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On 1 March 1862, Albert Edward, Prince of Wales, later crowned King 
Edward VII (1841-1910), arrived in the port of Alexandria. This was the 
first stop of his educational ‘Tour in the East’, which he undertook at the 
request of his parents, Queen Victoria and Albert, the Prince Consort.

Queen Victoria had good reasons to plan this journey. After the death of the Prince 
Consort in December 1861, the young prince became the key representative of the 
Royal Family, as the widowed queen now withdrew from most of her public roles. It was 
time for him to learn about religion, geography and diplomatic relations, and prepare 
to take over some of the royal duties. She was conscious of the weakening state of the 
Ottoman Empire and the importance of establishing good relations in the area. Egypt 
was especially significant as it controlled the construction of the Suez Canal, which would 
become the only direct waterway between Britain and India, the jewel in the Crown.

As the future head of the British Empire, the prince was hosted by some of the most 
important public figures and dignitaries of the time - from the Viceroy of Egypt, and the 
Ottoman Sultan in Constantinople, to the famous humanitarian and religious leader, ‘Abd 
al-Qadir. He stayed in luxurious hotels, British embassies and residencies of local rulers, 
as well as venturing into more remote areas with an encampment and attendants.

During the trip, the prince, preparing for his future role as ‘Defender of Faith’ (the supreme 
governor of the Church of England), visited numerous sites of religious importance, many 
of them with profound biblical significance, for example, Bethlehem and Damascus. 
The tour also covered some of the ground travelled by Richard the Lionheart and the 
Crusaders in the twelth century, giving the journey an even greater Christian resonance.

THE PRINCE 
AND THE TOUR

[OPPOSITE]

Francis Bedford (1815-1894)
The Encampment at Beyrout (detail)
Beirut, Lebanon, 6 May 1862
Albumen print, 242 x 292 mm

The Prince of Wales’s tent is the largest, at centre left, with the union flag flying above it.
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‘Mr. Francis Bedford has been appointed to accompany his Royal 
Highness the Prince of Wales in his tour through the East, for the 
purpose of taking photographic views of the landscapes, figures, and 
architecture of the various remarkable places that may be visited.’ 
Court Circular, 5 February 1862

Francis Bedford (1815-1894) began his career in London as a commercial printer 
and lithographer with the publishers Day and Son Ltd. He began experimenting 
with photography, becoming a founding member of the Photographic Society 
in 1853. Bedford specialised in landscape and architectural photography.

The Royal Family took a growing interest in the new medium. They became aware of 
Bedford’s talent at the Photographic Society’s first public exhibition in 1854. Soon 
afterwards, Queen Victoria commissioned Bedford to take photographs of the German 
towns of Coburg and Gotha, where the Prince Consort had spent his childhood. This 
established Bedford’s career-defining professional relationship with the Royal Family.

The pinnacle of Bedford’s career was his involvement with the Prince of Wales’s travels 
in 1862 – he was the first photographer to accompany a royal tour. A selection of his 
photographs was published by Day and Son and successfully exhibited at the German 
Gallery, London, later that year. Bedford would take on further commissions for other 
institutions, such as photographing works of art for the British Museum. But the key benefit 
of the tour to Bedford was reputational. For the rest of his life, Bedford proudly stamped 
his cartes-de-visite ‘Photographer to the Prince of Wales’. Lavishly bound albums of 
Bedford’s photographs commissioned by the Royal Family are still in the Royal Collection.

[OPPOSITE]

Francis Bedford (1815-1894)
The Baptistry of Canterbury Cathedral, 1855 (detail)
Canterbury, 1855
Albumen print,  232 x 176 mm

This photo was acclaimed in 1857 as ‘a gem, perfect in execution, and of those 
“choice bits” which the true artist appears so frequently to stumble upon … 
picturesque in every part.’ Photographic Notes, 1857
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European artists have long been inspired by the Middle East. In particular, the 
nineteenth century saw a rise in ‘Orientalist’ painting: a genre that depicted scenes 
from the Middle East and North Africa. These paintings offered a romanticised 
view of the region, showing scenes of ancient ruins, sweeping deserts and sites 
of biblical significance. A growing art market, to which Orientalist painters were 
highly responsive, catered to a rising demand from middle-class buyers for such 
scenes to decorate their homes. The movement spread into popular culture of 
the era, through book illustrations, magazines, advertising, and design.

Academics, most famously Edward Said (1935-2003), have argued that Orientalist art 
reflects the exertion of European and Western domination over Middle Eastern and North 
African cultures. More recently, this view has been challenged by scholars who highlight 
the complexities surrounding imperialist and racist attitudes towards the region, and 
the points of cultural exchange between East and West. As the Orientalist movement 
spanned decades, and was geographically widespread, it is important to remember that 
each artist brought with them their own influences and understandings of the region.

