
ART. XIII – The Orient Imagined: the reach of Orientalism in Cumbria
BY ROB DAVID

EDWARD Said suggested in Orientalism, that “the relationship between
Occident and Orient” is “a relationship of power, of domination, of varying
degrees of a complex hegemony”,1 and that therefore the only way to view

Orientalism in its various manifestations is in terms of colonial exploitation, economic
dominance and racial prejudice. This view has not remained unchallenged. Far from
accepting that European attitudes to the East were mainly characterised by “a mixture
of patronising chauvinism and racist contempt”,2 scholars working in a number of
disciplines have sought to demonstrate that there was a parallel “‘Easternisation’ of
Britain”3 particularly with regard to “the manner in which British aesthetic concepts
were altered by the colonial experience”.4 This is the thrust of John MacKenzie’s
Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts, and of many of the contributors to Julie
Codell and Dianne Macleod’s Orientalism Transposed: The Impact of the Colonies on
British Culture.5 MacKenzie, in historicising Said, questioned the extent to which
Orientalism should be seen as part of the imperial project. The Orient is a complex
construct. China, North Africa and the Near East were the first regions plundered by
Europeans searching for the exotic, but it was not until the nineteenth century that a
focus developed on India, and Japanese culture’s impact on the West only developed
from the 1850s. MacKenzie demonstrated that while enthusiasm for oriental
architecture and craftsmanship was concurrent with imperialism and the gaze of early
Thomas Cook tourists, the heyday of Orientalist art, for example, preceded the
imperialism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.6 MacKenzie went on
to argue forcefully that Said’s binary division between Occident and Orient is
unsustainable, and that in many respects the Orient exercised as great an influence on
the Occident as the Occident on the Orient.7 As he saw it “the artistic record of
imperial culture has in fact been one of constant change, instability, heterogeneity and
sheer porousness”.8

While all these historians make clear that the prevalence of Social Darwinian
thinking in the later nineteenth century resulted in a climate in which disparaging
comments about the Orient were the norm,9 they have demonstrated that at various
times between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries, oriental traditions influenced
British architecture, painting, literature, craft and design, and music, as well as areas
of popular culture such as panoramas, theatre and music hall. However the evidence
for the transmission of oriental culture and craftsmanship to Britain has been almost
wholly drawn from London and large regional centres such as Glasgow. Edward Ziter,
for instance, in The Orient on the Victorian Stage, a recent addition to Orientalist
literature, has largely confined himself to the capital when illustrating the eastern
influences visible in panoramas, international exhibitions and in the conventional
theatre.10 A similar urban focus in MacKenzie’s Orientalism has enabled him to draw a
distinction between “genuine oriental artefacts” and “their reflection and reworking in
western art”.11 However it is more difficult to make this distinction in a rural area
where people had relatively less contact with “the Orient”. For such people the
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“genuine” and the “reworked” would often have been indistinguishable. Codell and
Macleod’s observation, that “Victorian periodicals, especially art journals, and the
international exhibitions of the period, as well as the later advent of department stores,
provided rich opportunities for the British public to see a great selection of art from
India, Africa, Japan, China and the Middle East”,12 may have described the situation
in London or Glasgow, but would not have been true of Carlisle or Barrow-in-
Furness. In predominantly rural communities the “Orient” was not so visible and its
representations were less credible. As so little research has been conducted on
Orientalism in rural areas, this article examines the reach of the Orient into the
modern county of Cumbria, which despite its few small urban centres, was one of
Britain’s more isolated regions, and will demonstrate that its experience was rather
different from that in the cities.13 It is probable that the Cumbrian experience will be
replicated elsewhere in rural England. 

Despite the arrival of a few intrepid visitors, the area covered by modern Cumbria
had remained an isolated part of the United Kingdom prior to the mid-nineteenth
century. From the 1850s improvements in transport encouraged the people of later
Victorian Britain who had greater wealth, increased leisure time and a developing
interest in the aesthetic and recreational opportunities of wilder landscapes, to visit,
and increasingly set up home in, the Lake District. Both visitors and residents could
bring ideas and interests that had already become fashionable in the urban areas from
which they came. Many would have had opportunities to visit the oriental pavilions at
the international exhibitions in London in 1851, 1862, 1880, 1886 and 1910,
Edinburgh in 1885, Manchester in 1887, Glasgow in 1888 and Bradford in 1904.
Their arrival complemented the few indigenous traders, missionaries, soldiers and
travellers who had had the opportunity to live in or visit the Orient, and the even
fewer grandees who had London homes which gave them access to oriental products,
as well as the reworked Orient of the capital. For this rural population, the Orient, if
known at all, would be known through the occasional visits of oriental dignitaries and
the display of genuine artefacts, sometimes with a spurious contextualisation, in
homes, gardens and museums; as much as through reworkings in the form of
representations in books, buildings, art exhibitions, music and theatre, and at other
public events. 

Gazing on “The Other”

Opportunities for nineteenth century urban audiences to see the Orient at first hand
were provided by the occasional visits of statesmen and diplomats as well as by
tableaux vivants, and later the native villages which were constructed as part of the
international exhibitions. These representations usually focused on “oriental” (most
frequently near eastern and north African) crafts people at work, and though subject
to Social Darwinian distortion, they did allow a paying audience to gain some insight
into some of the craft skills for which the Orient was becoming famous and
increasingly copied. Cumbrians had no such opportunities within their own county,
and their exposure to oriental people was thus confined to the occasional visitor. 

