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Global Vistas: American Art and Internationalism in the Gilded Age explores the 
importance of international travel and exchange to American art of the late nineteenth 
century, a period of transition for the United States marked by the rise of global trade, 
international tourism, massive waves of immigration, and forces of orientalism and 
imperialism. Through a selection of paintings, prints, photographs, and decorative arts 
from the Mildred Lane Kemper Art Museum, as well as other collections at Washington 
University in St. Louis, this Teaching Gallery exhibition reveals how Americans 
increasingly defined their nation by looking to the foreign cultures and landscapes of 
Asia, the Middle East, Europe, and the Caribbean basin. They imbued their art with a 
modern, multicultural spirit that also announced the country’s emerging status as a global 
power. 
 
In the decades following the Civil War, many Americans eagerly turned away from 
recent violence at home toward new vistas of adventure and opportunity abroad. A boom 
in international travel was facilitated by improvements to communication and 
transportation networks, such as the laying of the first transatlantic cable, the completion 
of the transcontinental railroad, the opening of the Suez Canal, and the introduction of 
regular steamship service between San Francisco and Yokohama, Japan. Young 
American artists flocked to study in Europe’s great art centers, often staying overseas for 
many years and establishing vibrant expatriate communities. Increased commerce created 
a single marketplace that made available to domestic consumers a dizzying variety of 
global goods. World’s fairs in Philadelphia (1876), Chicago (1893), St. Louis (1904), and 
elsewhere stoked visitors’ fantasies about exotic people and places and encouraged 
American artists and manufacturers to integrate diverse foreign influences. American art 
and design became an eclectic, international affair. “We can deal freely with forms of 
civilization not our own, can pick and choose and assimilate and in short…claim our 
property wherever we find it,” mused the American novelist Henry James, himself a 
worldly cosmopolite who lived abroad for many years. According to James, the artists 
and writers of his young country were unencumbered by deep traditions of their own and 
thus free to synthesize “various National tendencies.”1 As the century closed, more and 
more Americans believed that they were entitled to absorb the goods, materials, and 
styles of other cultures, essentially claiming the world as their property, an attitude linked 
to the growing imperial ambitions of the US. 

 
1 Henry James to Thomas S. Perry, September 20, 1867, in Henry James, Letters, ed. Leon Edel, 
4 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1974–84), I, 77. 
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This exhibition tracks the circulation of culture, knowledge, goods, and people in various 
directions across the increasingly networked world of the Gilded Age. In five sections the 
exhibition highlights key sites in the period imagination: Venice, Japan, the Holy Land, 
medieval England, and Panama. In reality, to nineteenth-century Americans, the 
meanings of these places were often fluid or overlapping. For example, Americans 
thought of Japan as a living “medieval” society and identified Japanese craftsmanship 
with the esteemed art of medieval England. During the construction of the Panama Canal, 
the importance of the isthmus to American global commerce caused artists to view 
Panama as an uncanny composite of many locales and peoples around the world.  

As these impressions suggest, the horizons of American artists, travelers, and collectors 
were often narrowed by their own desires and prejudices. The pull of Americans’ 
preconceptions constrained the enlarging potential of new experiences. In The Innocents 
Abroad (1869), Mark Twain wrote of American tourists to the Holy Land: “Honest as 
these men’s intentions may have been, they were full of partialities and prejudices, they 
entered the country with their verdicts already prepared, and they could no more write 
dispassionately and impartially about it than they could about their own wives and 
children.”2  
 
The “global vistas” included in this exhibition thus speak to the complexities of 
American life as much as the realities of the new worlds opened to US trade, exploration, 
and settlement. Several themes recur across the project. Although the Gilded Age was an 
era of unprecedented material prosperity in the US, many Americans suspected that the 
excesses and corruption of the era actually had diminished their quality of life. The 
perceived mammonism of Gilded Age America drove many Americans to idealize 
societies in Venice, Japan, and elsewhere as more concerned with artistic and spiritual 
values than material or business matters. Anxiety about the social and environmental 
consequences of hothouse industrialization in the US, including the influx of millions of 
immigrant workers who tended the nation’s factories, produced a gospel of 
antimodernism that romanticized places seemingly unscathed by industry (yet 
paradoxically accessible via modern transportation and economically dependent on the 
rise of tourism). At the same time, America’s industrialization and related technological 
and scientific developments fueled a spirit of progress that often expressed itself in 
condescension toward “less advanced” cultures in Asia, the Middle East, and elsewhere. 
 
During the late nineteenth century, America was aggressively asserting itself as a major 
imperial power on the world stage. Its victory in the brief but bloody Spanish-American 
War (1898) ended with Spain ceding its colony in the Philippines and other territories to 
the United States. America annexed the independent islands of Hawaii and completed the 
conquest of Plains Indian tribes in North America. In 1903, the US acquired total control 
over the Panama Canal Zone after intervening in Panama’s struggle for independence 
from Colombia. America’s expansionist agenda opened a maze of new connections and 
transformed its relationship to the foreign populations of the world. Expansionists 
believed they had the right, even the responsibility, to civilize and Christianize the 

 
2 Mark Twain, The Innocents Abroad (Hartford, CT: American Publishing, 1869), 511. 
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“primitive” non-Western societies on the colonial periphery. Such imperialist ideas 
inevitably inform the works in this exhibition. 
 
But these artworks also reveal a more complicated dialogue between America and the 
world. Foreign artists actively participated in defining their cultures for the American 
audience, and they often did so in strategic ways that advanced their own commercial and 
political interests. It is these cross-cultural entanglements that make the Gilded Age such 
a fascinating moment in the global history of art.  
 
 
About the Russell Sturgis Photograph Collection 
 
The majority of architectural photographs in this exhibition are from the Russell Sturgis 
Photograph Collection (1853–1903) at the Washington University Archives. An 
influential architect, critic, and architectural historian, Sturgis (1836–1909) amassed more 
than twenty thousand photographs and photogravures to aid in his study and teaching of 
design. The collection primarily contains views of architecture, architectural ornament, 
and sculpture, across all cultures and periods of history. It includes nineteen bound 
albums of views and costume studies that Sturgis assembled by geography. He acquired 
the collection over many years of residence and travels abroad, particularly an extended 
stay in Europe from 1880–84. When Sturgis returned, he brought back to this country 
what one critic described as “probably the best collection of photographs and drawings of 
buildings and other decorations that was to be found in America.”3 Sturgis likely 
continued to grow the collection through a network of local art and book dealers, who 
acted as agents for commercial studios overseas and offered an up-to-date supply of 
photographs of general and specialist interest. 
 
Sturgis was an early champion of the documentary and didactic potential of photography 
in the field of architectural studies. His photographs show an appreciation for the 
medium’s unique capabilities to record architectural forms at long and close range, to 
crop and focus attention on building details, to show a single building spatialized from 
different vantage points, and to facilitate comparison and contrast across structures. 
Sturgis believed so strongly in the instructional value of photographs that study abroad, 
long considered the cornerstone of architectural education, no longer seemed necessary. 
“It is better to sit at home with a plan and twenty photographs with a sense of what that 
architecture truly means,” Sturgis wrote, “than it is, without that sense, to visit the 

 
3 Everett P. Wheeler, “Russell Sturgis,” The City College Quarterly 5, no. 1 (March 1909): 10. 
Sturgis began acquiring the photographs on a trip to Europe from 1858 to 1861. After studying 
architecture in Munich, he toured the major European capitals and purchased albumen prints and 
albums from various commercial studios. He returned to Paris in 1878 to attend the Universal 
Exposition. Dated prints in the collection indicate that Sturgis may have taken several other 
foreign trips including a voyage to the Holy Land and Constantinople in the early 1890s and a 
visit to Paris in 1900. For more on Sturgis’s collection and teaching with photographs, see David 
R. Hanlon, Facades of Time: Photographs of Architecture from the Collection of Russell Sturgis 
(St. Louis: self-pub., 2002); and Maura Lucking, “‘Seeing Clearly What is Good’: Russell Sturgis 
and the Didactic Image,” Thresholds 46 (2008): 68–87. 
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cathedral itself or all the cathedrals in France.”4 By the 1880s, he was using photographs 
from his collection to illustrate his lectures and writings, which remarkably included 
twenty-five books on global architecture. “Illustrate” is misleading, however, because 
photography anchored rather than supplemented those discussions. His dedication to the 
photograph placed Sturgis at the vanguard of architectural education in the Gilded Age: 
he was one of the first American critics to make photography integral to the transmission 
of architectural knowledge and the cultivation of discernment. He was also one of the 
earliest writers on art and architecture to encourage the collecting of photographs for 
reference and study.5 
 
Washington University’s department of architecture (now the College of Architecture and 
the Graduate School of Architecture & Urban Design within the Sam Fox School of 
Design & Visual Arts) acquired the Sturgis photograph collection and reference library 
after his death in 1909. The prints were mounted on cardstock and housed in a room next 
to the library as an accessible resource for students and faculty. The collection rocketed 
the University’s architectural program to top-tier status. This exhibition explores the 
multivalent status of the photographs then and now—not only as tools of architectural 
education, as Sturgis saw them, but also as tourist souvenirs, technological experiments, 
ethnographic or anthropological studies, and works of art. 
 
