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Welcome to this one-day conference on Romantic Orients at Van Mildert College, 

Durham University. 

The concept of Orientalism is due an overhaul. Although places such as China, Indonesia, 

and Japan loomed large in the Romantic imagination, modern Orientalist scholarship has 

tended to focus on sites of European colonisation, with particular emphasis on Egypt 

and India. The increased global prominence of Asian economies this century has entailed 

greater scholarly attention to historic interactions with the East, and compelled us to 

examine cultures which, although traditionally forced under the umbrella of ‘the Orient’, 

have received less critical attention. 

Recent scholarship has disseminated neglected materials relevant to British 

engagements with Asia in the early nineteenth century – such as travel narratives, 

diplomacy, and trade records – and how these inform culture of the period. Yet there 

remains a need to interpret the significance of such material: how do Romantic-period 

interactions with Asia contribute to perceptions of the continent that have lasted into 

present times? Is it misleading to evaluate Romantic attitudes to China and Japan using 

modern Orientalist scholarship, a theoretical framework derived from studies of the 

Islamic world, and with emphasis on the legacies of Victorian imperialism? And if we so 

broaden the domain of modern Orientalist scholarship, does the concept remain at all 

viable or useful? 

Durham University offers an ideal environment in which to address these questions. 

Based in the Department of English Studies, The Romantic Dialogues and Legacies 

Research Group is a leading forum for the discussion of exchanges between Romantic 

authors, and their encounters with other cultures. The Oriental Museum makes these 

ideas tangible in its enviable collection of Asian artefacts. These continue the 

University’s longstanding interest in Asia, formalised with the study of Oriental 

Languages from 1835. And the Centre for Nineteenth-Century Studies brings these ideas 

together in the spirit of interdisciplinary scholarship. 

We hope that you will enjoy this day, and that we will all emerge with fresh ideas on 

Romantic engagements with Asia. 

 

Dr Chris Murray, Department of English Studies, Durham University 

 



3 

09.00 — 09.30 | Registration, Tea and Coffee 

     | Van Mildert College 

09.30 — 11.00 | Panel 1, Ustinov Room 

11.00 — 11.30 | Refreshments, Turner Room  

11.30 — 13.00 | Keynote Address, Ustinov Room 

                           | Michael Franklin, University of Swansea  

13.00 — 14.00 | Lunch, Turner Room 

14.00 — 15.30 | Panel 2, Ustinov Room 

15.30 — 16.00 | Refreshments, Turner Room 

16.00 — 17.30 | Panel 3, Ustinov Room  

17.30                 | Concluding Remarks and Close 

18.00 — 19.00 | Wine Reception, Oriental Museum 

19.00                 | Conference Dinner, Shaheen’s Restaurant 
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09.30 — 11.00   

‘Oriental Imagination and Italian Romanticism’ 

Paradoxical as it may seem, Giacomo Leopardi (1798-1836), now regarded by some as 

one of the ‘three crowns’ of Italian Romanticism (Joseph Luzzi), never perceived himself 

as a Romantic. In fact, in 1818, he wrote a Discourse on Romantic poetry precisely to 

dismiss the new literary movement, and to reassess the value of traditional Classical 

poetry, the one based on the Greek-Roman mythological language. To prove his point, 

Leopardi argued that Romantic poetic language was just as strange and foreign to 

Italians as the symbolic imagination of Oriental nations. Leopardi was therefore rejecting 

the Romantic model by superimposing to it a stereotyped image of Asia as the space of 

the exotic and foreign, stressing the impossibility for a European to make use of such an 

incomprehensible language. The alternative was, to him, the language of mythological 

fable, which, as he argued, was like a supranational language for European poets. 

Subsequently, Leopardi changed his attitude radically, and abandoned his Classicistic 

poetic. In 1828, he read on the Journal des savants an article dealing with the Asian 

Kirkis people, and their custom to sit at night singing melancholic songs to the moon. 

This article inspired Leopardi to compose a text entitled ‘Night Song of a Wandering 

Shepherd in Asia’ (1829), a powerful poem about the meaninglessness of human life. 

