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  CHRON OLOGY   

 1839  April  Mahmud sends army down the Euphrates (21 April) 
 June  Ibrahim crushes Ottoman army at Nezib (23 June) 
 July  Mahmud dies. Accession of the underage Abdul-Mejid (14 July) 

 Ottoman fl eet sails to Alexandria, defects to Mehemet Ali 
 Five-power note to Sultan to mediate solution (27 July) 

 September  First Brünnow mission to London 
 October  Palmerston proposes conceding Mehemet Ali hereditary 

Egypt and south Syria for life (without Acre). Soult insists on 
hereditary rule in all Syria 

 November  Reshid Pasha proclaims Hatti Sheriff of Gulhané (3 November) 
 December  Second Brünnow mission to London 

 1840  February  Guizot replaces Sebastiani in London. Fall of Soult ministry 
in France 

 March  Thiers in government (1 March) 
 First news of Damascus Affair published in Europe (13 March) 

 May  Austro-Prussian proposal to let Mehemet have south Syria 
for life plus Acre fortress, acceded to by Palmerston 
 Lebanese-Syrian uprising against the Egyptians 

 June  Austro-Prussians convince Chekib Effendi to make offer 
encompassing the whole of Syria. French dither and fail to 
answer 
 Death of Frederick William III of Prussia and accession of 
Frederick William IV (7 June) 

(continued)



vi CHRONOLOGY

 July  Palmerston threatens to resign (5 July) 
 Lebanese-Syrian uprising crushed by Ibrahim 
 Four powers sign Convention of London imposing terms on 
Mehemet Ali (15 July) 
 News of Convention prompts wave of bellicose rage in France 
(27 July). Partial mobilisation of French army and navy 

 August  Twin ultimatums delivered to Mehemet Ali (16 and 26 
August). The Pasha plays for time 

 September  British bombard Beirut, land forces at Juniyah beach (9–12 
September) 
 Sultan formally deposes Mehemet Ali (14 September) 
 Nikolaus Becker fi rst publishes  Rheinlied  (18 September) 
 French approve project to fortify Paris. Army size increased 
again 

 October  Louis-Philippe’s climbdown. Thiers resigns (26 October), 
replaced by Guizot three days later 
 Werther secretly offers ceasefi re plan to Guizot 

 November  Fall of Acre to coalition forces (4 November) 
 Start of Grolmann-Radowitz mission to mobilise the Bund 

 December  Ibrahim’s army evacuates Syria 
 1841  January  Ottoman fl eet leaves Alexandria (22 January) 

 February  Sultan issues  fi rman  granting hereditary investiture to 
Mehemet Ali on restricted terms (13 February). Mehemet 
Ali rejects it 
 Ottomans renew French religious capitulations 

 March  Powers sign separate peace protocol in London (15 March) 
 April  Dismissal of Reshid Pasha 
 June  Final  fi rman  to Mehemet Ali: hereditary rule confi rmed in 

Egypt at price of army limitations and annual tribute 
 July  Six-power Straits Convention (13 July) 
 August  Palmerston passes bill establishing Jerusalem bishopric 

(30 August) 

(continued)
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   There is in nature no moving power but mind, all else is passive and inert; in 
human affairs this power is opinion; in political affairs it is public opinion; 
and he who can grasp this power, with it will subdue the fl eshly arm of 
physical strength, and compel it to work out his purpose. 

  Lord Palmerston, 1 June 1829        
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    CHAPTER 1   

          In December 1833, the ship bringing in the Egyptian obelisk that can 
still be found adorning the Place de la Concorde in Paris, a ship fi ttingly 
baptised the  Luxor , entered the Seine estuary on its journey’s fi nal leg. 
Purpose-built and shallow-draught, she had fi rst sailed two years earlier 
with the crew of workmen and engineers that were to take down and 
haul over the 230-ton monument from its original home. Because she 
was unable to navigate the shallows at the mouth of the Nile, and by 
construction of weak seaworthiness, she had been towed out of Egypt by 
a steamer named the  Sphinx . In April of the same year, a different vessel 
altogether had appeared before the crowded shores of Constantinople, on 
the Bosphorus: the Russian admiral ship  Tsarina Maria . The warship was 
the leader of the second squadron in a three-part amphibious operation 
designed to shield the Turkish capital from an advancing, enemy Egyptian 
army. She had been sent, from Odessa, on Russian initiative but with the 
weary approval of the Sultan, and she would assist, along with the troops 
she brought, in upholding the Sultan’s peace. Another four months ear-
lier, the British Foreign Offi ce had acknowledged receipt of a report by a 
Captain Francis Chesney on the opening of the great Mesopotamian rivers 
to commercial navigation. After further preparation and an intervening 
parliamentary enquiry, Chesney would mount an expedition consisting of 
two steamers duly named the  Tigris  and the  Euphrates . The ships, launch-
ing from England in 1835, were to chart the rivers’ dangerous waters 
and assess the feasibility of a service connecting the Mediterranean to the 
Persian Gulf. 

 Three Ships                     



 The  Luxor , the  Tsarina Maria , the  Euphrates : three ships, three visions 
of the European role in the Orient. France’s mission in the Middle East 
was to be spearheaded by scientifi c endeavour and by the reawakening 
from slumber of its great nations, here symbolised by the retrieval of the 
ancient temple monument. For the Russian tsar, and with him the allied 
northern courts of Prussia and Austria, the priority was the preservation of 
the existing, legitimate order on the Bosphorus, by force if necessary. The 
British vision, in turn, was for civilisation to be carried in the hull of its 
merchantmen, to spread to Asia and elsewhere through trade and devel-
opment. These three differing interpretations of Europe’s Oriental destiny 
would, by the end of the decade, come to clash dramatically. 

 The Eastern Crisis of 1839–41, originating in a confl ict between the 
Pasha of Egypt and his Ottoman overlord, shook Europe to the point of 
placing it on the brink of a general war. It was, according to at least one 
historian, the most dangerous war scare since the end of the Napoleonic 
wars.  1   Its indirect effects included an upsurge in nationalism known as 
the Rhine Crisis that was a landmark in Franco–German hostility and in 
the movement towards German unifi cation. Perhaps most importantly, 
however, it was a key step in the return of frontline European involve-
ment in the Middle East after centuries of disengagement. The occasion 
for joint Austro-British landings on the Syrian coast in 1840, it was the 
fi rst instance of coordinated Middle Eastern intervention by the European 
powers in the modern era.  2   Closely followed by another confl ict in the 
shape of the Crimean War and, later in the century, by creeping colonisa-
tion, it was moreover a return that would prove durable. 

 At the heart of the crisis was a bid for independence by Mehemet Ali, 
Pasha of Egypt and master of such other Ottoman lands as Syria and the 
Hejaz. In 1839, when this bid was resisted and the Sultan attempted, and 
failed, to wrest back Syria militarily, the European great powers took mat-
ters into their own hands. While the French supported the Pasha, though, 
the other four powers—Austria, Britain, Prussia, and Russia—favoured 
curbing the Egyptian rebel in the interest of Ottoman integrity. The dip-
lomatic bargaining dragged on inconclusively for a year. Finally, though, 
the four powers agreed against French wishes to commission an armed 
intervention on the ground, leading not only to the curbing of Mehemet 
Ali but to the generalised war scare of 1840–1. 

 This story has so far only been told in the conventional terms of stra-
tegic state interest. Diplomatic surveys segregate the Eastern Crisis from 
its political and ideological context and paint it purely as a matter of 
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 geography and great-power competition. ‘The heart of the problem was 
the Straits’, writes Charles Webster, the author of the great Palmerstonian 
foreign-policy epic dealing with the 1830s.  3   That Lord Palmerston, the 
British foreign secretary at the time of the Eastern Crisis, had for the bet-
ter part of the decade been acting in support of Liberal regimes in Europe, 
such as in the Iberian peninsula or Belgium, is judged irrelevant to his 
Ottoman policy. Nineteenth-century international history in general tends 
to be primarily interested in tactics or even point-scoring among leading 
statesmen and diplomats. How confl icts were negotiated in chancelleries 
and embassies, and who outwitted or outmanoeuvred whom tends to take 
priority, as an object of concern, over the roots of the confl ict under the 
lens, and this has especially been the case of the clash of 1839–41.  4   Yet 
on what grounds the great powers chose to make their fi rst, modern-era 
collective intervention in a Middle Eastern confl ict surely is of prime his-
torical concern. 

 Paul Schroeder distinguishes, in the period, the emergence of a new 
international system in Europe through the prioritisation of continen-
tal stability.  5   This contains the likelihood, already, of the elevation by 
the powers of European over local concerns in Middle Eastern affairs. 
As others have furthermore noted, ‘the [European] continent was now 
split into two ideologically divided camps’.  6   In the congress years after 
1815 and especially in the 1830s, Europe had increasingly become riven 
by the tug-of-war between Liberalism and Reaction—Liberalism being 
understood here in the contemporary sense, emphasising the Rights of 
Man, civic equality, freedom of the press, secularism, and representative 
government—with impact on most if not all of the foreign policy confl icts 
and interventions involving the great powers on their home continent.  7   In 
the 1830s, indeed, a new Quadruple Alliance (Britain, France, Portugal, 
Spain) formally faced a Conservative pact reconstituted at Münchengratz 
(Austria, Prussia, Russia). The European powers, and within each state 
their domestic opinions, were fundamentally divided. Is it conceivable that 
this would neither have affected the outlook nor infl uenced the decisions 
of the statesmen who determined the course of the Eastern Crisis? 

 Nor should a broader climate be ignored of renewed interest in and 
excitement about the Orient. Beyond the prevailing political confi gura-
tion, the crisis can be traced to improving routes from Europe into the 
Middle East, in particular thanks to the fi rst steamships. It took place after 
two decades in which trade and news had been crossing the Mediterranean 
at an increasing pace, and in which visitors had been enjoying ever easier 
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physical access to the region, a phenomenon brought home to the public 
by a blossoming English, French, and German travel literature. Perhaps 
crucially, and not wholly coincidentally, the Orient had captured European 
and especially Romantic imaginations anew. This was the era of Goethe’s 
 East–West Divan  (1827), of Victor Hugo’s  Les Orientales  (1829), of 
Pushkin’s  Fountain of Bakhchisaray  (1824). In painting, Orientalism 
was taking its fi rst steps. In countless fashionable written and painted 
works, the European public was rediscovering the mystery, the frisson of 
Western Christendom’s old alter ego. In the academic fi eld, many of the 
Mediterranean and Asia’s ancient and sacral languages were being trans-
lated and their classical works popularised in what the cultural historian 
Raymond Schwab famously termed an Oriental Renaissance.  8   The Orient, 
the Middle East were once again being made available to a European pub-
lic for which representations of them and attention to them had long been 
only occasional and sparse. The region was being brought closer and had 
become important again in European eyes, making it more likely to rise 
also on the priority lists of chancelleries. 

 Furnished with an increasing yet still limited fl ow of information 
about a region none of them had ever visited, the main European 
decision- makers were sure to absorb some of the tropes of this new-
found vogue. At the very least, they were at risk of adopting the often 
overblown expectations it fostered. In the pithy words of an ageing 
Lord Melbourne, a European dispute about the Middle East was only 
likely to ‘infl ame imaginations wonderfully’.  9   The Orient, to the con-
tenders of the Eastern Crisis, existed indeed foremost as object of fan-
tasy, as a space unencumbered by prosaic European realities, ready to 
fi re ever-bolder conceptions of state interest. It is a commonplace of 
the literature on Orientalism that European meddling in Asia found its 
grounding in academic and artistic productions on the Orient and the 
civilising discourse that emerged from them. One need not slavishly 
cling to the model expounded thirty-fi ve years ago by Edward Saïd, in 
which Orientalist literature acted as a basis for domination and a prelude 
to colonisation.  10   It is noteworthy, indeed, that in 1839–41 France on 
one side and Britain on the other supported an independent Egypt and 
a viable Ottoman Empire, not colonial conquests as the Saïdian model 
at its most basic expression would lead to expect.  11   Yet surely these 
discourses and the productions on which they drew were well placed to 
inform and be found of relevance by the statesmen who engaged their 
respective countries in the Turco–Egyptian confl ict. 
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 The traditional view by which nineteenth-century great-power relations 
centred around the defence of sets of hard interests is meanwhile condi-
tioned by the material on which the histories that expound it have relied. 
Whether on the topic of the Eastern Question, as it became labelled, or on 
the changing map of Europe itself, this material has chiefl y consisted of the 
consular correspondence plus the occasional political memoir. But reliance 
on consular archives carries its own set of fundamental yet often unexam-
ined assumptions. To produce detailed and well-documented accounts of 
the blow-by-blow of diplomatic sparring that characterises international 
affairs is a worthy endeavour in itself. When accounting for the broader 
diplomatic stakes, however, a narrow focus on consular data creates a dou-
ble problem. First, consular archives are typically voluminous and well 
preserved, creating an impression of comprehensiveness, a self-suffi ciency 
that encourages the relative neglect of context. Second, and crucially, the 
consular correspondence was by nature and of necessity preoccupied with 
means, with process, and with bargaining far more than with objectives, 
let alone motives. 

 Historians basing themselves solely on these archives tend to assume 
that policy is led by interests which, because they are scarcely ever or 
only tangentially defi ned in the correspondence, they suppose must be 
commercial, strategic, or colonial. Alan Sked, though his book on the 
contemporary international system leaves scope elsewhere to national 
contexts and prevailing ideologies, writes of the crisis, ‘The truth was, 
rather, that British and French interests clashed. […] French support of 
Mehemet Ali’s Egypt appeared to threaten British trade in the Levant 
and the Arabian Gulf.’  12   But did French commercial interests in Egypt 
justify threatening war with the combined other four powers? France’s 
trade with Egypt was actually negligible, estimated at FRF8.5 million 
by Vernon Puryear compared to a supplementary naval budget for the 
Mediterranean alone of FRF10 million for 1839.  13   According to a con-
temporary observer, France was only Egypt’s fi fth trading partner, behind 
the Ottoman Empire, Austria, Britain, and Tuscany, contributing a mere 
6% of Egyptian imports.  14   An offi cial report had trade with the Levant as 
a whole as representing 2% of total French foreign trade.  15   This is not to 
deny that a prospective Egyptian or Levantine trade that was sometimes 
envisioned as of vast potential may not have exercised French minds—but 
this was, as will be seen, tied to specifi c assumptions about the Egyptian 
regime and its qualities that formed the background to French policy in 
the crisis. 
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 Another common assumption is that France’s engagement on the side 
of Egypt formed part of a colonial grand plan, some scheme beginning in 
Algiers and covering ‘the whole African coast’, in an often-quoted quip 
from Palmerston to François Guizot.  16   No doubt a desire for infl uence in 
Egypt and Algerian colonisation both rhymed with the abstract notion 
of the Mediterranean as a place of power for France—if one can discount 
the objections that the nascent Algerian colony was in the throes, as the 
Eastern Crisis opened, of a major revolt, and that an independent Egypt 
under an all-conquering Pasha was not the same thing as a French domin-
ion. Yet the problem is that the Palmerstonian quip came from a British, 
not a French statesman, and that such words were rarely, if ever, found in 
French mouths, whether in parliamentary pronouncements, press state-
ments, or diplomatic missives. 

 Neither should one jump to the conclusion, conversely, that Britain’s 
opting for the Ottomans against the Pasha was all about the route to 
India. Britain’s supposed own grand designs for Asia were hardly ever 
spelt out, at least in this period, quite apart from the question as to how 
defendable they may have been domestically. Nor, in the few instances 
when it arose as a topic whether in or outside offi cial records, should the 
defence of the route to India be supposed to have been grounded in any 
precise military or commercial calculation. As Edward Ingram, the great 
advocate of the historical importance of great-power strategic competition 
in Asia himself came to write, ‘Conolly’s Great Game was a dream, one of 
the many dreamt by Englishmen in the 1830s and 1840s, of the Middle 
East transformed, partly by the superior and more humanitarian values 
built into British goods.’  17   

 Interests, to matter, have fi rst to be defi ned as such by diplomatists. 
The question is how policymakers came to construe national interests, and 
to what extent these were determined by public pressures or through the 
osmosis of publicly held expectations and beliefs. Palmerston and Adolphe 
Thiers, the French prime minister for the key part of the crisis, were both 
elected politicians. Palmerston may have been a viscount, but he sat in the 
Commons, fought almost every one of his elections to parliament, and 
was defeated several times, including in Cambridge in 1831 and South 
Hampshire in 1835.  18   Thiers stood at the head of a brittle coalition that 
owed its position to an ability to fend off anti-monarchical agitation in 
an unruly country. Even people such as Prince Metternich and Heinrich 
von Werther, the Prussian foreign minister, must be considered political 
men: Metternich as the self-appointed opponent of Liberalism in Europe 
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and Werther as the adviser to a new king, Frederick William IV, who faced 
persistent, popular constitutional demands. Politicians are the creatures of 
opinion. In formulating policy, decision-makers are likely, fi rst, to refl ect 
the assumptions, the biases, and the aspirations prevailing in their social 
or national environment. Second, they are prone to cultivate popular 
prejudices for outright political gain. Sometimes it is diffi cult to tell the 
 difference between the two, and the actors may not have known it pre-
cisely themselves. 

 Nineteenth-century diplomacy, the Eastern Crisis shows, was further-
more far from the essentially closed-door, aristocratic exercise it is some-
times supposed to be. A large number of diplomatic missives were leaked 
into the public space, by design or by theft. In Britain and in France, poli-
cies had to be defended in parliament, sometimes in stormy circumstances. 
They were the object of unrelenting press scrutiny. Major international 
clashes such as the crisis attracted fl urries of pamphlets and periodical 
opinion pieces, mediums of which the statesmen involved occasionally 
availed themselves. Even in Germany—Prussia, the German principali-
ties, and Austria—where censorship blunted the voice of opinion, political 
messages could pass to violent effect via the superfi cially innocuous forms 
of poetry and song. 

 Admittedly, if opinion mattered, the press should not blithely be sub-
stituted for it or be assumed to have been a perfect refl exion of it. Indeed, 
understanding how the contemporary press functioned is just as impor-
tant as appreciating the limits of the consular correspondence. The major 
national dailies, though fast-growing in reach, only enjoyed limited print 
runs.  The Times , probably the most widely circulating, led in Britain 
a pack of seven stamped dailies with a total run of perhaps 50,000  in 
1840.  19   In France, the two leading newspapers, the  Constitutionnel  and 
the  Journal des Débats  averaged between 15,000 and 20,000 copies each 
in the 1830s, and in Germany the  Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung  likely 
stood around the 10,000 level.  20   Contemporary newspapers typically 
comprised only four, sometimes six or eight pages. After international 
and domestic political news followed local items and some advertising 
on the back page, plus sometimes a literary or historical feuilleton run-
ning along the broadsheet’s bottom. Few newspapers had any foreign 
correspondents, and when they did, these were literally residents writ-
ing from the countries concerned. For this reason, news was often bor-
rowed from other newspapers according to where it arrived fi rst. Thus 
the conservative  Standard  or the evangelical  Record  might repeat what 
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it found in, say, the  crypto- republican  Le National , something akin to 
the modern-day conservative  Sun   quoting from the Marxist  Libération . 
At the same time, against small print runs must be set the limited size 
of the respective political nations. In Britain, the voting public rose to 
around 800,000 after the 1832 Reform Act, but because many bor-
oughs remained effectively closed, in practice it was smaller. In France, it 
was barely over 1% of the male population. Newspapers were moreover 
passed around or read in cafés and public places, and readership probably 
exceeded print runs by a fair multiple, the  Allgemeine Zeitung ’s having 
for example been estimated at fi ve times its print run.  21   Most impor-
tantly, western Europe generally remained a region of notables, where a 
narrow group of moneyed and intellectual fi gures shaped and exercised a 
prevailing infl uence over broader opinion, so that what the few read and 
wrote mattered more than what the disenfranchised many may or may 
not have thought.  22   

 In Britain and France, the dailies contained editorials. There were gov-
ernmental and opposition newspapers, and indeed a broad array of press 
organs running along the full ideological spectrum. Because the main 
newspapers’ allegiances are known, their treatment of the crisis and its 
main protagonists can be parsed for political alignment. In Germany, press 
censorship did not allow for such indecent chest-baring. Yet what was 
allowed to fi lter through the censorship is in itself instructive and revela-
tory of offi cial thinking—which, in this instance, is what one is ultimately 
after. Prussia and Austria moreover each had their offi cial newspaper, the 
 Allgemeine Preußische Staatszeitung  and the  Österreichischer Beobachter , 
and so did Russia with the  Journal de Saint-Pétersbourg . Opinions could 
meanwhile be gathered from the German newspapers from the slant of 
their picked correspondents and from the letters they published, especially 
from elsewhere in Germany. 

 The contemporary press is most revealing, however, in that it chimed 
with a wider set of materials. Indeed, if Amable Brugière de Barante, the 
French ambassador to St Petersburg, was able to write of Russia, where 
state control over public life was absolutely stifl ing and the public sphere 
remained embryonic, ‘Finally, there is Russian public opinion, which has 
no means of expressing itself, and no direct infl uence, but is, neverthe-
less, the medium through which government exists, and the atmosphere it 
breathes’, surely this applied all the more to the western European states 
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where a lively public debate actually took place.  23   A rich collection of 
clues to that contemporary atmosphere is available in the form of printed 
and representational sources. Beyond the daily press, the scene is painted 
by a host of pamphlets and articles of analysis published in weeklies and 
monthlies. To these may be added, for the perspectives they betray of 
Egypt and Turkey, histories and geographies pertaining to the Middle 
East, the bulletins of various charitable and governmental societies, aca-
demic publications, and the fast-growing travel literature. As a gauge of 
the political pressures placed on the main actors, there are also the records 
of parliamentary debates. Then there are such sources as poetry, especially 
in Germany, and indeed art and representational materials. Taken together 
with the daily press and confronted with memoirs and archival materials, 
these documents help reconstitute with far greater clarity the assumptions 
from which statesmen were working and the various strands of opinion 
they were compelled to take into account in formulating their policies. 

 In September 1840, an Austro-British naval force bombarded Beirut 
and landed contingents of marines at Juniyah beach, outside the Lebanese 
town, disembarking with them a larger corps of Turkish troops. After a 
land battle against the intercepting army and after naval bombardments 
at Haifa, Tyre, Sidon, and especially Acre that were among the heavi-
est the world had yet seen, the Egyptians were defeated, their broken 
army condemned to melt away into the desert sands on its way home. By 
January 1841, when hostilities ceased, infl ated estimates of the Pasha’s 
military strength had been exposed for what they were. This story is told 
in Letitia Ufford’s  The Pasha :  how Mehemet Ali defi ed the West .  24   While it 
sometimes takes the Pasha for hero, the book is a reminder that, as far as 
everyday lives and the actual redrawing of maps were concerned, the crisis 
had the deepest impact in the Middle East. The military operations articu-
lated with a Syrian revolt, and the great-power intervention affected fi rst 
and foremost local people’s destinies, whether the Lebanese mountaineers 
who dealt with years of ensuing communal strife or the forced Egyptian 
conscripts who were killed and maimed in combat. 

 Neither must one forget, nevertheless, that the prize for which 
the Pasha and the Sultan contended and over which the great pow-
ers arbitrated was Syria, which then included Palestine and therefore 
the Holy Land. It would have been surprising if this had not gener-
ated considerable attention and excitement in Europe. From a religious 
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 perspective, the crisis resonated well beyond the region. It concerned 
the Middle East, after all, a region no less the object of fervent position-
taking than it is today, or rather which was again about to become so. 
The religious edges to the crisis were moreover sharpened by the 
Damascus Affair, a blood-libel scandal that arose in 1840 and in which 
the consuls of the various powers became embroiled.  25   Palestine as prize 
had thus not only implications for Christianity, it also concerned and 
mobilised the Jews.  26   

 The Holy Land itself had been, in the 1820s and 1830s, the object 
of a booming religious literature involving books, tracts, and sermons. 
In Britain and in Prussia, the evangelical Protestants and their charita-
ble organisations interested in Palestine even published their own peri-
odicals. The joint British and Prussian churches founded a common 
bishopric in Jerusalem at the tail end of the crisis, in 1841. Meanwhile 
Britain had opened the fi rst European consulate in Jerusalem, in 1838, 
and the other powers would follow in the 1840s. The actions of the 
main decision makers were certain to fi nd an echo among their domes-
tic constituencies, and indeed with international opinion, along reli-
gious as well as ideological lines. Initiatives with regard to the Holy 
Land, and position-taking in the struggle over Syria itself, had the 
potential to rally the various Christian confessions of Europe, and they 
offered tools which at least some of the protagonists were prepared 
to deploy in 1839–41. The Eastern Crisis indeed emerges as a key 
moment of renewed European involvement in Palestine, arguably the 
most meaningful since the crusades, and an involvement that has never 
ceased since. 

 This book explicitly breaks with what Alan Palmer has apologeti-
cally called the ‘chaps and maps’ tradition of history writing.  27   It frees 
the Eastern Crisis of 1839–41 from the cultural vacuum in which it has 
hitherto been assumed to operate. Indeed, it is equally interested in the 
mental maps that statesmen carry with them as in the actual map—two 
things which, as the international historian Zara Steiner has pointed out, 
sometimes differ.  28   Akira Iriye, in his landmark 1979 article on culture, 
power, and international relations, called for integrating domestic culture 
into the history of international affairs.  29   Thirty years into the cultural 
turn, David Reynolds has rightly warned that ‘we still need close atten-
tion to the diplomatic documents that help us construct narratives of how 
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[…] culturally shaped actors made and implemented policy.’  30   An account 
focusing on motivations and their underlying conceits need not clash 
with histories giving primacy to diplomatic bargaining. On the contrary, 
both form equally valid and potentially complementary narratives, and the 
Eastern Crisis should be seen as having various dimensions and meanings 
simultaneously. Without ignoring policy articulation, this book thus seeks 
to tie the Eastern Crisis to the host of cultural, ideological, and religious 
impulses that shaped it and interacted with it. 

 The historical signifi cance of the Eastern Crisis, this book argues, 
lies in the ideological stakes the great-power participants vested in 
their actions. For the fi rst time in the modern era, but certainly not 
for the last, the idea that applying European models to the Middle 
East would lead to its improvement, indeed to its rebirth, gave rise 
to intervention by force. The various powers differed in their models, 
however, leading to incompatible diplomatic lines and to confronta-
tion. An account of the turning point that was the crisis cannot revolve 
around chancellery moves alone: domestic politics and parliamentary 
and popular pressures constrained and even drove policymaker initia-
tives. Contemporary perceptions of Mehemet Ali and his regime and of 
the Ottoman Empire and its reforming efforts, as well as the differing 
levels of engagement of the powers, especially Britain and France, in 
fostering, publicising, and/or assuming the credit for such efforts were 
key to chancellery decisions to back one and not the other. The ideo-
logical lines that split Europe, the irreconcilable antagonism between 
Liberals and Conservatives, were foremost in informing the policies of 
France and its opposite, the Holy Alliance of the northern courts, with 
post-reform, Whig government an ambivalent third party. Religion, 
fi nally, heightened public attention and interest, further raising the 
stakes. It both imparted fresh momentum to the crisis, especially to 
the four powers united against France, and set important milestones 
for future European encroachment upon the region. As the European 
powers made their modern-era return to the Middle East, they were 
infused with a zeal and a sense of mission that promised to make of 
their decision to intervene in what had begun as an internal problem of 
the Ottoman Empire a landmark event. 
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    CHAPTER 2   

          The crisis of 1839–41 had seen a trial run with the war of 1831–3, in which 
Mehemet Ali had acquired Syria and the district of Adana, on the Taurus 
mountains, from Turkey. Though the Pasha was nominally the Sultan’s 
appointee and he owed fi scal contributions to the Porte, Egypt enjoyed 
practical autonomy, and it was prepared to pursue aggrandisement at the 
cost of its suzerain. The Pasha, taking civil disorders for pretext, invaded 
Syria in 1831, provoking a military response from Constantinople which 
he in turn defeated at the Battle of Koniah, in Anatolia, the next year. The 
Sultan then invited a Russian force to the defence of his capital, an inter-
vention that was cemented by the Russo–Turkish mutual defence treaty 
of Unkiar-Skelessi of 1833. A Turco–Egyptian armistice, meanwhile, had 
been agreed under the peace of Kutiah. 

 Several years passed during which the whole region was rent by the 
plague, and the two antagonists rebuilt their forces, but by 1838 Mehemet 
Ali stood on the verge of declaring himself independent and only the stern-
est great-power warnings could dissuade him from doing so. Hostilities 
resumed in 1839, and on 23 June the Turkish army met the forces of 
Mehemet Ali’s son Ibrahim, at Nezib by the Euphrates, only to be routed 
again. Further Egyptian gains followed, fortuitously, with the death of 
Sultan Mahmud and the subsequent defection of the Turkish fl eet, which 
left the Straits to sail to Alexandria. 

 The powers then intervened, and on 27 July 1839 the ambassadors of 
the fi ve powers presented a joint note in Constantinople informing the 
Sultan of their decision to mediate, or rather impose, a solution. As events 
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on the ground stood still, talks began in London, and the question 
became whether to leave Syria or a portion of it in Mehemet Ali’s hands. 
Important compromise proposals to the French, at the initiative of the 
Austrian and Prussian courts, punctuated this bargaining without being 
accepted. Finally, the other four powers moved to sidestep the French 
position and sign, on 15 July 1840, a separate agreement known as the 
Convention of London. The document made for two successive ten-day 
ultimatums to the Pasha: the fi rst to submit and retain south Syria for life 
and Egypt hereditarily, the second to retain only Egypt, also in heredity. 
The news of the Convention of London triggered a furore in France, 
extensive armament measures, and the ensuing European war scare, 
including the German counter-reaction known as the Rhine Crisis. It also 
involved, in late 1840, armed intervention in Syria with Austro-British 
landings, the defeat of the Pasha’s armies, and the Egyptian evacuation 
of the Levant. International tensions only petered out slowly until formal 
closure was reached with the Sultan’s investiture of Mehemet Ali in the 
hereditary possession of Egypt, in June 1841, and the signature of the 
‘Straits’ convention of 13 July 1841. 

   THE 1833 PRELUDE 
 The crisis of 1839–41 had its roots in its 1831–3 prelude, as had position- 
taking by the European great powers on the question. At the end of 1831, 
Mehemet Ali, for whom this was not the fi rst piece of empire-building at 
his suzerain’s cost, had picked a quarrel with one of the pashas of Syria 
and launched an army into the country. Both local forces and reinforce-
ments sent from Constantinople were defeated in a series of battles. The 
Egyptians took the town and fortress of Acre after a six-month siege, and 
by the summer of 1832 they were masters of Jerusalem, Damascus, and 
Aleppo and had pushed into the Anatolian district of Adana, north of Syria. 
The Sultan organised yet another counter-attack, but it was repelled at the 
Battle of Koniah in December 1832. This evoked fears in some European 
courts that the Egyptians might march on Constantinople, and two mis-
sions, one Austro-Russian and one French, interceded with Mehemet Ali 
in favour of a ceasefi re. The Egyptians were not prepared to take the con-
siderable risks of an attack on the Ottoman capital. They advanced as far as 
Kutiah, in Anatolia, and opened negotiations. In May 1833, a convention 
was agreed between Pasha and Sultan: the Convention of Kutiah, which 
confi rmed Mehemet Ali in the possession of the Syrian provinces. 
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 Among the European powers, the most eager to intervene in this phase 
proved to be Russia, which sent a fl eet to the Sultan’s help in February 
1833. Russian support for the Ottomans against Egypt became enshrined, 
in the confl ict’s aftermath, in the Unkiar-Skelessi treaty of July 1833. This, 
in classical accounts, is supposed in turn to have shaken diplomats in Paris 
and London because it created a Russian hold over the Turkish Straits. Yet 
it is important to note that, as the documents reveal, the Russian descent 
on the Straits was an earnestly Conservative move. The Unkiar-Skelessi 
treaty placed all the burden on Russia—Russian troops were to come to 
the defence of Constantinople if necessary, but all the Turks were required 
to do was to close the Straits to enemy warships, something they were 
likely to do anyway in most confi gurations. That the Tsar’s intervention 
was not merely opportunistic, and that he genuinely wished to preserve 
the Ottoman Empire from Egyptian encroachments, was already shown 
by his withdrawal of his Egyptian consul in mid-1832, well before the 
march of Ibrahim into Anatolia.  1   In November of the same year, the 
Russian foreign minister Karl von Nesselrode wrote to Palmerston to pro-
pose that Britain provide the Turks with naval support against Egypt: ‘Our 
interests are the same. We both want the conservation of the Ottoman 
Empire as representing the political combination that best enables us to 
ensure the Orient remains quiet.’  2   Indeed, at the time of the peace of 
Adrianople already, in 1829, the highest instances in St Petersburg had 
already decided that Turkish preservation was of strategic Russian interest. 
The Tsar had called a Special Committee on the Affairs of Turkey, whose 
members included the Chairman of the State Council Victor Kochubei, 
the Minister of War Alexander Chernyshev, and Nesselrode himself, to 
deliberate as to Turkey’s future under various scenarios, and the conclu-
sions were that Russia should make maximum efforts for the Ottoman 
Empire to remain standing, and on no account annex any Turkish terri-
tory in Europe without consultation with the great powers.  3   

 That the Straits were important to Russia scarcely needs to be empha-
sised. The Turkish Straits were and are close geographically to Russia itself, 
and they were an important point of passage militarily both offensively—in 
any intervention in southern Europe—and defensively. They were also of 
relevance to the small but growing export trade from Odessa.  4   Preventing 
another power from controlling them would become a long-standing 
Russian goal. From the Russian point of view, however, a pure power 
policy aimed at controlling the Straits or indeed at an advance into south-
western Asia arguably made equal sense in cooperation with Mehemet Ali. 
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An Ottoman partition that would have given, with the Pasha’s help, 
Constantinople to the Tsar was probably to be excluded because it would 
have united the European powers against it. But even ruling out this sce-
nario, a weak Turkey surely favoured, through Ottoman dependence and 
a lessened capacity to resist, Russian dominance on the Bosphorus. With 
Russian support, diplomatic or military, the road to Baghdad was more-
over potentially open to Mehemet Ali and this would have created, in 
turn, a joint Russo–Egyptian front on the Persian fl ank. From there, it was 
not far to the khanates in the south of Siberia and further Asian inroads. As 
the Russian plenipotentiary Ernst von Brünnow would later write,  

 Had Russia subordinated equity, public right, and propriety to the sole law 
of its private interest, as England does always and everywhere, and had its 
interest been to weaken the Ottoman Empire in order to take it over when 
the hour came, as England ascribes the intention to it, is it not obvious that 
in 1840 it would have weighed into the scales on the side of Mehemet Ali?   5   

 The treaty of Unkiar-Skelessi, though, for all its appearance of turning 
Turkey into a Russian protectorate, actually insured it against Mehemet 
Ali’s encroachments and participated in a policy to preserve it whole. 

 The treaty furthermore had for adjunct the almost contemporary 
Convention of Münchengratz between Austria and Russia, a blatantly 
Conservative pact. Münchengratz consisted of two parts, of which the fi rst 
was a solemn engagement for the conservation of the Ottoman Empire 
(the second part concerned Poland). As the preamble read: 

 H.M. the Emperor of Austria and H.M. the Emperor of all the Russias, 
considering that their intimate union, during the latest events in Egypt, has 
powerfully contributed to preserve the Ottoman Empire from the dangers 
that threatened it […] have resolved to adopt this same principle of union as 
a fundamental rule in their future conduct in Oriental affairs.   6    

 There were only two articles, both committing the parties not to recognise 
a new dynasty on the Sultan’s throne. Dated September 1833, it was fol-
lowed in October by a Berlin convention that was also ratifi ed by Prussia 
and that dealt with Europe’s political order generally. This was a revival of 
the Holy Alliance. The following year, a Quadruple Alliance was formed 
to join four Liberal states: Britain, France, Portugal, and Spain, in reaction 
to the Conservative pact. ‘But, what is of more permanent and extensive 
 importance, it establishes a quadruple alliance among the constitutional 
states of the west, which will serve as a powerful counterpoise to the Holy 
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Alliance of the east’, rejoiced Palmerston.  7   In 1833 already, the Ottoman 
confl ict with Egypt had become tied to the ideological division of Europe. 

 The British position in the Turco–Egyptian quarrel, and in particular 
Palmerston’s, likewise fi rst became fi xed in 1833 when it was decided to take 
the Turkish side. This was partly in response to the Russian  intervention 
and partly the result of more deeply seated concerns about the Ottoman 
Empire. As in the Russian case, this could partly be explained by tactical 
considerations and yet could partly be shown to brush them aside. 

 Palmerston wrote to his friend Edward Littleton in 1829, 

 I should not be sorry some day or other to see the Turk kicked out of 
Europe, and compelled to go and sit crossed-legged, smoke his pipe, chew 
his opium, and cut off heads on the Asiatic side of the Bosphorus. We want 
civilization, activity, trade and business in Europe, and your Mustaphas have 
no idea of any traffi c beyond rhubarb, fi gs, and red slippers.  8   

 By the end of the 1830s, Palmerston would have become Turkey’s dogged 
advocate, but as the decade dawned, the country attracted as yet little sym-
pathy in British political circles. The British cabinet and the Canningite 
parliamentary faction, of which Palmerston was a leading member, had 
long supported the Greeks in their independence struggle. If some neigh-
bouring Conservatives, among them Metternich, considered Greek inde-
pendence a dangerous fi rst chip off the block of Ottoman integrity, this had 
made little impression on British policy. British commitment to Turkey is 
sometimes dated from the Ochakov crisis of 1791. Yet beside overlooking 
the Anglo–Turkish war of 1807–9 and the Greek independence struggle, 
this ignores continuing British indifference during the Russo–Turkish war 
of 1828–9. Palmerston at the time explained to parliament why he had not 
seen it fi t to support the Sultan: 

 It was also my opinion, that Austria should be made clearly to understand, 
that the days of subsidies are gone by; and that it should have been distinctly 
explained to Turkey, that the people of England would be little disposed to 
pay for the recovery of unpronounceable fortresses on the Danube, after 
they had been lost by the obstinate perverseness of Turkey.  9   

 The news of the Treaty of Unkiar-Skelessi, when it came, gave rise to anxiety 
in London just as it did in Paris. Earlier, a document supposed to have urged 
on the British foreign secretary the necessity of support for the Ottomans 
was a letter from Henry Ellis, a commissioner of the East India Company’s 
Board of Control, dated from January 1833.  10   This made the case, in the fi rst 
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intimation of a nascent Great Game, for the defence of Turkey as a buffer 
against Russian expansion towards India. One must be careful, though, not 
to take Ellis’s somewhat strident warnings too literally. Undeniably, concern 
over Russian intrusions in, and infl uence over, the Ottoman Empire was of 
relevance to the British resolution, in 1833, to become more mindful of 
Turkish integrity. At the same time, this does not make the Indian frontier 
a hard interest that needed to be pursued on the shores of the Black Sea. 
First, as Jon Parry writes, ‘once Russia became a threat to India, few strate-
gists thought that it would choose Mesopotamia and southern Persia, rather 
than central Asia, as a route of attack’.  11   Explicit references to the defence 
of India are moreover extremely rare, indeed almost non-existent, in the 
1832–3 correspondence between London and Constantinople, even after 
the news broke of Unkiar-Skelessi. Nor was everyone convinced that the 
prospect of a Russian lunge at the Himalaya was anything but the fruit of 
fevered paranoia. Talk of Russian intrigues could quickly sink into comedy, 
as when Gideon Colquhoun, the resident in Basra, testifi ed before a select 
committee on Steam Navigation to India, in July 1834:

     Was there any Russian agent there when you were in that country?  
  Not ostensibly certainly.  
  In what way was the Russian agent there?  
  I never knew there was any; I have heard there were spies there in the 

pay of Russia; I never knew this to be the fact; they were so much detested 
by the Turks that I do not think it would have been safe for any man to have 
appeared as the agent.  12      

   Based on the correspondence, Palmerston himself initially did not 
appear concerned at the Russian naval intervention. In May 1833, after a 
long silence during which a number of missives by John Mandeville inform-
ing him of Russian progress had been ignored, he fi nally wrote back to his 
freshly arrived ambassador at the Porte, Ponsonby: ‘Prince Lieven, in a 
recent conversation which I had with him, repeated in the most distinct and 
unqualifi ed manner the declaration which he had more than once made to 
me before by order of his Court, of the entire disinterestedness with which 
the Emperor has lent his aid to the Sultan.’  13   The temperature in the cor-
respondence only rose in the second half of 1833, after the news arrived of 
the treaties of Unkiar-Skelessi in August and Münchengratz in September. 