 
Venice 
  
American artists and tourists flocked to Venice in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, enticed by rapturous accounts of the city in picture and print, including Lord 
Byron’s poems, J. M. W. Turner’s paintings, and John Ruskin’s three-volume study of 
Venetian art and architecture The Stones of Venice (1851–53). Ruskin popularized the 
idea of the city as miraculously crystallized in a lost preindustrial age; despite its 
clamorous tourists and the traffic of vaporetti, many nineteenth-century visitors to Venice 
viewed “La Serenissima” as a soothing refuge from modern industrial life. Americans 
were drawn further by a sense of historical kinship, as citizens of a rich and powerful 
commercial republic akin to Venice at its peak in the fifteenth century, when the city was 
Europe’s preeminent trading center. If the subsequent collapse of the Venetian Republic 
offered a tragic lesson in the rise and fall of empires, it was one from which Americans 
felt exempt. Many American visitors to Venice spoke of themselves as inheriting the 
city’s former glory without any of its fatal weaknesses. The city’s faded splendor became 

 
4 Russell Sturgis, A Short History of Architecture: Europe (New York: Macmillan, 1896), vi. 
Quoted in Lucking, “‘Seeing Clearly What Is Good,’” 68. 
5 For example, Sturgis encouraged the Metropolitan Museum of Art, where he was a trustee, to 
purchase photographs covering its encyclopedic range of global fine and decorative arts. The 
museum held fourteen thousand photographic prints in its study collection by 1907. Lucking, 
“‘Seeing Clearly,’” 77–78. 
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the backdrop against which Americans understood their own modernity and ascendance 
on the global stage.6  
 
— 
 
Sanford Robinson Gifford (1823–1880) composed the luminous painting Venetian Sails: 
A Study from sketches he made on his second summer sojourn in Venice in 1869. Large, 
brightly colored fishing boats drift across the placid lagoon, as seen from the area of San 
Giorgio Maggiore. In contrast to the technologically advanced steamships that chugged 
American tourists across the Atlantic, the simple lateen sailboats telegraph a sense of the 
city’s stagnation, especially because their sails hang slack. On the horizon, Gifford took 
artistic license with the city’s profile, elongating the iconic campanile of San Marco and 
rotating the familiar facade of the Doge’s Palace toward the viewer, in order to identify 
the skyline as Venetian.7 Gifford produced dozens of similar views of the city to meet the 
burgeoning demand for pictorial souvenirs of Venice, both as cabinet pictures and full-
scale paintings. He composed Venetian Sails: A Study as the mirror image of The 
Lagoons of Venice (1869; Marsh-Billings-Rockefeller National Historic Park), and he 
essentially copied the painting at double scale for Venetian Sails (1873; now lost).8 
Although Gifford viewed Venice as untouched by modern industrial forces, his 
commercial repetition of Venetian scenes invites comparison with new methods of mass 
production. 
 
— 
 
In Venice, Charles Gifford Dyer (1851–1912) observes sunrise over the shadowy domes 
and campanili of Il Redentore on the island of Giudecca. The skyline wanes into a 
ghostly blue filament floating silently between water and sky. Evening mists still cloak 
the city in a veil of darkness, as if to elegize Venice in the twilight of its decline. Ruskin 
had described Venice similarly in The Stones of Venice. He called the majestic but forlorn 
city “still left for our beholding in the final period of her decline: a ghost upon the sands 
of the sea, so weak—so quiet—so bereft of all but her loveliness, that we might well 
doubt, as we watched her faint reflection in the mirage of the lagoon, which was the City, 
and which the shadow.”9  
 

 
6 See Margaretta Lovell, Venice: The American View, 1860–1920 (San Francisco: Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco, 1984); and Lovell, A Visitable Past: Views of Venice by American 
Artists, 1860–1915 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989). 
7 Lovell, A Visitable Past, 54. 
8 Gifford became so overwhelmed with requests for pictures of Venice that by 1875 he had 
declined to paint them. “One can’t stay in Venice forever anymore than one can eat partridge 
every day.” Letter from Sanford Robinson Gifford to John Ferguson Weir, May 6, 1875. John F. 
Weir Papers, Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library, New Haven. Quoted in Kevin 
J. Avery, “Venetian Sails, a Study, 1873,” in Hudson River School Visions: The Landscapes of 
Sanford R. Gifford, ed. Avery and Franklin Kelly (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
2003), 210. 
9 John Ruskin, The Stones of Venice, vol. 1 (New York: John W. Lovell, 1885), 15. 
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Dyer gifted this pastel drawing to Elizabeth Walton McMillan on the occasion of her 
marriage to the prominent jurist George Alexander Madill in 1895. His dedication on the 
verso, And The Sun rose red / like God’s own Head, is drawn from Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge’s poem “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” (1797–98), which is framed as a 
story told to a wedding guest.  
 
— 
 
James McNeill Whistler (1834–1903) visited Venice in 1879–80 under commission from 
the Fine Art Society of London to produce a series of Venetian etchings, eventually 
published in two sets. In the “Second Venice Set,” Whistler studiously avoided the city’s 
tourist sites in favor of its unknown and in-between places. Nocturne: Palaces depicts the 
murky void between two monumental palazzos. In The Garden, Whistler directs our gaze 
through a crumbling doorframe to an empty courtyard and a further entryway masked by 
shadows, suggesting spaces yet unseen. By selecting neglected pockets of obscurity over 
the city’s splendid facades, the etchings call attention to the singularity of the artist’s 
vision as well as the inexhaustible aesthetic allure of Venice, where beauty seeps from 
every crevice. The writer Henry James similarly urged travelers to forgo the conventional 
tourist routes and discover more personal points of beauty: “Choose your standpoint at 
random and trust the picture to come to you.”10 
 
— 
 
The islands of Venice were a paradise for consumers as well as artists. American 
collectors spent lavishly on fine glass from Murano and lacework from Burano. In the 
1870s and 1880s, the city’s luxury textile industry experienced a revival, spurred by the 
demand from well-heeled travelers and resident foreign aristocrats. Luigi Bevilacqua 
revitalized traditional weaving methods, and Lorenzo Rubelli began reproducing antique 
fabrics including velvets, lampas, and brocades, which wealthy Americans typically used 
for wallcovering.11  
  
Brocart de Venise by Thomas Wilmer Dewing (1851–1938) depicts two women dreamily 
listening to a harpsichord in front of a golden brocade-covered wall. While the musical 
theme recalls the work of seventeenth-century Dutch artists, the title of the painting 
equates the picture with the Venetian fabric. Dewing impressed his oil-on-panel painting 
with a delicate woven pattern, imitating the texture of the cloth. The furniture, clothing, 
and skin shimmer where they catch the light, as if the whole painting were threaded with 
gold. The attenuated lines of the women’s bodies resemble the hypnotic foliate design of 
the brocade, while the player’s bodice echoes the arabesque motif behind her. Such 
similarities absorb the women into their background and emphasize their decorative 
surface qualities rather than their intellectual or psychological depth. By “flattening” 
women into the decorative backdrop, rather than rendering them as fully realized 
subjects, Dewing reaffirmed their traditional status as beautiful and passive beings, at a 

 
10 Henry James, “The Grand Canal,” in Italian Hours (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1909), 61. 
11 See Margaret Plant, Venice: Fragile City, 1797–1997 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2002), 179. 
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time when the rise of the women’s movement was increasingly disrupting gender norms. 
The painting’s treatment of women evokes the plight of the heroine of feminist writer 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s story The Yellow Wallpaper (1892), who feels trapped within 
a patterned wallcovering as a metaphor for women’s imprisonment by patriarchal culture. 
 
— 
 
Tourists in Venice could purchase souvenir photographs by the local studios of Carlo 
Ponti, Carlo Naya, and Giovanni Battista Brusa. These photographers concentrated on 
recording the city’s historic art and architecture and picturesque aquatic views. They 
generally preserved the city’s spell of quiescence, preferring gondolas over water taxis 
and empty piazzas over hordes of sightseers.  
 
An exception is Giovanni Battista Brusa’s (act. 1860–80) photograph of the Hotel New 
York at the Palazzo Ferro, with its modern signboard partially visible at left. Located in a 
prime location on the Grand Canal opposite the Church of Santa Maria della Salute, the 
hotel and its neighboring palaces were among the busiest hotels in Europe during the 
Gilded Age. The Hotel New York’s modernized apartments catered to wealthy American 
tourists, particularly men of business. One writer found the establishment’s “air of 
matter-of-fact commercial acuteness” at odds with the city’s languid charm and with the 
spirit of the men who built the palace when art, not business, “was still religion.”12 The 
composition of the photograph mimics a two-dimensional elevation, taking a strictly 
frontal perspective of the Palazzo Ferro and the contiguous Palazzo Contarini-Fasan that 
provides a clear view of distinctive architectural details, including ogee-arched windows 
and traceried balconies. The photograph’s sense of architectural mapping likely interested 
its owner, the architect Russell Sturgis.13 The literary associations of the Palazzo 
Contarini-Fasan, which was believed to be the home of Desdemona from Shakespeare’s 
Othello, must have heightened the photograph’s appeal to learned travelers. 
 