Interestingly, at this stage for Leopardi an Asian shepherd was a universal figure, both 

‘ancient’ – because not corrupted by civilization – and ‘modern’ – because he is far away 

in space, but not in time. Additionally, the poet can mirror and identify himself 

completely in the shepherd’s figure. 

It is therefore possible to say that Leopardi’s conceptualization of the Orient underwent 

a significant switch in the time-span between the 1818 Discourse and the 1829 poem: 

no longer the space of foreignness and strangeness, Asia is now an ideal space 

untouched by civilization, where a universal song can be sung. The paper aims to explore 

this significant change in Leopardi’s oriental imagery by looking at the information he 

had at disposal about Asian peoples – on the Journal des Savants, on the Bulletin de 

Férrussac and in the Gabinetto Vieusseux library in Florence, where Leopardi lived at 

that time. This comparison will also help relate Leopardi’s understanding of Asia with the 

European knowledge of the East, as it was debated in journals at that time following 

growing enthusiasm in geographical explorations. 
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‘Victorian Days and the Arabian Nights’ 

This research assesses how The Arabian Nights influenced nineteenth-century English 

literature and how this in turn impacted on British Imperial policy, leading to the invasion 

of Egypt in 1882. Antoine Galland’s Grub-Street translation (1706-21) and Edward 

William Lane’s annotated translation (1838-40) are examined for their 

misrepresentations of Eastern Mediterranean cultures. The misrepresentations 

examined in Galland’s and Lane’s translations are traced in nineteenth-century English 

literature to highlight how such misconceptions about Eastern Mediterranean cultures 

became instilled and widely accepted in Victorian culture.  

Four key texts are closely analysed, with references to other works where relevant. 

These texts are William Beckford’s Vathek (1786), Charles Dickens’s Hard Times (1854), 

John Ruskin’s The King of the Golden River (1851) and Benjamin Disraeli’s Tancred 

(1847). Through analysing historical accounts of events and examining several political 

sources, the paper ends by establishing two points: the Nights-Orientalist course 

influenced politicians to think of the Near East as a potential region for Imperial 

expansion; and politicians and statesmen manipulated the misconceptions, which 

developed through the Nights-Orientalist course, to justify to the British public the 

British occupation of Egypt in 1882. 

 

‘Tensions and Representations: Chinese Tea in Eighteenth-Century 

English Culture’ 

Since the East India Company first imported it in bulk into England in 1678, Chinese tea 

soon established itself as a prominent feature of English domestic and social life. By the 

1830s, tea consumption in England became so massive that a recent critic described tea 

as having become ‘part of [the British people’s] essential Britishness’ towards the end of 

the eighteenth century. Such a transformation provoked much debate surrounding the 

consumption of tea in England, and certain literary texts of this period were caught up in 

this development in various ways.   

This paper will look at a small range of eighteenth-century literary works and criticism on 

tea-drinking in England, such as Peter Anthony Motteux’s A Poem upon Tea (1712), 

‘Melancholy Considerations of the Universal Poison’ (1722) by an unknown author, and 



6 

the well-known exchanges on the nature of tea-drinking between Jonas Hanway (author 

of ‘Essay on Tea’, 1756) and Samuel Johnson.  The texts will be discussed in the context of 

Sino-British relations and of the significant progress of England as a consumer society in 

the eighteenth century.  The paper will argue that tea and tea-drinking in eighteenth-

century England carried significant cultural and social meanings, and the tensions 

produced by the English people’s excessive consumption of exotic products (in which 

Chinese tea was a predominant type) not only reflected but also shaped England’s sense 

of itself as a country in a globalising eighteenth-century world order.  

 

▪▪▪ 

11.30 — 13.00 

‘“Harmonious” Jones and “Honest John” Shore: Contrasting Responses 

of Garden Reach Neighbours to the Experience of India’ 

Michael Franklin is Chair in English Literature and Language at the University of Swansea. 

Since editing Sir William Jones: Selected Poetical and Prose Works (1995) and writing the 

critical biography Sir William Jones (1995), he has been investigating colonial 

representations of India and their various interfaces with Romanticism, He has edited 

Representing India: Indian Culture and Imperial Control (2000), and The European 

Discovery of India: Key Indological Sources of Romanticism 6 vols (2001): and authored a 

series of articles on the Hastings circle which forms the current focus of his research.  