 Just as Russia might have found it in its interest to cooperate with the 
Pasha rather than the Sultan, meanwhile, Britain could well have found 
in support for Mehemet Ali a fruitful line of conduct. At the outset of 
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and potentially through the 1830s, Egypt rather than Turkey remained a 
 plausible candidate as British protégé. A formal or informal  protectorate 
might conceivably have been established over it whether alone or in coop-
eration with the French, had cross-Channel jealousies needed to be fi rst 
defused—and indeed this was just what Lord Holland proposed in 1833.  14   
Egypt was a potentially valuable trading partner. It produced  cotton and 
silk for the use of the British textile industry. According to one estimate, 
British exports to Egypt had grown, by the end of the 1830s and under 
Mehemet Ali’s rule, more than tenfold.  15   And while some historians 
have written that British industrialists feared competition from Egyptian 
manufacturing, this actually never involved more than a handful of steam 
engines, and Egyptian factories had by 1838 returned to animal power.  16   
British merchants were prepared to make the case for Egypt: Briggs & 
Co., whose general manager Samuel Briggs was briefl y consul-general in 
Cairo in the late 1820s, was ceaselessly to lobby Palmerston for a pro- 
Egyptian policy.  17   

 Of three Indian steam routes that had been considered in Britain (via the 
Cape, via the Euphrates, and via the Red Sea, the latter two involving land 
crossings), the ‘overland’ or Suez route was by 1839 the only one that func-
tioned. No one proposed driving any signifi cant amount of trade through 
either Egypt or Mesopotamia: until the Suez canal was built, in the 1860s, 
neither could handle the level of goods traffi c between India and the Far 
East and Britain. But Egypt provided the fastest and most economical way 
through for post and passengers. Two fi rms, Waghorn and Hill & Raven, 
competed on a route that took its passengers from Alexandria to Cairo via 
river and canal and by caravan or horse-carriage to Suez, and there were 
ambitious if as yet far-fetched railway schemes.  18   The competing Euphrates 
route, from the Syrian coast upriver on the Orontes and then down to the 
Persian Gulf by steamer, had meanwhile failed to come into existence: the 
Euphrates expedition of 1835–7, plagued by delays, breakdowns, and even 
deaths, had only ended in failure and disrepute.  19   

 Mehemet Ali, fi nally, exhibited every sign of being keen to cooperate 
with Britain. He encouraged Briggs & Co. in its efforts. He proffered 
explicit overtures to the returning governor of Bombay, John Malcolm, 
in 1831.  20   He heeded ambassadorial warnings and refrained from making 
military moves in either Arabia or Mesopotamia when British troops seized 
Aden in 1839.  21   He made a point of meeting with British dignitaries and 
envoys and providing them with the resources they required for their sur-
veys. And he would cultivate good relations with Britain after the crisis was 
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over and without bitterness, from 1841. As  The Morning Chronicle  wrote, 
‘Had England views of territorial aggrandizement or exclusive advantages 
on the Red Sea and Euphrates, it would win them far more easily from an 
Egyptian hereditary Pacha.’  22   

 The initial trigger for the British swing behind Turkey was actually 
a warning issued by the plenipotentiary Stratford Canning, fresh from 
the fi nal Greek negotiations in Constantinople, in December 1832. In a 
letter and memorandum to Palmerston, Canning argued that Ottoman 
integrity was a key British interest, and that it was at risk following the 
Greek war and now the confl ict with Egypt. The memorandum, inci-
dentally, tied British support to the encouragement of internal Turkish 
reform. Indeed, the existence of pencilled comments, in the margin, 
questioning Turkey’s merits as a state has given rise to a historiographi-
cal controversy as to Palmerston’s conversion. While it was assumed by 
such writers as Frederick Rodkey and Frank Bailey that the comments 
were by the foreign secretary himself, Mayir Vereté and J.B. Kelly have 
argued they are in the hand of Lord Holland.  23   Thus, for example, where 
the memorandum states, ‘[British] Infl uence would operate most pow-
erfully in promoting the progress of reform and civilization throughout 
Turkey’, the commentary in the margin objects: ‘We recovered Egypt 
once for Turkey. We acquired or supposed that we acquired infl uence 
on the Divan. What was the benefi cial result? Certainly no progress in 
civilization or Reform nor any such improvement of Turkish resources 
as we have contemplated.’  24   To the remark that Mehemet Ali only holds 
Syria by force, the second hand asks tartly: ‘What other [right] has the 
Sultan?’  25   And to the proposition that the disruptions of war between 
Pasha and Sultan are inimical to European interests, it replies, ‘Is it quite 
clear that war on an extensive scale in an empire which at all times & 
during what is called peace is the theatre of perpetual turbulence and 
petty disturbances is really so injurious to its commerce & improvement 
as this paragraph supposes?’  26   That Palmerston had by then bought into 
the possibility of Turkish reconstruction seems confi rmed by a letter to 
Earl Granville dated November 1832, presumably settling the debate: 
‘The Turk is a better reformer than the Egyptian, because the fi rst 
reforms from principle and conviction, or from political motives, the 
second merely from mercantile calculation’, he wrote.  27   Interest in the 
health and merits of the Ottoman Empire as a political body acted as an 
equal factor, alongside fear or jealousy of Russia, in convincing the Whig 
policymakers to become at last supporters of Turkey. 
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 French diplomacy, incidentally, remained oblivious to this turnaround. 
Albin Roussin in Constantinople and Jean-François Mimaut in Alexandria 
cooperated closely with their British counterparts, Lord Ponsonby and 
Patrick Campbell, throughout 1833. The French, during this episode, 
were indeed faced with easier dilemmas. In spite of their early backing 
of Mehemet Ali, they yet managed to run with the hare and hunt with 
the hounds with the mediated peace of Kutiah, which secured both the 
withdrawal of the Russian forces sent to Turkey’s help and the mainte-
nance of the Pasha’s signifi cant gains on the ground. The Pasha already 
enjoyed a good reputation both as a friend of France and as a ruler in his 
own right, but the French public remained in this period more preoc-
cupied with events closer to home, notably in Belgium. The events of 
1833 illustrate the importance French diplomacy attributed to the pres-
ervation of Constantinople from the Russian clutch: a special mission to 
the region, led by Charles-Edmond de Boislecomte, had as its fi rst aim to 
convince the Egyptians to halt their advance, in part for fear it was deliv-
ering Constantinople into Russian hands. At the same time, the mission 
papers already revealed another prime concern: that Egypt be not aban-
doned by France. One alternative to a Russian intervention in defence 
of Constantinople was a joint European naval action against Egypt: the 
Boislecomte papers ruled out on principle French participation in any such 
action.  28   

 The European powers began elaborating their respective policies on the 
Turco–Egyptian confl ict during the 1831–3 episode—Austria and Prussia 
having effectively lined up behind Russia with the treaties of Münchengratz 
and Berlin. Superfi cially this reacted to events and followed the tactics of 
the diplomatic game. The key move in this game, however, the Russian 
decision to intervene militarily on the Ottoman side, was born of the pri-
oritisation of political stability in Europe and Conservative considerations. 
The French and the British responses, moreover, already mixed concerns 
for the welfare and vitality of their new wards with their reactive refl exes.  

   THE EUROPEAN CONCERT 
 By the time the crisis erupted again in 1839, great-power positions had 
hardened, though this was not immediately obvious, to the point of 
immovability. Sultan Mahmoud had never reconciled himself to the loss 
of his Syrian provinces, and Mehemet Ali welcomed, for his part, hos-
tilities out of the hope that they would help make his realm hereditary 
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and effectively independent. In April, the Ottomans sent another army 
down the Euphrates in the hope of dislodging the Egyptians. Again, 
though, Ibrahim had the upper hand, routing this army at the Battle of 
Nezib in June. This disaster was compounded by the death of Mahmud 
in the next month and the mysterious fl ight of the Turkish fl eet from 
the Dardanelles and its defection to Egypt. Once more, the great pow-
ers intervened, though this time it was with the intention of imposing 
a defi nitive  solution. At the initiative of Metternich, the ambassadors in 
Constantinople presented to the Porte, on 27 July, a joint note placing the 
issue in the hands of the fi ve powers acting in concert, in a step presently 
endorsed by their home chancelleries. 

 The problem, though, was that expectations differed as to what the 
European concert was supposed to achieve, especially between France and 
the other four signatories. Throughout the ensuing negotiations, centred 
in London, French demands on behalf of Egypt remained well in excess 
of what the other powers were prepared to grant. Nicolas Soult—premier 
and foreign minister until February 1840 when he was replaced by Adolphe 
Thiers—turned down, in the autumn of 1839, a proposal to grant the Pasha 
hereditary Egypt and south Syria except for Acre. Instead, Soult bargained 
for the whole of Syria to go to Mehemet Ali. France had acceded to the col-
lective note of 27 July establishing the principle of the European concert. Yet 
the premier was already regretting the move: it prevented a repeat successful 
French mediation in the style of 1833, which was what the press expected.  29   
Caught between public expectations and the strictures of the Note, Soult 
looked for a behind-the-scenes arrangement between Sultan and Pasha. 
The misstep that was the 27 July note required reparatory action, however, 
and the French ambassador in Constantinople, admiral Roussin, was soon 
recalled and put in the position of being made a scapegoat.  30   ‘The last mail 
has informed us of the French press’s unbelievable release of abuse against 
the fi ve-power act. Such licentiousness only inspires me with a profound 
contempt, and it is not before the press that I feel compelled to account 
for having taken part in the initiative’, complained Roussin four days before 
acknowledging his recall.  31   Roussin had come in for a personal scolding in 
 La Presse  one month earlier.  32    Le Constitutionnel  had denounced the ‘anti-
Egyptian tendency of the mediating powers’.  33   The pack of the Paris newspa-
pers had throughout August and September been disseminating rumours of 
a direct, Turco–Egyptian arrangement and complaining of European med-
dling against the prevailing status quo—by which Mehemet Ali remained in 
possession of Syria and Adana—and the interests of the Pasha.  34   
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 French policy remained indeed in far better tune with the Paris 
 newspapers than with the powers. In a bizarre but revealing twist, Roussin’s 
position as ambassador had been made untenable by a piece published in 
the  Journal des Débats  having alleged, in a highly pro-Egyptian corre-
spondent’s letter, that a French steamboat had carried the submission of 
the Turkish admiral, or  capitan-pasha , to Mehemet Ali, the piece itself 
having caused consternation at the Porte.  35   And what remained secret, 
or at the stage of another rumour, was that the French had knowingly 
let the defecting fl eet out of the Dardanelles and abstained from alerting 
anyone, as makes clear the account of an interview between the French 
admiral Julien Lalande, the  capitan-pasha , and the Turkish admiral’s sec-
ond, Osman Pasha.  36   

 ‘Meanwhile, public opinion was pushing us more and more in a direc-
tion where decisiveness was required and risks needed to be run. The 
Egyptian pasha had won among us the popularity that follows victory 
and good fortune’, would refl ect the minister of the interior Charles de 
Rémusat.  37   French backing for Mehemet Ali against the Sultan was, just 
like the British or the Russian position, anything but foreordained, and it 
is diffi cult to explain based on any obvious material stakes. If the French 
intention had been to establish an informal protectorate over Egypt, 
indeed, surely France backed the Pasha in spite of its own best interest 
in Cairo itself.  38   The greater Mehemet Ali’s empire, the more diffi cult to 
control he would be, as bear witness Thiers’s successive exhortations to 
Cochelet and his special envoys Eugène Périer and Alexandre Walewski, 
to whom he described the Pasha as ‘a man of capacity and absolute will’, 
someone it was impossible to budge.  39   An Egypt that owed its indepen-
dence to France while it remained territorially confi ned, and even vulner-
able, would have been a far better dependency, and it would also have 
been less problematic to patronise from the perspective of great-power 
relations. Yet successive French governments supported not just heredi-
tary rule in Egypt but the retention by Mehemet Ali of the whole of Syria, 
preferably also in heredity, to the brink of a general European war. 

 In the meantime the other four powers needed to agree on a joint 
approach, and the Tsar sent the foreign service offi cial Ernst von Brünnow 
to London with far-reaching powers, in September 1839, to broker an 
agreement with Palmerston. The Brünnow mission, which involved a sec-
ond visit in December, is sometimes described in terms of a quid pro 
quo: Russia would have peace at the Straits in return for relinquishing 
the Unkiar-Skelessi treaty, incidentally making a general solution available 
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in the Eastern Question.  40   The Straits were not, however, the principal 
reason for Russia’s interest in the Eastern Question. That they were is an 
optical illusion entertained by the formal closure of the Eastern Crisis, 
in history books, with the Convention of 13 July 1841. Metternich 
himself failed to see the Straits’ relevance to the matters at hand: ‘What 
does the question of the Dardanelles have in common with the dispute 
between the Porte and Mehemet Ali? By God! Leave it aside, where it 
naturally belongs.’  41   In the Austrian chancellor’s eyes, the Straits were a 
subsidiary question only, ‘an absolutely distinct question, contingent and 
exceptional.’  42   

 There was, moreover, great willingness to cooperate from Russia’s 
side well before Brünnow arrived in London. The Russian diplomats had 
already approached their British counterparts with multiple offers of coop-
eration against the Pasha. Nesselrode had, for example, made overtures 
to the British in June and July 1839 already—in the fi rst instance asking 
Britain to instruct Mehemet Ali that if he passed the Taurus, it would 
consider itself at war with Egypt and block the Egyptian navy from leav-
ing harbour.  43   The Tsar himself had encouraged Britain to make a naval 
demonstration on the Egyptian coast in 1838, as Mehemet Ali threatened 
to declare himself independent.  44   

 As in 1833 and arguably even more forcefully, ideological motives and 
domestic infl uences played as important a role as geography in Russian 
policy formation in 1839–41. It is not possible to assign a view on the 
Eastern Question to such a body as Russian public opinion, let alone 
establish how it might have moved the Tsar. Russian policy may never-
theless be seen as having been refl ective of swings in the national mood, 
and the emperor himself as apt to be swayed by confl icting aristocratic 
and administrative factions within his court and bureaucracy. As Harold 
Ingle has shown, Russian policy in the crisis years of 1839–41 was led 
by Nesselrode and with him a ‘German’ or European faction that also 
comprised Brünnow against the opposition of a Russophile party.  45   
(Nesselrode, the son of a Westphalian landowner, and Brünnow, a mem-
ber of the University of Leipzig, were two among many high-level civil 
servants of German culture at the Tsar’s court.) And perhaps it would 
only have been surprising had it not been so, Russian foreign policy in 
the modern era having so often balanced between urges towards Western 
emulation and ideologies emphasising Russian specifi city, whether rooted 
in the Orthodox confession, Slavophilia, or even the Russian people’s 
Asian origins. 
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 ‘Count Nesselrode is the chief of the German party; two-thirds of the 
offi cers in the Foreign Department are German, Lippmann, Ostensacken, 
Beck, Molcke, and Fuhrmann; and Russia is represented in England by 
Brünnow, in France by Pahlen, in Prussia by Meyendorf, in Austria by 
Medem’, wrote the publicist and exile Ivan Golovin.  46   Prince Menshikov, 
the Minister of Marine, was Nesselrode’s ‘greatest enemy’.  47   As Ingle 
writes, 

 The lines between the  nemetskaia partiia , literally the ‘German’ or ‘foreign 
party’, and the  russkaia partiia  were clearly drawn on many issues, with the 
former standing for a ‘European’ and the latter for a ‘Russian’ orientation. 
Leadership of the former by Nesselrode was suggested by occasional refer-
ences to it as the ‘Nesselrodian party’.  48   

 There were naturally no parties in early nineteenth-century Russia in the 
political sense. But there were groupings among the men in the Tsar’s 
counsel and within the military and diplomatic services that implemented 
and sometimes took the initiative for policy, and these refl ected broader 
intellectual allegiances. 

 Nesselrode was European-oriented, indeed the leader of a political 
line that prioritised Russia’s role in Europe over other pursuits such as 
expansion in Asia. At the top of his list were the balance of power as a 
key factor for the preservation of peace, the defence of the established 
order and fi ght against Liberalism in Europe, and the pursuit of friendly 
trade relations with states such as Britain in the interest of badly needed 
Russian economic development. He faced a nationalist faction with a more 
pointed conception of Russian interest that included, at the highest ech-
elons, the Ambassador to Vienna V.N. Tatishchev, the Minister of Public 
Instruction Sergei Uvarov, and the state historian and ideologue Nikolai 
Karamzin.  49   Everyone, of course, was in agreement that Russia’s vocation 
was to be a Conservative state domestically—no one advocated Liberalism, 
and whoever did would have immediately been dismissed, perhaps worse. 
The nationalist faction was if anything even more staunchly in favour of 
autocracy than the European faction, and it stood squarely behind the state 
doctrine of ‘Orthodoxy, autocracy, and nationality’, or offi cial nationality, 
as proclaimed by Uvarov in 1833.  50   Yet for this very reason, it naturally 
inclined to a more aggressive foreign policy. Offi cial nationality was meant 
to embody ‘the distinctive character of Russia’, and it was not interested 
in the European order, which it tended to view as sullied and decadent.  51   
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Russia should not be afraid to expand, and break from the shackles of the 
European balance. The nationalistic poet Fyodor Tyutchev would one day 
address Nesselrode as: ‘O no, my dwarf, my coward unequalled!’ in a poem 
calling for the restoration of Byzantium.  52   Many of the older nationalists 
had been isolationists in 1812–13, and they admired Napoleon, at least 
for the bolder, militaristic aspects of his regime.  53   For the same reasons, 
they were more likely to view favourably a policy of collaboration with the 
similarly heavy-handed and militarily brilliant Mehemet Ali. They wanted a 
forward policy in the Middle East and some, including such heavyweights 
as the Head of the Admiralty Board Alexander Menshikov and the com-
mander-in-chief of the Black Sea fl eet Alexey Orlov, recommended back-
ing France and Egypt with the aim of gaining Constantinople for Russia.  54   

 The Tsar wavered between these groups—between Conservatism and 
European inclinations and the desire to lead an expansive, nationalistic 
Russia—and foreign policy wove over time between the two. Nicholas 
I may have been an alacritous backer of offi cial nationality but his queen, 
to whom he was very attached, was Prussian, and he was also close to 
the Prussian royal family. Russia’s Eastern diplomacy was marked, in 
the early 1830s, by internal compromise. Kochubei, the man responsi-
ble for the strategy memorandum of 1829 enshrining the conservation 
of the Ottoman Empire as a Russian policy tenet, was unsurprisingly on 
Nesselrode’s side.  55   The Treaty of Adrianople, simultaneous with the 1829 
conference that had enshrined the principle of Ottoman preservation as a 
Russian goal, nevertheless formalised a number of earlier annexations in 
the Caucasus at Persian and Turkish expense. The treaty of Unkiar-Skelessi 
was prepared by Nesselrode as foreign minister, but it was negotiated by 
the nationalist Alexei Orlov. The Convention of Münchengratz commit-
ted Russia to Ottoman stability, but a day after the signing of the Turkish 
articles, its second agreement was adopted to repress potential sedition in 
Poland and keep Polish activists in check: so soon after the failed Polish 
uprising of 1830–1, this played into Russian offi cial nationalism and the 
Russifi cation measures that accompanied it in the Kingdom of Poland. 

 This state of balance, however, was steadily giving way to a loss of 
momentum for the nationalist side, at least as it concerned the push into 
the Orient, not just among the services but in Russian society at large. 
‘The nation here cares less for conquest than Europe imagines’, wrote 
Barante, admittedly perhaps wishfully, in 1840, and ‘to send troops and 
ships to Constantinople was a thing more dreaded than desired’.  56   David 
Schimmelpenninck van der Oye has shown that academic and artistic 
Orientalism long oscillated, in Russia, between the pursuit of national 
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roots, of a national mission in the East, and straightforward borrowing 
from Western scholarship, especially French and German.  57   The early 
nineteenth- century historian Nikolai Karamzin believed that Russia 
had inherited its autocratic greatness from the Mongols.  58   Uvarov him-
self claimed eastern roots, and according to a Tsarist genealogy he was 
descended from a Tatar chieftain. ‘Eastern antiquity, he believed, was the 
best antidote to the contemporary West’s odious ideologies’, writes van 
der Oye.  59   It was Uvarov who had inaugurated the chair in Orientology 
and the Asian Museum in St Petersburg, in 1818, helping usher in a 
growing fashion for the East. There was also an Oriental faculty at Kazan, 
teaching Turkish, Persian, and Arabian letters. A converted Persian, Mirza 
Kazem-Bek, was its leading scholar, and the faculty cultivated a sense of 
Russia’s special place between East and West.  60   The Oriental faculties, 
fi nally, also served to teach Asian languages to Russian offi cers, explorers, 
and spies. The same belief in Russia’s special vocation was thus carried in 
their satchels by many of the Tsar’s military and diplomatic envoys into 
Asia. Examples of such men included colonel Ivan Simonich, ambassa-
dor to Teheran in 1836–8 and Jan Witkiewicz, an ex-Polish revolutionary 
turned Russian agent in central Asia, men who ‘revered Asia as the true 
cradle of their past, and their future civilization’.  61   

 By the late 1830s, there was reason to believe that such missionary 
enthusiasm had stalled, or that it was becoming more heedful of the 
hard realities of the Russian advance into the Caucasus and central Asia. 
Earlier gains at the expense of the Persians and Turks had given way, in the 
Caucasus, to the grind of guerrilla warfare against Imam Shamyl and his 
partisans. Pushkin’s ‘The Captive in the Causasus’, published in 1822, still 
saw the Russian conquest in a positive, wistful light: the poem, which has 
a Circassian maid free a Russian prisoner, closes in Russian triumphalism.  62   
‘The Fountain of Bakhchisaray’, published in 1824 and in which the poet 
visits a decaying Crimean khan’s palace, can be construed as a metaphor 
for its silent collapse in the face of Russian modernity.  63   ‘The Journey to 
Erzurum’, published in 1836, however, describing the poet’s experience 
on a campaign to take that Armenian city from the Turks, contrasts with the 
earlier works in its dry tone, in the prevalence of death and violence, and 
even in its comedic aspects.  64   Lermontov had, like Pushkin, fought in the 
Caucasian wars. His  A Hero of Our Time , published in 1840, tells the story 
of a young Russian offi cer who captures a Circassian princess: it is a tale of 
doomed Romantic youth but also of pointlessness. ‘Pechorin, gentlemen, 
is in fact a portrait, but not of one man only: he is a  composite portrait, 
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made up of all the vices which fl ourish, full grown, amongst the  present 
generation’, wrote Lermontov of his hero.  65   Meanwhile the European 
party conceivably felt better entitled to voice its own reservations. In his 
iconic  Apologie d’un fou  (1837), the Westernising essayist Petr Chaadayev 
mocked offi cial nationality’s sense of an Oriental mission. ‘Already in its 
hasty eagerness, this freshly minted patriotism proclaims us the Orient’s 
darling child’, wrote Chaadayev, yet ‘we are simply a Northern country, 
in our ideas as much as in our climate, quite far from the perfumed valley 
of Kashmir and the sacred banks of the Ganges. A few of our provinces 
neighbour Oriental empires, it is true, but our centre does not lie there, 
our life does not lie there and never will.’  66   

 In 1837, Nicholas appointed a special commission to examine alterna-
tives to the military conquest of the Caucasus. He visited the Crimea and 
the Caucasus, and the result was a number of changes in command weaken-
ing the nationalist faction.  67   More broadly, a late 1830s burst in activity and 
intrigue in Central Asia exhausted itself just as the Eastern Crisis was enter-
ing its critical phase, playing likewise into the hands of the Nesselrodian 
camp. Simonich had thus encouraged the Persian Shah to attack Herat 
in 1837, while Witkiewicz, who had been infi ltrating Afghanistan under 
the name of Omar Beg, manoeuvred to have the chiefs of the other two 
Afghan khanates join into a league with Russia. This caused signifi cant 
alarm in British India, and a squadron was sent to take Kharg Island from 
the Persians in 1838. Eventually the siege of Herat was lifted, though not 
before it had persuaded the British Indian authorities to assemble an army 
for launching what became the First Afghan War. Nesselrode had always 
disavowed Simonich, however, and the colonel was recalled by the end of 
1838, while Witkiewicz was likewise sent back to Russia. Shortly thereaf-
ter, in November 1839, Russian forces launched a raid on the Khanate of 
Khiva whose ostensible aim was to free slaves captured by Turkmen tribes-
men. Conditions forced the expedition to turn back, though, and the raid 
ended ingloriously. The failure of the Khiva expedition was known in St 
Petersburg by March 1840,  68   and the slaves were subsequently freed thanks 
to the intercession of a British army captain. 

 Perhaps both the Russian and British decision makers were engaged, at 
the time of the Eastern Crisis, in diplomatic and military moves on a broader 
geographic scale than their counterparts in France, Austria, or Prussia, and 
these moves can be construed, to a greater or lesser degree, to have had 
some impact on their thinking about the crisis itself. Yet the British side, 
and especially Palmerston, had by then long accepted Ottoman  integrity 
as a good in its own right whether in the face of Russian or Egyptian 
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encroachment. From the Russian perspective, several salient points arise. 
First, the Russian intrigues described here had played themselves out by the 
time the Eastern Question reached its crisis point, even if one counts the 
aborted Khiva expedition. Second, accommodation with Britain in Persia 
and Central Asia was not a component of the Brünnow mission as such, 
certainly not formally, and it merely formed a positive background to it. 
Russia’s pullback from Central Asia took place at its own initiative, not 
as the result of a grand bargain between Brünnow and Palmerston. The 
Russian foreign minister thus wrote to London, in October 1838, with the 
Tsar’s handwritten comment ‘more than perfect’, a despatch acknowledg-
ing both Simonich’s activities and the Witkiewicz mission while protesting 
that they had a commercial character. The despatch wrote. 

 Far from any invasive ideas, this policy only aims to uphold Russia’s rights, 
and to respect those legitimately acquired by all other powers. […] The 
thought of undermining the security and tranquillity of Great Britain’s 
Indian possessions therefore never arose, and never will arise in the mind of 
our August Master.  69   

 Third, Russia’s pullback and the corresponding emphasis on its role as 
guardian of the peace in Europe was refl ective of a more sober mood, and 
perhaps a disillusionment, with regard to its Oriental mission domestically 
on the one hand, and of the corresponding gains by the Nesselrodian fac-
tion at the expense of the nationalists on the other. Russia’s Conservative 
policy in the Eastern Crisis was not the component of an emerging Great 
Game or of a single-minded focus on the Straits. On the contrary, it was 
led at the expense of this very game, and as a result of its loss of popularity 
in St Petersburg. Nesselrode’s priorities had prevailed. The fi rst preoccu-
pation was not the projection of power in the Orient, but not to let the 
Middle East threaten the Restoration order in the priority that was the 
European arena. As the months passed, indeed, it became increasingly 
obvious that the main obstacle to resolving the crisis was French obduracy, 
not any diffi culty for Britain and Russia to fi nd a common position on a 
topic on which they had been in agreement from the outset.  

   AN ELUSIVE COMPROMISE 
 If the 27 July 1839 note had created a problem for the men responsible 
in Paris, in London it was for the same reasons blocking diplomatic prog-
ress. To begin with, for the French, an armed intervention against the 
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Pasha such as was likely to be required to enforce any outside solution 
remained, in 1839–41, anathema. To infl ict ‘a second Navarino’ on the 
Pasha (the destruction of the Egyptian fl eet by the Bourbons, not the 
July Monarchy, in 1827) would have been publicly disastrous, as the inte-
rior minister Rémusat observed.  70   Even Louis-Philippe, whom  historians 
sometimes consider to have been more cautious than his cabinet, was pre-
pared to boast to the parliamentarian and confi dant André Dupin of ‘the 
vigorous resistance I have opposed to intervention under all the pretences 
through which it was surreptitiously attempted to impose it on the French 
nation’.  71   As Thiers wrote to his London ambassador, ‘What will surprise 
you, the king is Egyptian as I have never seen him be  philippiste . […] He 
makes loud exclamations, as does Mehemet Ali himself, when one pro-
poses ceding Adana, Candia, and the Holy Cities.’  72   As late as September 
1840, indeed, as popular fervour was at a pitch and France remained 
obdurate against the intervention now afoot, Louis-Philippe would still 
be prepared to congratulate Thiers on his policy and his ‘signal services’ 
to king and country.  73   

 Guizot, who was successively ambassador to London and foreign min-
ister during the crisis, would write in his memoirs, 

 Mehemet Ali’s cause was very popular in France; carried away, as I have 
already said, by our recent memories and by I know not what instinctive 
confusion of our conquest with his conquests, of his glory and ours, we 
took, in the Pasha’s destinies, a very lively interest, and we regarded them as 
important to French power’.  74   

 Tied to French boldness was, indeed, a language of admiration for the 
Pasha’s military successes and a publicly expressed belief that these created 
inalienable rights. Rémusat participated in policymaking under Thiers, but 
his most signifi cant contribution may have been to the 1840 parliamentary 
address, prior to his ministerial appointment: ‘But while upholding time-
honoured rights, it [French diplomacy] takes events into account and does 
not abandon newly-minted rights.’  75   The parliamentary address to the 
throne attracted wide notice. Debated and voted on at the beginning of 
the session, it was a key tool by which deputies sought to infl uence policy 
and, conversely, through which governments accounted for their actions. 
It was also a short document, with no more than a few lines on each of 
the main topics, and each of its terms was carefully weighed. Rémusat’s 
reference was to the Battle of Nezib of June 1839 and to the Pasha’s con-
quests generally. Glory made a difference; victories established new rights. 

32 P.E. CAQUET



‘Our hopes and our predictions have come true; Ibrahim  is the victor. 
[…] We hope indeed there will be no more suggestion of  withdrawing 
Syria from Mehemet Ali’s possession’, cheered  Le National.   76   For  La 
Presse : ‘Mehemet Ali is decidedly protected by destiny. […] He has both 
right and fact in his favour. It is a lot.’  77   

 Thiers, even while still in opposition, expounded the same views. ‘It 
is obvious that Turkey is not capable of re-conquering these provinces 
[Syria]. When one cannot re-conquer provinces, do you know what it 
means? It means one cannot govern them’, he argued in the debate on the 
same parliamentary address, in January 1840.  78   The future premier and 
foreign minister went on to advocate the hereditary possession of Egypt 
and Syria for Mehemet Ali. The speech was applauded by  La Presse , usually 
a vocal critic of Thiers, and a number of the leading national newspapers, 
which reproduced it in their parliamentary sections.  79   

 A more basic misjudgement may have been that French decision mak-
ers overestimated the Pasha’s military strength. As Guizot would write, 
‘What means of combined action might be employed against him were 
considered […] absolutely vain and ineffectual.’  80   At the same time, Louis- 
Philippe seems to have worried that Guizot himself was not suffi ciently 
sanguine as to the Pasha’s military might: ‘It is very important that Guizot 
be warned against all the illusions that are being entertained in London as 
to the combined fi ve powers’ actual power to act or weigh on Mehemet Ali 
and force him to cede what he is withholding’, he wrote to Thiers in April 
1840.  81   The memoirists maintain that a wide cast of French actors, ranging 
from the king himself and Thiers to admiral Lalande, thought highly of 
Mehemet Ali’s naval and land capabilities.  82   The consular correspondence 
with Alexandria includes several surveys of the Egyptian forces, some evi-
dently obtained from the Pasha himself. One also fi nds a handful of minor-
ity reports: a letter from d’Armagnac, ‘ex-offi cer of the Egyptian army’, 
dismissing the Egyptian performance at Nezib, and the occasional doubt 
from Thiers himself, and it is hard to carve out the shares of wishful think-
ing and obfuscation in these estimates.  83   Still, much of the instructions 
from Soult and Thiers to Cochelet, dealing with the necessity for the Pasha 
to moderate his demands, implied in tone and content that it would be 
very hard to do so. ‘The Pasha is in an impregnable position, and he cannot 
be weakened or forced to yield’, wrote Thiers to his Egyptian consul, and 
to Guizot: ‘No effective measures can be employed against the Pasha.’  84   

 Meanwhile the French refusal to budge perversely earned it attractive 
compromise offers. The situation was being watched with some  trepidation 
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in Berlin and Vienna. ‘It [the French cabinet] fi nds itself committed by 
a number of precedents and by the march of the spirit in France, which 
is constantly false. French policy is wilful, overactive, fi ddling, and pushy, 
and if one of these characteristics suffi ces to make it dangerous, together 
they make it a European calamity’, worried Metternich.  85   Austrian con-
cerns centred primarily on Europe, not the East, as Metternich warned 
Palmerston at the peak of the war scare: ‘I beg Lord Palmerston not to 
mistake the position of our Court with that of England, and even less so 
with that of Russia.’  86   As the prince wrote to his ambassador in Paris, it 
was important to seek a compromise in the Eastern Question in the inter-
est of overall European stability: ‘Our policy is what it has always been; it 
has for principle to ensure that the impulse imparted to the Orient, too 
great for its weak constitution, does not overturn, in the unforeseen devel-
opments it might bring, the European equilibrium.’  87   

 In September–October 1839, the Viennese cabinet had encouraged 
Palmerston to propose the fi rst compromise solution, to Soult, in the form 
of hereditary rule in Egypt for Mehemet Ali plus life tenure in south Syria, 
defi ned as the  pashalik  of Acre excluding the fortress. In May 1840, an 
Austro-Prussian proposal conceded hereditary Egypt and Syria for life, 
 including  the Acre fortress. Both successive French premiers, however, 
insisted on hereditary rule in Egypt and Syria: a goal which Palmerston’s 
grudging concessions made clear was unachievable. Thiers, after he suc-
ceeded Soult, and Louis-Philippe wasted more time trying to convince 
the Pasha to relinquish minor possessions and accept were he given Egypt 
and Syria on a hereditary basis.  88   The French premier only instructed his 
ambassadors to climb down and ask for the equally unrealistic hereditary 
Egypt plus Syria for life in September 1840, well after it was too late.  89   It 
was felt that the Austro-Prussian proposals, however attractive in the dip-
lomatic context, would not be acceptable to the French nation. 

 For the Austrians, signifi cantly, and the Prussians who often acted as 
their junior partners, stability was not so much territorial, a question of 
balance of power, as political, a matter of Europe’s ideological repose. 
Mehemet Ali was ‘that rebel’ and his aims conformed with ‘absolutely 
subversive views’.  90   Paradoxically, the German dailies carried a signifi cant 
amount of foreign news because censorship limited their ability to engage 
with domestic events. German readers were often closely informed, in 
particular, of French and British parliamentary debates and of what was 
said in the French and the British presses. This brought with it the danger 
of ideological seepage from France. Thus for example on 7–8 July 1839, 
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the  Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung  reported in detail on the French navy 
budget speeches, which in practice concerned the Eastern Question, 
and specifi cally on speeches by Alexandre de Laborde and Alexis de 
Tocqueville.  91   The newspaper described Thiers’s speech on the 1840 
address as a  ‘triumph’, and acclaimed Thiers as a matchless orator and an 
indispensable man.  92   Thiers’s own later article defending his policy in the 
 Revue des Deux Mondes  was picked up and extensively quoted by the  Stadt 
Aachener Zeitung  on 4–5 August 1840.  93   All news was not pro-French, far 
from it: the  Allgemeine Zeitung  later also reproduced the Palmerston to 
Guizot memorandum announcing the 15 July Convention of London’s 
signature, a document that offered the British side of things, for example. 
But German opinion could not be relied on to be shielded from French 
propaganda, and this was without even counting radical journals such as 
the  Deutsche Volkshalle , printed in Constance, in Switzerland, and cease-
lessly recycling pieces from left-wing organs such as  Le Courrier Français  
and  Le National . 

 French support for Egypt was indeed, and crucially, associated with a 
rhetoric of reform that threatened to spill over into agitation for change in 
Europe. The confl ict between Pasha and Sultan, as seen from France, was 
a matter of civilisation; the Orient, it was held, needed renewal, and sover-
eignty must go to those best able to carry it out. ‘Europe and the Orient 
must remain convinced that we can intervene promptly, with energy, and 
with nobility in a confl ict in which the very interests of civilisation are 
engaged by proxy’, wrote  Le Siècle  as the crisis opened.  94   Mehemet Ali, 
press and parliamentary statements alike offered, was that invaluable thing: 
a reformer. ‘We must think of Mehemet Ali, whose relationship with the 
French is excellent, and who has acquired genuine rights to Egyptian sov-
ereignty through a quite noble and courageous intellectual conquest’, 
 Le Constitutionnel  was ready to write as early as 1832.  95   The words would 
fi nd echo in a broad range of the 1839–40 press, up to the socialist 
 La Phalange , which advocated supporting Mehemet Ali unequivocally at 
the same time as it issued a report on his reforming accomplishments.  96   
‘The foundation of a state in Egypt is moreover entirely Mehemet Ali’s’, 
argued the  Journal des Débats.   97   ‘The townships of Syria will be snatched 
from Mehemet Ali, and the country of Egypt which he has so glori-
ously transformed will sink back to the rank of a vulgar pashalik’, worried 
 Le Constitutionnel.   98   

 Belief in his reforms underlay both faith in the Pasha’s military strength 
and commitment to his rulership rights. Incidentally, Mahmoud and with 
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him Turkey could make no such claim: ‘He never made but incomplete 
reforms; he has attacked customs more than institutions, and wasted 
immense energy on small things.’  99   The same notion was expounded for 
the government, in the debate over the 1840 parliamentary address, by 
Abel-François Villemain, Minister of Public Instruction: 

 An attempt at renovation, an attempt at transformation has been operated in 
this immobile and barbarous Orient. This attempt has taken two paths, with 
two different results. In Turkey […] the transformation attempt has been 
more simulated, superfi cial, artifi cial than deep and real. […] Alongside, in 
Egypt, under the authority of a pasha, his vassal, a more serious and effective 
transformation attempt has been made.  100   

 And Thiers himself would argue, in a widely publicised memorandum 
recapitulating his policy that had only superfi cially been written for deliv-
ery to Palmerston, 

 Of course there cannot only be, in granting or withdrawing these pashaliks 
from Mehemet Ali, reasons of equity or policy. The Egyptian viceroy has 
founded a vassal state with genius and consistency. He has proven he can 
govern Egypt and even Syria, which the Sultans were never able to rule.   101   

 ‘Over here we are very Egyptian’, wrote Princess Lieven to warn Lord 
Aberdeen that war was possible.  102   Nowhere, however, was the French 
passion for the Pasha more strikingly visible than in relation to Syria and 
the Lebanese revolt. Lebanon was the home of the Maronite Christians, 
who had for several years lain restless under the domination of their new 
sovereign. As Cochelet himself wrote to Thiers, the Maronites looked to 
France as their friend and protector, and they called for French support 
through Prosper Bourée, the French consul in Beirut, when they rose 
against Mehemet Ali in May 1840.  103   The French premier’s response, 
dated 29 July, was tersely as follows: ‘The most appropriate means to that 
aim is Syria’s submission. […] It is therefore requisite that Mehemet Ali 
end this insurrection as soon as possible.’  104   Thiers even proposed that 
French infl uence be used to accelerate the insurgents’ submission, and 
the three-way correspondence between Thiers, Cochelet, and Guizot only 
sought to underplay the extent of the rebellion.  105   The press cheered on 
and dismissed the insurrection as ‘a peasant mutiny’.  106   For  Le National , 
it was the result of lies and manipulations. ‘The insurrection may be 
considered over; it causes the authorities no more concern.’  107   And the 
 Journal des Débats  exulted at the premature news that it had been put 
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down: ‘Mehemet Ali remains the legitimate master of Syria; he is so by 
his victory in a country where fatalism remains law; by the superiority of 
his genius, of his armies, of his administration.’  108   Whereas mistreatment 
of the Maronites by the Porte would have been blameable, Mehemet Ali 
was a good enough sovereign, and the locals, while they might need to be 
bought off with concessions, must consider themselves satisfi ed. Bourée 
was duly cashiered for having spoken up. Dismissed for ‘his presumption, 
his tactlessness, his wrong judgement of the situation’, he was ordered to 
return to France at the end of July.  109   

 French policy had been captured by the prevailing domestic excitement 
in favour of the Pasha. The Austrians and Prussians, always worried about 
the possible effects of French excitement both on the diplomatic and on 
their home ground, produced attractive compromise offers to help keep it 
down. These were turned down. Unfortunately, whether through public 
pressures or through common adherence to a credo about his strengths, 
abilities, and merits, the decision makers in Paris had allowed themselves 
to be lulled into the notion that the Pasha’s interests somehow fused with 
those of France. The result was an unrealistically pro-Egyptian diplomatic 
line—and isolation as the crisis reached the turning point that was the 
Convention of London of 15 July 1840.  

   OPEN CLASH 
 On or shortly before 23 May 1840, Palmerston learnt that the navy 
lieutenant, adventurer, and entrepreneur Thomas Waghorn had held 
secret interviews, or perhaps led a private correspondence, with at least 
fi ve members of the cabinet to lobby them on behalf of Egypt and ‘urge 
upon the government that recognition of Mehemet Ali was of the utmost 
importance to British commerce in the East.’  110   Waghorn had, in the early 
1830s, abandoned a Royal Navy career that had taken him as far as Burma 
to pursue, with the backing of one of various colonial steam commit-
tees, the opening of the mail and passenger ‘overland’ route to India via 
Egypt. In July 1834, he had testifi ed before the parliamentary commission 
that had also questioned Chesney, the proponent and future leader of the 
Euphrates expedition. After several years sailing through the Red Sea and 
laying the foundations for his service, and after a stint as a deputy consul 
in 1837, he was now running a functioning business. 

 Waghorn reportedly claimed he had fi ve cabinet members behind him: 
Clarendon, Macaulay, Lansdowne, Hobhouse, and Labouchere. And 
according to the same memoirist, Lord Holland joined in on the airing of 
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these backdoor discussions to state his own disapproval of British Middle 
Eastern policy. Palmerston reacted with predictable fury: ‘with consider-
able heat [he] told them that if they were dissatisfi ed with his conduct 
of foreign affairs he was quite ready to hand them over to any one who 
should better represent their general views’.  111   On 5 July, he would for-
mally tender his resignation to the premier, Lord Melbourne. 