 
Japan 
 
In 1853 the American commodore Matthew Perry led a navy squadron to Japan that 
forced the country’s opening to foreign commerce, ending more than two and a half 
centuries of isolationist policies under the feudal rule of the Tokugawa shogunate. What 

 
12 “The Palazzo Ferro,” The Guernsey Magazine 16, no. 7 (July 1888): unpaged. On the 
identification of business enterprise with religion in the Gilded Age, see Sigmund Diamond, The 
Reputation of the American Businessman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1955), 77. 
13 In his introduction to the 1898 edition of Ruskin’s The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Sturgis 
regretted that photography had not been available to Ruskin as he studied Venetian architecture: 
“The photograph had only begun to say its word as an artistic teacher, and the earliest 
photographs of Venetian monuments made by Ponti, of Venice, appear to date from the very year 
in which the first edition of the ‘Seven Lamps’ was published.” Interestingly, Brusa printed this 
photograph from an original negative by Ponti. In The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Ruskin had 
admired the Palazzo Contarini-Fasan as “the most elaborate piece of architecture in Venice.” 
Russell Sturgis, “Ruskin on Architecture,” in The Seven Lamps of Architecture, by John Ruskin 
(New York: D. Appleton, 1898), v; and Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, 195. 
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followed was a period of unprecedented upheaval in Japan. In the Bakumatsu period 
(1853–68), Japan ratified a series of international treaties and opened “treaty” ports to 
foreign traders and diplomats. The Meiji Restoration of 1868, which reinstated the power 
of the emperor, launched a far-reaching program of modernization and westernization 
that transformed the country from an insulated feudal society into a modern industrial 
power. The Meiji government embraced foreign customs and technologies, including the 
railroad, the telegraph, the telephone, and the postal service. It drafted a new constitution, 
raised a new conscript army, opened new public schools, and encouraged Westerners to 
live, travel, and do business in Japan. Perry’s expedition and the subsequent lifting of 
restrictions on foreign influence generated interest in Japan in the US. Not until the 
Philadelphia Centennial Exposition of 1876, however, when millions of Americans were 
exposed to dazzling exhibits of Japanese goods, did a “Japan craze” sweep the nation. 
The popular taste in household decor was revolutionized as middle- and upper-class 
Americans began voraciously collecting Japanese wares and domestically manufactured 
imitations. American artists studied Japanese art and assimilated its techniques for 
rendering space and form, a stylistic borrowing often termed Japonisme. Scholarship on 
Japan blossomed, and American tourists flooded Japan’s treaty ports. 
 
The vogue for all things Japanese was fueled by cultural nationalism. The “opening” of 
Japan by US forces mirrored back to Americans their maturation as a world power. It was 
common for Americans to write about their relationship to Japan as special, akin to that 
of mother country and colony. Interest in Japan was also driven by nostalgia. At the same 
time that Japan was rapidly modernizing, it took shape in the American imagination as a 
purer, more innocent and spiritual society, poised in the idyllic preindustrial past and 
untarnished by Western influence. Japanese makers were admired as skilled craftsmen 
who preserved the old artisan values disappearing from the industrial West. Recognizing 
the market value of this myth of tradition, Japanese artists responded by adopting anti-
modern imagery and rhetoric to push their products overseas. Japan inundated the 
American market with a vast range of fine and inexpensive wares including woodblock 
prints, porcelains, lacquerware, cloisonné, fans, screens, and textiles. It aimed to boost its 
power among the Western countries and preserve its economic and political sovereignty 
in the face of the threat posed by foreign imperialism.14  
 
— 
 
James McNeill Whistler (1834–1903) admired Japanese ukiyo-e prints for their abstract 
sense of design. The spatial organization of his lithotint Thames no. 1—with its vertical 
format, high horizon line, broad areas of tone, bold asymmetries, and surface patterns that 
eschew linear perspective—derive from his study of Japanese prints, such as Hiroshige’s  
Hibiya and Soto-Sakurada from Yamashita-cho from the series One Hundred Famous 
Views of Edo. Japanese prints influenced Whistler to push representation beyond the rules 
of naturalism. While his lithotint may still be read as a view of the river Thames in 
London, it places greater emphasis on Japonesque relationships of line, form, and tone 
than traditional subject matter. 

 
14 See William Hosley, The Japan Idea: Art and Life in Victorian America (Hartford, CT: 
Wadsworth Atheneum, 1990). 
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— 
 
The Japanese objects in this section of the exhibition belonged to Charles Parsons (1824–
1905), a prominent St. Louis banker who bequeathed his large collection of paintings and 
decorative arts to Washington University in 1905. Parsons probably started his collection 
of Japanese art on a voyage around the world in 1876. Upon his return, he pursued 
Japanese wares though a sales agent, including porcelains, swords, silks, screens, 
lacquerware, netsuke, and okimono.15 In 1894 Parsons started his second world tour in 
Yokohama, a voyage he documented in the privately printed travelogue Notes of a Trip 
Around the World in 1894 and 1895 (1896). The book chronicles the rapid changes 
transforming Meiji-era Japan, such as the expansion of the tourist trade and export 
market, which made quality objects rarer and costlier to acquire. Parsons observed 
Japan’s growing manufacturing capacity, prophesizing, “I cannot see why there is not in 
the future a menace to our home manufacture in Japanese competition, they work so 
cheaply, are so painstaking and imitative, that they may yet buy our cotton and wool, and 
make up clothing and other things for American use, and instead of fearing European 
competition we may find our machinery duplicated there to produce all sorts of articles 
much cheaper than they can be made in Europe.”16 
 
Steering away from low-quality factory work, Parsons prioritized visits to the “gifted and 
ingenious artisans” of Japan including the porcelain painter Yabu Meizan (1853–1934), 
who was known for his colorful Satsuma ware. Parsons idealized Meizan’s small studio 
practice, writing reverently of his Osaka workshop, where seventeen men and boys were 
employed in decorating pottery, “All is order, neatness, and silence, no words spoken.”17 
From Meizan Parsons purchased an extraordinary bowl painted on the outside with 
landscapes of the changing seasons and on the inside with spiraling clouds of thousands 
of tiny butterflies. Such naturalistic ornament reinforced the idea of Japan as a more 
spiritual civilization in communion with nature and untainted by industrialization. 
Natural subjects including insects, birds, sea creatures, flowering trees, cracked ice, and 
thrashing rain abound in Japanese art collected in the US, especially wares intended for 
export. 
 
Meizan was determined to take advantage of the foreign market for his ceramics. He sold 
directly to foreigners like Parsons, studied Western tastes, traveled frequently to the 
West, and exhibited at major exhibitions, including the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, 

 
15 Peyton Sanders to Charles Parsons, October 8, 1877. Charles Parsons Papers, Missouri 
Historical Society, St. Louis. See also Graham W. J. Beal, Charles Parsons Collection of 
Paintings (St. Louis: Washington University Gallery of Art, 1977), 10–11. For more on Parsons’s 
collection of Japanese art, see John Launius, The Life and Times of Missouri’s Charles Parsons: 
Between Art and War (Charleston: The History Press, 2020), chapters 9 (“Fragrant Curios”) and 
12 (“Notes of Travel in 1894 and 1895”). 
16 Charles Parsons, Notes of a Trip Around the World in 1894 and 1895 (St. Louis: George D. 
Barnard, 1896), 11, 18–19. 
17 Ibid., 173, 27. 
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held in St. Louis in 1904.18 Meizan’s international business thrived from the mid-1880s 
until the First World War, a period when Satsuma pottery was among the most popular 
export goods from Japan, and its production was increasingly mechanized to meet the 
demand from overseas. Small, independently operated craft shops like Meizan’s studio 
survived in the Meiji period, although they felt increasing pressure from the traders and 
manufacturers establishing large-scale factories.19  
 
— 
 
The engraving Geese by Frank Weston Benson (1862–1951) is Japonesque in materials, 
composition, and subject matter. Benson printed the scene on “Shogun” paper produced 
by the Japan Paper Company of New York in imitation of traditional Japanese washi, 
praised for its strength, warm color, and softness. The picture’s unusual perspective, large 
areas of unmodulated tone, strong diagonal movement, and most noticeably its theme of 
waterfowl frozen in flight reflect the artist’s engagement with Japanese design. Benson 
collected Japanese wares for inspiration and use as props. He probably purchased them 
from the merchant Bunkio Matsuki, an immigrant from Shinano Province whose shops in 
Boston and Salem, Massachusetts, offered a variety of imported Japanese goods.20 
Benson was a long-time resident of both Boston and Salem, two intellectual and 
commercial centers of American Japanophilia.  
 