The inhabitants of Barrow-in-Furness were in the unique position in the county of
being able to witness the Orient at first hand, as they had unusual opportunities to
meet Chinese and Japanese statesmen and diplomats when they visited the town as
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purchasers of ships, armaments and other manufactured goods. In August 1896, Li
Chung Tang, the Chinese Ambassador to Britain, visited the Barrow Haematite Steel
Company, which manufactured railways, and the Naval Construction and Armaments
Company.14 The latter company was also contracted by the Japanese government to
construct a number of ships for their navy. To cement the relationship between
Barrow and the Japanese government, His Imperial Japanese Highness, Prince
Fushimi, accompanied by 24 high ranking military, naval and government officials
visited the town in May 1907. The Mayor, in welcoming the party, drew attention to
Barrow’s unusual exposure to the Japanese when he said that, “we have probably had
greater opportunities than any other town in Great Britain of making your
countrymen’s intimate acquaintance having built here for your government your
renowned battleships Mikasa and Katori”.15 Another high-ranking delegation of
Japanese officials visited in May 1912 for the launch of HIJMS Kongo.16 As these
visitors travelled through the town, townspeople as well as civic leaders and the
captains of industry were able to witness this particular manifestation of the Orient at
first hand. These events though created mixed impressions. Surviving photographs
show many of the visitors wearing the traditional costumes of their countries, which
would have served to reinforce the exoticism of the Orient. However their dignity and
bearing would have challenged many of the popular stereotypes of the era, and would
have pointed to the existence of a more even-handed relationship between the Orient
and the West. The revisionists’ view of the relationship between East and West is
further endorsed through the European interest in oriental buildings, plants and
decorative crafts during the nineteenth century.

Orientalism in architecture, parks and gardens

Where it became fashionable Orientalism became particularly associated with the
architecture of leisure, especially the architecture of seaside resorts, though, as John
MacKenzie has observed, “Orientalism in architecture . . . had little fundamental
influence” before the later nineteenth century.17

The seaside resort of Morecambe could be seen from many communities in south
Cumbria. There, as in other coastal resorts of Lancashire, oriental architecture
flourished at the end of the nineteenth century. The town boasted the Taj Mahal
Pavilion on the Central Pier (1898) as well as the unfinished, ziggurat style, Tower
(1898) alongside various domes and minarets on hotels and street corner buildings.
Further examples of Orientalist architecture from the Lancashire coast included
Fleetwood’s mid-nineteenth century Chinese pavilion, Blackpool’s “Indian Pavilion”
(1874) on the North Pier, and St Anne’s “Moorish Pavilion” (1885). However these
obvious manifestations of Orientalism did not cross the sands of Morecambe Bay. 

Any architecture that incorporated oriental design would almost certainly have
been seen as unsuitable for the Lake District by supporters of organisations such as
the Lake District Defence Society and the National Trust, as well by individuals such
as Sir Frederick Leighton, President of the Royal Academy and eminent Orientalist,
and John Ruskin, who lived at Brantwood on Coniston Water. Leighton lent his
support to the campaign to prevent the building of a railway through Borrowdale18,
and Ruskin in The Two Paths (1859) articulated his opposition to Islamic, Indian and
Chinese art and architecture as being based on convention and driven by the search
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for pleasure alone. Although the Lake District Defence Society was initially more
concerned with preventing the spread of railways, afforestation, and industrial housing
on common lands,19 it is not surprising that with so many forces ranged against what
was considered to be inappropriate development, that oriental architecture is
completely absent from the Lake District and only makes a limited appearance in the
coastal resorts and towns of the county. The more gentrified, and ultimately less
successful, resorts of the Cumbrian coast had no piers or other iconic structures, and
Orientalism is only represented by a few debased examples of eastern styles such as
the pagoda shapes of the bandstand at Grange over Sands (1895) and a pavilion at
Silloth. The Lake District saw the development of non-coastal resorts such as Keswick
and Windermere/Bowness, but in neither case did any architectural Orientalism
replace the vernacular. Cumbria’s cinemas too remained largely uninfluenced by
oriental styles and Orientalism in the architecture of leisure and entertainment was
limited to the Moorish arches in the Turkish Baths in Carlisle (1884),20 a Moorish
style pavilion at Carlisle racecourse and the names, rather than the architecture, of the
Alhambra Palace Cinema at Penrith, the Alhambra at Keswick and the Royal
Alhambra Theatre at Barrow. It is clear that Orientalism in the architecture of leisure,
as well as in the architecture of stately homes and industrial buildings, passed
Cumbria by.21

However, Cumbrian landowners were able to embrace an imagined Orient when
designing their parks and gardens. Those who had metropolitan and urban
connections may well have seen the exotic flora on display in the botanical gardens at
Kew, Edinburgh and Glasgow. Some may also have visited the mid-nineteenth
century Chinese and Egyptian gardens at Biddulph Grange in Staffordshire, or the tea
houses and lanterns of Lord Leverhulme’s late nineteenth century Japanese Garden at
Rivington, while others may have been inspired by the regular garden features, some
of them on orientalised gardens, in Country Life.22 Opportunities to acquire oriental
plants multiplied as explorers and “plant hunters”, engaged in a rather less obvious
aspect of the “imperial plunder” of the era, returned to the United Kingdom with
exotic specimens from every part of the globe. Frank Kingdom-Ward, George Forrest,
Joseph Hooker and Ernest Wilson brought back rhododendrons, primulae, clematis,
acers and magnolias from Tibet, China and south-east Asia, and Marianne North’s
paintings of these and other plants were on display from 1882 in a special gallery
opened at Kew. Reginald Farrer of Ingleborough Hall, just over the county boundary
in North Yorkshire, returned with plants from Japan, Burma, Korea and China, some
of which were planted on his estate, and may have provided inspiration for some of
Cumbria’s landowners.23 New exotic species were planted and in some cases attempts
were made, so far as was possible, to recreate what were perceived to be the
characteristic features of the environments from which they had been brought. It was
therefore in private parklands, rather than in public urban spaces, that garden
Orientalism became fashionable in the latter part of the nineteenth century. As the
temperate and sub-tropical plants of China and Japan were more suited to the British
climate than the desert plants of the Middle East and North Africa, gardens in the
imagined style of China and later Japan became most popular. The gardens were
provided with decorative features reminiscent of the idealized pictures on oriental
porcelain. Pagodas, temples, summerhouses, bridges and fountains could be found
alongside images of gods and dragons. Although many such gardens contained
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genuine oriental artefacts, in some cases they were designed in the Orient to fulfil
European needs, while other examples were manufactured in Britain. 