 Palmerston explicitly grounded his resignation in the lack of cabinet 
support for his Eastern policy and for the planned four-power treaty 
designed to coerce Mehemet Ali into a solution favourable to Turkey.  112   
The problem was, as the Waghorn episode shows, not new. The cabinet 
was also weak, and such tactics dangerous. Yet-to-come were the trium-
phant 1850s and 1860s, when a patriotic foreign secretary or premier 
could confi dently appeal to the indomitable British spirit. The late 1830s 
and early 1840s were the days of recession and Chartist agitation. An 
assassin tried to end the life of Queen Victoria in June, adding to a jit-
tery ambience. In parliament, the cabinet relied on a brittle coalition of 
traditional Whigs, radicals, and Irish nationalists, and sometimes on last- 
minute switches from the opposition Peelites. On 9 April, the cabinet had 
pulled through in a no-confi dence vote on the China question by nine 
votes only. 

 The foreign secretary’s victory was equally narrow this time. 
Melbourne circulated Palmerston’s resignation letter to Lord Holland, 
a key cabinet member both as Whig grandee and as a determined oppo-
nent to Palmerston’s policy. Holland in turn offered to leave, accompa-
nied by Clarendon. The prime minister’s reply to Clarendon hinted at 
the cabinet’s fragile position: ‘We must have no resignations. We cannot 
stand them and, what is more, the country cannot stand them […]. 
Supposing that you and Holland resigned, and the rest of the Cabinet 
pursued Palmerston’s course, what hope would there be of its success, 
and of its being supported?’  113   The cabinet met again on 8 July. Lord 
Holland’s diary records, ‘I understood from him [Melbourne] that he 
and the majority were inclined, though reluctantly, to authorize the 
conclusion of the treaty.’ On the side of Palmerston were Minto and 
Hobhouse.  114   Clarendon, Morpeth, and Lansdowne are named as scep-
tical, but there was silence from several other members, and the cabinet 
consensus seems to have been weak. When the cabinet decided to for-
ward the treaty proposal for recommendation to the Queen, it took the 
exceptional step of appending a dissenting minute from Holland and 
Clarendon.  115   
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 The Convention of London thus only narrowly passed, to be signed on 
15 July 1840. Austria, Britain, Prussia, and Russia were parties to it as well 
as the Ottoman Empire, but not France, which had yet even to be notifi ed 
of its existence. When this happened a few days later, indeed, and the news 
became public, it was greeted with such an explosion that weeks of disor-
der ensued in Paris, Lyon, and other provincial towns. The French press, 
with the exception of the marginal, opposition  légitimiste  papers, was uni-
formly outraged. Both king and prime minister felt compelled to threaten 
war and to take concrete military steps such as the recall of army classes. 

 The signature should conversely have made London’s position unal-
terable. The furore in France seemed to leave no room for compromise, 
and one might have expected the matter settled. Yet Palmerston’s posi-
tion was challenged a second time in September–October, this time when 
Lord John Russell changed his mind. Russell’s doubts were potentially 
even graver than those of Holland and Clarendon: he was the Leader of 
the House of Commons and a key cabinet member, and he could not be 
ignored. 

 The objections to Palmerton were basically twofold, centring fi rst on 
dislike of confl ict with France and old Whig Francophilia, especially of the 
Foxite strand, and second on indifference to the Middle East and a lack of 
a conviction that the Orient was of such supreme importance. The debate 
ostensibly also revolved around the chances of armed intervention in Syria 
and Egypt. This, however, only betrayed contagion from French beliefs in 
Mehemet Ali’s impregnability—beliefs which Palmerston did not share—
and a general reluctance to take any risks on behalf of a region that was 
not considered worthwhile.  116   Holland, nephew and political heir to the 
great Fox, the friend of the French revolution, thus despaired over a rela-
tionship with France that was to him all-important. The last entry in his 
journal, before his death in October 1840, only reads, ‘Alas!’  117   Russell’s 
concern, as his correspondence attests, was also to make conciliatory 
moves towards France. Holland had meanwhile written to Palmerston in 
October 1839, ‘I do not care one rush who has Egypt or who has Syria—
and perhaps I do not care quite so much as I ought, certainly not so much 
as many others, about the Dardanelles and the Bosphorus. Were either 
Nicholas or Mehemet Ali to swallow then up quick tomorrow, I should 
not think the end of the World was actually at hand.’ And further, ‘As to 
projects against India from the Red Sea and Persian Gulph [ sic ], I hold 
them all at nought.’  118   Later he would describe the ‘territorial distribution 
of Western Asia’ as only ‘remotely affecting her [England’s] own separate 
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interests’.  119   Even the faithful Henry Bulwer has the honesty to write, in 
his  semi- hagiographical biography of Palmerston, that he was at the time 
sceptical of his mentor’s line.  120   

 Russell’s agonising and secret agitation were the occasion for renewed, 
divisive cabinet councils. As the chronicler and gossip Charles Greville 
describes the situation at the end of September, 

 Lord John […] requested Melbourne to call a Cabinet, which was done, 
and this important meeting is to take place on Monday next [the 28th]. 
At this Cabinet, Lord John is prepared to make a stand, and to propose 
that measures shall be taken for bringing about a settlement on the basis 
of mutual concession, and he is in fact disposed to accept the terms now 
offered by the Pasha with the consent and by the advice of France.  121   

 Evidence that Russell was prepared to resign and take the matter to par-
liament is also found multiple times in his own correspondence.  122   Two 
more tense councils followed on 1 and 3 October, at which ‘the rest of the 
Cabinet seems to have been pretty evenly balanced’.  123   Backstage, more-
over, the original dissenting members were in contact, in particular through 
the Liberal ideologue and MP Edward Ellice, with Thiers and with Guizot, 
then the French ambassador in London, thus keeping the French informed 
of cabinet disunity and effectively encouraging them in their opposition 
to the treaty.  124   The French hope was that lack of consensus would either 
prompt a last-minute climbdown or that Palmerston would be ousted. 

 Far from taking place entirely in camera, these twists and turns in cabinet 
policy were meanwhile the object of repeated airings, and they were fed by 
an indirect, public cross-channel debate. Cabinet wrangling was itself dis-
closed in the British press. The Conservative  Standard  hinted at ‘the oppo-
sition of Lord Holland and his more Jacobin section in the Cabinet’.  125   
The theme that the Convention of London was Palmerston’s creature and 
that it did not speak for the British public was very popular in France. As 
in France and Germany, there was also much quoting of the foreign press 
in Britain. Such was indeed, in this case, the degree of agitation and public 
attention that British dailies sometimes borrowed from the most obscure 
provincial French papers:  The Times  was found quoting from the  Journal de 
Rouen  in October 1840, and  The Observer  the  Toulonnais , for example.  126   

 The diplomatic exchanges themselves were offered up to the public 
through semi-voluntary disclosures and leaks. In Britain, compilations of 
despatches were regularly published as parliamentary papers, after the fact, 
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on international affairs. Thus the Eastern Crisis would be the object of a 
 Correspondence relative to the affairs of the Levant , published in 1841. These 
were often the result of opposition motions, however, so that the foreign 
secretary, while he could pick what he published, was nevertheless in the 
uncomfortable position of being compelled to make these disclosures to 
begin with. It was indeed the cabinet critic and radical MP Joseph Hume 
who moved for the publication of the correspondence with Ponsonby on 
the Eastern Question, as early as March 1840, in the Commons.  127   This 
was for a while denied, but it did not stop Hume from waving a sheaf of 
letters he had otherwise obtained on the events of 1832–3, including a 
missive by the French ambassador Roussin to Mehemet Ali, and a note 
from the consul-general in Egypt Campbell to Palmerston.  128   In France, 
incidentally and equally mysteriously, the ex-diplomat and MP François de 
Valmy brandished in parliament various secret memoranda and dispatches 
to Ponsonby and from Ponsonby to Wellington, dated 1834, 1835, and 
1836.  129   And such disclosures were sure to fi nd their way into the press 
as part of reporting on parliamentary debates or otherwise.  The Times , for 
example, reproduced various recent memoranda by Soult and Guizot on 
the Eastern Crisis in September 1840.  130   

 At the height of public agitation, in August 1840, Thiers mounted a 
public defence of his Egyptian policy in the widely read and respected 
 Revue des Deux Mondes : ‘To abandon the Egyptian viceroy, to consent to 
proposals for despoiling him, for making him less than what he had been 
before the victory of Nezib was unthinkable. Public opinion in France, any 
reasonable opinion would have condemned it without mercy.’  131   The con-
tenders indeed went so far as to make direct appeals to the public, especially 
through the publication of their own notes. Thus a lengthy note by Thiers 
to Guizot dated 3 October 1840 and intended to justify his position found 
its way, via the French newspapers, into  The Standard  and  The Observer.   132   
The  Morning Chronicle  and  Morning Post  reproduced Palmerston’s letter 
to Guizot of 15 July, as the German newspapers did, a document which 
seems quite obviously to have been planted by the foreign secretary him-
self.  133   The Convention of London was, unsurprisingly, printed in various 
papers.  134   With less clarity as to its origin, the Napier Convention, signed 
at the end of November between the victorious British naval commander 
and Mehemet Ali, appeared together with attending epistolary exchanges 
in  The Morning Chronicle  and  The Times.   135   And when Thiers addressed 
a crucial note to Palmerston on 8 October, ostensibly an ultimatum, this 
was not only promptly published, but it became, along with Palmerston’s 
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response of 2 November, the object of a debate between editors as to its 
implications.  136   

 If Palmerston, lastly, was able to use the press as diplomatic mouth-
piece, so were his antagonists in the cabinet.  The Globe  was thus reputed to 
have become an instrument of rivalry between Palmerston and Russell.  137   
After having cheered for the foreign secretary for more than two months, 
it suddenly proposed on 7 October,

  It seems to be assumed that it is the wish of England to destroy, or depose, 
as it is called, the Pasha of Egypt. But this is by no means the intention or 
desire of England. The object of the treaty once fulfi lled by the evacuation 
of Syria, England will lend no assistance to the Porte for the purpose of 
depriving Mehemet Ali of Egypt. Nay, he may even yet preserve Acre by a 
timely acceptance of the treaty of July.  138   

 Its tone for the rest of the month was likewise transformed, as when it 
commented on the Thiers note of 3 October:

We deem it to be incumbent on this country to prove that, on her part, 
she is not less willing to promote whatever concessions are in her power, to 
avert a calamity which whoever may bring upon Europe at this time will be 
‘damned to everlasting fame’, beyond redemption by speech or writing.  139   

 The Convention of London was eventually steered through to suc-
cess as the coalition it allowed for defeated the Egyptian forces in Syria in 
the last months of 1840, and both domestic objections and international 
sniping became irrelevant. Throughout, however, Palmerston’s policy had 
needed to be defended privately and publicly in order to be sustained. So 
had the French position, though in this case without eventual success, 
even if in October fresh last-minute compromise offers were again made 
by the Austro-Prussians that might still have vindicated it (see Chap.   7    ). 
Throughout the crisis, including its most acute phase, public position- 
taking and domestic politics interacted with diplomacy, one feeding into 
the other and giving maximum resonance to domestic opinions. 

 In none of the powers, meanwhile, did policy in the Eastern Question 
follow an inexorably set geographic logic. Adhesion to a popular cause, 
the espousal of a line of conduct long despised yet now found desirable, 
fear of disorder and agitation, the disenchantment of overreach and the 
resurgence of a European vocation, such were the factors that determined 
the lines adopted, in order, in France, Britain, the German courts, and 
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Russia. The shifting-sands-of-state interest only came to settle, based on 
original courses taken in 1832–3, at the end of the decade. Had they 
 followed the raw imperatives of power and geography, they might just as 
logically have come to form a different pattern. 

 Diplomatic decision-making was shaped in equal measure by domes-
tic pressures, whether in Russia through factional antagonism, in Britain 
through cabinet fragility, in France by the action of public expectations, or 
even in Austria and Prussia through fear of French agitation. Diplomacy in 
the Eastern Question was the creature of a press that enjoyed an extensive 
transnational echo and a deep level of access to, and interest in, interna-
tional affairs. It remained at threat from publics that could prove stub-
born, as in France, brittle, as in the countries of the three northern courts, 
or simply intrusive as in Britain. Public pressures were key to policy forma-
tion in the crisis of 1839–41, arguably more so than geographic impera-
tives, in turn opening the door for prevailing beliefs about the region and 
about the two protagonists, Turkish and Egyptian, to assume a central role 
in chancellery thinking. 

 ‘Here we are, the Eastern Question is over at last! That great question 
which we made great, though it did not deserve to be made great. I hope 
we will now cease to meddle in the affairs of the Turks. It is best to let 
them sort their problems out among themselves’, exclaimed Nicholas to 
Barante with unusual joviality after it was all over.  140   The following chap-
ters explore why the affairs of Egypt and Turkey came to seem so para-
mount to so many people among Europe’s contending ideological camps.  
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    CHAPTER 3   

          The indomitable Mehemet Ali was born in Kavala, Macedonia, of an 
Albanian trading and soldiering family.  1   From tobacco merchant and sol-
dier of fortune, he had risen, through a combination of luck, guile, and 
ruthlessness, to become master of Egypt in a meteoric career that would 
allow Palmerston to snub him as someone who ‘having begun life as the 
waiter at a coffee shop, wishes to end his existence as Commander of the 
Faithful’.  2   

 Sent in 1801 as an offi cer in the Ottoman army to fi ght the French, 
who had invaded Egypt under general Bonaparte, Mehemet Ali had 
gained control of its Albanian mercenary corps. By 1805, taking advan-
tage of the disorder left in the wake of Napoleon and the continuing strife 
between Ottoman and native forces, he had become master of Egypt 
itself, and he had promptly obtained recognition from the Sultan as its 
governor, or Pasha. The following few years were spent consolidating his 
position and disposing of internal enemies, especially the Mamluk aristoc-
racy, the country’s erstwhile de facto rulers. The Pasha and his eldest son 
Ibrahim—who had been groomed from early on as a military leader and 
became the Pasha’s main commander—had then launched into a string of 
conquests, nominally still on the Sultan’s behalf, into such neighbouring 
provinces as the Hejaz (1812) and Nubia (1821). Less successfully, they 
had been called by their overlord to intervene in the Peloponnese dur-
ing the Greek national revolt (1825–7), where Ibrahim’s initial victories 
had fallen foul to great-power intervention, though he and his father did 
receive Crete, or Candia, from the Sultan for their labours. In 1831–3, 
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fi nally, the  relationship with their Ottoman master having soured, they 
had invaded and annexed Syria and had subsequently grabbed the south-
Anatolian territory of Adana. In Egypt, meanwhile, the Pasha had built 
a conscript army of a considerable size relative to the population, and he 
had come to  concentrate more authority than had commanded either his 
ineffectual predecessors in the governorship or the Mamluks. 

   CONQUEROR 
 The Pasha’s Egypt attracted increased interest in Europe, in the 1820s and 
1830s, as part of the growing attention the public was invited to devote 
to the Orient generally. It was controversial because it was involved in its 
protracted struggle with the Sultan. Yet Mehemet Ali also fascinated in his 
own right. More even than his Oriental mystique, his personal trajectory 
was marvellously suited to the Romantic age. He tended to be an object 
of fervent position-taking not just among friendly commentators and visit-
ing travellers, but also among his critics. He was described as the Egyptian 
regime’s unique inventor, and what it stood for was identifi ed with what 
he stood for. His rags-to-rulership career moreover invited comparison 
with that other great adventurer of the age: Napoleon. Like Bonaparte, 
the Pasha had fi rst been a soldier; like Bonaparte, he was a charismatic 
fi gure; like Bonaparte, he was identifi ed with a new regime. Though it was 
also noted elsewhere, the resemblance was likely to resonate most loudly 
and sympathetically in France. 

 ‘Before penetrating into this Egypt, once lying as inanimate as the mum-
mies in its vaults, let us rest our glance on the man who is tearing it from its 
centuries-old bandages.’  3   In France, it was almost an axiom that the Pasha 
was a great man, a genius. Guizot, among others, called him so in parlia-
ment, and so did  Le Siècle  and  Le Temps.   4   For the diplomat Adolphe Barrot 
and the parliamentarian and academician Huerne de Pommeuse he was a 
‘great man’.  5   His visitors were typically surprised by the contrast between 
Mehemet Ali’s energy and his slight build, as they might have been by 
the short but forceful French emperor. Auguste Marmont, the former 
Napoleonic marshal and Duc de Raguse, in his widely quoted and infl u-
ential travel memoirs, and Marie-Louis de Marcellus, an ex- minister and 
diplomat, were emphatic about a fi gure they had met in person. ‘Finesse 
and energy are what is from the outset striking in him. He has a piercing 
gaze, spiritual and searching, and his fi gure is very mobile.’  6   
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 He had a leader’s magnetic touch: ‘I was welcomed by Mehemet Ali 
with a degree of trust that touched me’, recalled Marcellus.  7   ‘One per-
ceives a great internal strength acting through him, and that he is pas-
sionate’, wrote Marmont.  8   ‘His strong will knows no obstacle, overcomes 
everything, or breaks what it cannot submit.’  9   To strength, the Pasha 
added a depth that enabled him to see eye-to-eye with European states-
men: ‘Indeed time soon brought on long, sustained conversations, of 
daily occurrence and of the highest interest.’  10   And quite unlike his more 
sensual Oriental peers, he was tirelessly devoted to his task, businesslike, 
and hard-working: ‘I had seen the pomp of the court of the young pasha 
of Ptolemaid; here, one found all the simplicity of a chief preoccupied 
with business more than pleasure.’  11   ‘He is up from four in the morn-
ing until eleven in the evening’, revealed Antoine Clot-Bey, his French 
surgeon-general.  12   

 The Pasha was neither the fi rst nor the last autocrat to cultivate a hard- 
working image, yet so close to the imperial era these portraits were bound 
to evoke Napoleon, up to the reputation for doing ten things at a time and 
never sleeping. ‘The man of the West, Napoleon, will electrify through 
his gaze him who, in turn, will personify the life and glory of the Orient’, 
eulogised  La Revue des Deux Mondes.   13   If Mehemet Ali was not quite the 
Bonaparte of Victor Hugo’s verses (‘Sublime, he appeared to the bedaz-
zled tribes like a Western Mahomet’),  14   he sometimes came close: ‘A man 
whom fortune had chosen to fi x its destinies [Egypt’s], arose like a tute-
lary angel to save it from ruin. This man, superior in genius and skilfulness, 
carried the vision of his future greatness’, according to the historian Félix 
Mengin.  15   

 Mehemet Ali most obviously invited comparison with Napoleon as 
conqueror, though in the Egyptian case the role was fi lled by a trinity also 
comprising Ibrahim and Soliman-Pasha, or Colonel Sèves, once a junior 
offi cer in the  Grande Armée  and now Ibrahim’s second-in- command. 
‘Surrounded by powerful and active enemies, he is in a position not 
without analogy with that in which general Bonaparte more than once 
found himself; and jealous of proving again the nickname he once earned 
through his victories, he will wage a fearsome and decisive combat on the 
Ottoman army’, wrote  La Presse  before the news of the Nezib victory had 
even arrived.  16   De Laborde spoke at length, in parliament, of Mehemet 
Ali’s supposed reputation as equal to Napoleon in the Orient and about 
Napoleon’s and Ibrahim’s Syrian campaigns.  17   
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 Indeed, the Pasha’s conquests themselves were apt to recall the 
Napoleonic foray in the Orient of 1798—when the already famous repub-
lican general had taken an army to Egypt, seized Alexandria and Cairo, 
ventured into Syria and up to Acre without taking it, then returned to 
France to leave his surviving troops in place until they were repatriated in 
British vessels in 1801. When the celebrated painter Horace Vernet thus 
departed for the East in 1839, he was rumoured to be planning a canvas 
of the Battle of Nezib as well as a visit to the French battlefi elds in Egypt 
and Syria.  18   Ibrahim’s campaigns of 1831–3 only evoked French memories 
of Napoleon, including his less successful siege of Acre of 1799. ‘I added, 
smiling, that the conquest of Syria seemed today less diffi cult than when 
general Bonaparte had attempted it. The Pasha smiled as well. “You have 
understood me”, he said.’  19   During the war of 1831–3, Jean-François 
Mimaut, the consul in Alexandria, passed the bulletins of the Egyptian 
army on to the Société de Géographie, which also published a memoir 
on it writing of Ibrahim’s ‘exploits’ and describing him as a brilliant tacti-
cian.  20   Marmont made the same connection: ‘After having spoken of the 
siege of Acre by Napoleon, I shall speak of that made most recently by 
Ibrahim-Pasha.’  21   And when a book appeared on the campaign by the 
amateur geographer and historian Edmond de Cadalvène, it proclaimed 
that ‘The spectacle was thus as brilliant as it was unexpected of that Arab 
army, disciplined along European lines, marching from victory to victory. 
[…] In France, in particular, the fresh glory in which Egypt was basking 
moved and resonated sympathetically with memories of the Napoleonic 
campaign.’  22   

 The Pasha’s martial successes were also liable to impress non-French 
observers, especially of a military background. Thus the royal navy lieu-
tenant Adolphus Slade, writing in 1839, expressed his admiration for the 
Pasha in a pamphlet arguing at the same time for awarding Mehemet 
Ali an independent Egypt under British protection.  23   The army offi cer 
Charles Scott, as his travel book to Egypt and Candia shows, was likewise 
impressed with Mehemet Ali.  24   Prince Hermann von Pueckler-Muskau was 
an admirer of Napoleon even if, as a Prussian, he had once fought against 
the French armies. He duly compared, in his travel book, Mehemet Ali to 
the French emperor, also fi nding a bitter lesson, after 1841, in their com-
mon defeats.  25   He also incidentally described the Pasha’s critics as frus-
trated adventurers and ‘imbecile philanthropists, mostly Englishmen’.  26   
The prince was, in his domestic politics, a Liberal. His views on Egypt, 
which were based on multiple interviews with Mehemet Ali, were given an 
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airing in the British periodical  Athenaeum  from September 1839. Though 
they were not published in German until 1844, this signifi cantly may be, 
as the preface hints, because the book was censored.  27   

 Another group that was bound to fi nd Mehemet Ali’s Napoleonic cre-
dentials of interest was the community of the exiled Poles. Mehemet Ali 
employed Poles in his army as he employed other demobilised imperial 
soldiers, such as French or Italian, as the Swiss mercenary and pilgrim 
Johann Fässler found when he came across a Polish  Platzkommandant  in 
Gaza.  28   But the Polish national leaders themselves, following on the col-
lapse of their revolt against the Tsar in 1831, considered enlisting on the 
side of Egypt. Prince Adam Czartoryski, the former chief of the Polish 
supreme council, who now ran a quasi government-in-exile from the 
Hotel Lambert in Paris, indeed may have masterminded a formal mission 
to Egypt as early as 1832.  29   Polish thinking, so fresh from the disasters of 
1831, appears to have been somewhat confused, and the evidence is that 
potential partnerships with Egypt and Turkey were pursued in parallel.  30   
The somewhat desperate hope seems to have been that a Turkish partition 
or loss of territory to Russia might give rise to compensation in the form 
of a restored Poland around Galicia or Warsaw, and more generally that a 
European war could scarcely make Poland’s position worse than it already 
was, so that the Poles might as well encourage Mehemet Ali to precipitate 
a confl ict that looked like becoming general.  31   

 Czartoryski sent his representative to Egypt: Henryk Dembinski, 
veteran of the army of the Duchy of Warsaw and briefl y the Polish 
commander- in-chief in 1831, just as the fi rst Turco–Egyptian confl ict was 
reaching its climax. Dembinski arrived in Egypt in 1833, in time to follow 
Ibrahim around the Taurus as an observer. Discussions meanwhile arose, 
in Alexandria, over the formation of a Polish army corps or the recruit-
ment of as many as 400 Polish offi cers to be disseminated throughout 
the Egyptian forces.  32   A number of Polish offi cers had fl ocked to Egypt 
without waiting for the mission’s results, however, and Russia had by then 
reopened its consulate. Mehemet Ali, who was well aware of the provoca-
tion the whole project involved, eventually shrank back from the idea.  33   
All that resulted from the mission was the publication of an article friendly 
to Egypt in the Polish exile periodical  Le Polonais , in which Dembinski 
described Russia to the Pasha as ‘our common enemy’.  34   

 Such machinations, and their symbolic value, were nevertheless unlikely 
to go long unnoticed in the three northern courts. Poland was a touchy 
subject, as Nesselrode’s vehement protests to Paris over the language 

AN EGYPTIAN BONAPARTE 55



of the Polish amendment in the 1840 parliamentary address attested.  35   
Intelligence about the Polish mission in planning may or may not have 
been what the Tsar had in mind when he remarked somewhat cryptically 
to general Nikolai Muravev, in November 1832, 

 This entire war [between Egypt and Turkey] is nothing other than a conse-
quence of the subversive spirit reigning at the moment in Europe and espe-
cially in France […]. With the conquest of Tsargrad [Constantinople], we 
will have right in our backyard a nest of all those homeless individuals, men 
without a country, who have been banished from all well-ordered societies.  36   

 The reverse of the coin of Mehemet Ali’s prestige as conqueror was 
indeed that he was, in Conservative eyes, simply a rebel. The Russian 
consul warned Mehemet Ali against declaring independence already in 
1834: ‘Because one could not do so without trampling on the Sultan’s 
rights. If, during the Polish insurrection, a Power had recognised Polish 
independence, can you doubt that the act would have been considered a 
declaration of war by Russia?’  37   His successor warned the Pasha again in 
1838, emphasising that the Tsar was ‘the fi rmest support of legitimate 
sovereigns’ and ‘the declared enemy of all revolt’.  38   Mehemet Ali’s char-
acterisation as a rebel meanwhile runs through the correspondence from 
Vienna and St Petersburg. Metternich similarly advised a new plenipoten-
tiary to Egypt, Anton von Prokesch: ‘I hold the principle […] that every 
raising of his armed fi st by the vassal against the Sultan is despicable and 
that the maintenance of the present dynasty on the throne is a political 
necessity for Europe.’  39   And the French themselves were warned, in 1839, 
of the consequences if the Pasha were not curbed: ‘We leave the Tuileries 
cabinet to judge of the impression such a fact would produce on every 
country’s opinion, and of the regrettable consequences that would result 
for the moral authority of all governments.’  40   

 The Paris cabinet was informed that the news of Nezib had been 
received very coldly at the Russian court: ‘The displeasure [at Nezib] the 
emperor has manifested conforms to the disposition he has always held 
in Eastern affairs. In his eyes, the pasha is a rebel subject and if he must 
be protected against his sovereign, and fact made into law, this will be a 
woeful sacrifi ce to necessity.’  41   In the  Journal de Saint-Pétersbourg , the 
offi cial Russian press organ, the Egyptian victory went almost unreported: 
‘The armies of Hafi z-Pasha and Ibrahim-Pasha have met near Nisib, in the 
vicinity of the Euphrates, and after a brisk cannonade the former has pulled 
back in disorder.’  42   As to reactions in Constantinople, ‘News of the defeat 
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has caused consternation at the Porte [i.e. the Sultan and his court], but 
the most complete tranquillity reigned in the capital [among the popula-
tion].’  43   The offi cial Prussian and Austrian newspapers also underplayed 
the Turkish defeat, Nezib likewise being described as a mere cannonade in 
the  Beobachter.   44   The military achievements of Mehemet Ali and Ibrahim 
were a cause for concern to the courts of the Holy Alliance to the point 
that they needed to be hushed up or publicly minimised. 

 ‘In the great Eastern question, we have for ally Egypt, whose interests 
are intimately bound with ours, whose power is borrowed from our civili-
zation, whose commerce enriches our southern provinces, and which has 
audaciously thrown a victorious army on a path fi rst traced by Napoleon’s 
genius’, glowed  Le National  as the peace of Kutiah was being agreed.  45   
The notion of an Egyptian pasha following in Napoleon’s footsteps 
was understandably attractive in France. Neither were parallels between 
Mehemet Ali and Bonaparte limited to French observers. The Pasha’s 
military prowess and his spectacular career also gained him admirers 
elsewhere in Europe. In the Conservative courts, however, this only had 
negative appeal. Mehemet Ali was unwelcome whether or not his regime 
had borrowed from French civilisation, or perhaps precisely because it 
appeared to have emerged as a vehicle for spreading French values.  

   REFORMER 
 At the 1819 Paris Salon, Horace Vernet, who would become Louis- 
Philippe’s chosen historical painter, exhibited a monumental canvas enti-
tled  Le Massacre des Mamelouks de la Citadelle du Caire  (Fig.  3.1 ) .   46   The 
painting was based on a sketch by Auguste de Forbin, another diplomat 
who had recently visited the Pasha. Superfi cially, the  Massacre  looks like 
the typical portrayal of the Oriental despot’s wanton cruelty, and it is 
sometimes critiqued as such.  47   Yet Forbin’s subdued second-hand account 
and the explanatory note provided in the Salon catalogue (which does 
speak of an ‘awful catastrophe’ where Forbin only writes, ‘this disaster’) 
are too matter-of-fact for such an interpretation.  48   Vernet’s oeuvre centres 
not on the massacre but on Mehemet Ali, and the killing scene is half- 
concealed under clouds of smoke. Absent from it are the gore and dead 
bodies in the foreground of so many contemporary battle paintings. The 
Pasha is not shown exulting in the carnage, but in a resolute posture, his 
fi st clenched, gazing fi xedly ahead. This is a man doing a diffi cult duty, 
the lion crouched under his other arm perhaps both a symbol of inner 
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strength and a regal attribute, reminding the viewer of the ruler’s duty to 
cleanse the realm of troublemakers.

   One must indeed consider the particular place the 1811 massacre had 
taken in contemporary European literature. The event and its Turkish 
pendant, the destruction of the Janissaries of 1826, were not erected into 
instances of Oriental barbarity, but on the contrary as modernising necessi-
ties, as the fi nal blow to a feudal order whose sweeping away was an essen-
tial precondition to the introduction of European civilisation. In France, 
moreover, this had an all-the-stronger relevance that the Mamluk mili-
tary caste had been Bonaparte’s designated enemy when he had arrived in 
1798. Whether in the  Description de l’Egypte , the 1798 expedition’s great 
opus, or in later literature, the Mamluks only starred as a barbarian horde, 

  Fig. 3.1     Le Massacre des Mamelouks dans la Citadelle du Caire  by Horace Vernet 
(‘Massacre des mamelouks dans le château du Caire ordonné par Méhémet Ali 
Pacha, vice roi d’Egypte (1811), 1819’, huile sur toile, collection du Musée de 
Picardie, Amiens (© photo Hugo Maertens / Musée de Picardie), No inv. 
M.P.2004.17.176)       
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a pillaging mob that formed the main obstacle to the changes the French 
had come to bring. Joseph Fourier, in his preface, had made the Mamluks’ 
destruction the prelude to Egyptian reconstruction.  49   Mehemet Ali, like 
Bonaparte, should be praised for restoring order over their severed heads, 
and the Société de Géographie made just that  connection: ‘The French 
occupation had suspended for a while that miserable condition, after which 
the fellah fell again under the Mamluks’ despotism, which Mehemet Ali 
ended with his conquests and their destruction.’  50   Far from being a wilful 
killer, the Pasha had brought Egypt ‘an emancipation that becomes an 
entirely new era for the country’s existence and prosperity’.  51   Historical 
accounts of the Expedition were similarly unremitting. Louis Reybaud’s 
history had the French vocation as ‘to all, to inspire but hatred and con-
tempt for their oppressors [the Mamluks], and to show how thoroughly 
they had exploited that land to which nothing tied them’.  52   P.M. Laurent’s 
popular biography of Bonaparte had him more straightforwardly tell the 
Cairenes, ‘I have come to destroy the race of the Mamluks.’  53   

 The 1798 expedition, always mostly a prestige project, had indeed from 
the start been branded as a new civilising departure. Bonaparte had had 
the original idea of adjoining a contingent of 167 scientists, engineers, 
and artists to his army. Upon arriving in Cairo, he had founded an Institut 
d’Egypte comprising 35 of these scientists. This was modelled on the ven-
erable Paris-based Institut, and it was meant to initiate the modernisation 
of Egypt by scientifi c methods. By 1801, the year in which the French 
were evacuated, its achievements remained scanty. But the scientifi c mis-
sion offered a better potential for glossing than the disastrous military 
enterprise. In French history as in memory, the scientifi c expedition soon 
gained precedence over the military. Thiers himself, who had originally 
risen to prominence as a historian of the Revolution, had written of 
Bonaparte’s designs: ‘While temporarily fl attering its prejudices, he also 
worked to seed it with the fruits of science through the foundation of 
the famous Egyptian Institute.’  54   The Expedition thus became reinvented 
as a French project to rebuild Egypt. When, back in Paris, the returning 
scientists produced the  Description , Fourier prefaced it with a list of its 
purported goals:

  He had proposed to abolish the Mamluks’ tyranny, to extend irrigation 
and culture, to open a regular channel of communication between the 
Mediterranean and the Arabian Gulf, to found commercial establishments, 
to offer the Orient the useful example of European industry, in short to 
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make the inhabitants’ condition softer and to provide them with all the 
advantages of an advanced civilization. One could not tend to this goal 
without continual recourse to science and the arts: it is with this design in 
mind that the august chief of the French expedition resolved to found in 
Egypt an institution dedicated to the furthering of all useful knowledge.  55   

   It is sometimes assumed that France’s defence of Mehemet Ali was tied 
to his employment of French advisers, from doctors to naval engineers 
and former imperial soldiers, and that these were the proof of backdoor 
infl uence. But it must be stressed that the Frenchmen in Egypt were 
adventurers, not offi cial envoys. They were only one group among oth-
ers, drawn from a number of European nationalities. Nor were they in 
positions of control: to key governmental and administrative positions, 
the Pasha appointed Albanians and Turks, with the exception of Boghos- 
Bey, his right-hand man, who was an Armenian.  56   The great estates went 
to Mehemet Ali’s family. French offi cers found themselves among equal 
numbers of Greeks and Italians,  57   and Soliman Pasha, alias Colonel Sèves, 
the most successful of them, had had to convert to Islam and he would 
die in Cairo. The French experts—Sèves, Clot-Bey—did matter, but they 
mattered as Egyptian propagandists in France, as helping the Pasha be 
seen as perpetuating a French project. 

 For as Mehemet Ali took over, in French iconography, Bonaparte’s 
mantle in the Orient, so was Fourier’s programme attributed to him. He 
was a reformer and, as a reformer, he was working from a French blueprint: 
this became central to his image and his support in France. In parliament, 
Guizot claimed that ‘it is Mehemet Ali who has made Egypt what it cur-
rently is, by taking over the impetus we provided’, and Pierre- Antoine 
Berryer: ‘Egypt has awakened at the sound of the French voice.’  58   The 
irony that Mehemet Ali had come to Egypt to oust the French, in 1801, 
simply went amiss. ‘This new era of civilization, so happily stewarded by 
Mehemet Ali, is the glorious legacy he was bequeathed by our memorable 
Egyptian expedition’, another observer put it.  59   The Pasha’s transforma-
tional achievements were laid out with statistical precision in works such as 
Antoine Clot-Bey’s  Aperçu , Edme-François Jomard’s  Coup d’œil , Mengin’s 
 Histoire sommaire de l’Egypte sous le gouvernement de Mohammed-Aly . A 
rich literature of books, geographical reports, and review articles detailed 
Mehemet Ali’s regeneration of Egypt, as it was labelled, in itemised 
accounts (with chapter headings such as Budget, Agriculture, Industry, 
Administration, etc.) that curiously echoed Fourier. 
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 Thus fi rst, the Pasha had brought law and order to his conquests. 
Just as the elimination of the Mamluks had been the prelude to Egypt’s 
reconstruction, the restoration of order would be the basis for prosper-
ity everywhere. ‘Soon the Pharaohs’ fatherland ceased to be a blood-
ied scene, calm succeeded to furious anarchy, and order and security 
brought confi dence back into the hearts.’  60   A traveller’s report on Crete 
mailed to the Société de Géographie described the country as peace-
ful under the rule of a benevolent governor.  61   Charles-Edouard Guy, a 
former French consul, held up positive views of the Pasha’s invasion of 
Syria, which he opined would help it acquire ‘the same civilization as 
Egypt’.  62   

 Second, this went hand-in-hand with the construction of a new army 
and navy. Marmont, the old Napoleonic marshal, assessed these in fl at-
tering terms in his memoirs, covering the navy and arsenal (which rep-
resented ‘prodigious results’), as well as the army (‘When one sees this 
artillery, one cannot but admire the power that has turned fellahs into 
such good soldiers’).  63   The Société de Géographie published estimates 
of Egyptian army numbers in its bulletins, Jomard’s  Coup d’œil  bandied 
around large totals, and so did Clot-Bey in his  Aperçu.   64   

 Third, the Pasha’s administration was described as based on, or at least 
as moving towards European models. Clot-Bey asserted in the  Bulletin de 
la Société de Géographie  that ‘Mehemet Ali is the fi rst of Egypt’s governors, 
since the French expedition […] to organise his government more or less 
along European lines.’  65   Jomard even wrote that Mehemet Ali had taken 
a fi rst step towards representative institutions: ‘While Egypt still lacks the 
institutions that characterise European civilization, it is nevertheless not 
devoid of such assemblies to which its subjects’ complaints can be intro-
duced, and their rights discussed.’  66   

 Fourth, the Pasha was developing an Egyptian infrastructure, in par-
ticular by building canals. While it was sometimes recognised that this was 
done with primitive technology, indeed, canal-building had the advantage 
of enabling grandiose comparisons with both Bonaparte and the Pharaohs. 
Of particular note was the Nile–Alexandria canal, or ‘Mahmoudieh’, 
over which Marcellus, among others, enthused: ‘I never tired of admir-
ing this new Egyptian marvel.’  67   And as yet more dream than reality, a 
Mediterranean–Red Sea canal was supposedly being planned by Mehemet 
Ali as it had been by Napoleon: ‘We are thus warranted to believe that the 
reestablishment of this canal is part of Mehemet Ali’s grand ideas, as it was 
of Bonaparte’s.’  68   

AN EGYPTIAN BONAPARTE 61



 Fifth, the Egyptian economy was fl ourishing under the Pasha’s rule: 
‘Agriculture, hydraulic works, the mechanical arts, the fi rst improvements 
in political economy have strongly boosted trade in Egypt, and multi-
plied state revenues.’  69   ‘Mulberry and olive plantations are being multi-
plied, a form of cultivation that promises great results’, wrote Mimaut.  70   
‘Mehemet Ali has imported European manufacturing’s most salient 
results, convinced that this industry, thus created in Egypt from nothing, 
would react on its elder sister and sooner or later bring about its regenera-
tion’, concurred a correspondent of  La Revue des Deux Mondes.   71   

 Sixth and last, the Pasha was fostering science, education, and public 
health. At Mehemet Ali’s instigation, France had for several years (1826–36) 
hosted an Egyptian student mission, fanned out over various schools and 
universities under Jomard’s direction. The Société de Géographie reported 
on the students’ progress after their return to Egypt.  72   The  Journal 
Asiatique , a publication dedicated to Oriental languages and literature, 
vaunted a new plan for an Egyptian newspaper: ‘The gazette will remain 
as a monument to the Pasha’s noble efforts to regenerate the states under 
his rule.’  73   And La Contemporaine, a fashionable lady and literary gossip, 
wrote to  La France Littéraire  of the Abou-Zabel hospital in Cairo: ‘We 
hope this establishment, so well conceived, will be a durable monument to 
Egypt’s regeneration, and will perpetuate among the princes who succeed 
its current government the grand views of its generous founder.’  74   

 Mehemet Ali thus became mythologised as the executor of a however 
vague French project for ‘regenerating’ Egypt. His reputation as a mod-
erniser also extended beyond French borders. Yet signifi cantly, it appealed 
to and was more strongly held by, in particular, people of Liberal or radical 
leanings, people who were partisans of modernisation in the Benthamite 
mould or admirers of French culture, or both: a public predisposed to 
approve of France and its actions on the international stage. 

 The modernising Pasha was notably a fi gure of attraction among the 
British philosophical radicals, a section of the coalition maintaining the Whig 
cabinet in power. When Lord Brougham raised a question in the House 
of Lords, in 1839, on rumoured hostilities between Egypt and Turkey, he 
expressed concern that Mehemet Ali’s great achievements might be imper-
illed: ‘One reason why he felt the greatest interest in the affairs of Egypt 
was this […], the great wisdom and great genius for affairs which had been 
shown by that monarch [Mehemet Ali].’  75   Brougham listed two achieve-
ments in particular: public instruction and the suppression of the slave trade. 
In the Commons, the philosophical reformer Joseph Hume raised several 
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questions throughout the crisis, each time alluding to Mehemet Ali’s merits 
as a ruler.  76   In March 1840, he was seconded by another radical, Charles 
Buller, with the words that ‘His impression was, that they were going to war 
against the only civilized Ottoman Prince in the world, and with the man 
who holds the key of our Indian possessions, to bring him to the condition 
of a kind of Lord-lieutenant of Ireland to the Sublime Porte.’  77   (It is inciden-
tally noteworthy that both Hume and Buller had an Indian past, yet neither 
saw a pro-Turkish policy as strategic.) 