This lacquer box from the Parsons collection features a pattern of flying cranes similar to 
the birds in Benson’s engraving Geese. The design on the box is gold and colored 
takamakie (gold decoration in relief) and kirigane (inlaid gold leaf) with nashiji 
(sprinkled flakes of gold) embellishing the edges of the clouds. 
 
— 
 
Souvenir photographs were one of the most popular collectibles purchased by travelers to 
Japan and an important vehicle for conveying Japanese images and aesthetics to the 
West. Tourists to Japan brought home prints and elegant albums made to order by the 
hundreds of commercial photographers, both foreign and Japanese, working in the 
country’s cities and treaty ports. The market for photographs also included expatriates, 
merchants, and foreign commissioners outside of Japan. Photographers catered to western 
tastes. They traveled on tourist routes capturing popular scenic areas such as the environs 
of Mount Fuji and the shores of Lake Chuzenji in Nikko. They depicted the spectacular 
architecture of Japan, including the ornate Yōmeimon Gate at the Tōshōgū Shrine. Many 
photographs focused on the traditional costumes of different classes and occupations as 

 
18 See The Exhibition of the Empire of Japan: Official Catalogue (St. Louis: International 
Exposition, 1904), 138; and Frederick Baekeland, Imperial Japan: The Art of the Meiji Era 
(1868–1912) (Ithaca, NY: Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art, Cornell University, 1980), 201. 
19 Hosley, The Japan Idea, 63.  
20 Dean T. Lahikainen, “Redefining Elegance: Benson’s Studio Props,” in The Art of Frank 
Weston Benson: American Impressionist (Salem, MA: Peabody Essex Museum, 2000), 80–81. 
See also Frederic A. Sharf, ed., A Pleasing Novelty: Bunkio Matsuki and the Japan Craze in 
Victorian Salem (Salem, MA: Peabody Essex Museum, 1993). 
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well as other aspects of local culture, like a dainty geisha walking in the snow. While 
black-and-white photographs were common, tourists favored prints that were carefully 
hand-tinted by skilled artisans trained in coloring ukiyo-e prints. Their softness of color 
and stained-glass-like translucency owe to the use of water-soluble tints, which produced 
more naturalistic effects than the phantasmagoric oil pigments used by Western colorists, 
as seen in the Venice section of this exhibition.21  
 
In the early Meiji period, most photographers in Japan were foreigners. While a number 
of Japanese had their pictures taken or went to work for the Western photographers as 
studio assistants, others met the new technology with alarm. Initially fears arose 
concerning the dark magic of the camera. A superstition held, “Once photographed, your 
shadow will fade; twice photographed, your life will shorten.”22 In an early photograph of 
the Kameido Tenmangū shrine in Tokyo, the man hiding his face from the lens likely 
illustrates these fears of the occult powers of the camera. Local Japanese photographers 
began to open their own studies in the 1860s, in response to the expansion of the tourist 
market. By the 1870s, Japanese commercial studios were flourishing.  
 
— 
 
Trained by European photographers in Japan, the Japanese photographer Kusakabe 
Kimbei (1831–1934) ran one of the most successful commercial studios in Yokohama. 
He excelled at depicting the old-fashioned Japan that appealed to foreign customers. In 
Reading in Bed, a woman rests on a colorful futon mat surrounded by tokens of tradition, 
including an andon paper lantern, a hakomakura, or high pillow, and a paneled screen 
draped with kimonos. In Japanese Girls Playing Game, Kusakabe depicts eight women 
enjoying Konkonchiki, a popular pastime since the Edo period. Its central player tries to 
snatch a cup through a loosened knot before other players tighten the cord around her 
hand.23 Scenes of beautiful women playing games and reading harked back to the 
customary subject matter of ukiyo paintings and prints.24 
 

 
21 See Haruko Iwasaki, “Western Images, Japanese Identities: Cultural Dialogue between East 
and West in Yokohama Photography,” in A Timely Encounter: Nineteenth-Century Photographs 
of Japan, ed. Melissa Banta and Susan Taylor (Cambridge, MA: Peabody Museum Press, 1988), 
48. 
22 Quoted in David Odo, Unknown Japan: Reconsidering 19th-Century Photographs 
(Amsterdam: Rijksmuseum, 2008), 23. According to W. K. Burton, a British photographer in 
Meiji Japan, “there was a superstition among the Japanese of the time that the taking of their 
photograph meant the loss of some of their vital energy.” W. K. Burton, “A Japanese 
Photographer,” Anthony’s Photographic Bulletin 21 (March 11, 1890), unpaged. Quoted in Terry 
Bennett, Early Japanese Images (Rutland, VT: Tuttle, 1996), 55. See also Mio Wakita, “Selling 
Japan: Kusakabe Kimbei’s Image of Japanese Women,” History of Photography 33, no. 2 (2009): 
218. 
23 Andrew L. Maske, “Performance and Play: The Art and Accomplishments of Geisha,” in 
Geisha: Beyond the Painted Smile (Salem, MA: Peabody Essex Museum, 2004), 116–17.  
24 Wakita, “Selling Japan,” 214. 
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Kusakabe placed great emphasis on traditional costumes and bodily adornment.25 Girls 
Showing the Back Style depicts three women turning their backs to the viewer to display 
their coiffures and the embroidered obi sashes securing their kimonos. The picture gives 
little hint that Meiji women had begun to adopt foreign styles. Ironically, most of 
Kusakabe’s sitters were geishas, professional beauties known for embracing the latest 
fashions like Western-style bonnets and bustles. Geishas were also more comfortable 
than other Japanese women with having their pictures taken and commercially 
distributed.26 Women and geishas in particular were among the most ubiquitous subjects 
of Japanese souvenir photography. They reinforced an American stereotype of Japanese 
culture as feminine, embodying beauty, delicacy, and submissiveness, in sharp contrast to 
the masculine vigor associated with late nineteenth-century America.  
 
Another popular subject for souvenir photography in Japan was the samurai. In Three 
Samurais Kusakabe depicts men wearing the ceremonial armor of Japan’s elite military 
class. Each man rests his hand on a katana (long sword) slung at the hip; the man on the 
left grips a bow and arrows; and the man on the right holds a naginata, or pole-like 
weapon tipped with a blade. Their erect postures and alert gazes convey the warrior 
ideals of physical and moral courage prized by the samurai. Kusakabe’s models may only 
be actors in costume or possibly former samurai, however, since the restoration of 
imperial rule during the Meiji period effectively dismantled the feudal caste system.27 In 
1876, a Meiji edict prohibited the samurai from wearing swords. Economic losses forced 
many samurai to sell their armor and other treasures to Western collectors. Ignoring the 
disempowerment of the samurai class, Kusakabe pictures feudal Japanese society intact, 
giving his foreign audience the misleading impression that little had changed in modern 
Japan. 
 
— 
 
Although tourist photographers typically avoided depicting social and environmental 
change, Uchida Kuichi (1844–1875), whose studios were in Tokyo and Yokahama, 
explored the tensions between tradition and modernization. Uchida pictured the wooden 
Kawaibashi Bridge over the Numakawa River flanked by telegraph poles and crossed by 
wires that occlude the view of the snow-capped Mount Fuji, one of the famous scenic 
sites in Japan that had been codified by ukiyo-e landscape prints. Uchida further utilized 
the compositional strategies of printmakers by dividing the picture plane with sharp 
diagonals and framing the distant scenic backdrop with extremely near elements such as 
sprays of grass. In Uchida’s View from Bridge Tagonourabashi, to Fudzisan, a man pulls 
a jinrikisha, or Japanese rickshaw, with a passenger wearing a Western top hat and 
holding a Western-style cloth umbrella. Uchida traveled extensively throughout Japan as 

 
25 On Kusakabe’s use of the term “costume” in advertising material and its application more 
broadly, see Luke Gartlan, “Types or Costumes? Reframing Early Yokohama Photography,” 
Visual Resources 22, no. 3 (September 2006): 239–63. 
26 Wakita, “Selling Japan,” 217–18; see also Lesley Downer, “A World behind Closed Doors,” in 
Geisha: Beyond the Painted Smile, 34. 
27 David Odo, The Journey of “A Good Type”: From Artistry to Ethnography in Early Japanese 
Photographs (Cambridge, MA: Peabody Museum Press, 2015), 34. 
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the official photographer on the imperial tours of the Emperor Meiji. His pictures reflect 
the state authorities’ interest in promoting a modernized appearance that countered 
Western stereotypes of Japan as a regressive backwater.28  
 
Understanding that Euro-American photographic technology not only depicted but also 
embodied the modernizing process in Japan, Uchida turned the camera on his own 
photographic operation.29 Vermilioned Bridge, Nicco is the only known photograph from 
the Meiji period to show Japanese photographers at work. Departing from common views 
of the bridge seen from the side at close range—a perspective prevalent in Japanese prints 
as well— Uchida’s camera zooms out to reveal the hidden labor involved in capturing 
such a picture.30 In a narrow slice of shadow, a photographer and two assistants can be 
seen tending a portable darkroom, a curtained chamber for preparing and processing wet 
plate photographs when working outdoors. Although mobile darkrooms were typically 
raised on a folding table or similar platform, the equipment depicted here rests directly on 
the ground. Japanese craftsmen, such as potters and printmakers, customarily worked on 
the ground rather than at a table or bench. The photograph represents a fascinating fusion 
of Western camera technology with the local tradition of floor work.31  
 