The county’s most spectacular Japanese garden was created in the early twentieth
century at Lowther Castle. During 1902-3 the Earl and Countess of Lonsdale had
undertaken a world tour which included visits to India, China and Japan and this no
doubt inspired them, and provided some of the raw materials for their new garden.
Although the garden has been dismantled it is possible to gain some idea of its chief
features from the catalogues of the sale of the contents of the house in 1947.24 The
garden incorporated a Shinto Temple and a Tea House, a Japanese bronze cascade
fountain with figures of dragons in combat, a number of bronze sculptures of deer and
storks and many Japanese lanterns in stone and bronze. There were also two other
Japanese bronze fountains in the Rock Garden. There was a bonsai collection of
ancient dwarf trees in their native soil and still in their original pots. These included
17 cupressus, two Japanese stone pines, three junipers and a retinospora. Another
Japanese garden was created by Thomas Mawson for James Rea, a Liverpool coal and
shipping millionaire, at his property Gatehouse in Eskdale. Photographs of this
smaller garden, created on the slope of a hill, show a Japanese wooden summer house
and a number of ornamental pools divided by rockeries and wooden bridges, as well
as “300 year old tombstones”,25 stone lanterns, gods and dragons. Its collection of rare
plants included magnolia watsonii, cupressus, maples, azalea luteum and azalea
hinomavo, and the design of this “little oasis of the mountains” was described in 1914
as “a wonderful achievement”.26 A pyramid designed to “improve” the view at Rydal
Mount was planned but never built,27 but throughout the county rhododendrons,
originally from India and the Himalayas, were planted and thrived.

These gardens required the construction of small scale oriental architectural garden
features and the planting of non-native species but they appear to have been seen by
the various preservation societies as an acceptable intervention in the Lake District
landscape – part of that same taming of the “wild” landscape that was the
consequence of villa and parkland construction. Oriental gardens took their place
alongside the parkland landscapes of Capability Brown and his successors and the
construction of alpine and French gardens, as another design available to the
landscape architects of the day. Their popularity was however as much to do with the
transmission of an imaginary vision of rural China and Japan, a contribution to the
post-industrial search for a lost rural idyll, as it was to do with the opportunity to view
and marvel at the latest exotic species brought back by the “plant hunters”. 

Orientalism in the decorative arts

In the decorative arts, more than anywhere else, the West was in awe of oriental skills
and craftsmanship, though John MacKenzie has reminded us that, “the crafts and
design relationship between East and West had been a two-way process from the very
beginnings of European contact with oriental design in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries”.28 Enthusiasm for Oriental design amongst Cumbrian landowners can be
traced back to the mid-eighteenth century. At Dalemain the Hasell family orientalised
their Drawing Room with wallpaper which had been hand painted in China and
embellished with additional birds, butterflies and insects in England, and installed a
new chimney piece by Nathaniel Hodges in Chinese Chippendale style. The oriental
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effect was increased through furnishings which included Chinese Chippendale chairs
and Chinese porcelain. Another example can be seen in the State Drawing Room at
Rose Castle, the Bishop of Carlisle’s official residence, which was redecorated with
Chinese wallpaper as part of alterations in either 1796 or 1829-31.29

However, the creation of oriental or orientalised rooms was uncommon in
Cumbria. For wealthy people, particularly during the nineteenth century, it was the
acquisition of oriental artefacts that was both desirable and affordable. Oriental skills
in ceramics, textiles and carpet manufacture as well as in design meant that their
craftsmen had for centuries created items adapted for sale to the European market,
and European manufacturers had sought to find ways to imitate the techniques of the
East. By the late nineteenth century the emergence of the indigenous Arts and Crafts
Movement meant that oriental crafts had become especially appealing in England.30

William Burges, an architect much influenced by the contemporary revival in
mediaevalism, drew attention to the contemporary paradox when he wrote that, “we
can get medieval objects manufactured for us with pain and difficulty, but in Egypt,
Syria and in Japan you can buy them in the bazaars”.31

Cumbria played little part in the development of industrialised orientalism until the
later nineteenth century. The county, with its continuing traditions of craftsmanship
and low level of industrialisation, seems to have stood against the development of
factory manufactured orientalism. With few textile factories, the exhortation to the
artists of Lancashire and Yorkshire to use Islamic designs in their textiles, at the time
of the 1857 international exhibition in Manchester, met with no response so far as
Cumbrian mill owners were concerned.32 Schemes to revive what was perceived as a
lost era of craftsmanship, such as the promotion of Ruskin Lace in Coniston and
Langdale, and craftsmanship in metal and stone associated with the Keswick School
of Industrial Arts, were inspired by the Arts and Crafts Movement, and drew upon
traditional British designs and workmanship rather than any oriental tradition. 