 With admittedly more limited conviction, the Francophile Whigs were 
likewise prepared to give some weight to Mehemet Ali’s reforming merits. 
Clarendon for example argued to Palmerston shortly before they were to 
part ways on the Eastern Question:

  As regards the progress of civilisation, too, and the development of the com-
mercial and agricultural resources of the East, I think we have much more 
to expect from the Pasha than from the Sultan. It is true his government has 
been bad, that he has pursued a most ill-advised system of monopoly, which, 
together with the conscription, have kept the people in extreme poverty; 
still, Egypt has made great strides towards improvement under his reign; 
the productive powers of the country have been stimulated in a manner 
unknown in modern times.  78   

 Lord Holland, Clarendon’s partner in sedition within the cabinet, simi-
larly seems to have been infected by the French vision, his opinion of the 
Pasha being that ‘He is thought to be a fi ne and spirited fellow.’  79   

 The Liberal  Edinburgh Review , in a series of travel-book reviews pub-
lished in the 1830s, was another party to comment positively on Egypt’s 
new regime, in one place describing Mehemet Ali as ‘the extraordinary per-
son who at present presides over its destinies’.  80   And as late as January 1841, 
the radical  Westminster Review  argued in favour of friendship with France 
on the Eastern Question, in part basing its reasoning on Mehemet Ali’s 
reforms and writing that ‘while Turkey was exhibiting the most lamentable 
evidence of decrepitude and decay, Egypt had been rising into strength and 
importance’.  81   The piece was penned by the political economist, writer, and 
MP John Bowring, a key radical fi gure who, having been sent to Egypt 
on an offi cial, data-gathering mission, found much good to say about the 
Pasha. Bowring visited Egypt and Syria in 1837–8, and he had indeed been 
taken in by the charm of its self-made ruler. His offi cial report on Egypt, 
together with another on Syria, would be published in book form in 1840, 
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though not before Palmerston had had it edited and toned down, stress-
ing in particular—alongside the positives that were increased revenue, new 
crops, education, religious toleration, and increased safety for travellers—
the Pasha’s manufacturing failures, his abusive monopolies, judicial corrup-
tion, the brutality of conscription, and the continuation of slavery.  82   

 The likewise Liberal-leaning  Hallische Jahrbücher  was prepared to 
take Mehemet Ali’s side in a set of articles on the Eastern Question that 
appeared in early 1840. After agreeing that the fundamental issue at stake 
was the transformation of the Orient along European norms, it took, in 
the last instalment, Mehemet Ali for model. The  Jahrbücher ’s view was 
that he had better enlisted European help even if this was only ‘in spite of 
the barbarity prevalent in Egyptian government, religion, and customs’.  83   
Other travellers to have written positively of Mehemet Ali’s regime 
included the radical Welsh author and journalist James Augustus St John 
and the Bavarian Theodor von Hallberg-Broich, who though less a Liberal 
than an eccentric, was a German nationalist and the founder of a model 
agricultural colony in Hallbergmoos.  84   Hallberg-Broich listed the Pasha’s 
accomplishments in his book, with special emphasis on canal-building and 
his innovations in agriculture: ‘The Viceroy’s highest goal is agriculture. 
[…] A state based on trade without agriculture cannot last long.’  85   

 Reform, fi nally, only attracted hostility among Conservative writers, 
who either saw it as dangerous or found no need for it. ‘Mehmed Ali has 
much that is Napoleonic both in spirit and in style’, wrote Metternich. 
‘That one had also taken the defence of the Porte against the Mamluks. 
As we do not agree with such phraseology, so the statement has as little 
value for us as for him against whom it is directed.’  86   Private reports to 
the northern courts tended to doubt that Mehemet Ali’s initiatives con-
stituted any progress. Public pieces, just as they might have written of the 
French Empire in the time of the Napoleonic wars, only emphasised the 
evils of conscription and government confi scation. 

 The Austrian and Russian consuls privately tended to dismiss the 
Egyptian regime and its performance in the economic, administrative, and 
military fi elds. ‘Presumption knows no bounds and everyone is struck by 
the results of his government system, which sees the population diminish-
ing, trade stagnating, agriculture and industry being destroyed, security 
for person and property failing, and general impoverishment spreading’, 
reported Anton Laurin of Ibrahim’s rule in Syria.  87   The Russian represen-
tative Pavel Ivanovich Medem thought of Mehemet Ali that ‘His vision, 
narrowly centred on himself, has so far only worked for his private glory, 
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without regard for his nation’s happiness, and without contributing to its 
future.’  88   His predecessor Antoine Pezzoni produced a bitingly sarcastic 
picture of the Egyptian regime, after having poked fun in passing at such 
enraptured French travellers as La Contemporaine:

  In the midst of these vast conceptions, of these reforms of which the vulgar 
layman cannot conceive the importance, do not think the people’s happiness 
is neglected, the good of trade or the perfecting of administration. First one 
imprisons without mercy all the government’s creditors. […] As for trade, it 
will become the object of special protection; which is to say the government 
will take everything. […] Administration will likewise undergo a revolution 
[…]; he will fi ll it with Turks, which will end up increasing the already inex-
tricable level of waste.  89   

   The  Journal de Saint-Pétersbourg  reported, in 1839, jointly on Turkish 
measures for the distribution of wheat and growing disturbances in 
Egyptian-held Syria. ‘Such a state of things provides a striking response 
to all the praise bestowed on the Pasha for his efforts to pull Syria under 
his iron sceptre’, it wrote.  90   Later it opined that Egypt’s fi nances were 
challenged and the Alexandria population restive, also gloating that a Nile 
expedition had failed.  91   A month earlier, the  Österreichischer Beobachter  
had found Egypt unruly, the regime unpopular, and its fi nancial situation 
precarious.  92   Around the same time, the  Preußische Staatszeitung  focused 
on the poor integration of the Turkish fl eet into the Egyptian and the 
weakness of Mehemet Ali’s armaments due to a lack of popularity, men, 
and leadership.  93   All three newspapers made hay of the Syrian revolt after 
it broke out in the spring of 1840. 

 The Pasha’s avatars as conqueror, rebel, and reformer were thus all 
facets of the same identity. They all related to his crypto-French, quasi- 
Napoleonic fi gure. For to attempt reform was in itself to trouble the estab-
lished order, and to espouse French ideas, or to be seen by the French to 
be espousing their ideas, was to align with the country of  mouvement , a 
country that, under the July Monarchy, still incarnated the revolution. 
This was well understood by the  Hallische Jahrbücher  when it found that 
Mehemet Ali embodied ‘the regeneration of the Orient’ as opposed to the 
‘long-spent precepts of legitimacy’. ‘And when someone in old believers’ 
Vienna speaks of Turkish legitimacy, as though there can be no decency 
that does not bow to it, why should one not also think of French legiti-
macy [the Restoration-era Bourbons]?’ it asked. ‘Public opinion will never 
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forget that, over the territorial disputes in Asia Minor, in Poland, or on the 
Rhine, the great question that hangs unresolved is one of principle: civic 
freedom or tutelage?’  94   

 ‘Egypt is the focus point of constitutional governments, which care 
deeply about civilization’s progress; Egypt, fortifi ed by this endorsement, 
will second their efforts in this noble enterprise’, wrote Mengin in the same 
logic as the German review.  95   ‘Be the avowed and committed protectors of 
this Egyptian kingdom that French civilization has contributed to found-
ing’, called  Le Siècle.   96   Palmerston, meanwhile, understood the Francophile 
implications of the Pasha’s modernising claims, observing wryly, 

 I own I attach no weight to all that we hear about the benefi ts which civili-
zation would derive from an augmentation of dominions by the Pasha. […] 
And surely the injury which would be done to the great interests of Europe 
[…] would far more than counterbalance the advantage which we should 
derive from the establishment of écoles primaires and anatomical dissection 
in Syria and Mesopotamia.  97   

 Yet there was more to it than schools of anatomical dissection: there were 
also Egypt’s pyramids.  

   PHARAOH 
 ‘Thus, to return civilization to its ancient cradle, to discharge Europe’s 
debt to Egypt was an honour reserved to France’, wrote Jomard, the editor 
of the monument that was the  Description de l’Egypte , referring at once to 
the Expedition’s supposed civilising goals and its rediscovery of Egyptian 
antiquities.  98   Saïd, in his seminal  Orientalism , argued that the study of the 
Eastern classics by European scholars was tantamount to a fi gurative colo-
nisation of its subject cultures, paving the way for the real thing. Scholars, in 
cataloguing the classical Eastern civilisations, fed stereotypes of an Orient 
in decline and awaiting reconstruction by Europeans who were also prov-
ing that they understood it best. ‘The modern Orientalist was, in his view, 
a hero rescuing the Orient from the obscurity, alienation, and strangeness 
which he himself had properly distinguished.’  99   Saïd also specifi cally com-
mented on the  Description , a document recognised by many historians as 
the key to Egyptology’s early development thanks to its rich trove of often 
reused ancient material, though his exegesis has been criticised, among 
other things, for being too narrowly focused on Fourier’s preface and 
for paying insuffi cient attention to the book’s many illustrations.  100   From 
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the contemporary French perspective, in any case, the  Description  and its 
successor literature fulfi lled a particular role: nascent Egyptology helped 
memorialise the 1798 expedition. If moreover it was the cement that kept 
the Expedition together in public memory, by extension, since the Pasha 
was construed as the Expedition’s perpetuator, it was also fundamental to 
French conceptions of Mehemet Ali’s Egypt. 

 Jomard was a former, albeit junior member of the Expedition. He 
continued to advertise Egypt as correspondent and writer, and through 
an administrator’s position at the Société de Géographie. A curator of 
the Bibliothèque Royale and a member of the Académie des Inscriptions 
et Belles-Lettres, he also fancied himself as an expert on ancient Egypt. 
Jomard was indeed making a point, in his mention of civilisation’s ‘ancient 
cradle’, about Egypt’s bygone greatness, and this also he among others 
felt was a French matter. Alongside Jomard’s writings and the  Description , 
one must consider Jean-François Champollion’s contribution after he had 
begun deciphering hieroglyphics in 1822. Egyptology played a three- 
pronged role in informing European nostrums on the 1830s Middle East. 
First, by memorialising the Expedition, it kept alive the belief that the 
Pasha’s regime was the product of a French civilising mission. Second, 
by resurrecting ancient Egypt’s splendour, it fed infl ated notions of the 
country’s prospective achievements under its reforming master. And third, 
because of Egyptology’s debt to Champollion, it continued as a predomi-
nantly French science, reinforcing there and everywhere else the postulate 
that Egypt was intellectually tied to France. 

 The  Description , an edited compendium of the scientifi c expedition’s 
fi ndings and notes published in the ensuing two decades and a more 
than twenty-volume colossus covering everything from fl ora and fauna 
to modern architecture and customs, was the Expedition’s trace, its one 
tangible achievement. A mere glimpse at its frontispiece, though, with its 
monument- fi lled landscape framed by emblems of Napoleonic victories, 
suffi ces to show how concerned it was with ancient Egypt. Five out of the 
ten volumes of text were dedicated to antiquities, and six out of its thir-
teen volumes of plates, and even the volumes labelled ‘Etat Moderne’ con-
tained constant references to ancient Egypt. If the book was in a general 
sense construed as having been meant to provide the statistical basis for 
Napoleon’s reconstruction of Egypt, furthermore, the antiquities plates 
performed this very task on their own. Such practice was not unusual for 
books on architecture at the time, but in many places the plates showed 
the same monuments in their ruined state and, in separate illustrations, 
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restored as new, graphically rendering Egypt’s regeneration by French 
scholars. They included draughtsmen’s cross-sectional plans, making it 
look as if the French had rebuilt, or at least could rebuild, the monuments 
themselves, and clean bas-reliefs showing ancient Egypt’s sciences, arts, 
and manufactures. 

 The reach of the  Description , an expensive book that few people owned 
or were likely to be able to consult, was extended through reproductions 
in other books and in popular and scientifi c journals. Its plates were repro-
duced, for example, in magazines such as  Magasin Pittoresque  and  Musée 
des Familles  that were dedicated to the vulgarisation of science and the arts 
for a broad public.  101   An early, highly popular volume based on the same 
material as the  Description  had been Dominique Vivant-Denon’s  Voyage 
dans la Basse et la Haute Egypte . Denon had accompanied general Desaix 
into Upper Egypt in 1798–9, and his illustrated book mixed descrip-
tions of ancient monuments with an account of the military campaign.  102   
The same format was carried over in histories published in the 1830s, for 
example Reybaud’s  Histoire scientifi que et militaire de l’expédition fran-
çaise en Egypte . 

 The July Monarchy, signifi cantly, continued to use the same themes 
mixing antiquities and regeneration by the invading French in its repre-
sentational materials. Léon Cogniet’s  L’expédition d’Egypte sous les ordres 
de Bonaparte  (1835; Fig.  3.2 ), a ceiling fresco for the Louvre’s antiquities 
galleries, mixed references to military planning (Bonaparte in the shade 
of his tent), scientifi c work (the men taking notes), future prosperity (the 
water carrier), and ancient artefacts. Cogniet’s painting was reproduced 
in  Magasin Pittoresque  alongside an article on the Expedition that quoted 
from Thiers’s history of the Revolution.  103   When the Luxor obelisk was 
erected in Paris, the socle that was specially made bore the inscription, 
‘Louis- Philippe, king of the French, wishing to transmit to posterity an 
ancient masterpiece of Egyptian art as well as the distinguished memory of 
a glory acquired more recently on the banks of the Nile, has arranged for 
the erection of this obelisk, given to France by Egypt itself.’  104   The obelisk, 
of course, a gift from Mehemet Ali, was in no evident way connected to the 
Expedition. Yet the literature and press that budded around the obelisk’s 
arrival in Paris likewise made frequent reference to the Expedition, as in 
the introductory words to the book by Jean-Baptiste Lebas, the engineer 
responsible for its retrieval: ‘The Egyptian campaign […] provided the 
means to explore equally successfully, for the benefi t of scientifi c Europe, 
the remains of the oldest civilised people.’  105  
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   Ancient Egypt was meanwhile repeatedly referred to as the birthplace 
of civilisation, the ‘ancient mother of the sciences’.  106   Lebas’s book con-
tained a controversy on the relative sophistication of the mechanical arts in 
ancient Egypt and modern Europe that concluded, ‘Is it not more ratio-
nal to conclude that the mechanical arts are no newly created science?’  107   
Such publications lent credibility to the Pasha’s reforms by exaggerating 
the degree of prosperity and advancement of ancient Egypt and there-
fore its latent modern potential. The popular classic  Egypte ancienne  by 
Jacques-Joseph Champollion-Figeac, Jean-François Champollion’s elder 
brother,  108   made an emphatic portrait of Egypt’s olden wealth and degree 
of advancement: 

 Vast public monuments, architecture’s greatest known productions, adorned 
the capital and Egypt’s main cities; all the arts had contributed to embellish 
them, sculpture, painting, and the use of precious metals, glass, and the rich-
est enamels. Egypt exploited mines and quarries, produced linen, wool, and 

  Fig. 3.2     L’Expédition d’Egypte sous les Ordres de Bonaparte  by Léon Cogniet 
(painting at the Musée du Louvre. Image copyright: ©   Niday Picture Library     / 
Alamy Stock Photo)       
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cotton cloth for its inhabitants, and it did not disdain to copy or import the 
richest fabrics from India.  109   

 It followed that reform, beginning with the restoration of order, would 
let Egypt’s civilisation bloom again. ‘Such are the signs of an advanced 
civilization, an equable legislation, a fully-constituted nation, and a wisely 
policed state’, continued Champollion-Figeac.  110   Fourier had written, 
‘One will not be able to admire Egypt’s great works […] one will compare 
especially the deplorable state in which it has fallen with the opulence 
which, within a few years, a wiser administration would bring.’  111   And 
inevitably this found its way into direct parallels between Mehemet Ali’s 
regime and ancient Egypt: ‘Egypt will be returned by him to the civiliza-
tion of which it was the cradle’, assured the Duc Decazes.  112   Léon Labat 
described the Pasha as a ‘modern Sesostris’ whose providential mission it 
was to bring back Egypt’s ancient greatness.  113   

 Incidentally, the tentative signs are that British Egyptology was marked 
by no such bombast. Admittedly John Gardner Wilkinson, at the time 
Britain’s pre-eminent Egyptologist and the author of several volumes on 
ancient Egypt, saw fi t to publish a pamphlet in favour of the Pasha.  114   But 
Wilkinson had spent 12 years in Egypt and such position-taking was not 
surprising in a person who had long been immersed in Alexandria’s for-
eign community and who remained a member of the small international 
society of Egyptologists. Wilkinson intended to return, and Egyptologists 
tended to be grateful to the Pasha for access to antiquities. Yet Wilkinson’s 
acclaimed and highly popular  Manners and customs of the ancient Egyptians  
differed from the French literature in that, far from forever dwelling on 
Egypt’s monumental grandeur, it dealt mostly with everyday life, containing 
chapters on husbandmen, brick-making, the entertainments, and common 
objects such as furniture. The impression, especially combined with Edward 
William Lane’s twin bestseller,  Manners and customs of the modern Egyptians , 
was one of an unchanging, traditional Egypt, not that of a glorious civilisa-
tion in the process of revival. Such was also the case, moreover, of Giovanni 
d’Athanasi’s  Researches and discoveries under the direction of Henry Salt —an 
important work because of Salt’s contribution to the British Museum, inclu-
sive among other objects of the statue of the Younger Memnon—which 
included a chapter on the ‘customs and manners of the Arabs’.  115   

 Champollion’s decipherment of hieroglyphics, in any case, threatened 
to change everything. Champollion, born in 1790, had been too young 
to take part in the 1798 invasion. He had studied ancient languages as 
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a youth and applied his knowledge to what documents he could fi nd in 
France, among others the Rosetta stone in copy, not original format.  116   
When he visited Egypt, in 1828, for the fi rst time, he spoke Arabic and 
could converse with the natives. For him, Egypt need be mediated neither 
by memories of the French presence nor the Pasha’s publicists. 

 Neither Champollion nor his achievements were self-evidently children 
of the Expedition. As long as hieroglyphics remained silent, moreover, 
Egyptian artefacts could continue to act as symbols (of a glorious past 
civilisation, of the Expedition). Once the Egyptian characters became read-
able, these same artefacts became texts, as the archaeologist and academi-
cian Jean-Antoine Letronne duly noted: ‘Since the discovery of Pharaonic 
hieroglyphics, these sculptures have acquired a much greater importance. 
They are no more just works of art; they are now historical sources.’  117   
Champollion’s Lettre à M. Dacier (1822), setting out the rudiments of 
his system for the fi rst time, thus promised a historical Egypt, something 
else than the dumb and legendary destination of the Expedition. Egypt 
might now be seen for what it was, which even at its height remained a 
pre iron-age civilisation operating on basic tools. It stood to be revealed 
not as a land of happiness and plenty, but a society obsessed with death 
and bent on harnessing, at considerable human cost, theocratic power to 
grand funerary schemes. As a sample, one of the inscriptions on the Luxor 
obelisk translated by Champollion-Figeac read, ‘I offer you these vases 
through the hands of your son, the sun guardian of truth, approved by 
Phré. I offer you all sorts of pure goods.’  118   Almost disquietingly foreign, 
such texts took the reader into a world well removed from the Liberal 
canons of rationality and good governance. 

 But Champollion died of disease in 1832. The materials collected 
on his one and only mission to Egypt, dated 1828–9, were published 
posthumously, at state expense, in  Monuments de l’Egypte et de la Nubie  
(1835–45). Tantalisingly, if  Monuments de l’Egypte  was intended as a suc-
cessor to the  Description , it carried a different message: far from showing 
yet more monuments, this is a compendium of drawings from bas-reliefs 
and frescoes illustrating life and funerary practices in ancient Egypt. A 
collection of around 500 plates with short explanations drawing from 
the hieroglyphic text, it left more place to the colourful but outlandish 
Egyptian religion. Its arts and crafts illustrations looked appropriately low- 
tech. Grandiose stone constructions were nowhere to be seen, and ancient 
Egyptian life and death were now the focus, gaining in accuracy what had 
been lost in opulence. 
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 Had Champollion survived or his work gained earlier exposure, it might 
have challenged the dominant narrative still typifi ed by the  Description . 
But his work only came out slowly and nascent Egyptology, which had 
yet to be even called that, remained, where France was concerned, essen-
tially stuck at the stage of its Napoleonic preamble. Champollion’s letter 
to Mr Dacier was followed two years later by his  Précis du système hiéro-
glyphique des anciens égyptiens , which made translation accessible to the 
specialist, but his complete grammar only appeared in 1841. Controversy, 
meanwhile, survived as to whether his deciphering of hieroglyphics was 
valid. Alexandre Lenoir, an administrator of the royal monuments, was 
thus still able to write in 1834, ‘Whatever the merits of this system and of 
its author, one struggles to recognise the letters of an alphabet.’  119   And 
Charles Lenormant, a fellow participant of Champollion in the 1828–9 
mission, complained as late as 1838, ‘I hear every day men who are other-
wise quite enlightened ask, shaking their heads, whether it is true that this 
Mr Champollion has guessed the meaning of hieroglyphics.’  120   

 Champollion might also have made a difference to French opinions of 
Egypt because he saw through Mehemet Ali’s Potemkin façades. During 
his mission, the Egyptologist wrote both a journal and a set of letters: 
the journal disparaged the Pasha’s regime, the letters did not. The letters 
were published as a feuilleton in the offi cial newspaper  Le Moniteur , the 
journal was kept private.  121   Champollion penned the following lines as he 
prepared to leave: 

 As to the father, Mehemet Ali, he is after all an excellent man, entertain-
ing no other aim but to extract as much money as possible from poor 
Egypt; knowing that the ancients used to represent it as a cow, he milks and 
exhausts it from dawn to dusk, while waiting fi nally to rip it open. Such is all 
the good the noble advice of such pastors as Drovetti and the great Jomard 
has yielded.  122   

 His scepticism could thus have been the grain of sand in the machinery 
for vaunting the Pasha’s reforms as well as memorialising the Expedition. 
With his death, Jomard, who had never forgiven Champollion for obtain-
ing in his place the curatorship for Egyptian antiquities at the Louvre 
and had yet to acknowledge his decipherment of hieroglyphics, remained 
paramount. Jomard was, through his editorship of the  Description , the 
Expedition’s principal memorialist. Among other roles, as founding mem-
ber and editor at the Société de Géographie, he was perhaps the Pasha’s 
most active propagandist. 
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 In his absence, indeed, Champollion was only recuperated and recycled 
into the Expedition’s heritage, into the narrative of an Egyptian renais-
sance seeded by France. It had been his idea for France to acquire one of 
the Luxor obelisks, yet his brother Champollion-Figeac proposed dedicat-
ing it, after it arrived, ‘To the army of the Orient, which occupied Egypt 
and Syria in 1798, 1799, 1800, and 1801.’  123   Champollion’s legacy, rather 
than diluting it, acted to reinforce the myth of the Expedition. Raimond 
de Verninac began his book on the voyage of the obelisk with, ‘After the 
Egyptian Institute’s great and immortal work […] after the learned inves-
tigations and astonishing discovery of our Champollion’, and he ended it 
with the words, ‘Twice, in thirty years, had France sent to the intellectual 
conquest of Egypt; it had gathered the great work of the Oriental institute 
and Champollion’s grammar.’  124   It fell to Guizot, as Minister of Public 
Instruction, to introduce in parliament, in 1833, the law appropriating 
funds to purchase Champollion’s manuscripts, pay his widow a pension, 
and publish the  Monuments de l’Egypte : ‘Mr Champollion worked for 
national glory and endowed our erudition with an immortal discovery: it 
is beautiful that a Frenchman should have rediscovered, have heard again 
the language of a famous people, and that he should have on his own com-
pleted the work of an entire military and scientifi c expedition.’  125   

 Internationally, the Young–Champollion controversy moreover only 
served to sharpen the nationalistic outlines of nascent Egyptology.  126   
When the academician Chrétien-Siméon Le Prévost d’Iray read a poem 
entitled ‘La Pierre de Rosette’ at the Institut, in 1838, this combined 
paean to Bonaparte and jab at the stone’s confi scation by the British:

  Called from the night’s darkness 
 Who discovered you? A Frenchman 
 Who brought you to daylight? 
 Our arts, our arms, our successes 
 The arts, knowledge, industry 
 My dear fatherland’s honour 
 Glorious sons of peace 
 Of a man to whom even in fable 
 Nothing is comparable [Napoleon] 
 You follow the victorious chariot.  127   

 Champollion acknowledged Arthur Young’s contribution towards deci-
phering the stone’s second script, hieratic, but not his fi nding that some 
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hieroglyphs were also phonetically written, specifi cally for writing foreign 
names. The somewhat petty dispute continued to plague cross-Channel 
relations in the fi eld long after the fact. When the decipherer of the hiero-
glyphs arrived in Egypt, the British team had either mocked or, in the 
case of Wilkinson, avoided him.  128   Wilkinson later wrote a letter to the 
periodical  John Bull  ridiculing French diffi culties at retrieving the Luxor 
obelisk, and d’Athanasi likewise disparaged French practices as wasteful in 
his book.  129   The small but growing community of Egyptologists was, in 
the 1830s, in the process of becoming more cohesive. In 1836, a group 
of Europeans in Cairo founded an Egyptian Society involving British, 
French, Italian, German, and American members, resident or not.  130   
Both Wilkinson and Jomard became early participants. Yet Salt’s parting 
words still hung in the desert air, complaining of Champollion’s petty- 
mindedness towards Young even as he acknowledged the value of the 
Frenchman’s fi nd: ‘Mons. Champollion fi ls seems to be unwilling to allow 
this; but the fact is evident, and surely he has accomplished too much to 
stand in need of assuming himself the merits of another.’  131   

 In another twist, it was Karl Richard Lepsius, a Prussian, who fi nally 
laid any lingering scepticism to rest as to the validity of Champollion’s 
grammar. Lepsius, however, would not visit Egypt until 1842. Two points 
indeed stand out regarding German, which in practice meant Prussian, 
Egyptology. The fi rst is that it was to a large extent driven by religious 
motivations. Lepsius was an acquaintance of Christian von Bunsen, an 
evangelical nobleman who helped him secure the patronage of King 
Frederick William IV, including an eventual appointment at the Berlin 
university. But Bunsen’s interest was in proving the truth of the Bible; a 
book on Egypt and universal history which he began writing in 1838 thus 
aimed ‘to enquire whether it tallies with Scripture tradition as to the cre-
ation of mankind, and whether it corroborates the chronological systems 
based upon it’.  132   Ernst Hengstenberg’s self-explanatory title  Egypt and 
the Books of Moses  shared similar aims; it even used information from the 
 Description  as part of an argument that Moses’ transformation of a rod into 
a snake was real.  133   Another of Lepsius’s supporters was the geographer 
and courtier Alexander von Humboldt. As Humboldt wrote, ‘A so deeply 
learnt and talented man as Lepsius will shed a new, unexpected light on 
man’s spiritual origins from Osortasen to Moses, which will refl ect on the 
Hebrews’ own circumstances. This aspect is very favoured by our excellent 
Monarch.’  134   
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 The second point is how embedded Prussian Egyptology remained, 
until Lepsius’s 1842 mission, in French circles. When the philologist Julius 
Klaproth, another enquirer into human origins, published on ancient 
Egypt, this was in Paris and in French, though the book was based on the 
antiquities collection of a Swedish diplomat.  135   Lepsius himself owed his 
early progress to visits in France and Italy. And Joseph Passalacqua, who 
in the 1820s became Egyptian curator at the Berlin museum, likewise 
published in French and had fi rst taken his collection to Paris.  136   (The 
fourth pillar of contemporary Egyptology in Europe, the Italian, split its 
membership between the other three—its most prominent representative, 
Ippolito Rosselini, accompanied Champollion on his Egyptian mission 
and published his own  I monumenti dell’Egitto e della Nubia  in 1832.) 
The effect was that, outside Britain and up to the Lepsius venture of 1842, 
Egyptology remained in European acceptance essentially a French science. 

 Franco–British rivalries born of the confi scation of the Rosetta Stone 
and the Young–Champollion controversy worked to sharpen jealousies in 
Paris and London. Among the rest of Europe’s educated public, a concep-
tion of Egyptology as a French discipline could only play to the impression 
of a modern Egyptian indebtedness to French ideas. French Egyptological 
writing meanwhile fed exaggerated views of Egypt’s natural potential, 
encouraging the belief that it was a valuable protectorate that must be 
defended at all costs. 

 Most signifi cant, however, was that Egyptology kept a certain mem-
ory of the Expedition alive. This was magnifi ed again by Champollion’s 
name and legacy, whose more far-reaching effects were delayed by his 
untimely death. Egyptology continued to validate the scientifi c expedition 
of 1798 as reform blueprint. And because the Pasha stood as a reformer, 
the perpetuator of a French reconstruction project and a quasi-Bonaparte 
himself, it buttressed his position as regenerator. The Pasha, through his 
modernising work, was restoring Egypt to its former glory, and it was 
France’s appointed role to safeguard this work. The American consul 
George Gliddon, for one, was awake to the diplomatic implications of 
such logical chains:

  It was accordingly explained by the Prime Minister, Boghos Bey, who 
stands out, in bold relief, the Master-Mind of all the palliators and excus-
ers of Mohammed Ali, as emanating from an earnest desire, on the part 
of His Highness, to establish at the Metropolis of Cairo—A NATIONAL 
MUSEUM OF EGYPTIAN ANTIQUITIES. 
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 Sublime and felicitous conception! Echoed by the Semaphore de 
Marseilles, as a new evidence, “que ce sublime Vieillard ne rêve qu’à la 
prospérité, et à la régénération de l’Egypte”—re-echoed by Societies in 
Europe, as another proof of the progress of science under the enlightened 
Mohammed Ali! and, perhaps, considered by Monsieur Thiers as a valid rea-
son for insisting on the extension of the Pasha’s dominion as far as  Adana ?  137   

      PROPAGANDIST 
 Mehemet Ali remains a controversial fi gure today. To a number of his-
torians, and in contemporary national consciousness, he continues to be 
‘the founder of modern Egypt’.  138   Others argue that neither the Pasha’s 
mercantilist economic system nor his governance structures were new, and 
that they were merely perfected after having been borrowed in the main 
from the Mamluks.  139   For Khaled Fahmy, Mehemet Ali only forged an 
Egyptian nation in opposition to his rule, through the trauma of con-
scription practices that were resisted to the point of self-mutilation and 
the crucible of endless military service.  140   ‘In this manner Muhammad Ali 
was truly the founder of modern Egypt, an Egypt in which the Egyptians 
found themselves silenced, exiled, and punished, and robbed of the fruits 
of their labour, an Egypt to be ruled as he wished by his descendants 
for a hundred years after his death’, writes Fahmy.  141   Webster, who was 
writing when Stalinism remained fashionable, thought that Mehemet Ali 
had given Egypt ‘better government than it had had for centuries’ even 
though this had consisted of ‘a type of state socialism’.  142   Amazingly, the 
image of Mehemet Ali as an Egyptian Bonaparte has also enjoyed a very 
long lease of life. It was popular, in particular, among a category of histo-
rians sprung from the Francophone communities of Cairo and Alexandria 
who were also patronised by the early twentieth-century Khedives, pos-
sibly as an act of resistance to British colonial rule.  143   It has survived even 
longer in France, in spite of the considerable academic debunking of the 
Expedition’s history.  144   

 Whatever the reality of his reforms, however, or the novelty of his 
 system—and it is not this book’s place to express an opinion either way—
the Pasha was at least and without doubt skilled at one thing: propa-
ganda. Both protagonists in the Middle Eastern confl ict had grasped that 
European opinion was important and that it needed to be cultivated (a 
point developed, with regard to the Ottoman Empire, in the next chapter). 
The Pasha, though, was always several moves ahead in the game. He even 
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ordered cannon salvos to be sounded and a day of prayers given to honour 
the accession of the young Abdul Mejid after Sultan Mahmud had died in 
July 1839, a gesture that was not lost on the editors of the  Beobachter  and 
the  Preußische Staatszeitung .  145   He almost won over Champollion, unaware 
that this was a standard award to important guests, with the presentation 
of a gold-set sabre.  146   And as Gliddon noted, he used Egyptian antiquities 
in general to the selective purposes of his publicity, of which the grant of 
the Luxor obelisk to France was but the most demonstrative instance.  147   

 Perhaps most striking was the time Mehemet Ali took to meet with 
European visitors, some of them quite insignifi cant. Aside from the per-
sonalities already mentioned, the number of travellers to whom the Pasha 
made the effort to grant audiences runs into the double digits, ranging 
from the Glasgow solicitor William Rae Wilson to the Bavarian medical 
doctor Jacob Röser; and this, of course, only counts the visitors who sub-
sequently published an account of their travels. To professor Gotthilf von 
Schubert he made the gift of a live lion and a type of desert lynx called a 
caracal.  148   (Sadly the author does not record whether or how he brought 
back these dangerous beasts to his native town.) With important person-
ages, the Pasha was even more lavish with his time, as attests the care-
fully cultivated relationship with Pueckler-Muskau. He even went as far 
as to visit Marmont while he was still in quarantine, in Alexandria, and to 
keep in epistolary contact with Marcellus after his departure.  149   The Pasha 
moreover had a special gift for telling people what they wanted to hear.  150   
If, with Frenchmen, he was prepared wistfully to recall the Napoleonic 
campaigns, with the Englishman Edward Hogg he cracked jokes about 
hats no longer being considered a rarity in Syria followed by ‘an arch look, 
and a hearty English laugh’,  151   and with Germans, he was readier to dis-
cuss monarchs and railways: 

 The Egyptian ruler fi rst spoke in very favourable terms of our king Ludwig 
of Bavaria. Because he had the contents of the European newspapers regu-
larly communicated to him […] he knew quite well what was happening 
at home; he knew that we have a railway in Bavaria (which he pictured far 
larger that it actually was), and that we were working on a canal between the 
Rhine and Danube.  152   

 The Pasha’s audiences with foreign visitors may also have served as 
an informal system for information-gathering. The evidence is never-
theless that he was keenly aware of the role of printed opinion and the 
importance of the press. Mehemet Ali and his minister Boghos-Bey, for 
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example, subscribed as members to the Société de Géographie.  153   They 
had it publish accounts of their expeditions to Nubia and in search of 
the Nile’s source, placing Egypt implicitly among the exploring, not the 
colonised nations.  154   The Pasha had the favourable report of his reforms 
that appeared in  La Phalange  translated to him, the French consul report-
ing on this occasion that he was a zealous newspaper reader and that he 
hoped to be able to place a few articles himself.  155   And he followed the 
debates led on his behalf in Europe and made due note of Rémusat’s 
‘newly minted rights’ speech in the French parliament.  156   

 Mehemet Ali’s propaganda resonated differently with its various 
audiences, meanwhile, with correspondingly broad implications for 
his diplomatic position. Combined with the parallels with Bonaparte, 
his self-cultivated modernising image endowed him with a radi-
cal sheen. (Incidentally, Mehemet Ali did not voluntarily style himself 
after Bonaparte, and indeed it would have been folly to do so while he 
still hoped to court British support. Later in life he had a biography of 
Napoleon translated into Turkish and printed by his government press, 
and he gave his birth date as 1769, the same as Napoleon’s, though also 
the same as Wellington’s.  157   It is probable that the Pasha only encouraged 
his advisers and publicists in their portrayals of him as a new Bonaparte, 
but the parallels with the great adventurer and monarch essentially origi-
nated in Europe, not Egypt.) While he remained a much-debated fi gure 
everywhere, Mehemet Ali tended to appeal, beyond the French public 
specifi cally, to Liberal audiences. This created issues of a related yet dis-
tinct nature for policymakers both in Britain and among the two German 
powers. 

 The Pasha’s modernising reputation indeed created a direct problem, 
in Britain, for the Whigs and for Palmerston. The cabinet could neither 
offend radical opinion-leaders nor be seen to be defending barbarity and 
stagnation against progress. The episode of Palmerston’s resignation and 
the double cabinet crisis of 1840, and the pressure the radicals brought to 
bear in the Commons and Lords both showed the danger, for the Whig 
cabinet, of fi nding itself on the wrong side of enlightened opinion on the 
Eastern Question. Waghorn, alongside his private lobbying, had mounted 
a public defence of the Egyptian regime with such pamphlets as ‘Egypt as 
it is in 1837’.  158   The foreign secretary was suffi ciently aware of his prob-
lem to mark up an internal report on Egypt by his consul Campbell, him-
self removed in 1839 for being too supportive of Mehemet Ali, with his 
own objections. On Mehemet Ali’s administration in Syria, Palmerston 
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commented, ‘His having chosen to rebel against his sovereign is surely no 
excuse for his oppressing the people whom he was appointed to protect.’ 
When Campbell suggested that ‘persons and property are respected’, his 
chief objected: ‘except those of the people whom he governs’, and else-
where, ‘it seems the only diffi culty he cannot surmount is the diffi culty of 
ruling with justice’. And when the colonel praised the prospects of Nubia 
under Egyptian rule and its ‘usefulness alike for the interests of commerce 
and of philanthropy’, Palmerston added tersely, ‘i.e. for war & conquest & 
plunder & conscription & monopoly’.  159   

 Fortunately for the foreign secretary, far from all British portrayals of 
Mehemet Ali were positive. Edward William Lane’s much-read account 
of modern Egyptian ‘manners and customs’ only left the impression of 
a regime mired in tradition.  160   The well-known traveller and physician 
Richard Madden had authored a hostile work in which he called Mehemet 
Ali ‘the hyena’, a simile which the Pasha had presumably not been told 
of.  161   (Bowring thought earlier on that he had convinced the Pasha to 
end the practice of slave hunts in Nubia and the payment of Egyptian 
offi cers in slaves.  162   In August 1840, Madden would present Mehemet Ali 
with an address from the Anti-Slavery Convention, congratulating him 
on this prohibition. But radical opinion had, predictably, been fooled, 
or only satisfi ed superfi cially, as came out later in the same year and in 
1841 both in another critical book by Madden and in the edited Bowring 
report.  163  ) Fellow critics included the adventurer and anti-slavery activ-
ist Arthur Holroyd in Egypt and Mahomed Ali Pasha in 1837 and the 
Scottish missionary Maxwell Macbrair, who found that ‘Everything smells 
of war; the curse of Egypt. For this the people are oppressed, the popula-
tion diminished, and the resources of the country squandered upon for-
eigners.’  164   Lastly, most of the Pasha’s new crop production functioned, 
for fi scal as much as practical reasons, on the basis of monopolies, and this 
ran against philosophical radical ideals. Mehemet Ali’s reputation as a man 
of progress, nevertheless, as brandished in parliament or defended by such 
polemicists as Bowring and Waghorn, was enough to be of considerable 
nuisance value. 

 The same situation applied in the German states, though based on a 
different dynamic. The problem there was France also, but not as partner 
in a Liberal European policy; the problem was France as potential trouble-
maker, as agitator among the German and other populations. Of poten-
tial help was that, judging from both press coverage and travel writing, 
German observers seemed less preoccupied with the urgency of reforming  

AN EGYPTIAN BONAPARTE 79



the Orient. The offi cial newspapers, the  Beobachter  and the  Preußische 
Staatszeitung  ran regular news but these were essentially of an offi cial char-
acter, and the same applied to the  Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung , where 
pieces commenting on or even describing the Egyptian or the Turkish 
regime, rather than reporting on events, were exceedingly rare. In regional 
newspapers such as the  Kölnische Zeitung  or the  Stadt Aachener Zeitung , 
coverage was unsurprisingly even sparser. The Middle East, an area in which 
the German community was not expected to project much cultural infl u-
ence, was simply more remote. German writers were also more prepared to 
see through innovations and remark on their military ends. ‘Reform in the 
Orient, however, whether in the Turkish empire or in the state that inter-
ests us, has chiefl y touched on military matters’, wrote Gottfried Wilhelm 
Becker.  165   And for Jacob Röser, ‘So far it appears clear, that Mehemet Ali 
has only aimed to civilise his military arm, and it is not uninteresting to fi nd 
him on the same path as the Sultan. Both rulers share more similarities in 
the main direction of their policy than it appears at fi rst glance.’  166   Even 
when German observers lauded the Pasha’s achievements, this moreover 
sometimes took a surprisingly Conservative twist. The admirer Maximilian 
Herzog in Bayern, for example, found that ‘It is an important feature of 
his character, that he has not sought to transform the customs and uses of 
his people, and has left religious prescriptions and institutions untouched, 
while in Constantinople the introduction of civilization has been too hasty, 
and for this reason it may not last.’  167   Almost all British travellers, and a 
number of the French, felt the need to visit the slave markets in Cairo or 
Constantinople, and to lament the wrenching scenes they witnessed, but 
when Maximilian Bayern called at the Cairo market, he actually bought 
Nubian slaves to bring back to Europe as a curiosity.  168   

 This relative indifference made it potentially easier for the Prussian and 
Austrian chancelleries to sell a Conservative policy in the East to the pub-
lic, or to defl ect objections that it was not progressive. Yet it also begged 
for caution. Indifference risked making for incomprehension, among the 
wider public, at actions that had the effect of stirring France into hostility. 
It made it more diffi cult to justify an intervention, such as the Austrian par-
ticipation in the Syrian operations allowed by the Convention of London, 
in an area where it was felt that the French had a natural stake. A German 
pamphlet asked, ‘What can have moved Austria and Prussia and the whole 
German Bund to commit to the London treaty? […] France was entitled 
to expect from us, as neighbouring people, if not our cooperation, then 
at least a certain restraint (neutrality).’  169   The more it was felt in Germany 
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that France had been needlessly slighted, the more it might be able to 
appeal for popular support in efforts to rock the Restoration order. The 
threat was thus that it might successfully stir radical or Liberal opinion, 
part of which was appropriately attuned to Mehemet Ali’s modernising 
virtues, against the Conservative courts. 