— 
 
The album of photographs of Japan assembled by Russell Sturgis begins in the traditional 
arrival point in the country at the harbor of Yokohama and travels westward toward 
Nagasaki, tracing the typical tourist route outlined in period guidebooks, travelogues, and 
journalistic narratives. The photographs are the work of multiple studios. One spread 
juxtaposes views of the Dainichi-do Garden in Nikko by Kusakabe Kimbei and the 
Yōmeimon Gate of Tōshōgū Shrine, also in Nikko, by an unidentified photographer. The 
photographs feature asymmetrical compositions typical of Japanese aesthetics, yet Sturgis 
subtly mirrors elements across the gutter, imposing a sense of balance and symmetry 

 
28 Meiji men wore top hats and carried bourgeois accoutrements like umbrellas in order to project 
a “civilized” appearance to Western powers and thereby demonstrate their fitness to self-govern. 
See David L. Howell, Geographies of Identity in Nineteenth-Century Japan (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2005), 158.  
29 Printmakers also depicted photography as an aspect of the modernization of Japan. See Allen 
Hockley, “Cameras, Photographs and Photography in Nineteenth-Century Japanese Prints,” 
Impressions 23 (2001): 42–63. 
30 In many photographs of the bridge, its span acts as a barrier across the picture plane rather than 
a formal device directing the viewer’s gaze into depth. This composition is much more typical of 
Japanese art than Western landscape photography. See Ellen Handy, “Tradition, Novelty, and 
Invention: Portrait and Landscape Photography in Japan, 1860s–1880s,” in A Timely Encounter, 
66.  
31 Editor J. R. Black reproduced another five photographs of Nikko by Uchida and praised them 
as “very excellent” in “Notes of a Trip to Nikko,” The Far East 3, no. 23 (May 1, 1873): 272. 
Cited in Terry Bennett, Photography in Japan 1853–1912 (Rutland, VT: Tuttle, 2006), 80. The 
introduction of the dry plate process to Japan in the early 1880s simplified photographing in the 
field. For more on the use of field cameras, portable darkrooms, and other routine equipment, see 
Karen Fraser, “Studio Practices in Early Japanese Photography: The Tomishige Archive,” History 
of Photography 33, no. 2 (2009): 132–44. 
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through the juxtaposition that is more characteristic of Western classical design. The 
screen of branches in the top left corner of the garden photograph echoes the shadowy 
wedge in the upper right corner of the temple photograph. The buildings in the pictures 
reflect each other, each facing inward at three-quarter view. Although there is no 
evidence that Sturgis ever traveled to Japan, he took an early interest in Japanese art and 
culture, writing in 1868, “The Europeans and Americans who have visited Japan have 
done us good service by bringing away the beautiful things they have brought.”32 
 
— 
 
Three cabinet cards depict specific stages of Japanese silk production: raising worms, 
reeling thread, and weaving cloth. The cards were created by the Philadelphia 
Commercial Museum, which opened in 1893 with the aim to extend America’s trading 
empire by instructing the public in global markets, tastes, and methods of manufacturing. 
The museum developed a collection of raw materials, products, and machines, as well as 
photographs to illustrate complex industries. The Japan series was produced specifically 
for the teaching of commercial geography in Pennsylvania’s public schools.33 It aimed to 
prepare America’s future brokers and manufacturers to “conquer” Asia through overseas 
commerce.34 
 
While the Philadelphia Commercial Museum kept no record of attributions, the original 
sericulture photographs can be identified as the work of leading Japanese makers 
Kusakabe Kimbei of Yokohama (Feeding Silkworms), T. Enami of Yokohama (Reeling 
Silk), and Ogawa Kazumasa of Tokyo (Weaving).35 These entrepreneurs were determined 
to take advantage of lucrative foreign markets by “selling” the myth of Japan’s pre-
industrial culture of craft, epitomized by silk making, to Western travelers. However, the 
museum appropriated their images to contrary ends, to strengthen America’s trading 
position. The cards thus embody the competitive nature of the world economy during the 
Gilded Age as well as the shifting functions of Japanese photographs, from souvenirs to 
instruments of commercial education.  
 
 
  

 
32 Russell Sturgis, “The Fine Arts of Japan,” The Nation 7, no. 157 (July 2, 1868): 16. 
33 See Charles R. Toothaker, Commercial Raw Materials: Their Origin, Preparation and Uses 
(Philadelphia: The Philadelphia Museums, 1905); and W. Colgrove Betts, “The Philadelphia 
Commercial Museum,” Journal of Political Economy 8, no. 2 (March 1900): 232. 
34 See Steven Conn, “The Philadelphia Commercial Museum: A Museum to Conquer the World,” 
in Museums and American Intellectual Life, 1876–1926 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2000), 115–50. 
35 See S. Takashima and K. Ogawa, Illustrations of Japanese Life (Tokyo: K. Ogawa; Yokohama: 
Kelly and Walsh, 1896), plate 37 (“Loom”); and Rob Oechsle, “Drawing Silk from Cocoons,” 
www.t-enami.org and https://www.flickr.com/photos/okinawa-soba/2347140546/in/set-
72157605714378115. 
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The Holy Land  
 
During the Gilded Age, American interest in the Holy Land surged to an obsessional 
height that scholars call “Holy Land Mania.”36 The term “Holy Land” referred to the 
Ottoman provinces of the eastern Mediterranean, including Palestine, and parts of 
present-day Lebanon and Syria (then together called Syria). In practice, Americans used 
the expression more expansively, as I do here, to note any part of the Middle East 
associated with the Bible, including areas in today’s Egypt, Turkey, and Iraq. From the 
late 1860s to 1900, American visitors to the Holy Land outnumbered all other 
globetrotters.37 The Holy Land became a popular destination for artists, writers, tourists, 
colonists, pilgrims, missionaries, scientists, and scholars. The reasons for this explosion 
of interest were complex. The political involvement of European powers in the Middle 
East piqued the fascination of Americans with the region’s diverse landscapes and 
cultures, including its various populations of Christians, Muslims, and Jews. 
Archaeological expeditions raised the scientific significance of the area, and at the same 
time new challenges to religious dogma such as Darwinism drove Americans to scour the 
Holy Land for biblical testimony as a means of affirming the grounds for belief.38 As 
Americans strove to unify the nation after the Civil War, many more viewed the Holy 
Land—specifically, Palestine—as the “maternal” origin for a shared national culture 
rooted in the Christian faith.39  
 
Palestine was an especially powerful symbol of national identity: Americans had long 
thought of themselves as God’s chosen people, or members of a favored nation akin to 
the biblical Israelites. This covenantal connection grew as travelers experienced the East, 
and it offered a sacred rationale for US conquest and domination of other lands. The 
imaginary bond between America and the “Promised Land” enabled late nineteenth-
century thinkers to frame US imperial expansion as the fulfillment of the nation’s sacred 
purpose. Imperialism also pervaded American depictions of the Holy Land: America’s 
connection to Palestine was so deeply felt, and so many travelers had imposed themselves 
on its sacred geography, that some claimed the sacred terrain as American “territory.” 
Protestant Americans believed that they were ordained to reconquer Palestine through 
peaceful means, such as culture and philanthropy, despite the peripheral involvement of 
the US in the power struggle among European nations for control of the declining 
Ottoman empire.40 
 
The biblical fixations of Americans were entangled with Orientalist stereotypes. Whereas 
Americans saw themselves as modern and innovative, they often characterized the 
peoples of Palestine as unchanged relics of the biblical past. The greater Islamic world 

 
36 See Hilton Obenzinger, American Palestine: Melville, Twain, and the Holy Land Mania 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999).  
37 John Davis, The Landscape of Belief: Encountering the Holy Land in Nineteenth-Century 
American Art and Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), 9, 49. 
38 Obenzinger, American Palestine, 5. 
39 See Milette Shamir, “‘Our Jerusalem’: Americans in the Holy Land and Protestant Narratives 
of National Entitlement,” American Quarterly 55, no. 1 (March 2003): 29–60. 
40 Obenzinger, American Palestine, xvii. 
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was depicted as opulent, erotic, and languorous, populated by picturesquely lounging 
Arabs and seductive harem women. Such stereotypes blinded Americans to the complex 
social, political, and religious conditions of the region. 
 
— 
 
The Tomb of Lazarus by the Chicago-born photographer Robert E. M. Bain (1858–1932), 
a Washington University graduate, depicts the site in the biblical village of Bethany near 
Jerusalem where Christ raised Lazarus from the dead, according to the Gospel of John. In 
1894, Bain traveled to the Holy Land under the sponsorship of a St. Louis publishing 
house to gather material for Earthly Footsteps of the Man of Galilee, a book of nearly 
four hundred halftones with text by Bain’s travel companion, the biblical expert James 
W. Lee.41 The structure of the book approximates the sequential narrative of Christ’s life, 
from before his birth to the crucifixion. By retracing his footsteps, it aimed to bring the 
reader closer to God and thus stem the era’s rising tide of secularism.  
 