But despite this internal manufacturing resistance, an extraordinary number and
variety of “oriental” artefacts found their way into Cumbria during the nineteenth
century. As a maritime county it is not surprising to find that some Cumbrians were
not only working as traders in the East, but were also involved with importing goods,
particularly it seems from Japan. Lancelot Dent, an English trader who managed the
family firm in Canton, owned the schooner Eamont which was the first English ship to
trade with Nagasaki, while Captain Robert Walker of Maryport was engaged in Anglo-
Japanese trade during the 1870s.33 Many artefacts had been created for the European
market and Cumbrians who worked in the East would have been a source for these.
People like Dr Baty, a native of Carlisle and an administrator in Tokyo, and
clergymen such as Revd B. F. Buxton and Revd R. H. Lewis, from Stanwix and
Culgaith, missionaries in Japan and China respectively, are examples.34 Visitors to the
Orient, such as the Earl and Countess of Lonsdale returned with extensive collections
of artefacts. Some artefacts, such as the Chinese bed from Lancelot Dent’s home at
Flass near Mauds Meaburn, purchased in about 1842, had unusually not been made
for export.35 Yet more “oriental” artefacts were made in Europe, and although these
copied oriental styles and so far as was possible, eastern manufacturing techniques,
they were manufactured to satisfy the needs of Europeans. Both genuine and
reworked oriental goods could be bought from importers such as the Anglo-Eastern
Trading Association and Samuel Hanson and Barter in Manchester,36 as well as from
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shops like Liberty’s of London, and more locally, A. Wheatley in English Street in
Carlisle.37 Liberty’s imported oriental artefacts from the 1870s, but the shop also
encouraged the manufacture of mass produced copies which could be sold to a wider
market. Inspiration was also readily available in the pages of the weekly illustrated
press such as The Illustrated London News and The Graphic, as well as in art journals
such as The Studio, The Connoisseur and Burlington Magazine. Few Cumbrians would
have had the ability to distinguish between the genuine and the reworked, but
whatever their origin, they all contributed to a belief in oriental exoticism as well as a
respect for oriental craftsmanship.

Museums had a central role in both inspiring a taste for the “oriental” and helping
to create further demand. When the Bowes Museum at Barnard Castle was opened in
1892 it was seen as “a great centre of education for the district . . . leading people’s
minds from those things that are gross and groveling to those which are higher and
raise men’s minds”.38 Between 1862 and 1874 John and Josephine Bowes had
collected many oriental artefacts as part of their immense collection. Many of these
items such as the Indian temple lamp, a wooden vase and fan box from China,
earthenware vases from India, table cabinets of wood marquetry from Japan, and a
Persian wood and ivory box, had been purchased at international exhibitions such as
that at Paris in 1867 and London in 1871. The collection also included examples of
Kakeimon, Imari, and Blanc-de-chine porcelain which had mostly been made for the
European market and imported by the Dutch East India Company, as well as
European imitations from Meissen and Chelsea. A startling example of japonisme, a
palanquin which had probably been made especially for Empress Eugenie’s Chinese
Museum at Fontainbleau, was also acquired. At one time this collection was
considered extensive enough to require a special oriental room.39 A museum such as
this, close to the county boundary, in County Durham, would have promoted oriental
craftsmanship amongst Cumbria’s museum-going public. 

On a smaller scale many Cumbrian museums exhibited oriental artefacts in the
cabinet of curiosities approach to museum display favoured by provincial museums at
that time. The most extensive collection was probably at the Cumberland Museum at
Distington where there were special display cases dedicated to Chinese and Japanese
artefacts, but there were others at the Crosthwaite Museum in Keswick, and at the
Museum of the Kendal Literary and Scientific Society.40 The museum visiting public,
which of course included visitors to the Lake District as well as Cumbrians, could see
domestic artefacts, arms and armour and models of temples and people and dress
from China and India, as well as Ancient Egyptian antiquities. Many of these were no
doubt donations from people who had travelled in the Orient, but some were probably
bought from auction houses that acted as museum suppliers at that time. 

In many of the greater houses of Cumbria, rooms became filled with oriental
artefacts. The Lonsdales, perhaps inspired by visits to the orientalised homes of
friends in London and elsewhere, their own travels in the Far East, and by visits to
collections at places like the Bowes Museum, embellished Lowther Castle with a wide
range of oriental furnishings. The scale of Lowther Castle enabled it to absorb the
Orient alongside other popular styles of the era. From India came tiger skin rugs; from
China screens, fans, porcelain figurines, dishes, and toilet sets; from Japan further
screens; and from Burma brass jardinieres. Parts of the castle were carpeted with floor
coverings from Turkey, Persia, China, Morocco, Russia and India, as well as those
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manufactured in France in the oriental style. The library contained numerous volumes
on oriental travel, history, antiquities (especially of Egypt), and customs.41

It was not only Lowther Castle that was full of oriental artefacts. At Naworth there
were military items from Mongolia, Arabia, Egypt and India; furniture and porcelain
from China, katanas from Japan, and a library with books about travel to, and the
history of, the Orient.42 At Corby Castle there were examples of Chinese and Japanese
furniture and porcelain, carpets from Turkey and India, along with a rare work of
oriental art, a watercolour of “The Great Pagoda, Shooe Dragon, near Rangoon”.43