 The French literature, fi nally, had its own share of critical works, includ-
ing Cadalvène’s  L’Égypte et la Turquie  and the travel books by Lebas and 
Verninac which, because they were about the much-publicised acquisi-
tion of the Luxor obelisk, may well have reached a wide readership. Some 
travellers to Palestine also criticised the Pasha’s rule in Syria, though these 
were typically of a clerical, legitimist bent that stood at odds with the 
July Monarchy’s fundamental dogmas.  170   Yet even Cadalvène’s book was 
ambiguous, advocating support for Mehemet Ali as a counterweight to 
Russian expansion.  171   Even what negative throwaway comments the books 
by Lebas and Verninac contained were balanced by fl attering portrayals 
of the Pasha himself, and everyone, besides, acknowledged that the fellah 
remained poor and the tax collectors sometimes exceeded their instruc-
tions. The victory of Nezib in 1839 and the defection of the Turkish fl eet 
only vindicated the optimists: ‘The facts seemed to confi rm everything 
that had been said or written of his superior abilities.’  172   

 The odd yet avant-garde saint-simoniens were in eclipse—their sect, 
which mixed, after the writings of the late Claude de Saint-Simon, 
Christianity with a cult of industrialism, having been disbanded and partly 
jailed in the early 1830s—and they can hardly be portrayed as typical of con-
temporary opinion. Under their leader Prosper Enfantin, some had gone to 
Egypt, in particular to join in the Pasha’s grand projects, such as dams, and 
more generally going after a vision of world peace based on Oriental recon-
struction; often disappointed, sometimes left destitute, they had also failed 
to publicise their disillusionment by 1840. One, Michel Chevalier, the edi-
tor of the sect’s periodical  Le Globe , had refrained from following Enfantin. 
Yet Chevalier had published a ‘Système de la Méditerranée’ advocating 
the zone’s peaceful renewal through a programme of publicly sponsored 
infrastructure schemes: exactly the sort of policy Mehemet Ali was pursu-
ing.  173   In 1840, Thiers appointed Chevalier, who had become his protégé, 
to the high-level executive body that was the Conseil d’Etat, and he was 
appointed chair of political economy at the Collège de France. 

 One must indeed consider who was making, in France, the Pasha’s 
propaganda. The weight of opinion was on the side of the enthusiasts, not 
the few sceptics. Not only was the pro-Pasha literature more extensive; 
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it often followed a scientifi c-looking chapter format that gave it an air of 
credibility. Clot-Bey evidently enjoyed signifi cant prestige in France. He 
published letters and monographs in La France Littéraire and in Société de 
Géographie bulletins.  174   He was painted by Antoine-Jean Gros, the master 
of Napoleonic battles, in a portrait that was presented at the 1833 Salon. 
The press did not hesitate to use his  Aperçu  as their source for Egyptian 
army numbers. Marmont’s authority was itself, on the Egyptian topic, 
matchless. A former Napoleonic marshal, he had been with Bonaparte in 
Egypt in 1798–9, adding to prestige the aura of the specialist. His  Voyage  
received glowing praise from the infl uential  Revue des Deux Mondes .  175   
The special diplomatic envoy Walewski, as he arrived in Alexandria and the 
scales fell from his eyes (‘At every step I felt my illusions fall away on the 
miracle of Egypt’s new civilization or the Orient’s antique splendours’), 
would write, with the marshal’s book in mind, ‘More than anyone else, 
Marshal Marmont had contributed to fooling Europe.’  176   

 Yet nothing could exceed the infl uence of the Société de Géographie, 
and regardless of public reach, it was likely to be the best key to offi -
cial thinking outside the diplomatic correspondence itself. Membership 
of the Société, founded in 1822, read like a roll-call of the eminent per-
sonalities of the July Monarchy, and it may have been the most power-
ful lobby group outside the court and the parliamentary chambers.  177   Its 
presidents, whose inaugural speeches were reproduced in the  Journal des 
Débats , included in the 1830s three ministers  178   and two dukes amid such 
celebrities as Emmanuel de Las Cases, Napoleon’s St Helena memorialist. 
Its members’ list was packed with parliamentarians, peers, and diplomats, 
including both successive consuls in Alexandria, Mimaut and Cochelet, 
and Emile Desages, under-secretary for foreign affairs and the most senior 
foreign-affairs offi cial continuously in offi ce from 1830 to 1840.  179   It also 
enjoyed the participation of high-ranking military offi cers, who appear 
to have moved seamlessly between intelligence-gathering and exploratory 
missions for the Société.  180   Such support made the Société an informal 
instrument of offi cial French policy; what it wrote carried authority and 
was likely to refl ect thinking at the highest echelons of government. 

 Mehemet Ali’s self-promotion was aimed at all publics; it did not solely 
target a French audience. Refl ecting his unique career, however, and cru-
cially the peculiarities of French historical memory and the mythology 
of the 1798 Napoleonic expedition, it resonated best in France. Nascent 
Egyptology also helped, adding to impressions that the Pasha was execut-
ing a French reconstruction project, and that the inspiration for his regime 
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was French. By virtue of a modernising reputation fostered by an abun-
dant press, geographical, and travel literature, Mehemet Ali also appealed 
more widely to many European Liberals and British radicals. Yet the mir-
ror image of this persona was the rebel, the tyrant, the insatiable aggressor, 
in pictures that were likewise often painted in Bonaparte-like tones. The 
radical darling was the Conservative bugbear. To be the promoter of a 
French model, moreover, or to be understood as such, was itself to stake 
a position on the European political chessboard: it was to side with the 
revolution and against the Holy Alliance. 

 Before being a French diplomatic champion, Mehemet Ali’s Egypt was 
thus an ideological champion. Conversely, he was doubly anathema in the 
northern courts. For Britain and its Whig cabinet, with its radical parlia-
mentary extension and reform tradition, however, it was not enough to 
demonise the Pasha. Another modernising candidate needed to be found.  
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    CHAPTER 4   

          On 3 November 1839 at ten in the morning, the members of the  diplomatic 
corps were invited to attend a ceremony at the kiosk, or pavilion, of 
Gulhané, in one of the courtyards of the Sultan’s palace in Constantinople. 
From the pavilion’s fi rst fl oor, reserved to the ambassadors, the dignitar-
ies could look into a broad courtyard and, beyond the palace wall, over 
the sea of Marmara. The courtyard itself was fi lled with a throng of offi -
cials including the chiefs of the corporations, the dervish sheikhs, the three 
Christian patriarchs, and the great rabbi. Around a pulpit standing under a 
gold awning were also massed the  ulemas  and heads of the civil and military 
orders, the vizier, the grand mufti, the ministers, and army generals. The 
Sultan Abdul Mejid proceeded to walk up, in a festively attired procession 
and to the sound of military music, to the pavilion’s upper fl oor. At 11 
o’clock, the court chancellor or  mushir  issued from the kiosk and handed a 
ceremonial book bound in red to the grand vizier, who passed it on, after 
the performance of traditional gestures of respect, to the Reis Effendi or 
foreign minister Mustapha Reshid Pasha. Reshid ascended to the pulpit 
and waited another fi ve minutes, until the court astrologer signalled that 
the time had come. ‘All the world knows that in the fi rst times of the 
Ottoman monarchy the precepts of the Koran, and the laws of the empire, 
were a rule ever honoured, in consequence of which the empire increased 
in force and grandeur, and all its subjects, without exception, acquired a 
greater degree of ease and prosperity’, he read. Reshid proceeded to enun-
ciate what would become known as the Hatti Sheriff of Gulhané: a raft of 
measures promising among other things security of person and property 

 The Age of Turkish Improvement                     



to the Sultan’s subjects. The Sultan was acclaimed by all, the dignitaries 
bowing to him. The call to prayer echoed from the minarets of the Hagia 
Sophia, and a 120-shot cannonade boomed from the palace batteries. A 
translation of the new edict, fi nally, was distributed to the ambassadorial 
corps. Several times in the nineteenth century, the Ottoman Empire would 
launch grand reform initiatives, often with the encouragement or expected 
approval of European powers: on that day, from the palatial pavilion of 
Gulhané, the era of the  tanzimat  had been launched.  1   

   SONS OF OTHMAN 
 Mahmud II, Abdul Mejid’s predecessor, had made some attempts at 
change, notably in 1826 when he had crushed the Janissaries, a caste of 
former slave-soldiers that, like the Mamluks in Egypt, had become its own 
bastion within the state. There had followed army reforms, the develop-
ment of better roads and a postal system, administrative appointments 
aimed at curtailing the regional power of  ulemas  and pashas, and notably 
the opening or reopening of foreign embassies.  2   As the 1830s began and 
with them the struggle over Syria, however, none of this was of a nature 
to impress suffi ciently in comparison with Mehemet Ali’s modernising 
reputation. 

 The problem was that in prevailing European wisdom, the Ottoman 
Empire was unwell. Turkey was considered, in a time-honoured tradition 
characteristic of political and travel commentary alike, to be in terminal 
decline. This both invited European covetousness over its less solidly held 
territories and made it diffi cult to recruit allies in struggles such as that 
with the Pasha of Egypt. The free-trade polemicist Richard Cobden, for 
example, found that ‘on the ocean, as upon land, this fi erce people [the 
Turks] have always been the scourge of humanity, and a barrier to the 
progress of commerce and civilization’.  3   Travellers to the East were like-
wise the source of a rich seam of writing of the head-shaking, pessimistic 
type that reached, through Thornton and Volney, a century back or lon-
ger. Marmont, just arrived in Constantinople, was already observing, 

 One could barely tell it was the capital of a dying empire, with no more than a 
municipal existence. I disembarked in a suburb, where I saw, without entering 
it, Ayoub’s mosque. This is where the Sultan girds the sabre of Othman when 
he ascends the throne: a vain ceremony, which only recalls the power and energy 
of their common ancestor to underline the weakness of his descendants.  4   
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 Neither did it help that the Ottomans had lost effective control, in the last 
decades, of Algiers, Greece, and the Romanian principalities, though it is 
worth noting that at least some historians deny that the Turkish Empire 
was anything but improving in wealth and stability, fi nding in European 
commentary and diplomatic encroachment a circular argument.  5   

 Not all the literature on Turkey was negative, and Sultan Mahmud was 
also a source of friendlier pontifi cating on Turkish regeneration. Indeed, 
the Turkish rulers, without scaling the propaganda heights of which 
Mehemet Ali was capable, were not naively passive at the game, and they 
had recognised the power of European opinion. The expansion of the 
consular service in Europe, beyond the immediate needs of diplomacy, 
evinced a desire to be seen to communicate along European norms. The 
Sultan had also launched a newspaper, the  Moniteur Ottoman , under the 
editorship of the Frenchman Alexandre Blacque, designed to publicise his 
reforms and disseminate favourable views on them. The  Moniteur  in turn 
published reviews of positive works on Turkey originating in Europe.  6   
Abdul Mejid, meanwhile, liked to receive visitors in understated dress and 
European-style surroundings.  7   And both Sultan and Pasha welcomed hav-
ing their portraits made by European artists and would be painted by 
the visiting Scotsman David Wilkie, in 1840 and 1841 respectively. The 
challenge remained, nevertheless, to dispel stereotypes of decadence that 
risked seriously hindering the renewed efforts of Ottoman diplomacy. 

 The European country in which Turkey suffered the most problematic 
reputation was probably France. Perhaps this refl ected in part the prevail-
ing zeal for the Sultan’s rival, the anointed French champion. Yet beyond 
mere partisanship, the Ottoman Empire was the wrong sort of state for 
the French: insuffi ciently national, too heavily weighed under the fossil-
ised sediment of tradition, suspiciously looking like an  ancien régime  con-
glomerate. As a corollary, its reforms were judged insuffi ciently radical, too 
piecemeal and lacking in impetus. This was all the more surprising, indeed, 
that much of the external apparel of Mahmud’s early initiatives was French, 
from the language of the  Moniteur Ottoman  to military tactics and uni-
forms. (There was a similar paradox in the continued prestige of the French 
language and manners in Russia, France’s ideological enemy, though both 
likely refl ected carried momentum from the Enlightenment era, in which 
the French court and literary world had held such prominent roles.) 

 As noted in Chap.   2    , French opinion-leaders tended to dismiss Turkish 
reform efforts and belittle them in comparison with the Egyptian. And 
while tropes about Turkish decadence and political frailty were not limited 
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to France, they were pervasive in a French press and literature which, even 
when it took Turkey’s side against Russian ambition, took it for granted 
that it was at threat of collapse and that tended to see its best hope in the 
endorsement of Mehemet Ali and his model. For the  Journal des Débats , 
Turkey was ‘very ill’ and for  Le Siècle  ‘what it misses is not territories, it is 
administrative science, it is civilising force’.  8   In the more lyrical lines by the 
poet Honoré Blanc, ‘Omar’s descendant in darkness swings / He wrestles 
with death and over he falls / Soliman’s sword, that hero’s weapon / Pulls 
him under in deathly waters / Living skeleton, his empire is but a shadow.’  9   

 Tied to these tropes of Turkish decline were an implicit identifi cation 
with the sort of state which, since the Revolution, it had been France’s 
role to combat: authoritarian and anti-nationalistic. For the expert writer 
and disillusioned adviser L. d’ Aubignosc, ‘Turkey has arrived at a fl agrant 
stage of decomposition, and reforms […] have only set under a naked 
glare the infi rmities of a people stupefi ed by despotism.’  10   Marmont 
judged that the Sultan faced insurmountable obstacles to change and 
asked, ‘Where are the national elements he might stir and on which he 
might lean?’  11   For the celebrated historian of the crusades Joseph-François 
Michaud, ‘Had Mahmud found himself at the head of a European soci-
ety, he could have addressed the peoples’ patriotism; but patriotism, as 
we know it, is not a virtue of the Osmanlis.’  12   Accordingly, when the 
Turks lost the Battle of Nezib, the root cause was, as  Le Siècle  wrote, that 
‘among the Turks the war was not national’, while the leftist polemicist 
Victor Considerant went so far as to judge that it was Mehemet Ali and 
Ibrahim who ‘have in Turkey the consent of the Turkish party, of the 
patriot’s party’.  13   

 Any reforms were meanwhile either seen to be held back by purblind 
hostility, or marked by insuffi cient ambition and the lack of a radicalism of 
which only a revolutionary state was capable. The Pasha’s propagandists, 
such as Clot-Bey and Jomard, expectedly made negative comparisons of 
Turkey with Egypt, but so did many a travel writer and pamphleteer, begin-
ning with Marmont’s carefully documented dismissal. Generally there was 
somewhat less material published, in the expert print and travel literature, 
on Turkey than on Egypt, which was where the more exciting show was 
being performed. Yet the reason was also that it was simply accepted, by 
writers spanning the full spectrum of political outlooks, that Turkey was ‘a 
gouty greybeard’.  14   The consensus in the mainstream press thus was, with 
 Le Siècle , that ‘Mahmud’s intentions have been worth more than his acts’, 
and that ‘his reforms have almost all been superfi cial.’  15   For the leftist 
 La Phalange , ‘In our days, two men have attempted to introduce reforms 
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in the Orient: Mahmud in Turkey and Mehemet Ali in Egypt. The fi rst, 
unfortunately, has failed to understand the reformer’s role; he has pursued 
innovations as if out of fancy; he has acted lightly, imprudently, without 
discernment and without a reasoned plan.’  16   The  Constitutionnel , fi nally, 
pointed to the original problem, which was that Turkey was incapable of 
the fundamental start that was offered Egypt: 

 Mehemet Ali drew on a clean slate; he has, so to say, created everything and 
destroyed what stood in the way of his designs. Mahmud, on the contrary, 
has been forced to graft his reforms onto ageing institutions; he has had to 
combat his subjects’ mores, uses, and habits. Thus did he do little more than 
alter forms without being able to modify anything fundamentally.  17   

 Between 1827 and 1835, the Austrian historian and Orientalist Joseph 
von Hammer-Purgstall published a  Geschichte des osmanischen Reiches , the 
most notable German-language work of the period on the Muslim world 
and a book that stood ‘virtually alone’ in German literature in paying 
attention to modern Muslim history and literature.  18   The massive, four- 
volume history was testimony that the Ottoman Empire, having safely 
receded from the threat it once was, could now be contemplated, from 
Vienna, with admiration for its past glories. Indeed, the multi-volume 
work can fairly be said to have exalted the Sultans, and with them the 
time-honoured structures of their empire. 

 The expression that the Turks will be Turks should not permit us to pass an 
unfair judgement on the people’s character, which in the Ottoman Empire less 
than anywhere else can be blamed for governmental corruption; even less so 
over government itself, so long has the imperial constitution stood upright.  19   

 If, in France, the Ottoman Empire was considered incapable of in- 
depth remodelling on European lines or of any sweeping transformation, 
this correspondingly had more chance of being viewed with approval in 
the Conservative northern courts. Both the  Österreichischer Beobachter  
and the  Preußische Staatszeitung  agreed that ‘salvation will come from 
the Porte itself, it will not come from great men, powerful neighbours, 
or wise advice, which in Turkey are as rare as anywhere else, but from its 
very organism, from its long isolated masses which, in spite of all reforms, 
endure and time again have been its most powerful shield from danger’.  20   
When Metternich wrote to Abdul Mejid to congratulate him on the Edict 
of Gulhané, this was at the same time to advise him to be wary of change, 
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especially sudden change: ‘May he not make mistakes in his choice of 
objectives and enlist the passage of time to his aid. May he never be in 
any excessive hurry.’  21   It was indeed better to follow the Austrian model, 
paternalistic, multi-national, and Conservative:

  It is thanks to the care the late Emperor Francis has placed in respecting the 
different nationalities within the Monarchy, to consult on all occasions the 
true needs of his peoples without letting sonorous phrases impress him, that 
this Sovereign has been able safely to conduct the countries gathered under 
his government through half a century of folly and to help them emerge 
contented, wealthy, and prosperous from the struggles into which the mis-
fortunes of the time had pulled them.  22   

 The  Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung , in a rare review article dating from 
the mid-1830s, likewise rejected the implementation of European-style 
government in Turkey in a culturally relativistic piece that emphasised 
the merits of multinational empires, the strength of religious bonds over 
national, and the advantages of paternalism over class difference:The 
tie of religion, stronger and more binding than the limits of geography, 
unites them in heart. […] The Arab and the Osmanli, both subjects of 
the Sultan, do not differ from one another, more than the Pole and the 
Russian, who serve the same Emperor, nor more than the Hungarian and 
Bohemian, who both are Austrians.  23  German commentators were pre-
pared to suppose, like most Europeans, that Christian societies enjoyed 
a better condition than the Muslim, and yet religion was considered a 
fi rmer basis for legitimacy in Turkey than nationality, even if that religion 
was Islam. Later, upon Abdul Mejid’s accession, the Augsburg newspaper 
opined that Mahmud had gone ‘too fast’ in his reforms, and that coming 
improvements to the army and navy must be introduced ‘alongside the 
banner of Islam’.  24   And after the victory over Mehemet Ali, the Austrian 
chancellor lectured his former ambassador Anton von Prokesch, who had 
once fallen for the Pasha’s siren calls, as follows:That a Mehemet Ali could 
not found an empire based on technical improvements, monopolies, pop-
ular oppression, French adventurers, the bribery of European tourists, and 
newspaper articles, I was all the more sure, that had Mahomed, instead of 
writing the Koran, spent his time assembling regiments and manufactures 
with the help of European instructors, Islam would never have arisen.  25   

 The solution, according to Metternich, was thus simply to survive, to 
outlast the transitory evil that was pressure for change. ‘To defend oneself 
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from the attacks of an evil, the best remedy is to try to live longer than that 
evil’, he wrote in a recapitulation of the Eastern Question.  26   The Ottoman 
Empire was founded upon a stronger base than Mehemet Ali’s ‘parasitical 
plant’ and ‘everything exceeding mere preservation measures would not 
participate of healthy practices, as does anything that exceeds the faculties 
of those who take on a task they are unable to fulfi l’.  27   

 Nesselrode would have agreed, who upon Abdul Mejid’s accession 
looked forward to Turkey’s ‘respite’ from an ‘inopportune agitation’.  28   
The Ottoman Empire was animated with ‘ideas of conservation’ that must 
be seconded. Nesselrode’s ideal candidate for steering the Porte through 
the many shoals of the Eastern Question was similarly not Reshid Pasha, 
the man who had been reading from under the golden awning of Gulhané, 
but the old and wily vizier Khosrew. The Russian chancellor wrote upon 
learning the news, in June 1840, of the vizier’s departure, 

   This morning we received the news of Khosrew’s dismissal. […] Meanwhile, 
I consider this event very unfortunate. He was the only man who still enjoyed 
some infl uence in Turkey and who, through his great experience and fi rm 
hand, was the only one capable of mastering the numerous elements acting 
towards dissolution which the empire contains and which the reforms of 
Reshid Pasha, now Turkey’s real master, will increase rather than diminish  .  29   

 Khosrew was a long-standing enemy of Mehemet Ali, having commanded 
over him in Egypt in 1801 yet having been ousted as governor in 1804. 
He also embodied old-style Turkish intrigue and conservation, or at 
best very gradual and piecemeal adaptation, by contrast with the Pasha’s 
ambitious schemes. A year earlier, the  Allgemeine Zeitung  had lauded his 
administrative vision: ‘He sees that Sultan Mahmud had gone too far and 
without an actual plan in his reform projects, causing confusion within the 
state apparatus.’  30   

 Not all German writers found in Ottoman timelessness a thing to 
be admired. On the contrary, the radical or progressive exegetes of the 
Pasha’s good works often found Turkish reform urgent yet either impos-
sible or lacking. ‘Like the ruins of humanity, the Turks lie over the ruins 
of Europe and Asia, and seem to await retribution with an unworried 
calm. […] The Sultan’s newly founded civilization is an admixture of the 
highest nonsense through which a spark of reason gleams, but which none 
understands and he himself is unable to achieve’, wrote Hallberg-Broich.  31   
The  Hallische Jahrbücher  opined of Mahmud, ‘He honours the future, he 
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wants the future; but the future wants him not; and the same means that 
were chosen to avert his people’s fate serve to make it all the more inevi-
table.’  32   And further, 

 The dissolution of this empire of the unfree belongs to the march of history and 
to godly reason; it is at once in keeping with the thrust of European and world 
history, a consolation prize for the tragedy of Islam, and a motive of justifi ed joy 
over the great oriental revolution, which is speedily calling forth and civilising 
new peoples and states, whether the House of Habsburg likes it or not.  33   

 Yet the  Jahrbücher  were commenting on another history book, this 
one more contemporary in scope, namely Ernst Münch’s  Mahmud II , 
 Padischah der Osmanen.   34   A history of Mahmud’s reign written immedi-
ately after his death, this took the Sultan for hero. A traditionally military 
and political narrative, it paid little attention to reform except insofar as it 
concerned the plot. Two features indeed stand out generally in relation to 
the Austro-German literature on Turkey. First, seen from the Habsburg 
Empire, the Ottoman lands may have looked all the less in burning need 
of reform that they did not differ markedly in aspect, at least as far as 
their joint border was concerned, from the Habsburgs’ non-German, east-
ernmost possessions. At the same time, having ceased to be the threat 
to Vienna they had once been, the Turks could safely be invested with 
the Romanticism of a once mighty foe. (Nor was there, in the days of 
Metternich, a policy to expand into the Balkans, as would only arise after 
the loss of the Italian provinces and German dominance, far later in the 
nineteenth century.) Second and most importantly, as to the German lands 
proper, the Ottomans were not only equated with remoteness in time but 
with remoteness in space. Turkey was part, indeed the very centre, of the 
eternally distant Orient, an Orient to which Germans related quite differ-
ently than the far more locally involved French and British. 

 Among travel writers, narratives of Turkish decline thus remained rarer or 
more muted, and a greater preparedness survived to seek after the Orient’s 
magic. Whereas French and British writers often found Constantinople 
dirty and rickety, one Austrian visitor noted its ‘cleanliness and splendour, 
as one encounters them only in the greatest European cities’.  35   ‘The thou-
sands of lamps, whose magical light radiates from the mosques, the glare of 
the coffeehouses, shops, etc., cast Constantinople in a sea of light, making 
its refl ection sparkle in the waters of the Bosphorus, of the golden horn 
and the Propontis’, continued the same account in its characterisation of 
the Ottoman capital.  36   Gotthilf von Schubert’s portrayal zoomed in on 
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the great sites both Muslim and Christian and was almost purely historical, 
and likewise that of the classicist Karl Eduard Zachariä.  37   Zachariä indeed 
noted regretfully, ‘Since the reforms of Sultan Mahmud, one only fi nds 
anymore in Constantinople the leftovers of Oriental life and bustle, as they 
were described by older travel writers.’  38    Orient und Occident , a work of 
fi ction by the Austrian geographer and penman Anton Groß-Hoffi nger, 
set during a Russo–Turkish war and steeped in mysticism and religion, 
made subtle fun both of Russian designs on the Bosphorus and of efforts 
to improve Turkey.  39   For Friedrich von Tietz, a travelling Prussian chan-
cellor of legation, Constantinople was nothing but beautiful and charm-
ing, fi lled with brightly dressed men and women and grand monuments; 
even its wild dogs, ordinarily judged dangerous pests, were found ami-
able.  40   And incidentally, Tietz’s account evinced respect for Islam: ‘That 
the Koran, generally speaking, is opposed to the desirable progress of the 
mind, is untrue’, he opined.  41   Indeed, Prokesch himself had written of the 
Turks, showing the contrast between German and French outlooks: ‘What 
Chateaubriand and other sanctimonious pedants say, that the Turks wish 
to destroy the Holy Sepulchre with fi re and sword, is false. Who would 
have stopped them? On the contrary, it is they who watch over it.’  42   

 The same attitude was incidentally found among German travellers 
to Egypt. It was best that the Nile country also should remain distant, 
its capacity for amazement intact. ‘I found myself in another part of the 
world—in Egypt! Which has so rarely been visited by German people’, 
proclaimed in wonder the merchant Joseph Pallme on arrival.  43   When 
the Bavarian professor Gotthilf von Schubert met with Mehemet Ali, the 
visit’s highlight was not the Pasha’s piercing gaze or the political acumen 
evinced by his conversation, it was the nightly journey through Cairo’s 
winding alleys with for guides a lantern and an armed guard, it was the 
wait among the throng of mullahs and well-wishers on a Ramadan eve-
ning in the palace’s antechambers and, after he had been ushered in, it 
was the Pasha’s priceless, diamond-encrusted hookah. The professor even 
expressed disappointment that the interpreter (into French) had not been 
idiosyncratic enough in his translation or true enough to Oriental forms.  44   

 Generally, the German-language literature was less prepared to buy into 
the necessity of Oriental modernisation and more interested in tradition 
and timelessness. Goethe’s great Orientalising literary work of the time, 
the  West–eastern Divan , published in its fi nal edition in 1827, began with 
the following verses: ‘North and South and West are quaking / Thrones 
are cracking empires shaking / You must fl ee; the East will right you.’  45   
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In Goethe’s vision, the Orient was not a place to be modelled on the West, 
but rather to seek refuge in from the West’s strife and turmoil. The  Divan  
was emblematic of a German version of Oriental conquest that was purely 
imaginary, confi ned to the poetic, the spiritual, the sentimental realm, and 
that let the Orient belong in an unblemished remoteness. The book’s 
imagery celebrated the East as place of riches and wonder, not backward-
ness and disorder but the scent of roses and the song of nightingales: ‘A 
turban decks our emperor’s attire / They call it a crown. But that is just 
a name! / The pearl and jewels! Let the eye admire! / The loveliest garb 
is muslin all the same.’  46   The Ottoman East was different, a place to be 
respected rather than recast in the European image. The fi rst words of the 
 Divan ’s fi rst poem, ‘Hegira’ or ‘fl ight’, could even be interpreted as fl ight 
from revolution. Indeed, they were written as the laureate poet returned 
for the fi rst time to the Rhineland after it had been rescued from the 
French, in 1814. In a prescient irony, the literary monument and paean to 
the East that was the  Divan  mapped out, in its conception, onto the poet’s 
journey along the Rhine, just as the Eastern Question, for the Germans, 
would in 1840–1 mutate into the Rhine Crisis. 

 The  Divan , fi nally, was also inspired by Goethe’s conversations and 
correspondence with Orientalists. And precisely German Orientalism was 
arguably fi rst and foremost about the German  Volk . Admittedly it was 
also in large part religious, centring around Christian and Jewish exegesis. 
‘The German tradition was imbued with exegetical aims and with sup-
pressed romantic longings, both of which made German scholars ill-suited 
to apply their knowledge to the real-existing Orient’, writes its historian 
Suzanne Marchand.  47   Yet what featured perhaps even more prominently 
in German academic Orientalism was an enquiry into European, German 
origins and, with it, the agenda of better defi ning, and ultimately reunit-
ing, the German people. Surprisingly, the main focus of the German 
tradition was indeed not the much closer Middle East, but Persia and 
especially India. Apart from the  Divan , other artistic works belong-
ing to the Oriental ‘renaissance’ included poems by Friedrich Rückert, 
who translated Sanskrit poetry and wrote  Die Weisheit des Brahmanen  
(1836) and  Brahmanische Erzählungen  (1839). A number of chairs in 
Sanskrit opened in German universities in the fi rst decades of the nine-
teenth century, including in Bonn (1818), Berlin (1821), and in Erlangen, 
Koenigsberg, and Munich (1826).  48   Translations from the classical Indian 
language became popular, in the same decades, among Germany’s liter-
ary and academic classes. Fuelling this popularity, Friedrich von Schlegel 
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had argued, in 1808, that the European languages were descended from 
Sanskrit, and he found cultural affi nities between the medieval Germans 
and the Indians and Persians. Beyond linguistic and religious consider-
ations, Schlegel had moved on to theories of ancient migration, setting the 
origins of a Teutonic race in a place north of India.  49   Schwab writes that in 
his  Geschichte der alten und neuen Literatur  (1812), Schlegel established 
ancient myths and epics, Indian and Greek, as ‘the honour guard of the 
 Nibelungenlied ’.  50   His  Über die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier  (1808), 
and with it the fascination for Hindu myths, echoed through German 
philosophy in the Romantic era, from Schelling to Hegel.  51   Schlegel 
was emulated by Julius Klaproth, who in 1823 coined the term ‘Indo- 
Germanic’ and was in this sense a precursor to Aryanism. That, according 
to Klaproth, Sanskrit was ‘the oldest dialect, the representative of all oth-
ers’ was the basis for fresh theories on ethnology and migration.  52   This 
was, fi nally, recuperated by such politically infl uential fi gures as Alexander 
and Wilhelm von Humboldt and by Bunsen, who would write in his uni-
versal history,

  German philology, to any one who has cultivated it since Frederic Schlegel, 
must necessarily present the great truth, that a method has been found of 
restoring the genealogy of mankind, through the medium of language. […] 
The civilisation of the human race is principally due to two great families of 
nations. […] Of these, the Indo-Germanic seemed to me the one which car-
ried on the main stream of history; the Aramaic, that which crossed it, and 
formed the episodes in the divine drama.  53   

 Its biblical component aside, German Orientalism was thus not ultimately 
about the Orient, on which it turned its back, but all about Germany. 
Unlike its French or British counterpart, it did not map a Western vision 
onto the Orient (to the extent one accepts that this is all, or part, of what 
academic Orientalism did), but the reverse. And this was ultimately con-
sistent both with a literature that sought out the East’s unchanging for-
eignness and failed to fi nd value in its reformation, and with policies and a 
great-power diplomacy for which the priority remained Germany and/or 
its contours in the form of the Rhineland. 

 A reforming Ottoman Empire was thus not a likely candidate for a 
French champion: it was the wrong sort of state and was besides unable 
to assume the type of radicalism to which Mehemet Ali could pretend. 
Conversely, regardless of or even in spite of the modernisation efforts of 
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Mahmud, its staying power, its very inertness were suited to appeal to 
the policymakers of the northern courts. And it did not need to stand 
for change to agree with Romantic German philosophies of the East—on 
the contrary. Except for a radical fringe whose ideological role model was 
France, a Middle East that failed to stir was what the Austro-Germans 
stood to expect. To the British, however, neither position was liable to be 
found attractive, especially while Britain remained led by the Whigs, the 
party of the great Reform Act.  

   FREE TRADE AND MONOPOLIES 
 Stratford Canning’s parting shot to the Ottoman Empire had been that it 
must reform or die. ‘The Turkish Empire has reached, in its decline, that 
critical point at which it must either revive and commence a fresh era of 
Prosperity, or fall into a state of complete dissolution’, his December 1832 
memorandum began.  54   Reform was ‘the best and only hope of maintain-
ing the independence of the Turkish Empire, and improving the condition 
of its inhabitants.’  55   And Canning argued that a carve-out dealing a large 
slice of the Ottoman Empire to Mehemet Ali would end its chances of 
pursuing the ‘system of improvement’ that was essential to its long-term 
hopes of survival.  56   

 From the Whig point of view, any diplomatic calculations relying on 
Turkey were pointless without reform because the Ottoman Empire would 
then neither be capable of rescue nor indeed worth saving. Having taken 
the decision to stand by the Ottoman Empire, they must also stand by 
its improvement efforts, or rather one was a reciprocal condition for the 
other. Webster himself recognised that ‘His [Palmerston’s] whole moral 
position in the Near Eastern Question depended on the supposition that 
the Ottoman Empire could be reformed.’  57   And this was made all the 
more necessary by Mehemet Ali’s progressive reputation among certain 
sections of the public and political class. Mahmud was able, in the 1830s, 
to attract praise from a handful of British observers.  58   Charles MacFarlane, 
popular historian, long-time resident of Constantinople, and an authority 
on Turkey, had diagnosed the problem as follows:

  A surer, and more permanent basis of honour and prosperity, without which, 
indeed, the one proposed will be found of sand, would be a general moral 
reform of the departments of government; for, at present, all is corrupt, from 
the heads of the divan and pashas or proconsuls, to the aghas of  villages and 
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offi cers of custom-houses. […] The people are as much, nay more ground 
than ever: the tenure of property and life is as insecure as heretofore, and the 
decisions of justice are still regulated on the amount of bribes.  59   

 For Turkish efforts to be made credible and earnest-sounding to the 
British public, Palmerston and Ponsonby needed to take charge. 

 Opportunity had fi ttingly materialised as early as 1833 in the unlikely 
person of David Urquhart: impoverished Scottish squire, former Greek 
independence fi ghter, and protégé of William IV, the English king hav-
ing for some reason developed a special interest in Turkey. Urquhart had 
somehow converted to the Turkish cause, and he was to publish a number 
of infl uential books and pamphlets in praise of the Ottoman Empire and 
its potential as British partner. His perfectly timed  Turkey and its resources  
came out in the immediate aftermath of Canning’s memorandum, and it 
may be considered in many ways the blueprint for 1830s Ottoman reform 
under the British aegis. This volume and its successors, such as the more 
political and polemical article ‘England, France, Russia, and Turkey’, were 
indeed widely read and were extensively reviewed and quoted, including 
in the  Literary Gazette , the  Edinburgh Review , the  British and Foreign 
Review , the  Quarterly Review , and the  Foreign Quarterly Review.   60   The 
historian Frank Bailey writes that Urquhart’s ideas ‘were accepted by a 
great body of the English public who regarded him as an authority on 
Eastern Affairs’, and the pro-Turkish contemporary David Ross wrote of 
his fi rst book, ‘A revulsion [i.e. a complete change] of opinion not in 
England only, but throughout Europe, has been the consequence.’  61   

 Urquhart was awarded a foreign-offi ce mission at the end of 1833 to 
gather geographical data in Eastern Europe and Asia. Earlier that year, he 
had written several times to Palmerston to stress the Ottoman Empire’s 
‘almost unbounded prospects of commercial prosperity’ and Britain’s pro-
spective role in helping in the ‘political reestablishment of Turkey and 
[…] its permanent prosperity, by calling forth its abundant resources’.  62   In 
March 1834, it was decided he should settle in Constantinople, where he 
soon obtained the rank of consul. After a hiatus during which the Tories 
were briefl y in power, he returned to the Ottoman capital in 1836, this 
time as secretary of embassy, and he began intensive preparatory work on 
a Turco–British commercial convention: the future Balta-Liman treaty.  63   

 Urquhart is perhaps better known for his anti-Russian paranoia and his 
obsessive bating of Palmerston. He was dismissed from the service after 
the 1837  Vixen  affair, in which he attempted to foment a war with Russia 
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over the military resupply of Circassian guerrillas by a British merchant 
ship that was subsequently seized by the Tsarist navy, and he would never 
forgive the foreign secretary. Already, in 1840, he became the coordi-
nator of a Chartist campaign, through press and pamphlet, to indict his 
nemesis as a Russian spy and a traitor.  64   It may thus seem perverse to sug-
gest he was a key piece in Palmerston’s Turkish chess set. Yet quite apart 
from the possibility that Urquhart’s 1840 antics only raised the profi le 
of pro-Turkish views and thus indirectly bolstered Palmerston’s position, 
the Scotsman’s early imprint on British position-taking in Turkey is easily 
established. Urquhart enjoyed the support of both the foreign secretary 
and Ponsonby until the  Vixen  affair, and in spite of his already erratic 
behaviour. The Scotsman gave his own stamp of approval to Palmerston 
and his Eastern policy in an 1836 issue of the  Portfolio , a periodical he 
edited and in which he published insider materials obtained at the for-
eign offi ce and elsewhere—a nineteenth-century version of WikiLeaks.  65   
Indeed, Palmerston continued to support and appoint Urquhart to new 
postings well after the  Portfolio  had begun to raise eyebrows. The cross- 
fertilisation went even further; according to one writer, ‘Ponsonby read, 
corrected, and subsidised Urquhart’s famous pamphlet  England, France, 
Russia, and Turkey. ’  66   The Tories, meanwhile, were not afraid to resist 
royal solicitations to keep him employed.  67   As the  Quarterly Review  would 
write, Urquhart was a ‘Frankenstein’ of Palmerston’s creation.  68   

 David Urquhart was Turkey’s early, indeed its ceaseless advocate. He 
was the spark that ignited the programme of Turkish reform as endorsed 
by Palmerston and Ponsonby along contemporary Whig-Liberal political 
views, and his books, starting with  Turkey and its resources , were both sem-
inal and an invaluable key to contemporary foreign-offi ce thinking about 
the country. From the outset, Urquhart’s plans for Turkey were suffused 
with a gradualism anchored in legitimacy and tradition that was quint-
essentially British in inspiration and that contrasted with the sweeping, 
Cartesian French model incarnated by Mehemet Ali. Thus, for Urquhart 
as for the Palmerston–Ponsonby team, the Ottoman dynasty and its 
established institutions, far from a hindrance, were a source of strength. 
Mahmoud, benefi ting from ‘the prescriptive rights of the oldest dynasty in 
Europe; is possessed of more extensive legal authority than any sovereign 
in Europe’, proclaimed Urquhart.  69   In almost Burkeian accents, Turkish 
liberties owed their vigour to an ancient pedigree: ‘Man’s social rights, 
and his political constitution, are defi ned and preserved [in Turkey] by a 
few but simple and inestimable convictions, deeply engraven [ sic ] on every 
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man’s bosom.’  70   Similarly, Palmerston would write to Bulwer in 1838, 
‘When people say that the Turkish empire is rapidly falling to decay, one 
always replies, “It will last our time if we try to prop it up, and not to pull it 
down; besides, an empire which has endured for centuries is likely to out-
live the creation of yesterday, such as is Mehemet Ali’s authority.”’  71   This 
broke with the French vision, the vision that cheer-led the Pasha and by 
which novelty was the fount of progress, and nations, not sovereigns, were 
the guarantee of dynamism. But the adaptation of existing institutions was 
also what had characterised the Reform Act, and a paternalistic gradu-
alism appropriately typifi ed the Whig approach to Turkish institutional 
change. ‘His [Mahmoud’s] internal administration has been characterised, 
as contrasted with former reigns, by economy, moderation, humanity, and 
administrative progress, gradual but real.’  72   As to future change, according 
to Urquhart, ‘All prudent reform in Turkey must reduce itself to a restora-
tion of the ancient rule originally derived from, and lately revived in all its 
ancient purity in Arabia itself […] which is exactly the plan which he [the 
Sultan] has shown an inclination to adopt.’  73   Likewise, when the Ottoman 
Empire published new fi scal measures, in 1840, Palmerston would write 
to the Turkish foreign minister Reshid Pasha:

  Her Majesty’s Government who take the deepest interest in the Regeneration 
of Turkey, are delighted to fi nd that Reshid Pasha is going to work in so 
wise and judicious a manner, and that instead of endeavouring to set up 
prematurely new institutions, which would be repugnant to the habits and 
prejudices of the Turkish nation, he is progressively improving and develop-
ing the old institutions of his Country, and in truth bringing them back to 
their ancient purity and vigour.  74   

   In a more programmatic sense, at the heart of  Turkey and its resources  
was the notion, fi rst, that Turkey’s economic potential promised its politi-
cal reconstruction, and second that free trade was the required key to 
unlock it. ‘Commerce is free in Turkey’, it simply proclaimed.  75   Much 
could indeed be made of Turkey’s astonishingly low 3 % import tariff. The 
only modifi cation that was needed was the abolition of internal barriers 
and of certain ‘recently’ introduced monopolies.  76   ‘Thus, three hundred 
years ago, the sultans, by an act of munifi cence and of reason, anticipated 
the most ardent desires of civilized Europe, and proclaimed unlimited 
freedom of commerce’, wrote Urquhart quoting the  Moniteur Ottoman.   77   
The book even mocked a speech by Thiers to the French Chamber of 
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Agriculture and Commerce that defended mercantilism.  78   The Scotsman 
went on to make the case for free trade alongside a lengthy itemisation of 
Turkey’s untapped potential, concluding, ‘Let extensive depots of English 
wares be established on the Danube and at Trebizonde, and Turkey will 
fi nd in them better support than in fl eets or armies.’  79   

 (Historians now tend to date the rise of a free-trade ideology in Britain 
to the 1840s or later, yet this surely refl ects a particular focus on domes-
tic politics, especially on the all-important abolition of the Corn Laws in 
1846 and the agitation of the Anti-Corn Law League.  80   The First Opium 
War, almost contemporary with the Eastern Crisis, showed trade at work 
as motive for international action. The cabinet, it may also be pointed 
out, represented by Clarendon, Bowring, and Granville, had attempted to 
initiate a free-trade treaty with France in the 1830s.  81   The Exchequer and 
Board of Trade had undertaken tariff reductions in the 1820s and 1830s, 
and one only needs to consult  The reform ministry and the reformed par-
liament  to fi nd freedom of trade lauded there.  82   Yet perhaps it is best 
to defi ne free trade here not as the conviction that Britain itself should 
have no tariffs whatsoever, but simply as the idea that free trade produced 
prosperity.) 

