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The Exotic and Ancient: Egypt and Turkey

In 1911, Jane Peterson talked to a reporter for the
Chicage Tribune about her experience painting

in North Africa. The interview took place in the
context of Peterson’s well-received one-woman
show at the Chicago Art Institute in December 1910.
The headline of the story, “In the Garden of Allah
Lands” referenced a sensational best-selling book
first published in 1905 about a British woman who
traveled to North Africa to tind herself, and also
discovered steamy romance under the desert sun.
Peterson was interviewed standing in front of one
of her works, painted in Kalrouan, Tunis. The Elgin
native was suitably described for Tribune readers
as “an amazingly young woman of nerve and
charm, with the sott tinkle of oriental jewelry about
her and the dull glimmer of gold embroideries.”
Peterson regaled the reporter with stories about the
difficulties of painting on the street in North Africa.
“To paint in Africa one needs an in-guide and
sometimes the assistance of the police.” Peterson
went on to describe the circumstances of one such
street scene.

If it hadn’t been for the ingenuity of
my guide Mohammed, I'm sure |
should never have been able to paint
this strect at all. The minute | set up
my easel a crowd began to gather
around. ! think in a few minutes

there must have been fully 200 natives
pushing and jostling each other to try
to discover what was going on and
incidentally ruining the view. | told
Mohammed he must make them go
away and poor Mohammed wheedled




Above:

Jane Peterson, Cafe Scene ~ Constantinople, n.d., Oil on
canvas, 18 x 18 15.in. (45.72 x 46.3 cm). Anonymous
Lender. Photograph by Bill Kipp.

Lett from top:

Photograph, Jane Peterson with artist Arrah Lee Caul in
Constantinople, ¢. 192:. Jane Peterson Papers. 1907-1961.
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.

Jane Petersan, A Busy Corner, T, . 1910, Oil on canvas,

21 x 18 in. (60.96 x 45.72 ¢m). Caldwell Gallerv, Budson.

and begged and commanded, but with
not a particle of effect. I was just
about to give it up when Mohammed,
who had disappeared for a minute,
came back with a pail of water and
began to throw it in handfuls in a
circle around us, shouting... “get
out” [in Arabic] at them constantly.
The crowd fell back so that the vista

1 wanted was disclosed and as long
as Mohammed kept throwing his
handfuls of water [ was able to paint
in peace.”

She went on to emphasize the “otherness” of North
Atrica, telling the story of a fourteen-year-old
Bedouin girl she painted, who had been married

at twelve. When he had accumulated the marriage
price, her husband arrived two vears later to take
her away to the desert; Peterson was told that the
girl “wept and fought when he carried her off.”

Peterson’s farays in search of beautiful subjects
continued throughout her career, and though she
added domestic destinations— most notably, Palm
Beach, Florida—to her list of preferred locations,
she continued to travel to Europe whenever

the international situation allowed. Peterson
meticulously documented her 1924 trip to Turkey
in papers, now held by the Smithsonian. The notes,
written retrospectively, perhaps as an intended
memoir, are autobiographical and relate the artists’
impressions and opinions.

The story begins characteristically: While speaking

with fellow painter, Philadelphian Arrah Lee Gaul
(1883-1980), Gaul asked Peterson about her plans for
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the following summer. Peterson said that though she planned to go to
Europe, she hadn’t vet decided where. Gaul sang the praises of Turkey,
which she had visited with her missionary parents the previous vear. It
was “the most beautiful, the most unusuai, the most fascinating place.
...Whv don’t we go to Turkey?” This was catnip tor Peterson. She
immediatelv agreed. Gaul, however, cautioned Peterson: “Be carcful
notto let my father and mother know that 1 am planning to go to
Turkey, because they would forbid it."*

Though Peterson’s notes offer no explanation for this curious
statement, a look at the international situation in 1924 makes it clear.
The context of the Turkey trip was far more fraught than her 1910
visits to North Africa and Egvpt, when, she could experience all the
exoticism of a world accessible to Western currencies armed only with
a Baedeker's guide. By 1924, however, World Var I had dismembered
the Ottoman Empire of which Turkey had been a part.

The Turkish “War of Independence” (1919-22) against the Grecks

was fought on Turkish soil. As the Greeks withdrew, they pursued

a “scorched earth’ policy. The new nation that was forged, Turkey,
was an upstartnation, poor, backward (bv Westemn standards), and

left smoldering. Its attitude toward Greeks, Western Europeans and
Christians was not welcoming. It is easy to see why Arrah Gaul's
parents cautioned their daughter against visiting. On the other hand,
the victorious Turkish Commander and first head of state, Mustafa
Kemal (later known as Kemal Atatiirk), understood the need of Western
aid and investment to “modernize” Turkey so that it could take its
place among the family of sovereign states. Kemal's planned “reforms”
included the separation of religion from governance. civil rights for
women, universal primary education for boys and girls, the abolition
of Sharia, and, especially for men, modem clothing, substituting the
homburg for the fez. Peterson’s journals reflect a strong awareness of
the conditions in Turkey as she found them in 1924.

Undaunted by the tensions, Peterson and Gaul met in Paris, as

planned, and set out for Constantinople on the famed Orient Express.
(Thecity was not officially renamed “Istanbul” until 1930.) Peterson
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12x.9in.(30.48 x 22.86 cm)
Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Harold
Reed; Courtesy of John Raimond
Gallery

The Village Well, Brittanw, c. 1908
Oil on canvas

18 x 24in. (45.72 x 60.96 cm)
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23%x 18in. (60.33 x 45.72 cm)
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