Although the owners of smaller Cumbrian houses had more limited access to oriental
goods in the mid-nineteenth century, they were still to be found in considerable
number. At Moresby Hall in 1867 there were some examples of Chinese and Japanese
porcelain,44 and at Rydal Mount in 1871 there was a Persian carpet, an Arabian
bedstead and a few Chinese plates.45 By the beginning of the twentieth century houses
such as these had access to a much wider range of oriental artefacts. In 1912
Woodlands, the home in Wreay of the Losh family, contained a vast quantity of
oriental china from dinner services to flower vases, as well as several items of Japanese
furniture, Turkish carpets and an Indian sword. These items could be found
throughout the public spaces – the hall, drawing room, boudoir, library, the galleries
and the Bird Room.46 At Gatehouse and elsewhere, the design and furnishings of
rooms to which the men retired, such as the Billiards Room, created an oriental
fantasy, perhaps in emulation of the perceived masculinity of Arab culture.47 At
Crossrigg Hall, most of the contents date from its extension in 1914-19 when Maples,
the furniture store, was commissioned to provide an oriental feel to the interior
furnishings. Persian carpets, Chinese porcelain, Chinese, Indian, and Turkish textiles
and a Burmese gong were installed, as was bamboo furniture modelled on oriental
prototypes.48

In all these houses the family, their visitors and servants were exposed to a wide,
though rather haphazard, range of oriental design, much of which had been
remodelled for the European market. The general public of course had no access to
the oriental contents of these grand houses, although they were given some
opportunities to view items from these collections at the Loan Exhibitions. An eclectic
mix of items was on show at such exhibitions. At the Carlisle Working Men’s
Industrial Exhibition in Carlisle in 1866 a complete cabinet of curiosities of oriental
artefacts was displayed, which would have challenged the viewer to make any sense of
that region. Visitors could view Chinese shoes, fans and puzzles, a Chinaman’s hat, a
Chinese shield and two swords, an Egyptian veil and Nubian girdle, dagger and sling,
as well as various Egyptian antiquities including a mummy cloth; a scarf from
Damascus, a sword, a scarf, native made ivory figures and two Sikh Chukkies from
India, and a silver gilt idol from Burma. The centrepiece must have been the
execution sword loaned by the Dean of Carlisle, which the label revealed had been
captured from an Indian Rajah who by repute had cut off 1,000 heads. A
contemporary reviewer reflected the scepticism with which such labels were quite
rightly regarded when he remarked, “one hardly knows which is the most remarkable
– the bloodthirstiness of the rajah or his nice sense of arithmetical propriety in hanging
up the weapon when he had completed the round thousand”.49 Other cabinets of
curiosities of Chinese and Japanese artefacts were loaned by Miss Dent of Warcop to
an exhibition at Kirkby Stephen in 1890,50 by numerous collectors at Carlisle in
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1895,51 and Kendal in 1899,52 and of Indian items by Col. Dyson Laurie of Carlisle
Castle to an exhibition at Penrith.53 These loan exhibitions enjoyed considerable status
and appear to have been popular. One in Kendal in 1891 was opened by Princess
Louise who passed through streets decorated with Chinese lanterns, and with an entry
charge of between sixpence and one shilling: it was visited by 30,835 people.54 The
loan exhibitions as well as the museums enabled a much wider public to marvel at the
craftsmanship of the artefacts on display, and to be awed by the exoticism of the East.
Oriental craftsmanship, both genuine and reworked, became visible to a surprisingly
wide cross-section of Cumbrian society.

Orientalism and travel literature

As we have seen, libraries in the grand houses, such as that at Lowther Castle,
contained numerous volumes on oriental history and travel. Through their
membership of subscription libraries, which were established across the county, the
public could also read the accounts of travellers and antiquarians in the Orient. Most
of these libraries were well stocked with books on travel, antiquities, natural history
and the topography of other countries, and they effectively catered for the above
average literacy levels of Cumbrian adults in the nineteenth century.55 Travel was the
most popular category of books borrowed after novels and history. The number of
travel books in, for example, Whitehaven Subscription Library increased from 245 to
423 between the 1830s and 1857 and many of these were about travel in North
Africa, the Near East, India and China. Other town libraries such as The Library of
the Kendal Christian and Literary Institute and the Library of the Literary and
Scientific Institute in Kendal also had numerous volumes on oriental travel.56 Even a
village lending library such as Levens had four volumes on travels and archaeology in
the Orient.57 With the opening of free public libraries later in the nineteenth century
the number of readers increased and thus more people had opportunities to read the
literature on the Orient. For example Barrow-in-Furness Free Public Library had
1,740 readers in 1883 who borrowed on average 328 books on travel and geography
each month from a stock of 765 (10.5% of total stock) volumes in these categories.58

However, it is as impossible to determine whether the owners of private libraries read
any of this literature about the Orient, as it is to discover whether Oriental history and
travel was more or less sought after by the subscribers to public libraries than that on
other regions of contemporary interest such as Africa and the Arctic.

Picturing the Orient

For nineteenth century Europeans, the Orient of the eastern Mediterranean and
North Africa was distant enough to seem exotic, yet close enough to be visited,
especially as it increasingly came under European political control. For those with the
means to travel “the mirage of life in the Orient” had become “an enticement, an
escape from the familiarity and routine of modern life”.59 Artists were attracted by the
purity and intensity of the light, by the antiquities of Egypt, the souks of
Constantinople and Cairo, the imagined eroticism of the harem, the quality of the
craftsmanship (at a time of increasing mass production in Europe) and chivalric
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behaviour reminiscent of an imagined mediaevalism. The Orient was a major
preoccupation of nineteenth century artists as evidenced by the number of canvases
exhibited at the Royal Academy and hung on the walls of art galleries and stately
homes. These paintings depicted an East which was “Imagined, Experienced,
Remembered”,60 characterized by Roger Benjamin as, “the Oriental mirage”.61

