs often bore the printed inscription, óPhotographie Artistiqueô, as inscribed 

on Phylaé (Temple of Hathor Aphrodité) (Fig. 4) in Streetonôs collection, or óAtelier Spécial de 

Peintureô, which indicated that the photographs were specifically marketed to artists.
18

  

 
Fig. 4: G. Lékégian, Phylaé (Temple du Hathor Aphrodité), albumen photograph, 

21.3 x 27.7 cm, Streeton Archive. 

 

Streeton did not visit any archaeological sites other than the pyramid complex and Sphinx at 

Giza, perhaps due to a lack of adequate funds for extensive excursions. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that his studies featuring archaeological sites mirror popular tourist imagery. Working 

from photographs he had collected, including those commercially produced by Maison Bonfils, 

the Zangaki Brothers and Lékégian, these images focus on two specific sites: the island of Philae, 

on the Nile (now in the Aswan Low Damôs reservoir) in Upper Egypt, and Giza. These works 

                                                 
15

 Jacobson, 2007, p. 70. This trend followed from photographs principally published in Paris that were used for 

artists as studies for backgrounds and foregrounds known as £tude dôapr¯s nature, and were studies of subjects such 

as clouds and shrubs.  
16

 Roberts, 2010, pp. 119-34; Haja and Wimmer, 2000, p. 199. 
17

 Jacobson, 2007, p. 250. 
18

 Jacobson, 2007, pp. 57, 249-50. 
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reveal the artistôs use of ancient architecture as a vehicle for aesthetic investigations into light, the 

decorative effects of colour and the repetition of form. 

In London, in the year following his journey to Cairo, Streeton completed Temple of Aphrodite, 

Phylae (Fig. 5). This watercolour was worked up from the photograph, Phylaé (Temple of Hathor 

Aphrodité), which depicted the small temple of Hathor, found immediately north of the Kiosk of 

Trajan on the eastern side of the island. While approximating the blue of the Nile and brilliance 

of the white light that fell across the ruins, Streeton remained largely faithful to the scene. 

Following the layout of the photographôs composition, he included elements such as the palm 

trees that emerge from behind the temple and line the far bank of the river, and he took care to 

articulate with some detail the hieroglyphics etched into the face of the stone. The fallen column 

in the foreground of the scene is an addition by the artistðlikely a poetic gesture that 

reinterpreted the form of a large block that lies askew at the bottom left of the photograph. 

 
Fig. 5: Arthur Streeton, Temple of Aphrodite, Phylae, 1898, watercolour and pencil on paper, 29 x 41.6 cm,  

private collection. 

 

Streeton also produced a brief pencil drawing, [Colonnades, Philae] n.d. (Fig. 6), and an oil 

sketch, [Colonnades, Philae] n.d. (Fig. 7), based on a Schroeder and Cie photograph of the 

colonnades that form part of the outer court (Fig. 8). In all, Streeton collected six photographs of 

the Philae site, together with one image of Abu Simbel, another of an unidentified ópetit templeô,  
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Fig. 6: Arthur Streeton, [Colonnades, Philae], c.1898, pencil on paper, 18 x 29 cm, 

location unknown. 

 

 

 
Fig. 7: Arthur Streeton, [Colonnades, Philae], c.1898, oil canvas on panel, 28.5 x 44.1 cm, 

Streeton Archive. 



Emma Kindred, Souvenir and source: Arthur Streetonôs Cairo through the lens 

 

11 
emaj 8 | April 2015 www.emajartjournal.com 

 
Fig. 8: Schroeder and Cie, Phylae, les Colonnes du Côté du nord et le Nil, c.1890s, albumen  

photograph, 21.0 x 26.9 cm, Streeton Archive. 

 

 
Fig. 9: Bonfils, Village Arabe au bord du Nil, c.1890s, 

albumen photograph, 25.4 x 19.5 cm, Streeton Archive. 