In The Tomb of Lazarus, seven residents of the holy village cluster around the entrance to 
the deep vault. The shadowy cavity suggests a spiritual realm that cannot be seen by the 
camera, elevating the nondescript pile of stones into a focus for religious devotion. To the 
left, a mother and infant recall the religious iconography of the Madonna and Child and 
encode the domestic myth of Palestine as the “motherland” for American Christians. 
However, Bain also provides ethnographic commentary that implies the cultural 
inferiority of the local population to his Anglo-Protestant American audience. The 
mother’s semi-nudity and suckling baby place her within an ethnographic tradition of 
photographing “primitive, native” types.42 The allusion to the Madonna suggests that the 
people of Palestine live in an unchanged, scriptural way. Relegating the contemporary 
inhabitants of Palestine to the biblical past downplayed the challenge their presence 
posed to the American expedition’s “possession” of the Holy Land. The text of Earthly 
Footsteps characterized Bain’s photography similarly, as a peaceable conquest of the 
region. To obtain the photographs, Lee wrote, it was necessary to “invade Palestine…not 
with fire and sword, after the style of the military captain, but with harmless scientific 
instruments.”43 Here Lee specifically described photography as an empirical science in 
order to buttress the expedition’s religious mission, although scientific discoveries of the 
period, particularly Darwinian evolution, had produced tremendous doubt about the 
veracity of Christian faith.44  
 

 
41 The photographs from this journey were also reproduced in other texts, including The New 
Testament, Illustrated and Explained (St. Louis: N. D. Thompson, 1895); and The Self-
Interpreting New Testament, ed. James W. Lee (St. Louis: N. D. Thompson, 1896). 
42 Rachel McBride Lindsey, A Communion of Shadows: Religion and Photography in Nineteenth-
Century America (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2017), 181. 
43 James W. Lee, Earthly Footsteps of the Man of Galilee (St. Louis: N. D. Thompson, 1894).  
44 Whether spirituality and science were complementary or contradictory remained a topic of 
intense debate throughout the period. For the changing relationship between science and 
knowledge of God, see James Turner, Without God, Without Creed: The Origins of Unbelief in 
America (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985). 
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Although Bain clearly staged The Tomb of Lazarus, Lee emphasized the spontaneity of 
the pictures to guarantee their authenticity. He also stressed the strenuousness of the 
journey, especially for Bain’s delicate cargo of glass plates.45 Lee told readers, “The most 
of our baggage was so fragile that every mile of the fifteen thousand in our contemplated 
journey was attended with peril…. These boxes [of photographic plates] had been carried 
from place to place by railway cars, by express wagons, by carriages, by steamboats, by 
row-boats, by porters.”46 Bain’s decision to reproduce rather than retouch the break line 
running down the center of The Tomb of Lazarus, likely from a cracked glass negative, 
attests to this arduous firsthand experience. Photographs of the Holy Land were rarely 
ever touched up or even tinted. This hands-off approach preserved the avowed status of 
Holy Land photography as pure documentary and thus bestowed an aura of truth to the 
Bible. 
 
Earthly Footsteps was a commercial triumph, selling over one million copies.47 Its 
success explains why the Greek photographers C. and G. Zangaki (act. c. 1870–90), who 
operated a studio in Egypt, copied Bain’s work and peddled it as their own. This print 
from the collection of Russell Sturgis is speciously signed by the Zangaki brothers. 
 
— 
 
Resembling two leather-bound books, this boxed set of stereocards by Underwood & 
Underwood, one of the leading photography firms in Gilded Age America, contains one 
hundred views of the landscape, monuments, and people of Palestine. The Holy Land was 
one of the most common subjects for series of stereographs in the Gilded Age. Although 
they carried a hefty price tag, Holy Land stereograph collections reached hundreds of 
thousands of Americans, primarily in middle-class homes and schools.48 An inscription 
on the inside lid of the box notes that this set was gifted to a young girl from Iowa named 
Edna Redeen “for perfect attendance at Sunday school.”  
 
The popularity of stereoscopic photography of the Holy Land owed to its power to 
imaginatively transport the viewer. The stereoscope was an optical device that resolved 
two photographs of the same subject, taken at slightly different angles and juxtaposed on 
a card, into one image seen in depth. It simulated the bodily experience of three-
dimensional space. When viewed in sequence, stereographs could further replicate the 
continuity of a tour or expedition. The Boston writer Oliver Wendell Holmes described 
viewing stereographs of the Holy Land as a virtual voyage from the comfort of his 
drawing room: “I pass, in a moment, from the banks of the Charles to the ford of the 
Jordan, and leave my outward frame in the arm-chair at my table, while in spirit I am 

 
45 Jennifer Axsom Adler, “The Other Witness: Nineteenth-Century American Protestantism and 
the Material Gospel Theology” (PhD diss., Vanderbilt University, 2015), 120. 
46 Lee, Earthly Footsteps of the Man of Galilee. 
47 Burke O. Long, Imagining the Holy Land: Maps, Models, and Fantasy Travels (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2003), 53. 
48 Davis, The Landscape of Belief, 74. 
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looking down upon Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives.”49 
  
Published in the accompanying guidebook Traveling in the Holy Land through the 
Stereoscope (1900) by the biblical scholar Jesse Lyman Hurlbut, a detailed map of 
Palestine delineates the sacred terrain traversed by the cards. Numbered points on the 
map refer to stereocards correspondingly numbered. The red line with arrows traces the 
route of the views, from the ancient port city of Jaffa to Jerusalem, Bethlehem, Hebron, 
the Jordan River, and other areas, ending in Damascus. Branching v-shaped lines mark 
the “standpoints,” or places from which select views were taken, and define the 
boundaries of each stereograph’s field of vision. These notations promise the home 
viewer a tangible encounter with the Holy Land through the stereoscope, just as the land 
appears “to the eyes of one looking from the place where the camera stood”.50 The 
topographical aspect of the map, which charts the landscape’s elevations and depths as 
well as distances, further alludes to the three-dimensional viewing experience made 
possible by stereo photography. 
 
Hurlbut championed stereo photography’s ability to convincingly recreate Palestine as a 
tool “to make the Bible real to us,” as if a form of revelation.51 Accordingly the images 
and text of the set, printed in the guidebook and as legends on the cards, focused on 
relating the landscape of Palestine to biblical events and drawing ethnographic 
comparisons between the people of the Holy Land and those of scripture. Photographs 
such as Women Grinding at the Mill—Palestine , captioned “How completely the life of 
to-day in these Oriental lands copies that of two thousand years ago!,” stressed the 
difference between “advanced” American viewers and the local population unaffected by 
change.52 While the Palestine series could produce a greater understanding of biblical 
geography, its preoccupation with the scriptural past prevented Americans from 
appreciating the complex modernity of Middle Eastern cultures.  
 
— 
 
Arab Warriors by the German painter Adolf Schreyer (1828–1899) depicts gallant 
Bedouin fighters, a subject inspired by the artist’s extensive travels. Schreyer visited 
Ottoman Syria and Egypt in 1856 or 1859 and Algeria in 1861. On these trips he steeped 
himself in Bedouin culture, making hundreds of sketches, studying Arabic, and riding 
alongside Bedouin horsemen. In Arab Warriors he blended fact and fiction, rendering 
realistically Bedouin clothing, weaponry, and cavalry while enveloping the scene in free 
and bold brushwork that exaggerates the wild life of the desert nomads. Schreyer’s 
technique departs dramatically from the tight, enamel-like finish of other nineteenth-
century Orientalist painters, although he shared their romantic view of Bedouins as free, 
hardy, and noble warriors. Presumed similarities between the tribal life of Bedouins 

 
49 Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., “The Stereoscope and the Stereograph,” Atlantic Monthly 3 (June 
1859): 746. 
50 Jesse Lyman Hurlbut, Traveling in the Holy Land through the Stereoscope (New York: 
Underwood & Underwood, 1900), 12. 
51 Ibid., 12.  
52 Ibid., 139. 
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roving the lands of ancient Israel and the Old Testament patriarchs who roamed the same 
region heightened their appeal as living reenactors of biblical times.53 
 
Schreyer’s paintings of Arab horsemen gained enormous popularity in the US in the 
Gilded Age; as the critic C. Stuart Johnson observed at the time, “almost every American 
collection of any note contains a Schreyer.”54 The St. Louis banker and collector Charles 
Parsons purchased Arab Warriors from Knoedler Gallery in New York in 1876.55 In 
contrast to the painting’s romantic view of Bedouins, Parsons disparaged the real Arab 
people he encountered on his global travels. In Notes of a Trip Around the World in 1894 
and 1985 (1896), he characterized Egyptian Arabs as ignorant vandals who stripped 
ancient monuments for building materials and souvenir fragments to sell to foreigners.56  
 
Schreyer was especially renowned for his accuracy in depicting horses. The splayed 
“rocking horse” pose of the central steeds in Arab Warriors, however, would shortly be 
controverted by the world’s first stop-action photographs of a galloping horse , debuted 
by Eadweard Muybridge (1830–1904) in 1878. 
 