 Associated with freedom of trade was moreover a belief in fi scal 
restraint—as had traditionally been the case in Britain, where the struggle 
against ‘old corruption’, or a nexus of indirect taxes and royal patronage, 
had been an old Whig rallying cry. ‘Freedom of commerce and of industry, 
is not, indeed, with them an object of independent inquiry; it is a conse-
quence which fl ows from, and which never can be separated from, direct 
taxation’, wrote Urquhart.  83   The criticism that Ottoman central power 
had become too weak was turned on its head. ‘Prosperity is invariably the 
consequence of the  neglect  of the central administration.’  84   Low and even 
taxation promised prosperity, provided a few abuses and poor practices such 
as tax farming could be ended, and prosperity in turn guaranteed political 
recovery. As Urquhart had written to Palmerston before his mission, ‘The 
only advantage she [Turkey] requires is to be left alone. Industry is free, 
commerce is free, taxation is direct and burdens are equal.’  85   This had the 
further advantage of contrasting with Mehemet Ali’s blameworthy agri-
cultural and trade monopolies: ‘All the public supplies are raised without 
government monopolies, grinding taxation, or stopping the progress of 
industry and population.’  86   It also made free trade, more than a matter 
of mutual profi t, a component of good governance, and thus an essential 
strand in any Ottoman reconstruction policy. 
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 Unlike most of his Austro-German counterparts, lastly, Urquhart was 
prepared to praise Mahmoud’s reforms even if this praise was couched in 
terms of the renewal or modernisation of an ancient constitution. The 
destruction of the Janissaries, that bulwark of feudalism and corruption, 
paved the way for strengthening the state based on the consent of what 
he called the ‘municipalities’: communities to which fi scal responsibility 
was allegedly devolved. In an idea that was developed at length, Turkey’s 
institutions were thus characterised by 

 […] two principles of vast practical importance […] perfect freedom of 
industry and commerce, by the placing of taxation directly on property; and 
a rural municipal organization, which, called into existence and maintained 
in activity for fi nancial purposes, has been the means of dispensing justice, 
of mitigating oppression, and of replacing patriotism by local affections and 
common sympathies.  87   

 Parallels can here be drawn with British parliamentary tradition, as indeed 
they were drawn with more ancient myths: ‘This forced guarantee- ship 
resembles the voluntary associations of the Anglo-Saxons.’  88   The result 
was greater justice and less arbitrariness, to be contrasted with Mehemet 
Ali’s ‘systematic oppression’.  89   

 Laissez-faire economics and trust in the security of persons and prop-
erty were not exclusively British ideas; they were Enlightenment ideas, 
and they were shared by many European Liberals. In glossing Mehemet 
Ali’s achievements, his admirers also stressed the restoration of order as 
a unique precondition to prosperity. Yet none of the Pasha’s modernisa-
tion programmes was framed as the revival of time-honoured liberties, as 
indeed it could scarcely be. Authoritarian impulse was what characterised 
the genius conqueror’s programme. Egypt was praised for Mehemet Ali’s 
grand infrastructure designs, his centralisation and use of tax-raising pow-
ers, for his centrally run initiatives in the economic and military fi elds alike, 
not for his inexistent trade or fi scal liberalism. 

 The importance Palmerston attached to the future Balta-Liman 
trade convention is attested by his delegation of the trusted Bulwer to 
replace Urquhart after he was dismissed. Bulwer set to work, based on 
the Scotsman’s preparatory steps, in 1837, fi rst in London and later in 
Constantinople itself. Though the ground had been cleared, the negotia-
tions carried on, through several draft agreements, into the summer of 
1838. The problem was not the already low import tariff, but internal 
tariff and non-tariff barriers which, because they were a source of revenue 
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and patronage alike, required some coaxing to get abolished. Finally, on 
16 August 1838, what became known as the Commercial Convention of 
Balta-Liman—after its place of closing in a suburb of the Ottoman capi-
tal—was signed. The treaty gave Britain most-favoured-nation status, it 
abolished all permits, monopolies, and internal restrictions to the resale 
of imports, and established a new tariff of 12% on Turkish exports and 5% 
on imports. 

 What mattered as much as the improved terms obtained for British mer-
chants, however, was that the Ottoman Empire was now set on its path 
to regeneration by economic means. For Ponsonby, the treaty established 
‘liberal and wise principles’, and ‘is good for the nation [Turkey] at large’.  90   
Ponsonby incidentally attributed the negotiations’ success to Reshid Pasha, 
who was fast becoming Britain’s man. The monopolies were dismantled 
that threatened to ‘destroy the life of the Turkish Empire’, and the new 
convention, as he predicted, could now bring ‘the enormous increase in the 
commerce of this country that must arise without delay out of the improved 
state of things’.  91    The Morning Chronicle  commented in the following 
month with a piece praising Ponsonby for, ‘while alive to the defects of the 
Turkish rule’, remaining hopeful ‘of the regeneration of the country under 
wise and energetic rulers, provided it be allowed fair play’.  92   And Palmerston 
shared in the general excitement and foresaw that the convention would 
one day extend its benefi cent arm over Mehemet Ali’s dominions also: 

 I send you the ratifi cations of the Commercial Treaty, and an excellent thing 
it is. […] [Mehemet Ali] says he will evade it. That will not be so easy; and 
he will fi nd that in the long run it is for his advantage as well as for that of the 
Sultan; that is to say, for the advantage of the people whom they govern.  93   

 The foreign secretary even obtained the title of Viscount for Ponsonby as 
recompense for his role in the treaty.  94   

 Meanwhile, little of this cheer caught on outside Britain. For the 
French observer d’Aubignosc, Reshid Pasha had been downgraded to the 
role of a ‘travelling salesman’.  95   Mahmud’s Austrian biographer, Münch, 
who described Urquhart as ‘a diplomatic-public relations factotum’ and 
who was utterly indifferent to the Turkish monopolies, only treated Balta- 
Liman as a politico-diplomatic step.  96   Barante reports that Nicolas con-
sidered the Balta-Liman treaty with jealousy, as a political move, and that 
it only caused Nesselrode and Boutenieff to become preoccupied over 
increased British infl uence in Turkey.  97   Nor did the French, unlike the 
British, incidentally exhibit any concern over the pernicious infl uence of 
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Mehemet Ali’s monopolies, whether in public or in private. The army 
captain Charles de Beaufort d’Hautpoul simply reported to Soult that 
they were necessary to the regime.  98   The  Journal Asiatique  defended 
them against accusations that they were abusive.  99   Marmont justifi ed 
them based on the central importance of the Nile and of hydraulic works 
to Egyptian agriculture, and to the fellah’s inability to innovate on his 
own.  100   As to more rigorous economic analysis, neither Auguste Colin in 
 La Revue des Deux Mondes  nor Jomard in his  Coup d’oeil  bothered to dis-
cuss the monopolies and they scarcely even mentioned them.  101   

 This was all the more signifi cant, fi nally, that the Balta-Liman treaty 
was no mercantilist move aiming to secure exclusive advantages for British 
merchants. As Bulwer and his fellow negotiators on the British side fully 
expected already at the time of the negotiations, the same commercial 
terms would soon be acceded to by the other European powers.  102   Balta- 
Liman was thus followed by a Franco–Turkish agreement in November 
1838, Austria was assured most-favoured-nation status in 1839, and the 
treaty eventually became the basis for all foreign trade in Turkey.  103    

   A TURKISH MAGNA CARTA 
 As the international historian John Charmley has noted, ‘Palmerston 
envisaged a process of modernisation in which the Ottoman Empire 
would be subject to the sort of processes being applied by the Whigs to 
the British Constitution.’  104   This was indeed the decade of Whig reform at 
home, ushered in by the parliamentary makeover that was the Reform Act 
of 1832. The Tories, whether Wellington or, after the Melbourne cabinet 
fell, Aberdeen, were not interested in intervening in internal Turkish affairs 
and correspondingly indifferent to reform. Wellington even turned down 
a request to accommodate Turkish trainees at Woolwich, Portsmouth, and 
Sandhurst in early 1835, a plan which was taken up as soon as Palmerston 
returned later that year.  105   But the Whigs had heeded Stratford Canning’s 
clarion call, and the thread was picked up again as they resumed at the 
foreign offi ce. 

 It was Britain’s role, agreed Urquhart, to guide Turkey through 
renewal: 

 Obstacles [to reform] can only be removed by strengthening the hands of 
the government, by acquiring infl uence over its councils, and be exercis-
ing that infl uence judiciously. […] It is incumbent on England carefully to 
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distinguish the good from the evil dispositions of her charge, to encourage 
the fi rst as sedulously as to repress the last, and, above all, not to neglect 
example when enforcing precepts.  106   

 To Britain belonged ‘the honour or the loss, nay, more the profi t or the 
loss, of her [Turkey’s] preservation or destruction’.  107   Urquhart’s dispen-
sations became the blueprint for Turkish reform in its main thrusts: the 
Balta-Liman trade convention, the Hatti Sheriff of Gulhané, and the fol-
low-on measures of 1840. 

 Reshid Pasha left Constantinople for London, having been appointed 
ambassador earlier in the month, fresh from the fi rst great step in the 
Turco–British rapprochement that was Balta-Liman and the day after 
the convention was signed. The new appointment would be the prelimi-
nary to an even grander stroke. Reshid spent the following year between 
France and England, and his primary role was unsurprisingly to lobby 
for support in the dispute with Mehemet Ali. Yet he was also preparing, 
during what appears always to have been a temporary mission, for his 
return to offi ce and increased infl uence. It is unclear exactly how closely 
Palmerston and Ponsonby piloted the Hatti Sheriff of Gulhané, Turkey’s 
most publicised reform decree in a decade. Though Reshid also passed 
through Paris, certainly the French had no part in it, busy as they were 
with blaming Roussin, around the same time, for his diplomatic fail-
ings and replacing him with Edouard de Pontois.  108   But there is enough 
evidence for close Turco–British consultation both in London and in 
Constantinople after Reshid’s return. On or before 11 August 1839, 
Reshid thus met with Palmerston and submitted a preparatory memo-
randum which they had ostensibly discussed in detail, and for which he 
expected the foreign secretary’s advice. Blaming corruption and arbi-
trariness for the empire’s failures, this called for the application of the 
rule of law to bring about the ‘inevitable regeneration’ of the Ottoman 
Empire. The memo, renouncing radical change, insisted nevertheless on 
measures to ensure the security of person and property. ‘This would not 
consist in obtaining liberties, but only for life and property, the general 
security already sanctifi ed by the empire’s civil and religious laws.’  109   
It thus echoed a key concern found both in the Palmerston–Ponsonby 
correspondence and in the Urquhart works. It also responded to a fun-
damental lack identifi ed, for example by MacFarlane, in the British lit-
erature on Turkey. Reshid consulted with Ponsonby on the same topic, 
after his return to the Ottoman capital, in September and October. And 
while the British ambassador’s letters imply that the initiative belonged 
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to Reshid, Palmerston’s suggest that he considered Ponsonby at least a 
co-author when the Edict was at last formally published in November 
1839: ‘Your Hatti Sheriff was a grand Stroke of Policy, & it is produc-
ing great effect on public feeling both here & in France. I never have 
despaired of seeing Turkey rear her head again as a substantial element 
in the Balance of Power.’  110   

 The Hatti Sheriff of Gulhané, made public in the ceremony described 
at the beginning of this chapter, was a short document that skilfully 
mixed Muslim rhetoric and Enlightenment tenets. In format, it was a 
quite general, indeed a vague declaration of principles, much like British 
constitutional norms and unlike, say, the French declaration of the Rights 
of Man. Its opening lines paid homage to revered tradition, which, while 
this may have had antecedents in Muslim legal practice, also fi tted well 
with British, specifi cally Whig gradualism. ‘But since a century and a half 
a succession of accidents, and different causes, have led to people’s ceas-
ing to conform to the sacred code of laws, and to the rules which fl ow 
from it’, it thus read early on.  111   The new measures it promised as a rem-
edy came under three heads: security of person and property, regularity 
of taxation, and the regular levying of soldiers. The document referred 
implicitly to the Balta-Liman treaty in its fi scal chapter: ‘Fortunately for 
the people, some time back they have been delivered from the vexatious 
system of monopolies—those bad sources of revenue.’ On conscription, 
it also took a side jab at Mehemet Ali’s system, which was ‘dealing a 
mortal blow to agriculture, as well as an injustice in itself ’. Crucially, 
however, in security of life and property and in taxation, its fi rst two head-
ings again fi tted exactly the Urquhartite programme and long-standing 
foreign offi ce exhortations. The document even proposed establishing 
some form of representative institution to guarantee these rights, and to 
consent to taxes: ‘Our Council of Justice, augmented by new members, 
and by the adjunction of the ministers and nobility of the empire, shall 
assemble in order to prepare laws for the security of life and fortune, and 
the regulation of imposts.’ It should come as no surprise, then, that the 
Hatti Sheriff of Gulhané should have been welcomed, in various reac-
tions, as a Turkish Magna Carta.  112   

 Unlike the hasty and artifi cial reforms of Mehemet Ali, so the message 
went, the new Turkish undertakings would require time to bear fruit, but 
they gave reason to hope for genuine progress. As seen from London, they 
concurrently called for the protecting hand of Britain to give them time 
to work and justifi ed such support by their promised results. Ponsonby 
enthused that 
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   What has been done is excellent in conception and execution. It is in perfect 
unison with the Religion and interests and feelings of the People, and at the 
same time provides security for the great interest of every class of subjects, 
whilst it infringes no rights or privilege of any. It is a victorious answer to 
those who say that this Empire cannot be saved by its ancient government, 
and that the spurious regeneration to be worked out by the Pasha of Egypt 
is its only preservation.    113   

 Palmerston felt the need to congratulate Reshid Pasha besides privately 
commending his own ambassador:

  Your Excellency may assure the Porte that Her Majesty’s Government will 
afford them all such support and countenance as a foreign government can 
properly give, towards the carrying out of the excellent principles which are 
set forth in this Hatti Scherif; and Her Majesty’s Government most sincerely 
wish Reshid Pasha all the success which he so well deserves, in his praise-
worthy endeavours to improve the institutions, and thus to promote the 
happiness, the prosperity, and the power and independence of his country.  114   

 More encouragement came from the foreign secretary when follow-on 
reforms by Reshid were passed, in 1840:Much of what he does will take 
root, and confer inestimable advantage upon Turkey. It is only by giving the 
Empire Institutions that it is possible to regenerate it, and my belief is that 
by such means wisely planned, and vigorously and perseveringly followed up 
it will be possible to restore the Empire to a respectable degree of vigour.  115   

 There is indeed evidence that both Palmerston and the new Viscount 
found increasing faith in the Ottoman Empire’s future. ‘Turkey is not going 
down; on the contrary she is rallying; slowly if you will, and to superfi cial 
observers imperceptibly. But light from without has been let in upon the 
interior of Turkey’, Palmerston had written to George Hodges in 1838, 
then consul-general in Serbia.  116   In September 1839 he wrote to Bulwer, 

 As to the Turkish empire […] the component parts of a community are 
undergoing daily the process of physical renovation and of moral improve-
ment. Therefore all that we hear every day of the week about the decay of 
the Turkish empire, and its being a dead body or a sapless trunk, and so 
forth, is pure and unadulterated nonsense.  117   

 In pieces that may or may not have been planted by the foreign offi ce, 
the milestones of Turkish reform were also noted in the British press, 
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 including, in addition to the Edict of Gulhané, the adoption in the next 
year of a new penal code, the abolition of tax farming, and other fi scal mea-
sures, and the introduction of a European-style address from the throne.  118   
 The Morning Chronicle , the most infl uential of the Whig-Liberal papers, 
hailed the Hatti Sheriff itself with the emphatic words that ‘these changes 
give the only hopes that can be conceived of a regeneration, or even of a 
duration, of the Turks and of their empire. […] Let industry acquire for-
tune, and talent distinction, with security of keeping as well as earning, for 
self and for posterity, and the Turkish character will soon undergo a trans-
formation analogous to its laws.’  119    The Foreign Quarterly Review , long a 
Turkey sceptic, likewise published the text of the Hatti Sheriff, comment-
ing, ‘We cannot wonder that a wise policy has attempted to render even 
the present state of political uncertainty, affording as it does a breathing- 
time for Turkey, available for her internal improvement.’  120   Not everyone 
was convinced, and the Tory press was expectedly more equivocal.  The 
Times  wavered between approval and doubts that reforms would be con-
sistently applied.  121   Yet Whig and radical titles were widely supportive. The 
timing, fi nally, of the Gulhané announcement is noteworthy, coming just 
as the Soult government was digging its heels in, Brünnow was preparing 
to visit London for a second time, and Palmerston was beginning to con-
sider the necessity of a reversal of alliances. 

 This is indeed not to deny that the desire to thwart, or contain, Russia 
was also a factor in British support for the Ottoman Empire. Urquhart 
himself was rabidly anti-Russian, and the policy turnaround of 1832–3 
was accompanied both by Stratford Canning’s warning and the Russian 
descent on the Straits. The coincidence of bouts of Turkish reform and 
British military or diplomatic support, whether in the 1830s or in the later 
phase of the  tanzimat  that began in 1856, has been noted elsewhere.  122   
But, apart from the problem that the immediate threat in 1839–40 as 
in 1832–3 was posed by Mehemet Ali’s aggrandisement, not Russian 
aggression, the contest with Russia must also be recognised for having 
been an ideological contest. Concerns over Baghdad and Mesopotamia, 
the emerging game of alliances and rivalries between Russia, Britain, and 
Persia, intervention in the Persian Gulf, alarm over Afghanistan and the 
Khiva expedition: all this may have formed a more or less immediately 
pertinent background to British support for the Ottoman Empire. Yet to 
the extent there was an emerging Great Game, this Great Game was by 
defi nition only the expression of a wider project for the Orient, a proj-
ect in which it was assumed that Europe was destined to take Asia over, 
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and it only remained doubtful which European nation was to perform 
the task. Britain was Russia’s ideological opponent in Asia as in Europe. 
Canning, in his 1832 memorandum, had described the Tsarist state as a 
power ‘already too great for the general interests and liberties of Europe’: 
this was the only thing in the document with which the sarcasms in the 
margins agreed, whether they were Holland’s or Palmerston’s (‘This is 
most just and true’).  123   In the Whig but also in the Tory press, the regular 
shorthand for Russia was ‘the Autocrat’.  124   Even the Conservative  Times  
was prepared to write, on the subject of Anglo–Russian rivalry in Asia, of 

 […] the eternal hostility of principles which tend to the highest freedom 
of man on the one hand, and to his lowest debasement on the other—the 
irreconcilable dissension which ought to separate a power that exists only to 
covet, to conquer, and to crush, from a power whose dominion has in more 
auspicious times and under abler guidance encircled the globe with honest 
enterprise and free institutions.  125   

 A reforming Ottoman Empire was an empire that conformed to the 
British, not the Russian model, for the Orient. 

 According again to Barante, meanwhile, in Russia itself, the Hatti 
Sheriff was only greeted with discomfort. ‘The Russian cabinet affects to 
fi nd no useful importance in it. It is spoken of as a kind of parody. It is the 
butt of jokes’, wrote Barante. But: 

 I do not doubt that, whatever their simulated indifference, they much dis-
like the incident. It contributes to proving and establishing an infl uence that 
is not theirs. It is furthermore a proclamation of liberal principles, made at 
their very door, in a country regarded as barbarous and less advanced than 
them on the path of civilization.  126   

 And though the Edict met with a favourable echo, at least initially, in a 
large slice of the European press, among none of the other powers did it 
garner any palpable support. 

 Mehemet Ali may have been ‘sharply upset’ at the Edict’s propaganda 
value, in the words of the French consul Adrien Cochelet.  127   It was never-
theless dismissed by his counterpart in Constantinople, Pontois, as mere 
theatre: ‘The rational and equitable principles proclaimed by the Hatti 
Sheriff are too far situated from the ideas, habits, and needs of the Orient 
to triumph from abuses so ingrained and that conspire to maintain such 
powerful vested interests.’  128   Nor did there come, while Palmerston took 
pains to write personally, any congratulatory letter from Soult, and the 
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responses from Paris make it clear that there was no interest in the Edict 
from that corner. On the scene itself, the Prince de Joinville, the king’s 
son, who was present in Constantinople at the time and had been invited 
to attend the ceremony as a guest of honour, only ridiculed it and con-
fi ded to his journal, ‘This Turkish nation […], it won’t be saved by the 
miserable rag that was publicly read today.’  129   

 Admittedly, the French press mostly welcomed the Hatti Sheriff in a 
positive spirit.  Le Journal des Débats  reported both on the text and the 
ceremony and described ‘the attempt at regeneration that the Porte has 
just tried’ as ‘a curious and important event’.  130    La Presse  greeted it as a 
landmark,  Le Constitutionnel  compared it favourably with Mahmud’s 
reforms, and  Le Siècle , while voicing doubts as to its ultimate effectiveness, 
bestowed praise upon it.  131   Yet this only refl ected the widely held belief that 
reform was what the Orient was in urgent need of, and interest anyhow 
soon waned in the Edict’s fate and in further Turkish initiatives. There was 
no sustained follow-up in any of the main French dailies and, by the fol-
lowing year,  Le Siècle  was back to speaking of ‘reforms to which the people 
do not pay the least attention.’  132   For  L’Orient européen social, religieux et 
littéraire , a publication more for the Middle East boffi n than the general 
reader, Reshid’s reform, ‘a fl ower grown in the hothouse, an edifi ce built of 
brittle wood, like these shipwreck’s shelters assembled upon the sea sand, 
will fall at the fi rst breath of the peoples’ anger’.  133   ‘O Hatisherif of Gul-
Hané’, the author sighed, ‘what illusions you had given rise to, even before 
your birth!’  134   

 For Metternich, fi nally, even the very general terms of the Hatti Sheriff 
went too far. The chancellor struggled, in his congratulatory letter, to 
fi nd virtue in it other than that ‘its principles are just, as they are based on 
religious law, which for any State is the fi rst of all laws’. Practical problems, 
he thought, were only to be anticipated: ‘His Highness may meet certain 
diffi culties in the practical application of the principles in question; but 
what governmental measure isn’t exposed to such diffi culties?’  135   And the 
letter was the occasion for a lecture warning against the perils of granting 
constitutions: 

 To  grant  a Constitution is to upset the State in the very foundations on 
which it rests and, in the last resort, it is to give it  phrases rather than reality ; 
for none can grant what does not exist. Such is the case of what one calls a 
 Constitution , which a Sovereign cannot grant, for what has such value is and 
can only be the product of a certain historical basis, and of what time alone 
can procreate and complete.  136   
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 For the  Österreichischer Beobachter , similarly, the focus was on the Gulhané 
ceremony, not on the Edict itself or its implications for Turkey. ‘The per-
formance, which one could enjoy from the kiosk, was highly  picturesque 
and imposing’, was the newspaper’s main point.  137   Perhaps surprisingly, the 
 Preußische Staatszeitung  published its own news of Gulhané, and even hailed 
the Edict as progressive and as proof that Abdul Mejid was his father’s wor-
thy successor.  138   After a couple of short paragraphs, it provided a German 
translation of the Edict. Yet the bulk of the main German dailies seems to 
have drawn its inspiration from the  Beobachter . Both the  Kölnische Zeitung  
and the  Stadt Aachener Zeitung  lifted the news from the Austrian newspaper, 
including its description of the elaborate formalities.  139   So did the  Allgemeine 
Zeitung , which avoided commenting in this or other issues on the reach or 
meaning of the Hatti Sheriff. The text was the same as in the  Beobachter : 
‘The delightful view over the Asian coast, the sea of Marmara and the 
Princes island, the abundant crowd’s multicoloured costumes […] all of this, 
favoured by the most wonderful weather, made a truly enchanting sight.’  140    

   THE SYRIAN LANDINGS 
 The inexorable alignment of the British model with Turkey and the French 
with Egypt made their presence on opposing sides in the 1839–41 confl ict 
more than predictable. By 1840, when the decisive moment came to sign 
and enact the Convention of London, British commitment to a reform-
ing Turkey had convinced Palmerston, and the cabinet he willy-nilly swung 
behind him, that to back the Ottomans was the right policy regardless of 
whether the threat was Russian or Egyptian. The events of 1839–41 take on, 
in this light, their own different cast. The decisive factor was not that Russia 
suddenly decided to drop Unkiar-Skelessi, as historians have so often sup-
posed. By the time of the Brünnow mission, Palmerston had long and fi rmly 
become wedded to a path of Turkish support already. Turkish integrity must 
be supported, and Turkey was worthy of being supported, it being worthy 
both a condition and an argument for such support. Britain had swung 
behind Turkey in 1833, initiating years of efforts to secure its improvement 
and the parallel hardening diplomatic commitment. This commitment, not 
the tactics of 1839 or 1840 or even a wider Anglo–Russian truce, was what 
stood at the bottom of the British policy choices in the Eastern Crisis. 

 In a process that could only further cement existing commitments 
among their respective European backers, press arguments both for and 
against either of the Oriental contestants moreover contributed to raising 
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the ideological stakes. While Turkish credentials had suffered a blow in 
June–July 1839 after the Ottoman defeat at Nezib and the fl eet’s defec-
tion, the accession of the young and impressionable Abdul Mejid prom-
ised a fresh start, as Gulhané and the ensuing measures intimated. It also 
left more room for Reshid Pasha to make his mark. And increasingly the 
storm centred on the charismatic but controversial Mehemet Ali as the 
clash of models intensifi ed and events attracted closer public attention. 

  The Morning Chronicle , a publication closely aligned with Palmerston 
himself, had already set the tone in an early piece by its Egyptian 
correspondent: 

 In the many changes which have occurred here the native Egyptians have little 
altered their condition—slaves they always were, and still remain. Mehemet 
Ali has increased the burden of their exorbitant taxation, and has added the 
curse of conscription, perhaps the only evil they really feel acutely, and which 
we daily see them resort to the most atrocious mutilations to avoid.  141   

 As the crisis progressed and intervention approached, the  Chronicle  increas-
ingly vilifi ed the Pasha, ‘the crafty and selfi sh ruler of Egypt’, or simply ‘a 
despot’.  142   It was followed in this path by  The Morning Post , which, having 
begun by expressing confi dence in Turkey and in ‘Rechid Pasha, so well 
known in England for his energy and activity, and his enlightened policy’, 
would end by writing that ‘there exists not an unpaid traveller in, or writer 
on, Egypt, and especially Syria, that does not proclaim [Mehemet Ali] a 
tyrant’.  143   The Conservative  Standard  and the all- important  Times  were 
as a rule steadfastly critical of the cabinet. Even if it remained disbelieving 
of Turkish reform itself, however,  The Times  turned increasingly virulent 
against Egypt, printing for example negative reviews of a book by Antoine 
Clot-Bey, Mehemet Ali’s surgeon-general, and fi nding that the author made 
‘a strange amalgamation […] between the notions of Oriental despotism 
and those of French centralization’.  144   It likewise published the more criti-
cal parts of Bowring’s reports on Egypt and Syria, stressing the continuing 
slave trade and Egyptian poverty.  145    The Standard  elaborated on the ‘well-
known cunning’ of the ‘barbarian tyrant’ Mehemet Ali.  146   Giving voice, like 
many of the other newspapers, to the travel writers, its editors published 
Madden’s more critical passages alongside their own commentary.  147   

 Against these voices arose a rearguard of defenders of the Egyptian 
Pasha. First, there was the indefatigable Waghorn, who managed to place 
letters in a good number of the major British dailies in May, June, July, 

THE AGE OF TURKISH IMPROVEMENT 119



and October 1840.  148   Then there was  The Morning Herald , classifi ed by 
some historians as Tory but in this period diffi cult to place and in some 
respects more radical-sounding. Initially supportive of British policy, it 
began gunning for Mehemet Ali, with an interesting sense of timing, in 
October 1840. More Russophobe than pro-Egyptian, however, the news-
paper seems to have been loosely aligned with the Urquhartite and radical 
campaign against the foreign secretary. Waghorn knew his public, mean-
while, and in what terms he must plead his cause: ‘All testify to his [the 
Pasha’s] improved system of government there, when compared to the 
corrupting and decaying one of Turkey.’ And ‘[Mehemet Ali] instead of 
being a tyrant, as the  Globe  says, has done more for Egypt in his time than 
any other  living  man has done in any other part of the world’. Every time, 
Waghorn put forward Egypt’s growing economic clout, progress towards 
modernity, and military weight, appealing jointly to Britain’s selfi sh and 
humanitarian interests.  149   

 The operations in Syria and the independent rebellion that preceded 
them were soon, however, to provide a focal point for this clash by proxy. 
The central weapon in the contest between models became, as affairs 
reached a crisis point, the Syrian uprising that began in May 1840. The 
initial revolt by Lebanese Maronites and Druzes, temporarily put down by 
Ibrahim in July, was later to expand around Syria and take on military sig-
nifi cance as the Turco–British forces became able to make weapon deliver-
ies, share intelligence, and coordinate military moves with the rebels in 
the autumn, in particular under the leadership of the British agent Richard 
Wood. In the meantime, though, the rebellion by Lebanese and Syrian 
mountaineers and tribes became the proof, for the Pasha’s detractors, of 
the greater desirability of Turkish government over Egyptian. The fi rst 
news of the rebellion appeared, in Britain, in July 1840. After Palmerston 
denounced Ibrahim’s atrocities in parliament in August, they turned, in 
the press, into a cry for humanitarian intervention and ultimately for vin-
dication for the landings as these began in September.  150    The Globe ’s own 
coverage of the Eastern Crisis only became regular on the emergence of 
the news from Syria. As the editors found, 

 The different tribes in Syria are rising against the cruel despotism of Ibrahim 
Pasha, and Britain ought not to let the opportunity pass unimproved for 
re-annexing Syria to the Turkish empire. Humanity and policy determine 
us to give our suffrage in favour of the Porte. We see Turkey lightening the 
burdens of the people, while Ibrahim is striving to make them seven-fold 
more heavy than they ever were before.  151   
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 Showing how much cross-party appeal the Syrian cause had,  The Times , 
followed by  The Standard , in addition to ordinary reporting by its cor-
respondents, published several appeals by the insurgents and announced 
that ‘the insurgents had hoisted the Turkish fl ag, and proclaimed that they 
fought for their legitimate Sovereign the Sultan’.  152   And for  The Morning 
Chronicle , the conclusion naturally followed that British-inspired Turkish 
laissez-faire was superior to Egyptian rule:

  The French are constantly confounding strong governments with national 
welfare. What if the government of the Sultan be not stronger than it has 
been? A country, of which the labouring classes are better off than the same 
classes in England [as Bowring, quoted on the same page, wrote was the 
case in Syria before the Pasha had occupied it], with mountainous ranges 
like Lebanon, exhibiting high cultivation by an industrious and spirited pop-
ulation, was not in a condition generally to be pitied.  153   

   French reactions to the Syrian revolt, and the press’s tendency to belittle 
it, were discussed in Chap.   2    . In the three northern courts, though Turkish 
reform aroused only lukewarm feelings, there was no lack in readiness for 
criticising the rebel Pasha’s regime, especially in contentious Syria. The 
Austro-German press thus came, as news of the revolt arrived and events 
progressed towards military intervention by the treaty powers, as close as 
a censored media could get to declaring open season on the Pasha’s sys-
tem. The  Österreichischer Beobachter  began reporting on the Syrian upris-
ing as early as 1 July.  154   The rebellion continued to be regularly written 
on and, at the end of the month, the newspaper produced a document, 
entitled ‘Proklamation der Bergbewohner des Libanon an die Freunde 
des Vaterlandes’, containing a long indictment of Egyptian tyranny and of 
the illegitimacy of its government.  155   This was followed by the publication 
of a letter by Ibrahim full of sinister threats to the Lebanese and, on 13 
September, the  Beobachter  reproduced a long portrait, borrowed from the 
 Allgemeine Zeitung , excoriating the Egyptian governor.  156   The 15 October 
issue, fi nally, again quoted Bowring’s report on Syria via  The Morning 
Chronicle , focusing in particular on the evils of conscription (and inci-
dentally showing Palmerston’s presence of mind in having asked Bowring 
to edit his reports before publication).  157   The  Preußische Staatszeitung  
 followed a similar line, reporting for example on the repression of the Syrian 
insurrection in a story packed with atrocities and Egyptian brutality on 
23 August, and producing a Lebanese petition to Abdul Mejid to free the 
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country from Mehemet Ali’s cruelty and  oppression on 14 September.  158   
The  Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung , fi nally, was unfriendly in its reporting 
on Mehemet Ali from the start, and it began following the Syrian insurrec-
tion in earnest on 8 July.  159   Even the rigidly tight-lipped  Journal de Saint-
Pétersbourg  found the courage to speak, albeit in an indirect notice treating 
of the British parliamentary debates, of Mehemet Ali’s regime in terms that 
had it as an ‘unimaginable tyranny’ and ‘the most oppressive despotism 
that can be found on Earth’.  160   

 Like the German readership, British opinion and the statesmen that 
both led policy and sold it to the public needed to be on the moral side 
of the confl ict. Syria, especially from the time of the revolt, provided the 
ideal humanitarian cause. This helped rally a public that could only be 
concerned at the prospect of hostilities with France. It helped ensure that, 
even after Russell’s anxieties rocked the cabinet in September–October 
1840, there would be no going back on a course already set. Yet the Syrian 
cause also gave voice to the British espousal of the gradualist, Turkish 
model. Palmerston and the Whigs needed it all the more, indeed, that 
the case for Ottoman improvement had long had to be made against a 
background of doubt and doom-mongering. Syria was where the Pasha’s 
failed system could be superseded and replaced by its superior, British- 
sponsored rival in a smaller and more controllable laboratory than was the 
ramshackle Ottoman Empire taken as a whole. The most vivid illustration, 
indeed, of British policymakers’ commitment to Turkish reform was their 
continuing insistence on it during the confl ict itself and after it was won, 
in 1840 and 1841. 

 When commodore Charles Napier, the commander of the forces 
anchored off Syria, called for its population to rise anew against Mehemet 
Ali, his fi rst appeal was thus reportedly to Gulhané: 

 Syrians, you know that a Hatti Sheriff has been proclaimed by the Sultan, which 
protects the life and property of all his subjects, and which is everywhere in full 
execution. Beside this the allied Powers undertake to recommend the Sultan to 
make your condition happy and prosperous. Inhabitants of the Libanus […] 
I call on you to rise and shake off the yoke under which you are groaning.  161   

 Already, in May that year, in the heat of the diplomatic bargaining, 
Palmerston had taken the risk of bragging to Guizot about the positive 
effects of the Hatti Sheriff.  162   Before the guns had even stopped sound-
ing, he insisted it be applied in Candia and, with the ink barely dry on 
the Napier Convention with Mehemet Ali, in Egypt: ‘But there can be 
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no doubt that the Treaty of Commerce of 1838, and the Hatti Sheriff of 
Gulhané must apply to Egypt; and they will make a great change, and will 
afford great security to the Sultan and to the People.’  163   

 The Hatti Sheriff was to be ceaselessly invoked, in public and private, 
throughout the following months. The Ponsonby protégé Richard Wood 
came to be, after the invasion had succeeded, in virtual control of Syria itself. 
Originally a consul attached to the British embassy in Constantinople but now 
in possession of a broadly worded special  fi rman  from the Sultan, by early 
1841 Wood was making appointments, writing laws, and he was busy working 
on constitutional arrangements for the territory. In February, he posted a new 
group of governors to the various districts and towns, and Ponsonby warned 
him that ‘The Hati Sherif of Gul Khane will be a vast source of strength to 
those who seek to set up moderate and wise government.’  164   Ponsonby was 
preaching to the converted. As soon as the Anglo-Turkish troops had landed 
in Sidon, in October, Wood had in one breath announced the nomination of 
the Turkish governor, Ahmed Izzet Pasha, appointed a new town headman, 
and proclaimed the good news, to the inhabitants’ ‘greatest enthusiasm’, 
that ‘henceforth they should be governed according to the  Hatti Scheriff ’.  165   
Throughout his reporting to Ponsonby in 1840–1, Wood would not cease to 
make reference to the paramount importance of tax fairness and of security of 
person and property as enshrined in the Gulhané edict.  166   Wood later devel-
oped doubts as to Izzet Pasha’s attachment to the same values. After these 
were relayed in London, Palmerston wrote back to enjoin, 

 I have to instruct your Excellency to represent immediately to the Porte 
that the interests of the Sultan and the Honour of the British Crown require 
that the Pasha sent to govern in any part of Syria should be a man who 
will, actively and in good faith, carry into effect the provisions of the Hatti 
Scherif of Gulhané, and fulfi l the promises made to the Syrians in the name 
of the Sultan by the British Agent, Mr. Wood.  167   

 The letter went on to question the Sultan’s appointment and to request a 
change, and Izzet was soon recalled. 

 When the same fate awaited Reshid Pasha, meanwhile, Ponsonby and 
Palmerston became quite concerned. The fear, again, was not that this was 
Britain’s man, but rather that his precious reforms were jeopardised. ‘All 
the efforts of Great Britain to be useful to the Sultan in His Highness’s 
present contest with Mehemet Ali would be marred if Reshid Pasha were 
to be removed from his post’, Palmerston began to fret.  168   The foreign 
secretary asked Ponsonby to intervene, stressing again not Reshid Pasha’s 
diplomatic role but that 
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 He is understood to have been the principal author of the Hatti Sheriff of 
Gulhané […] improvements which ought to be introduced into the general 
administration of the Turkish Empire, and especially into the practical dis-
pensation of justice [… and] the person most likely to have the will and the 
means of enforcing practically throughout the empire the faithful execution 
of the Hatti Sheriff of Gulhané.  169   

 Indeed, when Palmerston was called to congratulate the Sultan formally 
on behalf of Queen Victoria, and the occasion came to celebrate the joint 
victory, the lesson he drew was again to stress the ‘enlightened justice and 
benevolence’ of Abdul Mejid’s great act and to urge him to ‘follow it up 
by such other practical measures of reform as may be necessary’ even as 
the Edict itself was ‘strictly and faithfully executed’. The Syrian revolt was 
proof that tyranny could only be short-lived, and in several fl orid pages, 
the Ottoman monarch was exhorted to build further on the foundation 
stone of the Hatti Sheriff, ‘the memory of which will live for ever in the 
grateful recollection of the subjects of the Porte’.  170   All this, fi nally, came 
well after success had been achieved in diplomatic and military action: 
Britain had fought for a reforming Ottoman Empire, and it was not about 
to relinquish its prize. 

 Ronald Hyam argues that nineteenth-century British international pol-
icy was animated by an inextricable mixture of economic and ideological 
motives: ‘Ideologically the Victorian desire was to  improve  the rest of the 
world by a programme of Christian regeneration, spreading civilisation 
on the British model. This was, they believed, the only perfection open to 
mankind, and it was God-ordained.’  171   Abigail Green suggests that British 
nineteenth-century imperialism was an imperialism of human rights, rest-
ing on the three-pronged promotion of commerce, Christianity, and 
humanitarian causes.  172   And both Green and Hyam note that what applied 
to the colonies also applied to Turkey even while Britain sought to prop it 
up rather than bring it under its control. 