Few Cumbrian artists had the opportunity to visit North Africa, but those who did
painted canvases that conformed to developing Orientalist traditions. The Revd G. F.
Weston, curate of Kendal between 1846-48, visited Egypt “in the days when a journey
through the east was no easy task” and sketched the antiquities of Ancient Egypt, a
preoccupation of many in the nineteenth century who “became obsessed with
unearthing and appropriating the buried treasures of ancient Mesopotamian and
Egyptian civilisations”, and which consequently became a cornerstone of Orientalist
art.62 Painting the antiquities of Ancient Egypt also provided opportunities for other
characteristic topographical images of the Orient, namely the desert landscape and the
Nile with all its human activity, to be drawn. Somewhat later, in 1888, Alfred Heaton
Cooper, a member of the Lake Artists Society, visited Tangier, where, during his five
weeks stay, he painted architectural subjects such as mosques and city gateways, as
well as market scenes and people he saw in the streets, an example of the ethnographic
realism popular amongst Orientalists of that time.63 Fred Yates, another member, was
influenced by the art of China and Japan while travelling there.64 Copying Oriental art
styles was a pastime that also held some attraction. A husband and wife team
advertised classes on “Oriental Painting” to “the Ladies of Cockermouth and its
Environs” in 1841.65

The Cumbrian public had some opportunities to view the works of amateur
Orientalist artists through the Loan Exhibitions, which, as we have seen, also
displayed a wide range of artefacts, normally only to be seen in the homes of
collectors. An early example of a loan exhibition is that at the Academy of Arts in
Carlisle in 1826 in which a work by G. Foster, “Study of a Head of a Jew – a native of
Morocco”, which was possibly an imagined image and thus typical of early Orientalist
figurative painting, was exhibited.66 In 1895, some of Weston’s mid-century
archaeological paintings of the Pyramids, the Sphinx, Karnac, Thebes and Philae were
exhibited at a Kendal loan exhibition. The catalogue commented favourably on the
quality of these drawings as being “remarkable for their perfection of outline,
combined with a purity of colour” – the quality of light in the deserts of North Africa
being a great draw for artists. Paintings by the Revd F. R. C. Hutton of Witherslack,
who “has some admirable bits of eastern landscape, one study In Constantinople, being
a particularly well drawn group of stately buildings and an oriental crowd”, were
exhibited at The Exhibition of Pictures and Decorative Arts in Kendal in 1899.67 It
was the work of amateur, rather than professional artists that was exhibited in this
way. The nouveau riche, such as the Liverpool shipping magnate James Rae at
Gatehouse in Eskdale owned five Orientalist figurative and landscape paintings by the
professional artists R. Talbot Kelly, who had painted subjects in Morocco and Egypt,
and Alfred East.68 Another collection of R. Talbot Kelly’s as well as other Orientalist
canvases was owned by Lt. Col. J. R. Danson of Dry Close, Grasmere, but there is no
evidence that pictures from either of these collections were ever loaned to public
exhibitions.69

The opportunity to view Orientalist paintings by some of the most sought after
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professional artists of the nineteenth century existed elsewhere in the North-West, for
those who could travel beyond the boundaries of Cumbria. The oriental room at “The
Art Treasures Exhibition” in Manchester in 1857 included canvases by leading
Orientalists such as David Roberts, John Frederick Lewis, William Etty and William
Müller, though none of these had been loaned by either of the two Cumbrian lenders
to this exhibition.70 There were also opportunities to view Orientalist paintings at some
of the larger civic art galleries. In 1893 Manchester’s art gallery acquired Frederick
Goodall’s “The Water of the Nile”, a striking canvas depicting the pyramids, palms,
native people and the Nile itself. The Harris Art Gallery in Preston acquired three
John Frederick Lewis canvases through the Richard Newsham bequest in 1883, as
well as other Orientalist paintings by Frederick Goodall and Lord Frederick Leighton.
In 1907 this gallery commissioned John Somerscales, who had visited Egypt that year,
to paint a series of murals depicting the antiquities of Ancient Egypt. In this case both
the subject matter and the style were archaic. 

Similar Orientalist imagery could be seen in the panoramas. Views of
Constantinople, Egypt and the Holy Land were popular as were depictions of journeys
such as the “Overland Route to India”. These vast canvases, characteristic of the first
half of the nineteenth century, also depicted what were seen to be the defining features
of the Orient: cities incorporating street scenes with markets, mosques and baths;
topographical views dominated by “the desert” and its inhabitants, and scenes of the
Holy Land and of Egyptian antiquities. Although by mid-century the more
sophisticated urban audiences had become bored by such canvases, some oriental
panoramas continued to be displayed in Cumbria.71 As late as 1860 Gompertz’s
Diorama visited Carlisle and featured views of various locations including Canton and
Delhi.72