— 
 
The Turkish-born photographer Pascal Sébah (1823–1886) and the successor studio 
Sébah & Joaillier (1888–1908) were among the chief purveyors of images of Egypt and 
Turkey to American tourists. In Ascension de la grand pyramide printed by Pascal 
Sébah’s studio, Western tourists clamber up the massive blocks of the Great Pyramid of 
Giza, pushed and pulled by Egyptian guides. Scaling the pyramids was a centerpiece of 
the journey to Egypt. It offered spectacular views of the pyramids, the Nile, and the city 
of Cairo in the distance. In the photograph, bodies pressed to stone, and the closeness of 
the camera to the blocks—which creates a startlingly airless composition—marketed 
Egypt as the place where travelers could intimately and physically come into contact with 
the past. Numbers of obliging locals provided reassurance that the Holy Land was safe 
for tourism.57 This print bears the signature of Pascal Sébah’s brother Cosimi, who took 
over the studio after Pascal’s death. The negative was likely created by the Frenchman 
Emile Béchard, however, who worked for the Sébah studio in Egypt. 
 
Fellahine by Sébah & Joaillier depicts a beautiful “peasant woman” leaning out of a 
mashrabiyah, a protruding latticework window screen found on traditional Islamic 
homes, such as those in the medieval sections of Cairo. The costumed woman in the open 

 
53 Shamir, “‘Our Jerusalem,’” 51–52. 
54 C. Stuart Johnson, “Schreyer and His Horses,” Munsey’s Magazine 11, no. 3 (June 1894): 271. 
55 Curatorial files, Mildred Lane Kemper Art Museum. The painting was titled Retreating Arabs 
in the inventory of Charles Parsons’s painting collection published in Edward Strahan (Earl 
Shinn), Art Treasures of America, vol. 3 (Philadelphia: George Barrie, 1882), 59. 
56 Parsons, Notes of a Trip, 146.  
57 Groups of local men would wait for tourists at the base of the pyramids and offer their services 
for a gratuity. Photographers would also wait for tourists at the pyramids and offer to record the 
ascension. Micheline Nilsen, Architecture in Nineteenth-Century Photographs: Essays on 
Reading a Collection (Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 2011), 168–70. 
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mashrabiyah was another popular theme for tourist photography in Egypt. It indulged a 
fantasy of access to the private life of Egyptians, particularly the sultry world of the 
harem, invisible to the foreigner passing on the street since the intricate carving on 
mashrabiyahs made them impermeable to the gaze of outsiders.58 Sébah & Joaillier 
clearly staged the picture indoors in the studio. The viewer of Fellahine encounters the 
woman at eye-level, an impossible perspective because mashrabiyahs were located on the 
upper stories of a building. In addition, the woman’s black veil adds a gratuitous touch of 
exoticism; it would not have been necessary to wear a veil within the private quarters of 
the home.  
 
— 
 
The Philadelphia photographer William Herman Rau captured the temple at Wadi es-
Sebua on the banks of the Nile River while on a six-month journey through the Arabian 
desert to Mount Sinai, Petra, and Palestine in the winter of 1882–83. Erected to honor the 
pharaoh Ramesses II by his viceroy in Nubia, the temple complex was known as the 
Valley of the Lions due to its sphinx-lined avenue, which was drowned with sand by the 
time of Rau’s arrival. Rau’s composition reconstructs the buried processional way by 
funneling the viewer’s eye between extant sphinx and collosi toward the subject of 
interest, the temple, in the distance. In order to define a foreground space, Rau posed a 
local man beneath the camera. The photographer took pains to organize the seemingly 
endless and shapeless desert into a coherent pictorial structure that followed Western 
picturesque landscape principles, with a clear foreground, middle ground, and 
background.59 The prone figure further implies the lassitude of Oriental life in contrast to 
the American spirit of energy and progress. Rau and his travel party were intensely 
nationalistic; they each carried a silk American flag, which they “waved on all particular 
occasions.”60  
 
Despite the photograph’s distanced view of the temple, the image also emphasizes the 
surfaces of the structure. Rau made use of the dry plate process, which allowed for a high 
level of architectural detail and clarity while obviating the need to prepare and develop 
negatives on the spot as required by wet plate photography. Rau was the first known 
photographer to use dry plate photography in the Holy Land. 
 

 
58 See Felix Thürlemann, Das Haremsfenster: Zur fotografischen Eroberung Ägyptens im 19. 
Jahrhundert (Paderborn, Germany: Wilhelm Fink, 2016); and Thürlemann “Staging the Egyptian 
Harem for Western Eyes,” The Iris (blog), J. Paul Getty Museum, January 25, 2017, 
http://blogs.getty.edu/iris/staging-the-egyptian-harem-for-western-eyes/. 
59 In his story “Photographic Experiences in the East,” published serially in The Philadelphia 
Photographer, Rau recalled grappling with the monotonous visual effects of the desert. “Wady 
Soboah, although nearly covered with sand, was still quite picturesque, but vast expanses of gray 
sand made bad foregrounds, so figures must be introduced to relieve and make a picture.” 
William H. Rau, “Photographic Experience in the East,” The Philadelphia Photographer 20, no. 
229 (January 1883): 27. 
60 Quoted in William Brey, “William H. Rau’s Photographic Experiences in the East,” Stereo 
World 11, no. 2 (May/June 1984): 7. 



 21 

Sturgis owned twenty Egyptian prints by Rau. He may have acquired the photographs 
after viewing them as lanternslides illustrating a series of lectures on the Holy Land 
delivered by Edward L. Wilson, the publisher of The Philadelphia Photographer and the 
leader of Rau’s expedition. Wilson also published books on the Holy Land and sold more 
than one thousand different views as lanternslides, stereographs, and prints made from 
Rau’s negatives. “What a scene of strange desolation it is,” Wilson wrote of Wadi es-
Sebua, “and how much subject it affords us for thought. The once great people who 
constructed and worshipped in these temples has long since passed away, with but little 
left to tell of their history.”61 
 
The Paris-born American photographer John Beasley Greene (1832–1856) traveled to 
Egypt and northern Nubia in 1853–54, recording more than two hundred images of the 
region’s landscape and monuments. As an avid archaeologist, Greene also performed 
excavations around Thebes, mainly at Medinet Habu. He was one of the first 
photographers to use the camera in the service of archaeology. His photographs of ruins 
employ a spare, almost abstract aesthetic to record a maximum of archaeological 
information and suit the scientific aspect of his mission. In Temple of Kom-Ombos, 
Upper Egypt, Greene took a closely cropped view of the structure, eliminating the visual 
noise of its environment. He framed its entablature against a bleached white sky, like a 
scientific specimen isolated on a blank page. He further utilized stark contrasts of light 
and dark to enhance the temple’s volumes and decorations. The interior of the temple, 
which is plunged into darkness, points up the elaborate floral carvings on the capitals of 
the central columns. The absence of human figures does not distract from the picture’s 
aim to document the architectural monument. 
  
Yet Greene’s image exceeds its documentary ends to poetically meditate on temporal 
loss. A chaotic mass of debris in the center foreground obstructs the viewer’s access into 
the temple and may symbolize the frustrating inaccessibility of the past. Deep shadows 
conceal large parts of the temple and thus dramatize the fragmentary nature of its ruins.62 
Greene centers the photograph around a void—the cavity smashed through the cornice—
as if to concentrate on the ravages of time rather than the architectural remnants. The 
picture projects a haunting sense of waste and a philosophical awareness of the 
ephemerality of man, both themes in Romantic art and literature of the period. The 
photograph’s feeling for existential tragedy foreshadowed Greene’s death in Cairo just 
two years later, at the untimely age of twenty-four. 
 