 As to Palmerston, the indomitable British foreign secretary, he is often 
portrayed as a man of lukewarm political convictions. Diplomatic histori-
ans typically portray him as having been hardnosed and calculating, and 
his biographer Kenneth Bourne has him as ‘an optimist, not an enthusi-
ast; a pragmatist, not a moralist’.  173   Yet Muriel Chamberlain is no doubt 
right to warn that ‘in fact the third Viscount Palmerston was an extraordi-
narily complex character’.  174   Palmerston had supported both the Catholic 
Emancipation of 1829 and the 1832 Reform Act. He came to the foreign 
offi ce as a Canningite, primed to rise to the pulpit in defence of Liberal 
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regimes. David Brown’s biography conjures up a more  ideologically 
grounded character, laying stress on the future statesman’s education 
under the philosopher Dugald Stewart, in Edinburgh, and on the infl u-
ence of Scottish Enlightenment ideas.  175   That Palmerston thought Britain 
had a vocation to civilise the rest of the world is moreover on record: 

 The system of England ought to be to maintain the liberties and indepen-
dence of all other nations […]; to throw her moral weight into the scale of 
any people who are spontaneously striving for freedom, by which I mean 
rational government, and to extend as far and as fast as possible civilization 
all over the world. I am sure this is our interest.  176   

 No doubt the Balta-Liman treaty was expected to benefi t British trade, but 
such benefi ts and a genuine interest in Turkish reform need not have been 
mutually exclusive. At the very time of the Eastern Crisis, Palmerston was 
making belligerent moves for the ‘opening’ of China; he was pursuing fresh 
measures against the slave trade through the negotiation of a fi ve-power 
treaty; he had been an interventionist for Liberalism in the Iberian peninsula 
for several years. It should come as no surprise that he took Ottoman reform 
seriously, as a long-term good both for Turkey and for Britain itself. 

 If Turkey, insuffi ciently national and too heavily laden with traditional 
institutions to look like anything but an  ancien régime , was inimical to 
the French Oriental model, it only appealed to the northern courts 
through its reputation for immobility. Thanks to Mahmud’s early efforts, 
however, the Ottoman Empire could pretend, by the 1830s, to Whig 
reforming patronage. After several exploratory years, decisive steps were 
taken in the form of the Balta-Liman Convention and Reshid’s Edict of 
Gulhané. The Syrian rebellion of 1840 against Mehemet Ali, and the 
echo it found in the British media, could only help broaden the appeal 
of the Ottoman cause. Yet together with the years of pro-Turkish diplo-
macy to which it had been the handmaiden since 1833, Britain’s espousal 
of Ottoman reconstruction, though a programme of free trade, laissez-
faire, and security of person and property, had by then already made 
its alignment in the Eastern Question all but predestined. Born of the 
competition with Mehemet Ali and his French-inspired system on one 
side, and the scarecrow of autocratic Russia’s grand designs on the other, 
the regeneration of Turkey had become, for the Palmerston–Ponsonby 
team, an end of its own. All that was needed further to envenom the con-
frontation between models was that paramount Victorian, and Middle 
Eastern, concern: religion.  
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    CHAPTER 5   

          On 5 February 1840, Father Thomas, a Sardinian who was superior at 
a Franciscan monastery in Damascus, disappeared from the town along 
with his servant, Ibrahim Amara. Two days later the French consul, Ulysse 
de Ratti-Menton, who was empowered by the Turkish Capitulations to 
lead enquiries into judicial matters touching on Catholic establishments, 
alerted the Syrian authorities to possible wrongdoing. The friar and his 
helper, who were known to care for the sick and the poor, had last been 
seen in the Jewish quarter and suspicions of murder soon fell on a Jewish 
barber. The barber, subjected by the local governor to several days of tor-
ture, eventually made a full confession and incriminated further members 
of the Jewish community. More Jews were soon arrested and accused of 
having engaged in rabbinical, ritual murder. Spreading faster than spilt 
wine on a white tablecloth, the persecutions led to the death of a wit-
ness from fl ogging and went on to involve mass incarcerations, involving 
mere boys but also Jewish butchers and gravediggers, of whom three more 
died from police brutality. Meanwhile the French consul made his position 
all the more questionable by zealously spurring on the enquiry as head 
investigator and by coldly welcoming evidence based on torture. Indeed, 
the active participation of Ratti-Menton and the looser involvement of 
the other consuls—notably the British and the Austrian, who even hid a 
witness in his consulate—ensured the matter would fast gain publicity in 
Europe.  1   

 The Damascus Affair promptly mobilised Jewish publications and 
associations. In Britain and France, in particular, a joint campaign was 

 Christian Zionists                     



launched by Sir Moses Montefi ore, President of the Board of Deputies of 
British Jews, and Adolphe Crémieux, lawyer, MP, and vice president of the 
Central Consistory of the Jews of France. On 10 July 1840, Montefi ore 
embarked for Alexandria on a joint mission with Crémieux to plead the 
Damascus Jews’ cause.  2   The affair also mobilised the European press. More 
material clues were unearthed, such as a shoe having supposedly belonged 
to Amara and a cache of animal bones that were proclaimed to be human. 
Relayed by Ratti-Menton among others, these were alternatively seized 
on or ridiculed by the Jews’ detractors and defenders. (Incidentally, the 
double murder’s true perpetrators were never found, and it is supposed 
that it may have had to do with a dispute between father Thomas and a 
Muslim muleteer.) On 13 March, the  Sémaphore de Marseille  had been 
the fi rst to break the news that a group of Damascus Jews was suspected 
of having murdered an Italian cleric. Newspapers in Paris, London, and 
several German cities soon followed suit. 

   AN UNWELCOME AFFAIR 
 The events of Damascus, coming at the worst possible time diplomatically, 
just when the powers were debating whether to seek fresh compromises or 
engage in coercive action, were a public relations disaster for Mehemet Ali. 
Sherif Pasha, the governor of Syria who was responsible for the mass incar-
ceration and torture of so many innocents under the investigation, was his 
adopted son and son-in-law. It had all been initiated by the local consul of 
the one power that was friendly to him. And it just had to have happened 
in Syria, the territory his partisans said he ought to retain because he was 
the better steward for it. 

 When Mehemet Ali was painted by David Wilkie the following year 
(Fig.  5.1 ), he may have asked to be seated on ‘a common “Dover”, with 
leather straps for arms, and two cushions’ that was a gift from Montefi ore.  3   
If so, we can be sure that the Pasha, with his keen sense of public image, was 
making a calculated statement, and that he was at the very least acknowl-
edging the powerful resonance of the affair and of Jewish sympathies in 
Europe and in particular in Britain. The plight of the Damascus Jews 
indeed found a tremendous echo among the British public, of which the 
press response was but one part. When  The Morning Chronicle  fi rst tack-
led the Damascus persecutions, on 18 April, it thus immediately set itself 
against ‘such impossible accusations to the Jewish residents of Damascus’. 
Very soon they would be raised as proof against the Egyptian  regime, 
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as when the newspaper wrote that ‘The events of Damascus form a bad 
specimen of the boasted civilisation of Ibrahim Pasha, Governor of these 
countries.’  4   The affair would also be raised in parliament, and it was the 
object of a mass rally at the aptly chosen Egyptian Hall at the Mansion 
House in London on 3 July.

   Jonathan Frankel, in his opus on the affair, already provides a wide- 
ranging and thorough survey of public European responses to the 
Damascus events. Yet it is worth examining these more specifi cally in the 
light and context of the politics of the Eastern Crisis. (Frankel’s analysis of 
the European press is impressive, but it underplays such newspapers as the 
 Allgemeine Preußische Staatszeitung , important, with regard to the Eastern 
Crisis, as a Prussian political marker, and conversely it focuses, in France, 

  Fig. 5.1     Mehemet Ali  by David Wilkie (painted in 1841 and now at the Tate 
Gallery. Image copyright: © Lebrecht Photo Library/Alamy Stock Photo). 
Possibly seated on a chair that was a gift from Montefi ore       
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on the narrowly Catholic titles that were  La Quotidienne  and  L’Univers  
more than on the high-circulation dailies.) The affair was greeted differ-
ently in Britain and in Germany on one side, and in France on the other, 
with repercussions for position-taking and the ability for the contending 
parties to sell their policies to domestic and foreign constituencies. Frankel 
moreover leaves open his interpretation of Thiers’s handling of the affair 
and, though it remains diffi cult to provide a defi nitive assessment, more 
interpretative material may be contributed as to the French premier’s 
motives for standing behind Ratti-Menton. 

 The outcry was the most pronounced in Britain. The percolating details 
of the enquiry, the buried bones, blood stains, and smuggled witnesses, 
were scrutinised with passionate attention and the evidence, blatantly 
forced as it was, was consistently found wanting.  The Globe  spoke of the 
‘monstrous charges brought against the Jewish community without the 
slightest evidence of probability’.  5    The Standard  likewise reported assidu-
ously on the investigation and unambiguously took the Jewish side. There 
could be no doubt, moreover, that this refl ected badly on the Pasha and 
his French backers.  The Morning Post  was prompt to fi nd the proceedings 
‘a deep stain on the government of Mehemet Ali and Ibrahim Pacha’.  6   
At  The Morning Herald , the editors took up the Jews’ cause with gusto, 
comparing their persecution to trials for witchcraft: 

 This appears to be the law at Damascus at the present day—that is, within 
the dominions which Ibrahim Pasha governs for his father, Mehemet Ali—
both of whom have been represented, by superfi cial writers, as extraordinary 
specimens of eastern civilisation […]. They are both, we admit, remarkable 
specimens of energetic barbarism—but of barbarism, unquestionably, very 
dark and intense.  7   

 As Frankel points out,  The Times  was a lone but infl uential voice prepared to 
provide space to sceptical opinions, especially the argument that if rabbinical 
murder could be ruled out among English Jews, it might yet be practised in 
the East.  8   The weight of readers’ letters, however, even in the  Times , was on 
the side of the Jews. Any fence-sitting may furthermore have arisen out of 
concern over the broader impact on the Jewish community if the Damascus 
group was ever found guilty conclusively, as when ‘a Clergyman of the 
Established Church’ wrote, ‘It is, Sir, the interests of Christians, who revere 
the Old Testament as much, or even more than the Jews, to rebut from its 
religion the very suspicion of such a charge.’  9   The thrice-weekly evangeli-
cal  Record , fi nally, described by one historian as ‘Victorian Britain’s most 

138 P.E. CAQUET



successful religious newspaper’, with ‘the largest circulation by far’, and as 
representing ‘the political stance of the majority of Anglican evangelicals’,  10   
stood squarely on the side of the Damascus Jews.  The Record  condemned 
the ‘horrible imputations’ that had been made to the Jews; it took Thiers to 
task on his defence of Ratti-Menton; and it kept reporting regularly on the 
Damascus Affair throughout 1840, alongside coverage of the Syrian rebel-
lion and hostile commentary on Mehemet Ali’s regime.  11   

 Public reactions were not confi ned to the press. Robert Peel raised the 
affair in parliament, asking for Britain’s infl uence to be used on behalf 
of the Jews and incidentally exhibiting detailed knowledge of the case.  12   
Palmerston must have relished replying that

  […] upon hearing of the circumstances, he had immediately instructed 
Colonel Hodges, the Queen’s Consul-General at Alexandria, to bring the 
subject under the serious attention of the Pasha of Egypt, to point out to 
him the effect which such atrocities as these must produce on the public 
mind in Europe, and to urge him, for his own sake, to institute such inqui-
ries as would enable him to punish the guilty parties, if guilty parties there 
were, and to make such an atonement as was in his power to the unfortunate 
sufferers.  13   

 The Mansion House rally produced impassioned speeches and resolutions 
of the type expressing ‘the greatest horror [at] the recital of the cruelties 
infl icted upon the Jews in the East’ and ‘earnest hope that an immediate 
and impartial public investigation will take place, so as to disprove, in 
the face of the whole world, the atrocious calumnies invented and propa-
gated by their persecutors’, words that were reported everywhere in the 
newspapers.  14   Extraordinarily, moreover, in the same month a similar affair 
arose at Rhodes over the disappearance of a Christian boy and in which 
the English representative, J.G. Wilkinson (not the same person as the 
eponymous Egyptologist), played the role of Ratti-Menton. In this case, 
however, Palmerston immediately chastised his vice-consul and made a 
peremptory request to the Turkish authorities to desist.  15   Ponsonby would 
soon be able to report that the case had been buried and the island’s 
 governor cashiered, all redounding to the timely credit of both the cabinet 
and the Turkish government. 

 In Germany and especially in Prussia, the Damascus Affair found a 
similarly powerful echo. In Damascus, the investigations were temporar-
ily brought to a halt in March by the Austrian consul, Caspar Merlato, 

CHRISTIAN ZIONISTS 139



when a prominent local Jew and Austrian subject, Isaac de Picciotto, pro-
duced a Christian alibi for the night of the murder. It was likewise the 
Austrian consul in Egypt, Anton Joseph Laurin, who would lead efforts 
in favour of retrials and justly conducted investigations in the following 
months, though George Hodges also handed in repeated remonstrances 
from Palmerston. In May, Laurin organised a demarche underwritten by 
several foreign consuls asking the Pasha to end the practice of interroga-
tions under torture, a request with which Mehemet Ali appears to have 
complied.  16   Meanwhile, Thiers’s response to the growing scandal was to 
have Cochelet delegate the vice-consul Maxime des Meloizes to make his 
own investigation. 

 The  Österreichischer Beobachter  fi rst reported on the Damascus Affair 
on 11 April in great detail and on its front page. This repeated reports 
incriminating the Jews whilst also reporting on the harsh measures 
meted out to them.  17   The newspaper soon changed its tune, according 
to Frankel at Metternich’s prompting.  18   The next day, indeed, another 
article pointed out that the bone fi nd consisted of animal bones, and that 
the Jewish Easter fell at a much later date than the murder, ridiculing the 
blood-libel story. This also mentioned the Rhodes Affair.  19   From then 
on, the Viennese broadsheet’s reporting faithfully took the side of the 
Damascus Jews. Since its format, and the absence of editorials, precluded 
overt position-taking, this took the shape of letters and extracts from other 
newspapers, such as a missive from the Syrian Jews to Mehemet Ali chal-
lenging him to stop being their oppressor and become their protector.  20   

 The  Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung  likewise condemned the persecutions 
and supported the Damascene victims ‘whose martyrdom recalls the darkest 
times of the Middle Ages’.  21   It did not hesitate to incriminate Ratti-Menton, 
publicised Cochelet’s refusal to sign the Laurin petition, and it poured scorn 
on the Des Meloizes enquiry.  22   It even reported, wrongly, at the end of April, 
that the actual killer had been found and was a Druze.  23   The two Rhineland 
newspapers that were the  Kölnische  and the  Stadt Aachener Zeitung  covered 
the affair less regularly, yet they unambiguously came down on the same 
side as the  Allgemeine Zeitung . The  Kölnische Zeitung  published letters by 
Crémieux and Laurin on 5 June.  24   Both newspapers dismissed the blood 
libel, and the  Stadt Aachener Zeitung  took the opportunity to denounce 
Ibrahim’s rule in Syria as cynically manipulative of religious hatred.  25   The 
reputational fallout for Mehemet Ali was thus uniformly bad in Germany.  26   
Count Hans von Königsmark, the Prussian ambassador in Constantinople, 
even wrote, after suggesting that the whole affair was a plot from the local 
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authorities intended to grab badly needed funds from the Jews, that this 
should be the occasion to move publicly against Mehemet Ali: ‘Meanwhile 
this tragic event will not be exploited in vain if it is used to indispose public 
opinion in Europe and even in France against the Egyptian Pasha’s barbaric 
and rapacious administration, and to reduce to its true value the so-called 
civilization he has introduced in Syria.’  27   

 The reaction, judging from its offi cial newspaper, was indeed the 
strongest in Prussia. The  Allgemeine Preußische Staatszeitung  unequivo-
cally took the Jews’ side from the start. Picking the news up from the 
 Amsterdamsche Handelsblatt  in April, it began by observing how ‘the Jews 
in Damascus fi nd themselves in a deplorable situation’ before blaming a 
‘fanatical population’ and its ‘nonsensical belief’ in the use of Christian 
blood in Easter celebrations for the ‘inhuman’ manner in which the Jews 
had been thrown in jail and tortured.  28   The Berlin daily produced, along 
news of the enquiry, several letters and appeals in April, and in May it 
reported on the death of multiple victims in jail and the dangers posed 
to the community by anti-Jewish agitation in Syria.  29   Its coverage was, 
on average over the April–June period, almost twice-weekly, a record for 
European press treatment of the affair. On 10 June, the newspaper repro-
duced a long letter from the Austrian consul Merlato to Laurin, and on 
15 June it gave details of Laurin’s petition and its signatories, including 
Cochelet’s shameful refusal to participate.  30   It even informed its readers of 
the Mansion House rally.  31   

 Russia had its own track record of abuse when it came to Jewish 
populations, and the affair was not mentioned in the  Journal de Saint- 
Pétersbourg  . The Russian consul in Egypt, Medem, however, assisted 
Laurin in his demarche and was one of its signatories, informing his own 
superior in Constantinople of ‘the persecutions practised against the Jews’ 
and ‘the horrible torments that have been infl icted on the Israelites’.  32   It 
is thus worth observing that, beyond the individual merits of a Laurin, a 
Metternich, or a Palmerston, the alignment of the powers and their rep-
resentatives on the Damascus Affair (after some initial confusion, such as 
when the British representative in Damascus, Nathaniel Werry, supported 
Ratti-Menton) followed that on the Eastern Crisis. Or perhaps it was just 
that the French, in spite of the obvious, refused to admit the absurdity of 
their consul’s and Mehemet Ali’s position. 

 Heinrich Heine apparently assigned Thiers’s stance in the Damascus 
Affair to a desire to court Catholic French opinion, though Frankel’s dis-
missal of the notion—based on the correspondence between Paris and the 
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Holy See over another, contemporary Catholic–Jewish spat—is quite con-
vincing.  33   Frankel believes it had more to do with standing by his consuls, 
men he needed in the Eastern Crisis.  34   He thus describes Thiers’s attitude 
as contradictory, not frankly anti-Semitic. An indirect source writes that 
Thiers endorsed an article in the  Messager  to the effect that ‘the Jews in 
the Middle Ages were fanatical enough to have required nothing if not 
Christian blood for their Passover; that the Jews in the East still main-
tain such superstitions’.  35   At the same time, his letters to Cochelet shed 
doubt on an investigation based on torture.  36   A look into Thiers’s private 
archive has unfortunately yielded no new clues as the French premier’s per-
sonal views. The impression prevails, however, that in his calculations the 
Damascus incident remained essentially subordinate to the Eastern Crisis. 

 Encouraging this impression is the relative indifference that appears 
to have characterised the leading French press organs. If opinion was not 
to be roused either way, there was less pressure to make a stand, however 
cynical this may sound. The  Journal des Débats , after some initial shilly- 
shallying the most sympathetic of the main dailies, published and warmly 
endorsed Crémieux’s fi rst letter of protest on 8 April.  37   The editors later 
frankly took the side of the Jews and produced more letters providing evi-
dence in their favour, writing of ‘the affl icting details of the persecutions 
infl icted on the Oriental Jews accused of the murder of the priest killed 
in Damascus’ and calling for the French government to intervene.  38   They 
also announced and bid good luck to the Montefi ore–Crémieux mission.  39   
Even at the  Débats , however, reporting was only sporadic. It was even 
sparser in the other dailies.  La Presse  fi rst mentioned the Damascus murders 
on 20 March, but in the  faits divers  section in its back pages and without 
further comment.  40   This news of a ‘frightful crime’ was followed up with 
another similar insert, also covering Rhodes, on 28 March, and by a letter 
providing a fuller account by a capuchin friar in May.  41   This was all there 
was, though, and the editors never commented on the affair, not even on 
the occasion of Thiers’s speech defending Ratti-Menton in parliament. 
The  Constitutionnel  was similarly notable for its silence: its fi rst mention 
of the affair seems to have been an indirect and agnostic report obtained 
from the  Journal de Smyrne  and published on 29 April, which incidentally 
tried to blame the Turks for similar excesses committed in a village named 
Haskuey.  42   On 30 May it reproached Ratti-Menton for the recourse to 
torture, and it published a fresh letter by Crémieux on 3 June, yet this was 
all the extent of its reporting.  43    Le Siècle  was fi rst roused to attention when 
the editors reacted, favourably, to the initial Crémieux  letter.  44   Other than 
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a back-page mention of the enquiry’s progress at the end of May, how-
ever, the affair was basically never raised.  45   It garnered little more than 
one laconic mention in  Le Temps , lastly, and while  Le National  did publish 
three letters by Crémieux, the editors never offered their opinion.  46   It 
was not so much that the French press was hostile—indeed, it appears to 
have been less anti-Semitic than Frankel sometimes implies—it seems to 
have been uninterested. Perhaps this was a case of embarrassed patriotism 
over the French consul’s ill-starred role. Yet in a country that prided itself 
as a champion of human rights the world over, such restraint was sur-
prising unless the tribulations of the Jewish community of Damascus are 
presumed to have interested the average French reader less, say, than his 
British or Prussian counterpart. 

 As to the need to stand by a French diplomat in a sensitive region, 
this was no doubt important. Yet it was not important in isolation, and 
Ratti-Menton was of low rank in the service and of unremarkable stand-
ing as an individual. As has been seen, Roussin in Constantinople and 
Bourée in Beirut could easily, and even usefully be cashiered. Though 
Cochelet, in Egypt, was evidently convinced that the murder was ‘the act 
of a fanatical Rabbi’, there was still the opportunity, by the time Thiers 
reacted, to make him fall in line, as Palmerston did with both Werry and 
Wilkinson.  47   The ultimate worry, arguably, was France’s position in con-
nection to the Pasha’s regime and its civilising credentials. Thiers hinted 
as much when he expressed private regrets over Ratti-Menton’s zeal and 
contrasted local excesses with the Pasha’s ‘broad-minded views’.  48   The 
Crémieux letter published in  Le Constitutionnel , while indicting Ratti- 
Menton and Cochelet quite seriously, strove to make Mehemet Ali look 
innocent (quoting a local lawyer, it wrote, erroneously, that ‘Mehemet 
Ali had at fi rst given the order to dispense justice, but without torture’).  49   
And  Le Siècle , in its almost inexistent coverage of the affair, and though its 
editors professed themselves incredulous as to the charges levied against 
the Jews, found the time to write, ‘But we regret that he [Crémieux] has 
let himself be drawn into issuing accusations against Mehemet Ali and 
against the Eastern Christians which no presumption authorises.’  50   

 One dimension of this prioritisation of the broader Eastern situa-
tion, fi nally, may have had to do with the politics of the brewing Syrian 
revolt. In June, Ratti-Menton wrote to Thiers to forward a missive by the 
Lebanese leader Emir Beshir: the consul supported the rebel cause while 
explaining that he had cautioned the Emir and his partisans not to take up 
arms.  51   Ratti-Menton was also active in playing intermediary with Syrian 
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and Maronite fi gures, and he used religious leaders to provide support to 
Mehemet Ali against the rebellion. As Cochelet advised him,

  It is foremost in the Lebanon that we need to exercise our full infl uence to 
prevent the return of foreign intrigue and enlighten the chiefs and inhabit-
ants. It seems to me that the steps taken, with this aim in sight, in approach-
ing Emir Beshir, the Maronite patriarch, and Sheik Botros Kasam will have 
the happiest result. […] He will need to assure the Maronite patriarch of the 
highest protection the French government will not cease to accord to the 
Catholic cult and the Maronite nation, but he will warn him most formally 
that we have no intention of supporting any insurrection.  52   

 This took place after Thiers had sprung to the defence of his consul, but 
the Syrian revolt was not the fi rst of its kind, and taking the side of the 
local Christians, not the Jews, in the Damascus Affair may have helped 
gain favour with the Maronites at a time when it was necessary for them 
to stand fi rm by Mehemet Ali, or alternatively it may have attenuated 
France’s own betrayal of their cause. As a footnote to these machina-
tions, none other than Des Meloizes took over the Beirut consulate, from 
Bourée, in the middle of August.  53   

 Frankel makes the point that paradoxically, France, the European coun-
try where the Jews enjoyed the most extensive civic rights became, in the 
affair, their opponent, whereas Austria and Prussia, where they remained 
far from full emancipation, acted as their friends. The answer provided is 
that in the country of civic equality and integration, the Damascus Jews 
could safely be viewed as backward Orientals, whereas paternalistic refl exes 
remained alive in places such as the Viennese court.  54   (Metternich’s 
commitment is indeed all the more impressive that he is known to have 
made private anti-Semitic observations elsewhere.) Controls, restrictions 
placed on Jewish populations, had counterpart responsibilities and a degree 
of protection from the state. The relative French indifference, as evinced by 
the attitude of the mainstream press, showed such relationships had ceased 
to apply in a country of citizens. The Damascus Affair, meanwhile, helped 
solidify the camps created in the Eastern Crisis and around Mehemet Ali’s 
controversial persona. France was again isolated at the Pasha’s side, with 
the other four powers ranged against it. Yet most important was probably 
the difference in religious outlooks between an already largely secularised 
France, a deeply Catholic yet post- Enlightenment Austria, and, especially, 
the Protestant monarchies of Britain and Prussia.  
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   SIGNS OF THE TIMES 
 The anonymous writer of the travel book  Der Orient in seinem gegenwär-
tigen Zustande , contradicting the book’s very title, conceived of the jour-
ney he was relating as a pilgrimage, an exploration of the Orient’s religious 
past: ‘The earliest religious education binds us to the land where Moses 
took God’s chosen people, which Salomon’s wisdom glorifi ed, and David’s 
psalms have made immortal.’  55   The author’s journey ends in Jerusalem, 
and the last, numinous scene is a midnight ceremony performed in the 
church of the Holy Sepulchre.  56   Maximilian Bayern likewise began his 
volume with the words, ‘I had long nurtured the ardent desire to tread 
the holy soil of that land to which the fi rst memories of childhood attach, 
the cradle of our religion, and if I may so express myself, the motherland 
or our Saviour.’  57   And even Von Tietz, though he stood very far from the 
Holy Land and no closer than the other side of the Bosphorus, gushed 
that ‘there is an indescribable emotion whereby one is overpowered on the 
fi rst view of another quarter of the globe, particularly when that quarter 
is scriptural Asia’.  58   French authors, by contrast, even explicitly Christian 
authors of the political right, had long ceased writing in this style, a style 
that belonged to Chateaubriand’s now dated  Itinéraire . ‘At the gates of 
Jerusalem, if I were asked from what standpoint I consider these antique 
lands, I would reply that there is no need to choose. Everywhere I con-
fronted history, and my own recollections, to the things I saw’, explained 
Henri Cornille.  59   Eugène de Salles sandwiched his trip to the Holy Land 
between two longer visits to Egypt; for Baptistin Poujoulat, the region 
was primarily the ‘theatre of the wars of the cross’; and Lamartine closed 
his travels not with a candlelit ritual by the Holy Sepulchre but with a 
‘Political Summary’.  60   

 The pilgrimage mode of travel account remained alive among some 
British writers, notably William Rae Wilson in  Travels in Egypt and the Holy 
Land , Earl Lindsay in his  Letters on Egypt, Edom, and the Holy Land , and 
W.R. Wilde in  Narrative of a voyage.   61   In Britain, however, the Holy Land, 
beyond conventionally Christian imagery, invoked evangelical sensitivities 
which, drawing from a Protestant tradition of attention to the Bible, also 
involved unique Jewish sympathies. As Donald Lewis shows, in his study of 
nineteenth-century Christian Zionism, British Protestantism was steeped in 
a philo-Semitic tradition that had its roots in seventeenth- century Calvinist 
doctrine. The chosen people deserved reverence for having been the original 
recipients of God’s mysteries. The Bible made it clear that, in spite of their 
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trials and tribulations, the Jews remained the subject of divine attention and 
divine promise. As the preacher and co- founder of the Church Missionary 
Society Thomas Scott wrote, the Jews had been ‘honoured by God, and 
made blessings to mankind, above all other nations’.  62   Notwithstanding 
parallel ambitions to convert them to Christianity, British Protestants were 
often respectful, even admiring, of Jews, a stance that could be traced back 
to the repeated rediscovery of the Old Testament. 

 To be kind to the Jews was thus a Christian duty, the admonition raised 
in sermons and texts to kindle in one’s heart ‘a brighter fl ame of love to 
the Jews’.  63   This explained, alongside humanitarian concerns, the British 
mobilisation in favour of the Damascus victims (this admixture of impulses 
being on show at the Mansion House meeting, which brought side-by- 
side radicals and activists such as Bowring and Daniel O’Connell, non-
conformist pastors, and Church of England evangelical luminaries).  64   The 
Jewish people was, however, the object of yet more specifi c assumptions 
with regard to Palestine and to the period in which the Eastern Crisis itself 
unfolded. The crisis hinged around a dispute as to the proper allocation of 
Syria, a territory which, as then conceived, included the Holy Land. This 
had essential implications, in the British evangelical context, as to the Jews 
and their relationship to that land. 

 Ever since the revolutionary wars, evangelical expectations had indeed 
been fl owering of a return of the Jews to their antique homeland. Religious 
authors had begun to publish anew on biblical prophecies, particularly 
from the Old Testament, and to predict the approaching ‘restoration of 
the Jews to Palestine’. A number of well-known divines had already pub-
lished or delivered sermons on the subject in the 1800s and 1810s, their 
numbers growing further in the 1820s and 1830s: George Faber, Thomas 
Scott, Charles Simeon, Lewis Way, Alexander Keith, James Hatley Frere, 
Edward Bickersteth, Hugh McNeile, to name but a few of the most 
 prominent.  65   In this unabashedly eschatological literature, the event was to 
herald either the beginning of the millennium or the return of Jesus Christ 
himself. And the Restorationist movement, it must be noted, belonged to 
the Church of England and Church of Scotland, not the nonconformist 
chapels. It may originally have been stimulated by anxieties born of the 
revolutionary and Napoleonic wars, later helped by the growing interest in 
the Holy Land of the Romantic era and, lastly, have been boosted by the 
expectation held among certain groups of Central European Jews that the 
Messiah would arrive sometime in the 1840s. 

 Whatever the trigger, in any case, the message itself was unambiguous. 
‘Our Lord specially prays for the LITERAL ZION’, preached reverend 
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Bickersteth.  66   God had promised the Jews the return of Palestine, and ‘it 
cannot fail’.  67   Such was written in prophecy, and such would come to pass. 
‘The Jews shall be restored as a nation to the land of their forefathers. In 
proof of this, I refer to the language of our text, as plain and explicit.’  68   The 
text here was Ezekiel 37.21, 22, but other key sources included the books 
of Isaiah and Daniel, among many Old and sometimes New Testament 
texts. ‘The prophecies, exclusive of many others, need no comment’, 
affi rmed Alexander Keith. ‘They declare, as clearly as language can, that the 
Jews shall return to Judea, and be at last permanently re- established in the 
land of their fathers.’  69   The continuing unbelief of the Jews was to cause 
them ‘great tribulations’, but grace would be given to those that survived, 
Jesus would appear to them, and they would be sanctifi ed, to be again 
adopted as the people of God.  70   The Jews were indeed, crucially, to convert 
to Christianity as a prelude to the general conversion of the Gentiles and as 
part of the same divine promise.  71   And going further, the same prophecies 
and a careful analysis of history enabled the interpreter to set an approxi-
mate date for their realisation. Thus, as James Hatley Frere wrote, 

 The Jubilee, together with the day of Atonement, not only holds out to the 
Jews the promise of their future restoration to their own land, when God 
shall pardon, and cast into oblivion all their past national sins and transgres-
sions, through the atoning blood of Christ, but also fi xes, when considered 
in connexion with the vision of the Great image of Daniel, the period when 
these promises shall be fulfi lled.  72   

 The ‘SIGNS OF THE TIMES’ were at hand, of which three of 
the most salient were the consuming of popery as a result, in Catholic 
countries, of the assault upon it by the ‘infi delity’ born of the French 
Revolution, the preaching to the Gentiles as spearheaded by Britain’s 
missionary  movement, and the preaching to the Jews.  73   For Faber, the 
Restoration and other events were ‘about to take place’, announced by a 
period of trouble and closing a great span of 1260 years.  74   According to 
Bickersteth, the approximate time for these events, beginning with the 
Restoration, could be discerned based on a prophetically verifi ed period of 
twice 1260 years calculated from the fi rst captivity of the Jews, in Babylon, 
and the Restoration might begin in 1843 or 1918.  75   (Perhaps the second 
date, coming as it did one year after the Balfour Declaration, ended up 
being more accurate.) Alternatively, counting with a period of 75 years 
foretold by Daniel and beginning with ‘ the Antichristian war of the infi del 
king and his associates  at  the time of the end ’ (i.e. the Napoleonic wars), one 
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should expect the millennium to begin in the 1860s, and the Restoration 
some years before that.  76   For Frere, 1867 was the date marked for Christ’s 
return and the union of the Jewish and Gentile churches, and 1847 was 
specifi cally that of the ‘civil establishment and restoration of the Jews’, 
noting that ‘then, or very possibly several years prior to it, the awful event 
of the battle of Armageddon, will take place’.  77   Generally, millennial cal-
culations thus centred on the 1860s, with the Restoration due to happen 
some number of years beforehand, depending on how troubled the times 
began to look.  78   Sometimes these troubles were even linked to the Eastern 
Crisis, as in reverend Frederic Fysh’s  The Time of the End , subtitled, ‘Or 
the Sultan of Turkey the wilful king, and Mehemet Ali the king of the 
south pushing at him, as foretold by Daniel’, or his  The times in which we 
live , in which he did not fail to announce that ‘the way [is] prepared for 
the return of the Jews to their own land’.  79   

 This is not to claim that everyone in Britain expected the world to end 
in 1867. Many religiously indifferent people or high-church Anglicans 
were more likely to look upon prophecy as a curiosity. Even among evan-
gelicals, there existed differences of interpretation, in particular between 
pre- and post-millenarians. The nonconformist editor Josiah Conder 
spoke for some who wished to prioritise conversion over the Restoration 
and were prepared to denounce pre-millenarian Restorationism as ‘the 
offspring of Jewish error’—though notably Conder neither doubted 
the validity of prophecy, albeit in a vaguer, fi gurative sense, nor that the 
Restoration was a genuine prospect.  80   Nor should one confl ate evangelical 
affection for the chosen people with radical agitation for Jewish emancipa-
tion under the British constitution: the evangelical Zionists were opposed 
to any such proposals, only considered likely to erode both the Jews’ own 
identity and Britain’s character as a Protestant state. Yet even if pre- and 
post-millenarians disagreed as to whether the Restoration would bring 
about the Second Coming or merely the millennium and the eventual 
conversion of the Gentiles, they found common ground in viewing the 
return of the Jews to Palestine as an important, indeed a divinely ordained 
endeavour. For the post-millenarian Simeon, it was a Christian duty to 
attend to what God had announced and to labour to convert the Jews; 
for the pre-millenarian Bickersteth, lack of agreement over the timing and 
sequence of the Second Coming must not be a hindrance to missionary 
efforts, and, ‘Well may we labour by means of Religious Societies thus to 
“hasten the coming of his kingdom”.’  81   The use of prophecy was, con-
cretely, ‘previously to the event, to raise general expectations, and thus 
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quicken us to duty, excite our hopes, and stimulate our labours’,  82   and 
both pre- and post-millenarian aspirations thus tied into the widely popu-
lar British missionary movement. 

 Nor indeed should one underestimate the widespread willingness to 
take prophecy literally. The reason prophecy existed was to help prepare for 
actual events, and it was submitted to such painstaking exegesis because it 
was expected to yield practical results: invariably the literature contradicted 
fi gurative interpretations to reaffi rm a literal view of the Restoration.  83   
‘I daily see more plainly the total inconsistency of taking prophesies other-
wise than in their grammatical historical sense’, wrote the renown Jewish 
convert and missionary Joseph Wolff.  84   The Church of Scotland minister 
Alexander Keith’s  Evidence of the truth of the Christian religion, derived 
from the literal fulfi lment of prophecy , emphasising literalness in its very 
title, was hugely popular, seeing well over 50 editions and translations in 
the ensuing decade. Thomas Chalmers hailed it as ‘found in almost every 
home’, and sales ran into the tens of thousands.  85   And lay writers might 
doubt the detail, but they rarely derided the principle of such literal analy-
sis. Thus when Adolphus Slade met with Wolff on his travels and discussed 
prophetic interpretation, Slade expressed scepticism not because he found 
the whole idea absurd, but only because the calculation was unreliable: 
‘They are ingenious, and the connexion of them good; but no calculation 
from the data in the old Testament can be relied on.’  86   Many travellers to 
Palestine and the Middle East themselves harked back to biblical proph-
ecy. One of Earl Lindsay’s designs was ‘to allude to the subject of many 
refl ections in these volumes—the literal accomplishment of prophecy, as 
displayed in the actual condition of Egypt, Edom, and Syria’, and Maxwell 
Macbrair found, in the depredations of Mehemet Ali’s regime in Egypt, 
that ‘thus the prophecies of scripture have been fulfi lled’.  87   

 Far from belonging to the fringes, the Restorationist literature, indeed, 
could expect to fi nd a warm reception among a British public whose propen-
sity it remained to view the Middle East through a biblical lens. The sheer 
number of reprints of many of the books quoted here is the proof of their 
reach. Restorationism was a mainstream subject, as its echo in the religious 
press showed, whether in  The Christian Observer , which ran a long discus-
sion on it in 1838, or the more militant  Protestant Magazine.   88   And the 
subject found an equally earnest treatment in the general press.  The Globe , 
in one example, produced a piece on the ‘present state and prospects of the 
Jews’, itself borrowed from the highbrow literary review  Fraser’s Magazine , 
writing that ‘the Jewish race, at this day, is perhaps the most striking seal of 
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the truth of the sacred oracles’.  89    The Quarterly Review , in another, ran a 
long, supportive article on the subject in 1839 (‘“Query”, says Dr. Wolfe, 
in his last published journal, “is not Mohammed Ali, after all, the cruel lord 
mentioned in Isaiah as the predicted ruler over Egypt?”’).  90   

 This indeed remained what Boyd Hilton has famously called the ‘age 
of atonement’.  91   Not everyone was necessarily caught up in evangelical 
fervour. Yet few were those for whom Palestine did not carry an explic-
itly religious resonance. Popular knowledge about and interest in the 
region continued to be mediated by religion and specifi cally the Bible. 
Even laymen’s works such as John Carne’s  Recollections of travels in the 
East , John Hartley’s  Researches in Greece and the Levant , and Richard 
Burgess’s  Greece and the Levant  took their reader through Syria Bible in 
hand.  92    The Saturday Magazine , a popular weekly dedicated to the dif-
fusion of general knowledge, apart from running a set of articles on the 
‘Early lessons on Christian evidences’ that did not fail to feature proph-
ecy and the Jews, chose to print in 1837–9 a long set of pieces entitled 
‘Illustrations of the Bible from the monuments of antiquity’ that was 
really a portrait of the region through biblical scenes.  93   

 More broadly, this was the emergence of British Orientalist painting. 
But while French Orientalism, approximately born in the 1830s, began 
by depicting North Africa, British painting of the Orient remained, at 
least until the 1840s, chiefl y biblical. The wrathful landscapes of Turner’s 
 Tenth Plague of Egypt  (1802) or  The Deluge  (1805) had found emulators 
in the gloomy and doom-laden canvases of Francis Danby ( The Delivery 
of Israel out of Egypt  (1825),  Opening of the Sixth Seal  (1828)) and espe-
cially in the apocalyptic creations of John Martin, with their dark, tilting 
skies and minuscule human fi gures crushed by monumental structures 
on a divine scale (e.g., Fig.  5.2 ). Martin, in addition to earning critical 
acclaim and prizes for his biblical canvases, played host to royalty, politi-
cal luminaries, literary celebrities, and ‘artists, scientists and theologians’ 
as he reached the height of his career in the late 1820s and early 1830s.  94   
His biblical images were disseminated among a wide public as mezzo-
tints sold either independently or in book form.  95   His themes and their 
interpretation chimed with the desires of a public hungry for eschato-
logical metaphors. Art historians tend to date British Orientalism proper 
to the 1840s and beyond, beginning with Wilkie and David Roberts.  96   
Yet Roberts, who had travelled to Egypt and Palestine in 1838–9, 
returned to Britain in 1840 to exhibit paintings of his travels at the 
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Royal Academy. An even wider distribution was achieved of what was 
to become  The Holy Land: Syria, Idumea, Arabia, Egypt, and Nubia , a 
massive multivolume portfolio of prints (e.g., Fig.  5.2 ), through an exhi-
bition touring London, Edinburgh, and ‘almost every provincial town 
of consequence’, and through its sale by subscription and to subscribers 
including such celebrities as Queen Victoria, Charles Dickens, and the 
Archbishops of Canterbury and York.  97   Though Roberts himself was not 
an evangelical, the volumes were laden with scriptural quotations. The 
introduction, which consisted of a history of the Jewish people, duly 
concluded, ‘But Inspiration declares the triumphs of the future, with a 
voice fi rm and as distinct as that in which it ever pronounced the calami-
ties of fallen Israel. The dawn of its unending day will be the restoration 
of the exiles of Judah.’  98  

  Fig. 5.2     Jerusalem from the Road Leading to Bethany  by David Roberts (David 
Roberts,  The Holy Land: Syria, Idumea, Arabia, Egypt, and Nubia  (3 vols, London, 
1842), vol. I. Reproduced by permission of the Syndics of Cambridge University 
Library). The work triumphantly toured the country in 1840       
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       MISSIONARY TWINS 
 The Damascus Affair resonated with deeply held British evangelical sym-
pathies, and coincidentally took place at a date that matched prophetically 
inspired anticipations. So did the Eastern Crisis itself, and the tug-of- 
war it encompassed over Syria and the Holy Land. This had all the more 
potential diplomatic impact, however, that in both Britain and Prussia 
Restorationism could rely on established lobby organisations. 