At the invitation of Professor Malabika Sarkar he gave plenary lectures at the Annual 

International Conference on Romanticism at Jadavpur University in Kolkata. Following this 

and at the invitation of Professor Surya Pandey, he gave plenary lectures at a conference 

at the Banaras Hindu University in Varanasi in February 2006. 

He has written a variety of articles on subjects as diverse as the Celtic Revival, the 

Oriental Renaissance, ‘Indianism’, Phoenicianism, Piozzi, Gagnier, Gibbes, Britanus, Brutus 

and Iolo, the brahmachari and the missionary, hand-fasting, turdidae, and asses. He has 

been recently working on a major new critical biography of Sir William Jones, the 

foremost Orientalist of the eighteenth century and one of the greatest intellectual 

navigators of all time. 
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14.00 — 15.30 

‘Late Orientalist poetry and politics: imagining an Indian nationalism in 

the work of W. F. Thompson’ 

The nature of British rule in India changed in the 1830s, when Utilitarian-influenced 

administrators such as Thomas Macaulay and Charles Trevelyan moved away from the 

impulse towards an open engagement with India inherited from William Jones in the 

late 18C, and developed instead a civilizing, or Westernizing, mission. This transition 

from Orientalist to Anglicist approaches to government forms the background to the 

body of work produced by William Francis Thompson (1810-1842), a civil servant of 

the East India Company. Thompson’s own stance is in many ways close to that of 

Jones, as he indicated in several works of literary translation. He advocated a 

sympathetic colonial knowledge and understanding of India, typically expressed in the 

view that an Oriental language must be known ‘in relations to all the characteristics of 

a people and a country, must not only be understood, but felt, pursued and 

admired’ (‘Review of the Mukámát ul Harírí’). Such opinions brought him into conflict 

with the policies of the Bentinck administration, leading to the publication of the long 

poem India (1834), in which he condemned the impact of British rule on India, and 

anticipated with uncanny prescience an eventual nationalist uprising.  

This paper examines Thompson’s lyric and narrative poems published in the course of 

the 1830s. It argues that his work develops a project of sympathetic identification with 

British and Indian individuals on both sides of the colonial divide, reviving a neo-

Jonesian Orientalist approach to the cultures, languages and philosophies of India, but 

also exploring the impact of colonialism on colonizers as well as colonized. 

Thompson’s willingness to recognize the parallels between European and Indian 

nationalism is particularly striking in contrast with the increasing dominance of 

Anglicist views in the 1830s; it offers a brief insight into an alternative mode of 

interaction with India, cut short by the author’s untimely death.  
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‘The Brahmins, the Magi, and John Frank Newton’s Zodiacal Mythology’ 

John Frank Newton was a satellite figure in Shelley’s circle, dining with Godwin and his 

family, friends with Shelley, and a source of inspiration for a number of Peacock’s works. 

However, Newton has been sidelined in Romantic studies. A key result of this neglect has 

been the assumption that Peacock’s description of Newton as a practising Zoroastrian is 

an accurate presentation of the latter’s religious beliefs. This error is visible in the works 

of various scholars, particularly those examining Shelley’s vegetarianism and attributing 

it, in part, to Newton’s vegetarian work The Return to Nature, or, a Defence of the 

Vegetable Regimen, including Pearce, Spencer, Stuart, and Morton. The paper questions 

the prevailing assumption that Newton was an adherent of the ancient Persian 

Zoroastrian faith. 

Using his work The Three Enigmas as its focal point, this paper will consider the various 

Indian religions which were amalgamated into Newton’s doctrines. First, the paper will 

examine the claims for and against Newton as a Zoroastrian, and establish that although 

he certainly utilised aspects of Zoroastrianism, it was from the later, Indian Parsee variant 

that he drew inspiration. Then the paper will discuss how Newton interweaves Parsee-

Zoroastrian doctrines and imagery with Hindu teachings and figures, combining them 

with Egyptian and Greco-Roman mythology to form a composite zodiacal mythology. As 

one 1811 review put it, Newton ‘omitted no research within the circle of human learning 

that can assist in the establishment of his doctrine’ and he drew on ‘both sacred and 

profane mythology’. The doctrine in question was vegetarianism. This paper will conclude 

with an analysis of the impact which the vegetarian teachings of the Hindus and Parsee-

Zoroastrians had on Newton’s espousal of ‘a vegetable diet’, and provide new insight into 

the influence of Indian faiths on European Romantic vegetarians, such as Shelley, who 

opt to abstain from ‘the flesh of animals’ and ‘browse, well pleas’d, the vegetable hoard’. 