 
  

 
61 Edward L. Wilson, Wilson’s Lantern Journeys, vol. 3 (New York: Edward L. Wilson, 1886), 
190. Wilson had been encouraged to create a photographic record of the people and places of the 
Holy Land by a clergyman writing a book on his own travels and by professors seeking lantern 
slides for use in art and archaeology courses. See Brey, “Rau’s Photographic Experiences,” 4–5. 
62 Danièle Méaux, “Monuments et Paysages de John B. Greene,” History of Photography 33, no. 
3 (2009): 275. 
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Medieval England 
 
Late nineteenth-century Americans viewed medieval England as a benchmark for their 
own era. Some critics condemned England in the Middle Ages as a barbaric and starkly 
unequal society that anticipated the class- and race-based struggles of the Gilded Age. 
For many, though, medieval England represented a simpler, more vital, and heroic age, 
free from the ills of contemporary life such as its greed, artifice, and spiritual bankruptcy. 
Medievalism offered Americans across all sectors of society a regressive retreat from the 
modern world as well as a rubric for revitalizing the national culture. Artists and 
reformers established craft workshops on the model of medieval guilds, as a counterpoint 
to the dangerous and dehumanizing conditions endemic to the burgeoning factory system. 
Architects in the US chose the English Gothic style for houses, churches, and 
universities. Wealthy industrialists decorated their opulent residences with medieval 
tapestries and armor, fancying themselves a new American nobility to rival the great 
feudal families of England. Even children were swept up in the rage for medievalism: 
they thrilled to writer and illustrator Howard Pyle’s bestselling books based on English 
folklore, The Merry Adventures of Robin Hood (1883) and The Story of King Arthur and 
His Knights (1903).63  
 
— 
 
In 1903, the Bibliophile Society of Boston commissioned Howard Pyle (1853–1911) to 
create paintings of noted booklovers for inclusion in its deluxe edition of the English 
writer Thomas Frognall Dibdin’s Bibliomania as well as a limited-issue Portfolio of 
Etchings completed by William Harry Warren Bicknell (1860–1947). Pyle’s subjects 
built on his success with medieval themes while reflecting the Society’s aim to promote 
the arts of fine bookmaking and illustration. The etching “Friar” Bacon in His Study 
depicts the thirteenth-century English philosopher immersed in books and sundry 
instruments of learning. In the foreground, an alembic, or distilling apparatus, may 
symbolize Pyle’s creative power to transmute history into art. In Richard DeBury and the 
Young Edward III, the impressive scholar, bishop, and book collector tutors the willowy 
English heir, who reads from a lavishly illuminated codex. The remarque of a monastic 
scribe above Bicknell’s pencil signature reprises marginalia from medieval manuscripts 
and suggests an analogy with the work of the etcher, which also requires skillful copying. 
 
— 
 
Medieval England held obvious appeal for America’s growing universities. Ambitious to 
rival England’s ancient seats of learning, American universities built up their campuses 
with Gothic architecture and turned medievalism into the look of higher education in the 
US. Interest in the Gothic style was spiritual as well as aesthetic. In their winning design 

 
63 Wendy Martin and Cecilia Tichi, The Gilded Age and Progressive Era (Santa Barbara, CA: 
Greenwood, 2016), 20–23. See also T. J. Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and 
the Transformation of American Culture, 1880–1920 (New York: Pantheon, 1981); and Kim 
Moreland, The Medievalist Impulse in American Literature: Twain, Adams, Fitzgerald, and 
Hemingway (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1996). 



 23 

proposal for the campus of Washington University, the architecture firm Cope & 
Stewardson (1885–1912) championed Gothic architecture as the expression of the 
principles of aspiration, growth, and development at the core of the mission of America’s 
great universities: “The Gothic says to the beholder: Reach higher—Spread outward and 
upward—There are no limitations.” Cope & Stewardson drew inspiration from the 
colleges at Oxford and Cambridge, which they viewed as relics of the “great period of 
English scholarship” that anticipated the flowering of “freedom of thought and modern 
democracy” in Gilded Age America.64  
  
Cope & Stewardson’s lofty towers, piercing arches, and lush quadrangles for the 
Danforth campus of Washington University epitomize the Collegiate Gothic style. 
Included here are the original building section of the main administration building 
Brookings Hall; a sketch of the vaulted “Reading Room of the Washington University 
Law School” by the firm’s head draftsman James P. Jamieson (later of Jamieson and 
Spearl); and a sketchbook with 156 designs for architectural bosses and grotesques for 
buildings across campus . The design of a horned monster strangling a terrified boy, later 
carved into the stonework of Brookings Hall, seems to satirize the teacher-student 
relationship. Students may recognize the design for the reading owl on North Brookings 
archway, which was based on an ancient emblem of wisdom and now serves as the logo 
for Washington University’s Center of the Humanities.65 
 
— 
 
Another notable feature on the facade of Brookings Hall is the Havana Stone, originally a 
keystone from the Spanish fortifications of the Castillo de la Punta in Havana Bay. When 
American military forces destroyed a section of the fort in the Spanish-American War of 
1898, Lieutenant John Stafford, formerly a military science instructor at Washington 
University, salvaged the stone and sent it to the University. The stone was then mounted 
into the masonry as a monument to America’s victory in Cuba and the acquisition of 
other formerly Spanish territories in the Caribbean and Pacific.66 Supported by Cope & 
Stewardson’s gothic stonework, the Havana Stone points to how the period’s 
medievalism could provide a literal and figurative foundation for imperialist ideology. 
For example, the Spanish-American War was commonly described as a righteous 

 
64 Cope & Stewardson, New Buildings for Washington University St. Louis: Explanation of 
Drawings (1899), 3, 10. Washington University Architectural Plans, 1900–2001, University 
Archives, Washington University Libraries.  
65 See Nancy Fowler, “If These Halls Could Talk,” The Source, March 3, 2014, 
https://source.wustl.edu/2014/03/if-these-halls-could-talk/. 
66 “At Washington in 90’s: Major Stafford Calls,” The Washingtonian 5, no. 2 (November 1927): 
24. See also Alexander S. Langsdorf, History of Washington University, 1853–1953, 280. 
Alexander Langsdorf Papers, 1893–1974, University Archives, Washington University Libraries; 
and Candace O’Connor, Beginning a Great Work: Washington University in St. Louis, 1853–
2003 (St. Louis: Washington University in St. Louis, 2003), 77. 
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crusade, and its martial heroes like Theodore Roosevelt were compared to chivalric 
knights.67 
  
 
Panama 
 
In the Gilded Age the lure of international markets produced a groundswell of support in 
the US for the building of a Central American canal under the oversight and control of 
the federal government. Constructed between 1904 and 1914, the Panama Canal was 
designed to connect the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans and ensure the nation’s dominance in 
global trade.  
 
The American printmaker Joseph Pennell traveled to Panama by steamer in 1912, 
commissioned by The Century Magazine and The Illustrated London News to chronicle 
the closing stages of the canal’s creation. As Pennell’s ship approached the isthmus, he 
saw misty valleys that reminded him of central Italy, high peaks “strange yet familiar” 
from Japanese prints, and quaint villages “reminiscent of Spain.”68 His international 
vision of Panama expressed Americans’ optimism that finishing the canal would 
complete the country’s expansion into a global empire. 
 
Pennell’s series of lithographs of the canal was printed in Philadelphia from drawings the 
artist completed on site using lithographic pencils and chalks. Their energetic lines retain 
the spontaneous quality of a quickly drawn sketch and capture the impressive forces, both 
man and machine, put to work building locks, exploding rock, and hauling earth.  
 
Pennell’s industrial subject matter evokes a quasi-religious sense of the sublime. In End 
of the Day—Gatun Lock, a crane lifts workmen from the pit at Gatun Locks, mirroring 
biblical scenes of the Ascension of Christ. The immense walls of the Pedro Miguel 
Locks, spanned by arches and supports, recall the great churches of Europe in earlier 
etchings by the artist. Pennell called their result “as fine as the flying buttresses of a 
cathedral.”69 The cranes at Miraflores Locks at the Pacific end of the canal evoke 
towering deities. The artist visualizes industry as a kind of new god. During the Gilded 
Age, a gospel of industry began to identify and even compete with religion, which had 
been undermined by recent discoveries of science, especially Darwinian biology. The 
historian Henry Adams used the metaphor of the Dynamo and the Virgin to describe how 
modern forces of industry were supplanting those of traditional spirituality. Encountering 
the giant Langley engine at the Paris Exposition of 1900, he felt the dynamo as a “moral 
 
 

 
67 See Lears, No Place of Grace, 100–101, 134–35; and Jeanne Fox-Friedman, “Howard Pyle and 
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Joseph Pennell’s Pictures of the Panama Canal (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1912), 7. 
69 Pennell, “Lithographs of the Panama Canal,” 308. 
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force, much as the early Christians felt the Cross…Before the end, one began to pray to 
it.”70  
 
Pennell called his lithographs “a record of the greatest American achievement of all 
time,” although the labor force of the canal was largely Afro-Caribbean, recruited from 
such places as Barbados, Martinique, Guadalupe, and Trinidad.71 Pennell almost entirely 
excluded these workers from the lithographs. His lack of focus on the workmen obscures 
the project’s human toll of overwork, disease, and death, and renounces any reform 
agenda in an era roiled by labor unrest.72 The telling absence of workmen also expresses 
Pennell’s unease with the people of color he encountered in Panama and with the broader 
racial and cultural diversity of the increasingly interconnected world.73 
 
 
 
Global Vistas: American Art and Internationalism in the Gilded Age, the summer 2020 
Teaching Gallery online exhibition at the Mildred Lane Kemper Art Museum at 
Washington University in St. Louis, is curated by Nicole Williams, honorary guest 
scholar and postdoctoral teaching fellow (2019–2020) in the Department of Art History 
& Archaeology in Arts & Sciences, in conjunction with her class “American Art and 
Material Culture of the Gilded Age” in spring 2020.  
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