Whereas the subject matter and style of the professional Orientalist artists changed
during the nineteenth century, popular Orientalist imagery followed more familiar
paths throughout.73 In late nineteenth century Cumbria a debased development of the
panorama was revived in the form of illustrated backcloths or flats for stalls at church
and school bazaars. These continued to display traditional images of the Orient. In
1899 St George’s Church in Kendal commissioned G. M. Bridges, “Artist and Bazaar
Decorator” of Kings Lynn and Blackburn, to erect an exotic backdrop for the stalls
and side shows at its sale of work. Visitors entering the hall found themselves
transported to “The Valley of the Nile from Cairo to Khartoum”, a variation on the
“Grand Oriental Bazaar – Constantinople in Kendal” which the same scenery painter
had created at a school fête in the town a few years previously.74 It is clear from the
printed programmes accompanying these events, as well as from reviews in the local
press, that they depicted what by then were the stereotypical images of the Orient. In
“The Valley of the Nile”, eastern architecture was represented by “Cairo with its
towering mosques and eastern erections”; “Pyramid” and “Philae” pandered to the
interest in Ancient Egyptian ruins and artefacts, and life in the country was depicted
in scenes such as “a view of the Nile with pyramids and Nile boats”. However the
contemporary imperial agenda was heavily promoted with depictions of “Khartoum
with Gordon’s palace” and “the historic town of Omdurman with the Mahdi’s tomb,
shelled by the cannonade of the British soldiers, who are depicted making their
eventful entry into the place after the dispersal of the Khalifa’s army”. At the
“Constantinople in Kendal” bazaar the visitor entered “a Grand Square surrounded
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by some of the celebrated Bazaars and Markets of Constantinople. On all sides are
Grand Palaces, Picturesque Mosques, Seraglios, Minarets, Towers, Fountains . . .
Latticed Windows . . . Kiosks, Cupolas and Domes”.75 All the perceived
characteristics of the oriental city were present, but Lord Henry Bentinck, perhaps
mindful of Turkey’s “sick man of Europe” status, commented, on opening the bazaar,
that “there was only this difference between the real Constantinople and the
Constantinople in Kendal. People said that the real Constantinople was a town to
which distance lent enchantment. The Kendal Constantinople differed from that in
this respect, that the nearer they inspected it the more beauties they would find”.76

Clearly the Kendal public was being shown an idealised, and out of date, vision of the
City. The organisers of these late nineteenth century bazaars must have been
confident that the people of south Cumbria could still be attracted by an oriental
theme which they would associate with mystery, entertainment and the colour and
excitement of the souk, so beloved of the Orientalist painters and described so vividly
by Orientalist travellers, even though the reality, for those in the know, had become
rather different. It did not matter to the promoters that most of the items on sale
remained steadfastly English. 

Cumbrians were not only able to view original Orientalist works of art, panoramas
and painted backcloths to popular bazaars. MacKenzie has pointed out that
“Orientalist images also found their way into popular magazines, advertising and
eventually the cinema. Thus the market was both socially and geographically
diverse”.77

Orientalism in retailing and packaging

It was in packaging and other ephemera of the retail trade that stereotypical oriental
imagery was most conspicuously employed. Idealised depictions of China appeared on
the invoices for R. Carruthers, Wholesale Tea Dealers of Carlisle.78 Popular imagery
of Japan, India and North Africa were transferred onto the biscuit tins and tea caddies
manufactured by the Carlisle firm of Hudson Scott and Sons between 1894 and 1913.
These biscuit tins were used by Carr’s in Carlisle and Peek Freans in London so these
oriental images had wide circulation.79 Oriental exoticism was also being marketed
throughout the county by the makers of health and beauty products. In Carlisle, Joe
Todd, chemist, sold Mather’s Oriental Rose Cream and his own “never failing”
Indian Lotion.80 Manufactured goods which retailers claimed to be genuine artefacts
from the Far East, but which were probably manufactured in Britain, were available.
At the “Grand Bazaar and Venetian Carnival” in the Drill Hall in Carlisle in October
1888 – Venice along with Moorish Spain was seen as a gateway to the Orient – it was
possible to buy “Japanese wares”, stools, painted work on screens and Chinese
slippers from Shanghai.81 At the Kendal Parish Church Bazaar at St George’s Hall in
1895 Japanese bamboo wall brackets were for sale.82 The emergence of an interest in
Japanese artefacts and art styles was also reflected in the sale of coffee services, art
curios and “curios direct from the land of the rising sun” in Kendal’s St Thomas’
Church Grand Bazaar in 1897, alongside other stalls of fancy goods from India,
Singapore and China.83 Kendalians were enticed into these bazaars through the
association of exotic fancy goods with the East. Set in a quintessentially oriental city,
Constantinople, or in the classic antiquarian oriental landscape, the Nile valley
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complete with the monuments from Egypt’s ancient past, it mattered little what
proportion of the goods for sale were oriental, or whether they had really been made
in the Orient or in the workshops of industrial Britain. Industrial mass production of
household goods and the ephemera of retailing were able to promote the exoticism of
the stereotypical Orient, and this provided opportunities for large numbers of people
to escape their everyday lives, and that was what mattered. 

Orientalism in the theatre

Barrow, Carlisle and Whitehaven had a large number of theatres and music halls, and
most towns had at least one performing space, and in the decades before the Great
War, a variety of Chinese and Japanese entertainers took to these stages. Theatre was
the most powerful medium in which an imagined Orient impacted upon popular
culture, and despite the irregular performance of somewhat frivolous entertainments
of magic and acrobatics, the colourful stage sets and costume design no doubt
contributed to the popular belief in oriental exoticism. The nature of stage
performance is inevitably ephemeral, but one can imagine that dazzling oriental sets
and costumes would have caused these audiences, who otherwise had little contact
with the Orient, to associate the East with high level skills in craft and design.
However there was possibly a greater danger that they would leave the theatre with the
impression that the East was effete, romantic and archaic. 