 

‘Romantic Egyptology and Picturesque Travel: Amelia B. Edwards “Up 

the Nile”’ 

Without doubt, Amelia Blandford Edwards (1831-1892) fostered the widespread fascination 

of ancient Egypt more than anyone in Great Britain and America during the Victorian period. 

Edwards, the artist, singer, pianist, composer, journalist and novelist, had already established 
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her record in the genre of picturesque travel writing by the time of her meticulously 

researched A Thousand Miles up the Nile (1877). Inspired by Harriet Martineau’s popular 

work Eastern Life, Past and Present (1848), Edward Lane’s An Account of the Manners 

and Customs of the Modern Egyptians (1836), and her childhood affection for The 

Arabian Nights, her Egyptian best-seller secured her position as the de facto authority on 

‘popular’ Egyptology, and chief sponsor of scientific approaches to archaeology, 

hieroglyphs and the preservation of the artefacts and sites of ancient Egypt. The account 

of her single trip up the Nile resulted in a successful lecturing career both in Britain and 

the United States, several honorary doctorates, and a named chair at UCL that still 

venerates Edwards’ foundation of the extant Egypt Exploration Fund. ‘Sui generis,’ it was 

said, ‘she knew the whole field of Egyptology better than any man.’ 

This paper shall not neglect the significant contribution A Thousand Miles has made in 

qualifying contemporary geographical debates around Orientalism and the anxious role 

of gender in Victorian travel writing, nor indeed how Edwards’ work painted a seductive 

but contested ‘touristic’ picture of ancient Egypt for the middle classes. Its focus, instead, 

shall disencumber her explorations of imperial and scientific knowledge in Egypt from her 

apparent emphasis on the picturesque elements of her journey. It is through combining 

empirical observation, infused with a romantic aesthetic flair, that Edwards attained her 

acclaim; she operates a uniquely hybrid gaze, one part novelistic and artistic, the other 

with an eye for archaeological detail and skill of analysis. Her training in the Romantic 

school offers her readers a ‘love of imaginary’, an education that sets her apart from an 

academic style of scholarly accounts, devoid of ‘subtle harmony’ and untrained in the 

appreciation of poetry or landscape art. Edwards’ sketching and scripting of ancient 

Egypt is heavy with notions of background and foreground – the interplay of colour, light, 

and shade. In militant opposition against the dry style of archaeological explorers of the 

time, she claimed to be the ‘only romanticist in the world who is also an Egyptologist,’ 

arguing, rather polemically, that ‘we must not expect the owl of Athena to warble like the 

nightingale of Keats.’  

 

▪▪▪ 
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16.00 — 17.30 

‘Scott’s Reception of China’ 

While findings about the Chinese reception of Scott in the past century continue to 

accumulate, Scott’s view on China and his fictional representation of the country are not 

well studied.  

Scott, to my knowledge, may not have produced much about China. But, there is no 

denying that he did have a collection of eight Chinese related books in his magnificent 

Abbotsford library, as the Advocates Library Catalogue shows. For example, there is a 

book called Works of Confucius: containing the original text, with a translation (1809) by 

J. Marshman. In addition to collecting Chinese books, Scott used Chinese wallpaper, a gift 

from his cousin Hugh Scott who worked for the East India Company, to decorate the 

drawing room at Abbotsford. There are also some fine pieces of Chinese porcelain in the 

house. These facts intrigue me, and I firmly believe that we could have better knowledge 

of Scott’s view on the country and its culture if further investigation could be carried out.  