Some artists travelled numerous times to the Middle East in order to study the culture 
and vistas; some never visited. The Middle East was imagined, experienced, and 
remembered through this genre of painting, which combined elements of both truth 
and artistic licence. This (re)imagining is problematic in contributing to the notion of an 
‘East’ as the exotic ‘other’. Whilst there is some evidence of this in Francis Bedford’s 
photographs, we can also see elements of wonder, admiration and amazement at 
the biblical sites, ancient structures, and striking modern architecture. The following 
examples are from other artists also connected to the royal tour of 1862. 

PAINTING THE 
MIDDLE EAST

[OPPOSITE]

Carl Haag (1820-1915)
Encampment of the Prince of Wales at Baalbek, 1862 (detail)
London, 1863
Watercolour, with pen and ink, and bodycolour, 295 x 602mm (sight size)
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Jemima Blackburn (née Wedderburn, 1823-1909) 

Blackburn briefly joined the prince’s tour while travelling in Egypt. Her watercolour, The 
Prince of Wales at Thebes, 18 March 1862 depicts the offering of a small mummy to the 
prince at the excavation of a tomb, organised by the Viceroy, Sa’id Pasha. The prince is 
shown sheltering under a parasol, while local people continue to dig up further relics 
(which he was also allowed to keep). Although Blackburn’s watercolour appears to be 
a literal record, it was probably painted in the studio from several sketches made at the 
scene, and used some artistic licence to create a more visually appealing composition. We 
cannot be sure what has been added, or taken away, from the actual reality of that day.

Carl Haag (1820-1915)

Haag, a Bavarian-born painter who settled in England, made several paintings of 
the 1862 tour for the prince, having previously visited and sketched in Egypt and 
the Holy Land in 1858-60. Encampment of the Prince of Wales at Baalbek, May 
1862 (see p.9) was commissioned later, after the prince saw the sketches Haag 
had made at Baalbek. While this painting depicts a real episode from the prince’s 
journey, it is an imagined scene with an idealised, romantic atmosphere that 
contrasts with Bedford’s stark monochrome photography. Haag could not have 
known exactly what the encampment looked like, and chose to add embellishments 
of local people, clothing styles and camels to provide colour to the scene.

[OPPOSITE]

Jemima Blackburn (1823-1909)
The Prince of Wales at Thebes, 18 March 1862 (detail)
Thebes, Egypt, 1862
Watercolour, 227 x 288 mm
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[OPPOSITE]

Lawrence Alma-Tadema (1836-1912)
The Egyptian Widow (detail)
London, England, 1872
Oil on canvas, 74.9 × w 99.1cm

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (No. SK-A-2427). Gift of Mr and Mrs Drucker-Fraser, Montreux, 1909.
Image in the public domain.

Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema (1836-1912)

Alma-Tadema, a Dutch painter who settled in England, was admired for his paintings set 
in the Roman Empire and ancient Egypt. During regular visits to the British Museum’s 
Egyptian collections, he made studies which he later used in his paintings. His careful 
drawings of ancient Egyptian capitals (upper part of a column) seen in this exhibition, 
were probably used as a source for his painting, The Egyptian Widow. Alma-Tadema was 
also inspired by his personal collection of Bedford’s royal tour photographs, examples of 
which are held today with the rest of his archive in the Cadbury Research Library at the 
University of Birmingham. The Egyptologist Georg Ebers (1837-1898) described one of 
Alma-Tadema’s paintings as a ‘resurrection of real Egyptian life’. However, his paintings 
are inevitably imagined constructions of the ancient world. Ironically, he was said to have 
been disappointed by modern Egyptian culture during his first and only visit to the country.

PAINTING THE MIDDLE EAST ~ CONTINUED
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Francis Bedford (1815-1894)
Acropolis and Temple of Jupiter Olympus [Olympieion] (detail)
Athens, Greece, 31 May 1862
Albumen print, 220 x 294 mm
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Francis Bedford (1815-1894)
Mosque of St Sophia from Hippodrome [Hagia Sophia] (detail)
Istanbul (Constantinople), Turkey, 22 May 1862
Albumen print, 230 x 290 mm
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The Royal Collection is among the largest and most important art collections in 
the world, and one of the last great European royal collections to remain intact.  It 
comprises almost all aspects of the fine and decorative arts, and is spread among some 
15 royal residences and former residences across the UK, most of which are regularly 
open to the public.  The Royal Collection is held in trust by the Sovereign for her 
successors and the nation, and is not owned by The Queen as a private individual.

At The Queen’s Galleries in London and Edinburgh aspects of the Collection are displayed 
in a programme of temporary exhibitions. Many works from the Collection are on long-
term loan to institutions throughout the UK, and short-term loans are frequently made to 
exhibitions around the world as part of a commitment to public access and to show the 
Collection in new contexts. Explore the Royal Collection at www.rct.uk/collection.
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