Theatricality, mystery and exoticism were what these audiences paid to see. In
1870 a troupe of Japanese acrobats performed in Barrow Town Hall. As well as
singing, dancing, balancing, spinning and fire-eating, they performed a “bewildering
act” in which they put out “a light which was waved about from a distance equal to
the breadth of the hall and that by means of only a small bow and arrow held in all
sorts of inconvenient positions” – which struck a reviewer as “being very
remarkable”.84 Forty years later a similar entertainment took place at The Palace
Theatre in Carlisle when Ando’s “Happy Little Japs – a troupe of remarkably clever
and nimble artistes who go through a series of daring and difficult feats which evoke
loud applause” performed alongside “Akbar an expert performer on the silver rings”.85

An imaginary Orient was also promoted by British performers through make-up
and costume. Playwrights and writers of libretti created stage plays and operettas
inspired by imagined oriental traits. At various Kendal theatres Forty Thieves and
Englishmen in India were performed in the 1830s and Two Caddies of Bagdad in 1860.86

At the Theatre Royal, Whitehaven “‘Forty Thieves’ adapted from the Great Eastern
Storyteller ‘The Arabian Nights’” was presented in the 1870s.87 At Barrow’s Royalty
Theatre an operetta called The Geisha was performed in 1898 and another, A Chinese
Honeymoon, in 1901. In 1911 one of the region’s numerous performances of The
Mikado could be seen at the Royal Alhambra Theatre, also in Barrow.88 William
Robinson, from south Lancashire, came to the Tivoli at Barrow in 1907 complete
with oriental make up and an eastern stage set. He was marketed as Chung Ling Soo,
an illusionist, and one can only wonder how many in his audience saw through his
mask.89

Children’s performances could also be given an oriental gloss. The boys and girls
who performed at the Sunday School concert at St Mary’s in Windermere in 1908
were dressed in Chinese costumes; the girls also carried fans and the boys were given
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Chinese hairstyles.90 Some church and school bazaars had appropriate “Diversions” to
entertain the visiting public. “The Egyptian Sphinx” and music from The Mikado were
performed at an 1892 bazaar in Carlisle.91 Ziter concluded his book on the Victorian
theatre by observing that, “nineteenth century Orientalism was an elaborate project of
displacement and self-invention”.92 For the audiences of these theatrical spectacles
and processions, Orientalism also promoted the otherness of the Far East and by
implication the supremacy of Great Britain. Edward Said’s view of Orientalism seems
uncomfortably appropriate in situations where the Orient was seen as little more than
a source of entertainment, which through poking fun at the Oriental, encouraged a
belief in oriental backwardness. 

Escaping a drab industrial world: Cumbria and the theatricality of Orientalism

As we have seen, John MacKenzie questioned Edward Said’s characterization of the
Orientalists, as “portraying the decayed and backward civilizations of the East in order
to render them more amenable to the economic, cultural and political transformations
of imperialism”, by pointing out that “Orientalism and imperialism did not march in
parallel”, and that the works of the Orientalists should be seen as a way of
“discovering echoes of a world that had been lost”.93 For MacKenzie and his
supporters the importance of the Orientalists therefore lies in the way they provided
opportunities for “the British (to seek) escape from a drab industrial world in shows
and theatrical displays of all sorts”.94 Oriental craft and design, architecture and
gardens, and to some extent, art and theatre, can all be read in this way. Orientalism,
like its near contemporary, the Arts and Crafts Movement, offered an opportunity to
return to a world in which craftsmanship, trade and a sense of community retained
what were seen as desirable characteristics of a pre-industrial era. 

This is an attractive idea in the context of industrialised Victorian conurbations.
But there is a problem in Cumbria. Although there were pockets of industry in the
county – the mills of Carlisle, the coal and iron mining communities of the west coast,
and the armaments and ship building industries of Barrow – the rural areas were
characterised, for much of the nineteenth century, by a continuing pattern of
traditional craftsmanship, and many of the necessities of everyday life were still made
by local craftsmen using traditional skills. For the indigenous population there were
relatively fewer opportunities, and rather less reason, to engage with the escapism of
Orientalism. 

However, by the later nineteenth century Cumbria was no longer so isolated and
the urban culture of the new tourist increasingly impacted on the aspirations of local
communities. The scenery, which was now valued for the harmony it showed between
man’s activities and nature, was attracting, rather than repelling, people. Wealthy
industrialists who were building holiday homes and retiring to the Lake District,
sought to balance the characteristics of the indigenous way of life, which had attracted
them in the first place, with the urban and cosmopolitan culture, including a passion
for so many of the crafts and perceived cultural attributes of the Orient, to which they
had been exposed. Where a degree of escapism was sought, the new cultural
obsessions connected to the mediaevalism of the arts and crafts revival and the
invocation of the mythic past of the Celts and Vikings by writers such as W. G.
Collingwood, also appealed alongside the exotic displays of an overseas inspired
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Orientalism. With an absence of high quality “reworked” oriental design, and with less
confidence in identifying it, the “genuine artefact” had an importance, missing
elsewhere, in developing a popular perception of the otherness of the Orient. The
obsession with oriental design and craftsmanship of the urban elite, as identified by
MacKenzie, reached Cumbria, but enjoyed a more limited role in the county than it
did in the more cosmopolitan cities, and in some contexts, especially architecture, it
was almost invisible. Consequently the worst excesses of Oriental stereotyping which
were prevalent in the theatre, in aspects of retailing, and to an extent in the work of
the popular artists, probably had a greater significance in Cumbria than in the cities. It
was not until the 1880s, rather later than in urban Britain, that many of the perceived
characteristics of the Orient became part of the popular culture of Cumbria, which
therefore strengthens the relationship between Orientalism and Imperialism, the basis
of Said’s thesis. 

There was a rural Orientalism in the MacKenzie tradition, but it appears, at least as
far as Cumbria was concerned, to be less visible than its urban counterpart.
Consequently Cumbrians could have been more receptive to the “mixture of
patronising chauvinism and racist contempt” that Said suggested characterised
nineteenth century Orientalism. Perhaps challengers of Said’s vision of Orientalism
need to be more careful in distinguishing between the urban and rural experience. 
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