The plan to execute this project and to write a paper on this subject is not just for the 

fulfilment of my personal curiosities; it is rather for the broadening of our understanding 

of Scott’s relation with an ancient country and his significant contribution to Romantic 

Orientalism. Moreover, it is also this paper’s intent to emphasize Scott’s status as not only 

a European but also a world writer.  

 

‘The Familiar Essay and De Quincey’s Provincial Orientalism’ 

From James Hogg’s wryly rustic persona, the ‘Ettrick Shepherd’, to Lamb's self-

confessed ignoramus, ‘Elia’, in ‘The Old and the New Schoolmaster,’ to Hazlitt's 

derided Cockney know-it-all in ‘Londoners and Country People’, the Romantic essay 

teems with semi-comical figures who are quite unabashed by, if not actually proud of, 

an absence of worldly, experiential knowledge.  

Taken as emblematic of such Romantic provincialism, De Quincey’s essayistic persona, 

the ‘English opium-eater’, is the focus of my paper. His very name defines him as a 

native consumer of the foreign other.  Like Lamb and Hazlitt, De Quincey was primarily 
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an essayist: more specifically, a deft exponent of the ‘familiar’ idiom, a stylistically 

informal, highly subjective and epistemologically dilettante-ish sub-genre. The familiar 

essay is the ideal vehicle, in other words, for the exposition not of knowledge, but, more 

dubiously, opinion: through a subjectivity of wide-ranging but erratic and flawed 

erudition. Moreover, although the Confessions of an English Opium-Eater involves quite 

extensive domestic travel – from Manchester, to London, to the Lake District - it is 

markedly absent of foreign travel. Instead, the Oriental substance of opium compounds 

essayistic provincialism by impelling the English consumer to a peripatetic existence 

within his own country, thus forming an ironic contrast with his physically static yet wildly 

imaginary travels in the Orient. The opium-eating essayist is therefore disabled from real, 

adventurous or intrepid, foreign travel, and condemned instead to an effete armchair 

version, or domestic enactment. Thus conjured by a phobic, ill-informed imagination, the 

Orient assumes grotesque, nightmarish features. 

Thus I argue for a more complete, holistic understanding of ‘Orientalism’, as a term 

involving the interaction of foreign travel and colonial adventure with conversely 

‘domestic’ modes of writing such as the familiar essay. 

 

‘Dickinson’s Asiatic leopard and Wordsworth’s “Negro Woman”’ 

This paper reads Dickinson’s Asiatic Leopard in ‘Civilization - spurns - the Leopard!’ in 

relation to Wordsworth’s ‘Negro Woman’ and ‘September 1st, 1802’ to explore these 

two poets’ involvement in a transglobal world of cultural production. Focusing upon the 

Romantic projection of the displaced African and Asiatic other in the two poems, I intend 

to bring out the roles played by the oriental in the transatlantic circle of literary exchange 

in the mid-nineteenth century. Critics such as Harold Bloom and Joanne Feit Diehl argue 

that there is an antagonistic relationship between Dickinson and her British Romantic 

precursors. In contrast, Robert Weisbuch and Inder Nath Kher view Dickinson as part of 

the same Anglo-Romantic movement. More recently Richard Gravil and Richard E. 

Brantley see Wordsworth and Dickinson as conducting a continuous Anglo-American 

dialogue within the Romantic tradition. In this paper, I contribute to this ongoing debate 

by examining the connection between Wordsworth and Dickinson with a particular focus 

upon their respective perspective on the Asiatic and African other, showing how the 

Atlantic and the Pacific Ocean are used in these two poets’ oriental imagination to 

magnify the discrepancy of localism.  
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The Centre for Nineteenth-Century Studies wishes to thank the following  

organisations for supporting this event: 

Van Mildert College, Durham University 

Department of English Studies, Durham University 

Oriental Museum, Durham University   

Event Durham

The Centre for Nineteenth-Century Studies, Durham University, UK 

Become a member and join our mailing list on our webpage 

www.durham.ac.uk/cncs 

Keep up to date with our events on Twitter 

@Durhamcncs 

Follow us on Facebook  

www.facebook.com/durhamcncs 

Contact us by email or telephone 

cncs@durham.ac.uk 

+44 (0)191 334 4381 

All CNCS news and events are published on our  webpage and through our  

mailing list 