 Spearheading missionary action among Jews and acting on 
Restorationist hopes, indeed, was the London Society for Promoting 
Christianity among the Jews, or LSJ for short. Founded in 1809, and 
originally patronised by such personalities as the Duke of Kent (the father 
of Queen Victoria), the abolitionists William Wilberforce and Zachary 
Macaulay, and the future chancellor of the exchequer Lord Bexley, the 
LSJ aimed to convert Jews to Christianity. It had its own periodical, 
under the appositely double-edged title of  Jewish Intelligence , reporting 
on Jewish communities in Europe and elsewhere, engaging in theological 
debates, and edifying its readers with rare if moving conversion stories. 
It sent preachers throughout the country to spread the message and col-
lect contributions, and it engaged in broadly defi ned missionary action. 
It was as deeply philo-Semitic as its aims allowed, holding the Jews to be 
‘that wonderful nation, whose blessing and privilege it is to be the stew-
ards and depositaries of the Divine oracles’.  99   The LSJ was also prepared 
to mobilise when Jews were persecuted or threatened, as happened in 
Damascus and in Rhodes. It thus sent a memorial to Palmerston in May 
1840 to lobby for intervention on the victims’ behalf, and its representa-
tives, who included the Bishop of Ripon, met with the foreign secretary 
in person to press the point.  100   It fought the blood libel through the 
press and at the pulpit. And it sent its own enquirer to Damascus, the 
convert George Pieritz, to gather information and publish a book, partly 
serialised in  The Times , to rebut the charges.  101   

 The still limited historical literature on nineteenth-century Christian 
Zionism tends predominantly to have trained its lens on Lord Ashley, 
the future Shaftesbury—Donald Lewis’s invaluable contribution being a 
prime example of such focus. This is understandable given Shaftesbury’s 
high profi le as a social progressive, his evangelical piousness, his family ties 
to such powerful politicians as Palmerston and Melbourne, and the rich 
written source his thousand-plus page diary offers. (Ashley’s wife, Lady 
Cowper, was Palmerston’s step- and likely natural daughter, and he enjoyed 
a close connection with the foreign secretary.) Yet excessive concentration 
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on Ashley risks paradoxically underrating the LSJ’s infl uence. Sir Thomas 
Baring, not Ashley, was president of the LSJ: son of the eponymous banking 
house’s founder, landed magnate, MP, patron of the arts, and future fellow 
of the Royal Society. Thomas Baring’s son was Francis Baring, the chancel-
lor of the exchequer. Another prominent member and speaker for the LSJ 
was John Labouchere, ‘an extremely religious man and well known for his 
charitable and philanthropic labours’.  102   John lived next door in London to 
his elder brother, Henry Labouchere, the President of the Board of Trade 
and another cabinet member, and the Laboucheres, through their mother, 
were the nephews of Thomas Baring and the cousins of Francis Baring. 
The LSJ’s reach extended into the highest echelons of British society, and 
through the Baring–Labouchere compact it enjoyed a second confi dential 
line of access, alongside Ashley, into the deliberations of the Melbourne 
cabinet. Its patronage by such fi gures, fi nally, and by prominent Church 
of Scotland clergy and Anglican bishops (the Archbishop of Canterbury 

  Fig. 5.3     Joshua Commanding the Sun to Stand Still  by John Martin (fi rst pre-
sented at the Royal Academy in 1816 and printed as a mezzotint in 1827. The 
picture is privately owned. Image copyright: ©   Liszt collection     / Alamy 
Stock Photo). The work depicts the Hebrews conquering the Holy Land with 
divine help       

 

CHRISTIAN ZIONISTS 153

http://www.alamy.com/search/imageresults.aspx?cid=3ZFMCXRJKUYQ44RVFYP4A4ZWTWB4V7VZMV6PST2HBSA86ZWYP7RSRPNCH3843JDH&name=liszt+collection&st=12&mode=0&comp=1


would become a patron in August 1841),  103   proved that, far from belong-
ing to the lunatic fringe, it enjoyed establishment status and was widely 
considered a serious and respectable institution. 

 The LSJ also had ties to a sister organisation in Prussia, so that it was 
able to act as a backdoor diplomatic channel on religious issues. Philo- 
Semitic British evangelicalism itself indeed found parallels in contem-
porary Prussian Pietism. Thus, in January 1822, ‘a group of men [had] 
gathered at the Berlin residence of General Job von Witzleben to found 
the Berlin Society for the Promotion of Christianity among the Jews’.  104   
The society (for short, the BSJ) published missionary journals, and it 
became the centre for various auxiliary societies in Prussia. It drew, in its 
home state, from a high-level access perhaps even superior to that of the 
LSJ in Britain. Witzleben had been chief of the Military Cabinet, and fel-
low founding members included the court chaplain Franz Theremin, the 
theologian Friedrich August Tholuck, and Johann Peter Ancillon, once 
tutor to the crown prince and a future foreign affairs minister. Later direc-
tors included Ernst Hengstenberg, founder and editor of the  Evangelische 
Kirchenzeitung , the professor of ecclesiastical law and politician Friedrich 
Julius Stahl, and several close associates of the future Friedrich Wilhelm 
IV. As Christopher Clark writes, though the society did not enjoy wide 
clerical membership, it ‘did represent the attitudes of a disproportion-
ately powerful, if socially narrow, Christian constituency to the “Jewish 
Question” in Prussia’.  105   

 Admittedly, German neo-Pietism differed from the British brand in 
its lack of millennial expectations, and in Prussia the accent was more 
on conversion as Christian obligation, and less on the Jews as people.  106   
Theologians such as Hengstenberg were prepared to take Old Testament 
prophecy literally, but this was mainly to prove that it had foretold 
Christ’s original coming and Christianity.  107   Relating the Hebrew proph-
ecies solely to Christianity’s advent risked robbing them of any predictive 
value as to the Restoration or the Second Coming. Tholuck’s view was 
thus that, while part of the Old Testament’s value did lie in the foretell-
ing of the arrival of Jesus Christ as redeemer, the interpretation must be 
essentially theological, and if the Second Coming was also comprised in 
the prophecies, this was not attached to a specifi c timeframe or to the 
Restoration.  108   Bunsen’s notes likewise show that he had read Faber’s 
exegeses on the matter, but he doubted the literal validity of prophecy 
except in a self- referential, biblical context.  109   
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 Nevertheless, preaching among the Jews was best done, for a devout 
such as Bunsen, by beginning in Palestine and by tying conversion to 
Jewish national feeling and to their ancestral land: 

 It is thus clear, that the actual mission work among the Jews will begin, when 
the Gospel is preached to them in connection with the land of their fathers. 
Neither is it a question of undertaking a crusade to hand over Palestine to 
converted Jews: hundreds of thousands of them could live there under the 
protection of the Porte.  110   

 When the Pietist review  Neueste Nachrichten aus dem Reiche Gottes  com-
mented on the Hatti Sheriff of Gulhané, this was to read into it an open-
ing for missionary work in Palestine:

  Because this law protects all religions, so does it open to the missions and 
the propagation of the Bible a new sphere of activity of the most satisfactory 
kind, and indeed the point in time can no longer be so far, when Israel’s sons 
will acknowledge and adopt the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and his 
son Jesus Christ, and in accordance with the prophecies of Zacharia 9,16 
and John 10,16. He will welcome again his fl ock.  111   

 When the BSJ was founded, Witzleben wrote to Thomas Baring with a 
report including a transcript of the opening address, its constitution, and 
a founding members’ list that was accordingly reproduced in the LSJ’s 
periodical. ‘The conversion of all the other nations will only be completed 
after their [the Jews’] conversion, nay, that the Israelite Christians will be 
the principal instruments in the universal conversion’, the address wrote, 
implying shared messianic goals.  112   And theological distinctions need not 
hamper cooperation. The two societies remained in close contact into the 
1830s. They exchanged visits and members. Many of the missionaries on 
the LSJ’s great missions were Prussian or Prussian-educated, including 
George Pieritz, its appointed enquirer into the Damascus case, and John 
Nicolayson, the man who did most, in the period, for its establishment in 
Jerusalem.  113   British missionaries similarly worked in Prussian Poland in 
cooperation with the BSJ.  114   As twin organisations, the two societies were 
ready to work alongside each other, by 1840, to infl uence the diplomatic 
process as it related to the Holy Land. 

 When Lord Ashley learnt of the foreign secretary’s diffi culties in the cab-
inet, his response was to propose ‘writing constantly in the  Times  against 
Mehemet Ali to unmask his bad proceedings and take away all sympathy 
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from his atrocious character’.  115   The door was open for Palmerston to 
appeal, directly or indirectly, to evangelical sympathies both in order to 
strengthen his precarious position domestically and to cement his coalition 
internationally. The British foreign secretary had already written to Hodges 
on the Damascus events:

  You will represent to Mehemet Ali the extreme disgrace which the barba-
rous extremities perpetuated at that place refl ect upon his administration, 
and you will observe upon the astonishment Europe will feel at fi nding that 
under the rule of a chief who has prided himself upon promoting civiliza-
tion, upon establishing security for person and property, and upon maintain-
ing public order, atrocities such as these should have been committed.  116   

 At the end of May, Palmerston wrote again to stress ‘the injurious effect 
which has been produced upon public opinion in England’, and when the 
Crémieux–Montefi ore mission left, he instructed Hodges to second the 
deputation’s efforts and provide it with ‘every facility for the prosecution 
of their enquiries’, these instructions to extend to the Prussian interpreter 
Louis Loëwe and to Adolphe Crémieux, even though they were not British 
subjects, as they were ‘engaged in an understanding in which the British 
Government feel an interest’.  117   These moves earned Palmerston popularity 
domestically and, as Ashley appreciated, indirectly helped push his policies 
through. One of the motions passed at the Mansion House meeting, whose 
transcript was reproduced throughout the London press, was to thank 
the foreign secretary for his prompt interference in the Damascus Affair. 
Intervention on Jewish behalf was the occasion for the press publication 
of fl attering letters to and by Palmerston, for example when  The Morning 
Chronicle  printed an exchange of letters between the Board of Deputies of 
British Jews and the foreign ministry on the subject of British interposition 
at Damascus.  118    The Morning Post  published a number of letters of thanks 
to the Lord Mayor for calling the Mansion House meeting, one of which 
by Palmerston ‘to say how much gratifi ed I feel at the manner in which my 
name is mentioned in the fourth resolution’.  119   Letters of thanks were also 
exchanged with the Lord Mayor by the Prussian ambassador Heinrich von 
Bülow and the Turkish plenipotentiary Chekib Pasha, and both Brünnow 
and Nesselrode published letters of sympathy for the Damascus Jews in the 
British press.  120   This made the link between diplomacy in the East and the 
affair, which was also implicitly made by the newspapers’ parallel reporting 
on political events. 
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 By contrast, the affair weakened Thiers’s ability to resort to public 
diplomacy in the crisis, whether or not he scored points with a legitimist 
Catholic opinion on which his position was not reliant. At home, Thiers 
was challenged in parliament in June by Bénédict Fould and François- 
André Isambert, belonging to the far more important groupings, for him, 
that were the centre and dynastic left respectively. The best the French 
premier could do was to stonewall his interlocutors, dance uneasily around 
the issue of torture, then appeal to nationalism by defending a consul 
‘locked in struggle with all the other foreign agents’. Incidentally he also 
attacked the international Jewish community with veiled conspiracy argu-
ments, expounding the idea that ‘they are more powerful in the world than 
they pretend to be’.  121   (Laurin had had the bad idea of writing directly 
to Baron James de Rothschild, consul-general in Paris under Rüdolf 
Apponyi, and ask him to put pressure on Ratti-Menton via Paris.  122  ) But 
the issue, from a diplomatic perspective, was not how the affair looked in 
France, but how it refl ected on the Pasha and on French support for his 
regime in both Britain and Germany: constituencies in which Thiers stood 
to outmanoeuvre Palmerston through his cabinet diffi culties on one side, 
and Metternich through the threat of popular, radical appeal on the other. 
In both of these arenas, the Damascus Affair only cost him credibility. 
As Guizot had just warned the French premier from his post in London, 
‘The affair is making quite a bit of noise here; opinion is convinced of the 
Jews’ innocence and is provoking the intervention of the governments of 
Europe in their favour.’  123   

 As for Montefi ore, he had the misfortune of arriving in Alexandria just 
after the four powers had delivered their ultimatum to Mehemet Ali, in 
the middle of August. (In another irony, this was also when Madden, 
who as Montefi ore’s physician and friend was travelling with him, chose 
to convey the Anti-Slavery Convention’s award.) Mehemet Ali granted 
the Damascus Jews a pardon later that month—and perhaps it is the par-
don that was meant to be stressed by the choice of chair in the Wilkie 
painting (Fig.  5.1 )—but, fi nding this insuffi cient, Montefi ore moved on 
to Constantinople. The news of the pardon, besides, only appeared in the 
European press in October, too late to help the Pasha. 

 The Damascus Affair combined with the Syrian revolt to provide the 
British foreign secretary with a humanitarian angle in the Eastern Crisis. 
The Rhodes Affair even helped burnish the Sultan’s reputation, and to 
showcase Anglo–Turkish cooperation. One also notes the proximity of the 
Mansion House rally, exactly two days, to Palmerston’s own resignation 
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drama. Meanwhile both Thiers and Mehemet Ali stood tarnished. Perhaps 
French opinion remained mostly indifferent, or even eager to punish the 
Jews on the ultra-Catholic fringe, but internationally their credibility 
had been undermined. As both Palmerston’s and Thiers’s positions were 
being rocked by the signature of the Convention of London, and as both 
resorted to public diplomacy for defence, such relative shifts in their cred-
ibility mattered. 

 Yet of greatest signifi cance was that the affair and the Eastern Crisis 
itself tapped, in Britain and to some extent in Prussia, into expectations 
and plans tying Palestine to the Jews and to Protestant proselytising 
among them. That the Damascus Affair took place at the same time as 
the crisis was a coincidence; that it had such an echo was not. The airing 
of religious incidents, indeed, and the fanning of religious fervour, stood 
to add Palestine as one of the issues to be addressed as part of a solution 
to the confl ict at hand. In Britain in particular, the wish was widely shared 
for the crown to extend its protecting arm over the dispersed Jews, and it 
combined with the notion that Palestine was their intended destination. 
This, in turn, tied into the British and Prussian missionary vocations and 
could rely, as an object, on the practical sponsorship of such organisa-
tions as the LSJ and BSJ. The stage was set both for religion to impart an 
increased acuteness to the crisis in its post-15 July 1840 phase, and for the 
Holy Land to become again, after so many centuries of neglect, an area of 
contention for the European powers.  
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    CHAPTER 6   

            As we drew nearer to Jerusalem the aspect of the surrounding country 
became more and more sterile and gloomy. The land was covered with thorns 
and briers, and sadly did the words of the Psalmist rise to the thoughts: ‘He 
turneth rivers into a wilderness, and the water springs into dry ground; a 
fruitful land into barrenness, for the wickedness of them that dwell therein!’ 
 Ps.  cvii. 33. But solemn as were the feelings excited by the melancholy deso-
lateness of the rocky hills and valleys through which we were passing, they 
were suddenly lost in a sense of rapture and indescribable joy, for now the 
Holy City itself rose full into view, with all its cupolas and minarets refl ecting 
the splendour of the heavens.  1   

 European travellers often described Palestine as empty and desolate, dark 
premonition only to give way to rhapsody as they approached its religious 
places and monuments. According to De Salles it was barely cultivated 
and peopled, outside its few ancient towns, by primitive tribal villagers.  2   
For Lindsay, Bethlehem and Jerusalem themselves were lively enough, 
but Judea was a wasteland.  3   Jerusalem, remote of access from the coast, 
was sometimes cut to visitors by the plague. Bowring thought that it 
had no more than 10,000 inhabitants, its only manufactures soap and 
‘crosses, beads, rosaries, and amulets, and mother-of-pearl shells, which 
are brought generally from the Red Sea, and engraved with religious sub-
jects, chiselled in relief’.  4   In contemporary drawings, the Holy City was 
just that: a collection of religious buildings encircled by walls that seemed 
to belong to the Middle Ages or even antiquity. The trope that Palestine 

 To Jerusalem                     



was empty, rooted in equal measures in scripture itself, in truisms about 
Oriental despotism, and in antiquarian preoccupation, would have a long 
life, and it would underpin both Restorationist and colonial schemes alike 
well beyond their heyday.  5   From the European perspective, it was as if 
nothing had happened there since the crusades. And indeed, for the fi rst 
time in the modern era, the European powers were about to make their 
presence felt again in the Holy Land.  6   

   THE RESTORATION COMETH 
 Historians debate whether the opening of a consulate in Jerusalem in 1838 
by Britain, the fi rst power to do so, was undertaken for religious or for 
more practical reasons. Thus Mayir Vereté fi nds that the need was to cope 
with an increased number of pilgrims and travellers, while Lewis argues 
that the consulate was the fruit of LSJ lobbying.  7   Since early Victorian 
diplomatic thinking was prone to marry, in the elaboration of British inter-
ests, practical pursuits with moral purpose, perhaps this is an unnecessary 
dichotomy. At any rate, the deliberative process that took place at the 
foreign offi ce suggests that the LSJ and its aims were intimately involved. 
The LSJ had long been hoping to open a church in Jerusalem and have it 
operate as the seat of its proselytising activities and, under the leadership 
of its representative Nicolayson, it had been running a mission there since 
1833. The church was to run services in Hebrew, and the British pres-
ence was to achieve the twin aims of converting Jews and encouraging 
them to settle in the Holy Land. Vereté’s contention that the opening of 
the Jerusalem consulate was ordinary business is moreover undermined 
by the paper trail: Palmerston decided to appoint a consul in Jerusalem, 
on 3 November 1836, over an unfavourable memorandum by his under- 
secretary John Backhouse and over the objections of Campbell, who as 
consul-general in Egypt and therefore Syria had authority for the region.  8   
It is not clear that Palmerston was swayed by Ashley, even if a later entry in 
Ashley’s journal claims so.  9   But it does seem that Campbell fi nally relented 
when presented with the Protestant church plan: 

 But if a British Protestant Chapel be established at Jerusalem, it appears to 
me the appointment of a British Consular agent there will be a matter of 
necessity to insure a proper respect and support to the Clergyman and other 
desservants of that Chapel […]. This is the principal reason which leads me 
to believe that the establishment of a British consular agent in Jerusalem will 
be highly desirable.  10   
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 The new consul, William Young, was made an honorifi c member of the 
LSJ before his departure, was elected to its general committee, and had 
been vetted prior to his appointment by both Nicolayson and Ashley.  11   
No sooner was the consulate opened, moreover, than the preoccupa-
tion emerged not so much to offer protection to visiting British citizens 
but  generally to Jews. Though Jerusalem lay under the Pasha’s control, 
Mehemet Ali had insisted a  fi rman  must be obtained from the Sultan 
because of the city’s religious importance, and this was only granted in June 
1838.  12   Young was detained on his journey by an outbreak of the plague 
and only arrived in Jerusalem in the spring of 1839. Before he had even 
arrived, a controversy had arisen as to how wide his remit was to afford pro-
tection to Jews. Campbell, whose relationship with Young appears to have 
been fraught, wrote that the new consul was only empowered to represent 
Jews of the various European nationalities—not, by implication, Ottoman 
Jews.  13   This was superseded in London, however, when John Bidwell 
wrote to Young that ‘I am directed by Viscount Palmerston to state that 
it will be a part of your duty as British Vice Consul at Jerusalem to afford 
protection to the Jews generally; and you will take an early opportunity of 
reporting to his Lordship upon the present state of the Jewish Population 
in Palestine.’  14   The matter remained unresolved, made potentially explo-
sive by the Capitulations (long-standing treaty agreements between the 
Porte and various European countries granting immunities to their rep-
resentative, their subjects, and specifi ed entities, including religious estab-
lishments) and problematic by the presence in Jerusalem of a number of 
European Jews who had come to fi nish their lives there and had presumably 
become Ottoman subjects.  15   Young chose to interpret his instructions nar-
rowly, but then wrote to Palmerston to complain and ask for clarifi cation.  16   
Palmerston, though, failed to oblige, calling for circumspection while at 
the same time leaving the door open for Ponsonby to lodge appeals in 
Constantinople itself on Jewish behalf.  17   It seems Palmerston was simply 
unsure how far he could go within the bounds of his Turkish relationship. 
The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge’s  Saturday Magazine  saw 
things in a more straightforward light: 

 Indeed, of so great importance has this rapidly increasing community 
[European Jews settling in Palestine] been considered by our Government, 
that a British vice-consul was, in September last, appointed to reside in 
Jerusalem, where he is now fi xed; his jurisdiction extending to the whole 
country within the limits of the Holy Land; ‘he is thus accredited, as it were, 
to the former kingdom of David and the Twelve Tribes’.  18   
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 Meanwhile preparations for the church itself were proceeding apace, 
also with the foreign secretary’s support. Thomas Baring had thus been 
petitioning Palmerston to help establish a Protestant church in Jerusalem 
since 1837. The foreign secretary had followed the matter up with 
Campbell, Young, and eventually with Ponsonby.  19   The foreign offi ce fi le 
has a short note that summarises well what had taken place by 1839:

  How stand these questions? P. 
 At the request of Sir Thomas Baring, who applied on behalf of the Society 

for Promoting Christian Knowledge amongst the Jews, Colonel Campbell 
was instructed in March 1837 to obtain the consent of Mehemet Ali for 
the building of a Protestant Church at Jerusalem. […] Colonel Campbell 
reported that Mehemet Ali declined to give a fi rman on the ground that 
Jerusalem was a Holy City and that permission must be obtained from 
Supreme Authority at Constantinople. Lord Ponsonby was accordingly 
directed to obtain a fi rman from the Porte, but H.E. reported, that the 
Turkish government declined to grant it, on the grounds stated in the 
accompanying letter to Sir Thomas Baring.  20   

 Mehemet Ali dared not provide an authorisation in a matter that belonged 
to the commander of the faithful, and the Sultan was unprepared to affront 
Muslim sentiment. Palmerston’s advice was meanwhile to buy a house and 
‘having fi tted it up, & having performed divine service therein for a cer-
tain time, at length to apply for permission to repair their chapel’, which 
Muslim law allowed.  21   This is what Nicolayson proceeded to do after he 
had obtained permission from Mehemet Ali, amid more sniping between 
Young and Campbell over the ‘Hebrew Christian Church’.  22   As the Eastern 
Crisis brewed, however, the foreign secretary, having resolved to make ‘a 
fresh attempt to overcome the scruples of the Porte’, urged Ponsonby 
again to obtain Turkey’s consent in May 1840.  23   Finally, Baring returned 
to the charge, feeling the circumstances could not but have improved, 
at the beginning of 1841. Expressing his gratitude to Palmerston’s ear-
lier efforts and advice, he also stressed the support of the Archbishop of 
Canterbury and Nicolayson’s fresh ordination.  24   Palmerston transmitted 
all this to Ponsonby, writing, ‘I leave you to take such steps as you may 
think best calculated for the accomplishment of this object, but it is a mat-
ter in which Her Majesty’s Government take a deep interest and in which 
they are extremely anxious to succeed.’  25   

 Before the Eastern Crisis had broken out, the British foreign secretary 
had thus already been at work, at least partly at the instigation of the 
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LSJ and its members, establishing an offi cial presence in the Holy Land. 
This was moreover oriented towards the protection of Jews, especially 
foreign-born and, at least as far as the evangelical public was concerned, 
the move had a strong Restorationist fl avour. In parallel, the LSJ had been 
busy entrenching its own missionary presence in the Holy City, also with 
offi cial help. Britain was ready, as the crisis began, to push for an increased 
diplomatic presence in the Holy Land grounded in a formal or informal 
status as protector of the Jews. Palmerston accordingly stood to draw, 
as his diplomacy became increasingly controversial, from the recognition 
among evangelical opinion that these policies were likely to garner. 

 In 1839, the Committee of the General Assembly of the Church of 
Scotland launched a ‘mission of enquiry’ among the Jews to travel through 
Europe and the Levant. Combining missionary and Restorationist aims, 
the foray was announced as the project of men who ‘“will never hold 
their peace, day nor night, till the Lord make Jerusalem a praise in the 
earth” (Isaiah, lxii. 6,7)’.  26   Two of the participants were authorities on 
prophecy: Dr Black, Professor of Divinity at the Marischal College of 
Aberdeen, and Alexander Keith. The mission surveyed Jewish commu-
nities in Italy, Austrian Poland, Moldavia, and Egypt, but its goal was 
Palestine. Seamlessly cooperating, from the moment of its London send- 
off, with the LSJ and other missionary bodies, it was guided around the 
Holy Land itself by Nicolayson.  27   Upon its return, the Committee issued 
a memorandum to lobby Palmerston. Its timing was exquisite; the mission 
had received its fi rst press coverage just as the Damascus Affair broke out, 
and it submitted its memorandum at the height of the Eastern Crisis:

  The Commission are most anxious that in any future settlement of that 
country [Syria], under the auspices, or with the concurrence of Britain, your 
Lordship and Her Majesty’s Government should take measures, as far as 
possible, for protecting the Jews against oppression and injustice (to which 
recent events show that they are still liable) and also to obtain full reli-
gious toleration in that part of the Turkish Empire, and the free access of 
Protestant missionaries to all its inhabitants.  28   

 Palmerston copied the memorandum onward to Ponsonby with the remark 
that ‘the matters to which it relates excite a very deep interest in the minds 
of a large number of persons in the United Kingdom’ and that ‘the Sultan 
would enlist in his favour the good opinion of numerous and powerful classes 
in this country’ were he to follow the memorialists’ recommendations.  
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Palmerston’s own suggestion was that the Porte should invite European 
Jews to settle ‘in any part of the Turkish dominions, but more specially in 
Syria’ through an edict granting such settlers ‘full security for their persons 
and property, and free liberty to go and come’. Again, this was tied to a 
scheme by which Britain would indirectly act as their protectors, as

  […] it would probably contribute much to give confi dence to such Jews as 
might determine to settle in Palestine, in consequence of such an Edict, if 
the Porte would consent that, whereas the Jews in Palestine might some-
times fi nd a diffi culty in causing their complaints to be submitted to the 
Porte, they might be at liberty to transmit any such complaints to the 
Turkish government through the British consular offi cers, and through the 
British Embassy at Constantinople.  29   

   Palmerston’s eagerness to accommodate Restorationist lobbies did 
not escape the attention of the British religious press and public. The 
Restoration as prospect indeed attracted increasing interest in Britain as the 
Eastern Crisis unfolded. The missionary and church establishments lob-
bied ever more actively for it, or for Britain to act as protector to the Jews 
in the East, which, as the Church of Scotland memorial and Palmerston’s 
response showed, was tied to Restorationist aspirations. The evangelical 
press speculated about it. So did, in large measure, the daily press, which 
both picked up stories from religious publications and published its own 
and readers’ opinion pieces on the subject. 

  Jewish Intelligence  thus opened its September 1840 issue with the 
‘Proceedings of the Church of Scotland in behalf of the Jews’ alongside 
pieces reporting on the Damascus Affair and the ‘honourable acquittal 
of the Jews at Rhodes’, praising Ponsonby and Reshid Pasha.  30   Further 
issues elaborated on the memorandum itself and incidentally reproduced 
a reply from Palmerston’s delegate John Backhouse.  31   Shortly thereafter, 
 The Record  published a separate Glasgow memorial to Palmerston on the 
‘Conversion of the Jews’ which, incidentally, also thanked the foreign sec-
retary for arranging protection by the Jerusalem consul.  32   A ‘Memorial of 
the Acting Committee in Glasgow of the General Assembly of the Church 
of Scotland, for Promoting Christianity among the Jews’ had indeed been 
forwarded to the foreign offi ce on 5 November 1840. The memorialists 
wished to establish a permanent mission in Palestine and requested special 
protection for missionaries, as well as ‘to Jews themselves, resorting to the 
Holy Land, or resident in the countries adjoining, so as to prevent the 
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recurrence of the cruelties to which they have been recently subjected at 
Damascus and Rhodes’.  33   A month later, letters came from the Archbishop 
of Canterbury and the Bishop of London, requesting among other things 
that ‘the toleration which we desire for the Christian subjects of the Porte 
should also be extended to the Jews, and it should secure to both protec-
tion from the previous oppressions practiced upon them’.  34   Such appeals 
were also taken up in parliamentary petitions. R.H. Inglis, for example, 
asked on behalf of his constituents for England to be made the protector 
of Protestants and Jews by the Porte in March 1841, and another petition 
was presented in the Lords by the Bishop of London, at the request of ‘a 
most respectable body of individuals at Sheffi eld’.  35   

 The evangelical press offers evidence of the rising excitement 
Restorationism generated as the crisis unfolded and British military inter-
vention in Syria approached. The very atmosphere of disorder created by 
the war scare, and the prominent British role, seemed to validate prophetic 
anticipations.  The Christian Observer  talked wildly of the ‘Apocalyptic dry-
ing up of the Euphrates’, and announced that Palestine was ‘the predicted 
scene of great events yet unaccomplished’.  36   There was an explosion in the 
meetings of the ‘Auxiliary Societies’ of the LSJ, with more than 80 public 
events and collections reported throughout Britain, in places as varied as 
churches, town halls, and the Manchester picture gallery, in August 1840 
compared to only 15 in March, providing evidence of mounting popular 
mobilisation.  37   The crisis also resulted in growing acknowledgment of the 
LSJ in the religious periodicals.  The Christian Observer  congratulated the 
LSJ on its successes in the Eastern Crisis and in its ‘efforts in progress to 
make Jerusalem again “a praise of the earth”’.  38   An address to Palmerston 
by a public meeting in Carlow organised by the LSJ was endorsed by  The 
Record , repeating that now that ‘almighty God has delivered Palestine 
from the power of the Egyptians, chiefl y by British arms’, Her Majesty’s 
Government should become the protector of the Jews ‘in the lands of their 
fathers’. The newspaper dutifully reproduced the Restorationist speeches 
made at the LSJ’s annual meeting in the next month.  39   

 Most important, however, was how the Restoration as idea seeped into the 
public debate and gained traction from both religious and practical grounds 
through the daily newspapers and political periodicals. A letter entitled 
‘Return of the Jews to the Holy Land’, written along the model of prophetic 
interpretation and having the Sultan as ‘King of the North’ and Mehemet Ali 
as ‘King of the South’ appeared in a number of the leading dailies on 29 and 
30 January 1841.  40   By then the idea of Palestine as a buffer state between 
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Turkey and Egypt, or as a vaguer locus for the immigration of European Jews 
and the civilising infl uence they might bring, had been making steady prog-
ress through various opinion pieces, letters, and editorials. Already in March 
of the preceding year,  Blackwood’s Magazine  had been musing that 

 the new life infused into the stagnant governments of Asia, even by their being 
fl ung into the whirl of European interests, look not unlike signs of the times. It 
may be no dream, to imagine in these phenomena […] some preparatives for 
that great providential restoration, of which Jerusalem will yet be the scene.  41   

 In 1839,  The Quarterly Review  had given voice to Ashley in a review of 
Lindsay’s  Letters on Egypt, Edom, and the Holy Land  that turned into a 
Restorationist pamphlet.  42   The news of the Convention of London and 
the rebellion in Syria gave rise to more focused speculations. On 27 July, 
the editors of  The Globe , after predicting that security of life and property 
in Syria would promptly render the country fertile and prosperous, added 
that ‘the Jews would, of course, be included in such an arrangement; and 
a period be put to those terrible persecutions which have lately excited 
so much sympathy in this country’. Notably, while they specifi ed that 
they ‘indulge[d] no visionary notions’ nor believed in any ‘supernatural 
impulse’, they nevertheless thought fi t to caution that ‘There is a blessing 
on record for those who shew kindness to the children of Abraham. Now 
is the time for Britain to set about deserving it.’  43   And a reader proposed 
four days later to give Syria neither to the Porte nor Egypt, but to the 
Jews as a solution to the dispute. ‘The restoration of the Jews to Syria 
and Palestine is an event which, if there be any truth to the predictions of 
Scripture, must one day happen’, and added benefi ts included increased 
trade and prosperity and the creation in the region of a British friend and 
barrier to Russian ambitions, in a policy that would ‘cover the country 
with a glory far beyond all the most successful confl icts could give’.  44    The 
Times  even picked up on the piece and its ‘deeply interesting subject’, and 
saw in it a trial balloon for an actual cabinet initiative.  45   

 Equally telling was how these views seamlessly joined humanitarian 
considerations, religious vision, and practical aims such as trade and impe-
rial defence. Another correspondent of  The Globe  listed three key reasons, 
apart from checking French bravado, for persisting in Britain’s course in 
the Eastern Question: ‘compassion for the ill-used tribes of Syria’, ‘a regard 
for the Jews’, and ‘a reverence to commerce and our Indian possessions’.  46   
In  The Times , ‘A Christian gentleman’, after lamenting the recent Jewish 
persecutions, opined that ‘There are political reasons arising from the 
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present aspect of affairs in Russia, Turkey, and Egypt, which would make it 
to the interest not only of England but of other European nations, either 
by purchase or by treaty, to procure the restoration of Judea to its rightful 
claimants.’  47   The editors themselves offered,

  Even to those, however, who, like ourselves, mix much more of what is 
worldly than divine in their speculations respecting the future fate of Syria, 
it does not seem among the most improbable of suppositions that the res-
toration and nationalization of the Jewish people, however improbable at 
present, may ultimately become the means of reconciling confl icting pre-
tensions, and of establishing a new focus of civilization in that interesting 
region.  48   

 A reader of  The Standard , fi nally, matched lyrical force to conviction in a 
biblically inspired poetical contribution entitled ‘The Gathering in of the 
Jews’:

  The great river Euphrates shrinks low in its bed, […] 
 Over thee, O Jerusalem, and all Palestine. 
 The ‘Isles of the West’—they are waiting for thee, 
 And the proud ‘ships of Tarshish’ are rolling at sea 
 With the wealth of a world to furnish thy halls; 
 For the ‘sons of the stranger’ shall build up thy walls. […] 
 The wail of a people has risen on high— 
 Their travail is o’er and their triumph is nigh; 
 Let the nations of Europe kneel down and adore, 
 For the ‘Sanctuary’s cleansed’, and ‘the visions’ is o’er.  49   

   Admittedly, millenarian scriptural expectations themselves did not 
always segue nicely into Palmerston’s plans for the region. Another sign 
of the times was Ottoman decay, its impending collapse the harbinger of 
the awaited apocalyptic transformation. The very faltering of Turkey was 
often seen as a positive development, as in, ‘The Turkish empire is wast-
ing, the unclean spirits of Popery, lawlessness, and infi delity, are stirring up 
and gathering the kings of the earth to the last war.’  50   The weakening of 
the Ottoman Empire was a ‘judgement’ infl icted on it that simultaneously 
paved the way for the Restoration.  51   The Sultan, moreover, was the head 
of that false religion: Islam. As the commander of the faithful he only led 
the ‘followers of the false prophet’, and Britain ought not to stand in the 
way of the inevitable decline of this religion of ‘wickedness’.  52   
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 Yet this must, fi rst, be placed in due perspective. Islam was not, at the 
time, evangelicalism’s prime fi gure of hate nor its choice object of invec-
tive. This was reserved for popery, the ‘Man of Sin’ opposed to the ‘true 
religion’, the ‘spiritual tyranny’, ‘the Antichristian Power’, the ‘Great 
Apostacy’.  53   Catholicism was the great evangelical bugbear, not the supine 
Islam.  54    The Protestant Magazine , edited by the philo-Semitic Charlotte 
Elizabeth, existed almost solely to denounce popery and popish plots. 
The pope was the Antichrist, papal Rome was Babylon, and its tottering 
the very fi rst of the signs, ‘the day of Christ’s wrath, and the year of his 
redeemed, in which he will avenge upon the Papacy and the Papal nations, 
the death of his saints, having commenced in the year 1792’.  55   For a minor 
Satan, indeed, and a close second was the revolutionary ideology, the infi -
delity imbued with ‘the noisome and grievous sore of Atheism’, the ‘revo-
lutionary and infi del spirit’ that was ‘the rod with which Christ smites 
the nations and infl icts deserved punishment upon them’.  56   If the Greek 
revolt was the sixth vial of the apocalypse, Robespierre’s terror had been 
the second and ‘the imperial tyranny of Buonaparte’ the fourth.  57   Thiers 
and the French republican left were now calling for a revolutionary war 
on behalf of the Pasha, it should be remembered. Mehemet Ali the secu-
lariser, the radical darling and bearer of the French revolutionary impetus, 
was no better, indeed was a worse calamity than the Sultan. The religious 
press, moreover, was sometimes the most keenly attuned to ideological 
undercurrents. ‘The notion which lurks at the bottom of the French sym-
pathy for the Pasha is a reminiscence of Buonaparte’s expedition, in 1798. 
Mehemet Ali has laboured to keep alive this impression, and to put him-
self forward as the heir and representative of the short-lived and delusive 
hopes of that period’, wrote  The Record.   58   And this was in addition to the 
point that ‘The prophesy of Isaiah is indeed fulfi lled respecting Egypt, 
“The Egyptian will I give over to a cruel lord.” (xix. 4).’  59   

 Second, the Damascus Affair, in addition to being the very kind of 
tribulation infl icted on the Jews that could only announce their return to 
Palestine, had closed the door on any conceivable position-taking on the 
side of Mehemet Ali. To cooperate both with popish France, to side with 
the  ultra -Catholic hero Ratti-Menton, and with the persecuting Pasha 
would have been anathema. Thiers, by standing by his consul, had handed 
victory to his antagonist on a silver platter: in opposing Mehemet Ali, 
Palmerston was fi ghting at once the contending yet equally hateful infi del-
ity and popery. Palmerston’s intervention in the affair, and his ability to 
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obtain prompt action from the Ottomans at Rhodes, were the proof that 
his policy placed Britain on the right side of events. 

 Third and crucially, the Jewish cause made the case for Palmerston’s 
interventionism. It was the ideal antidote to indifference, pacifi sm, and 
shoulder shrugging about the Orient. It readied British acceptance of a 
forward policy in the Middle East, and it paved the way for the rallying 
around the fl ag of a body of opinion that at the time tended, in the main, 
to be hostile to the Whigs because of their reliance on Irish backing in 
parliament and perceived assaults on the Church of England in such fi elds 
as education. Prophecy was a call to arms, or at least to action. The scrip-
turally informed could be sure to be in the right camp in the forthcoming 
confl ict. The nations that opposed the Restoration ‘will rush headlong 
to their own destruction’, but ‘the people of England will know that it 
is the will of God that the Jews should return to their own land’ and be 
saved from catastrophe.  60   Britain was that ‘prevailing maritime power of 
faithful worshippers’ identifi ed in scripture that was to help achieve God’s 
designs.  61   The ‘protestant British people’ were an ‘elect nation’ whose 
labours were designed for the important purpose of preparing the world 
for the great judgment of Armageddon.  62   Britain would be rewarded for 
its role, and the preacher Philip Hirschfeld went so far as to assert that 
‘if she be now the mistress of the world, she owes her superiority to her 
efforts, and zeal, and sacrifi ces to dispense the blessings of the gospel to 
the Jews’.  63   

 The Eastern Crisis itself was seen as providential. Palestine was being 
‘rescued from the oppressive power of Egypt’ (cf. Fig.  6.1 )  64   As  Jewish 
Intelligence  offered, ‘The present is evidently an extraordinary crisis, which 
calls for increased exertion; it is an opportunity which may never again be 
afforded to Christians for showing their love to the Jewish nation. May the 
Church be enabled to act promptly, liberally, and wisely, under the guid-
ance of her Great Head!’  65       The Record  published the text of the Convention 
of London on 31 August. In the same issue, the editors swung behind the 
cabinet’s diplomatic and war policy, they published an extensive report on 
the Rhodes Affair featuring Palmerston and Ponsonby’s good roles and, 
returning to the crisis in their editorial, they wrote to outline the central-
ity of Palestine within it. (‘But while the Jews as a people have thus been 
forced on the attention of the nations, their ancient country has become 
no less important, and the question, who is to occupy  it , makes one great 
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diffi culty in settling the confl icting claims between the too-powerful ruler 
of Egypt and his nominal master at Constantinople.’).  66   

 Eitan Bar-Yosef would dispute Donald Lewis’s contention that Palestine 
loomed so large in nineteenth-century British consciousness.  67   According 
to him, Jerusalem was a spiritual metaphor, another name for the home 
of the true religion that was Britain, or England as in Blake’s poem. 
Obsession with the biblical city never had any imperial implications. Yet 
Bar-Yosef’s view does not necessarily contradict Lewis’s if Palestine was to 
Judaism what Britain was to the true faith of Protestant Christianity, and if 
British intervention in the Holy Land was meant to be on the Jews’ behalf. 
In 1839–41, Jerusalem did help justify the projection of British power in 
the region, but it did so in a roundabout, pro-Jewish manner. 

  Fig. 6.1     The Departure of the Israelites  by David Roberts. (Painted in 1829 and 
now at the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, this was also shown in the popu-
lar dioramic format at the Royal Bazaar in Oxford Street in 1833.  Image copyright : 
©   World History Archive     / Alamy Stock Photo). Biblical persecution had been a 
starting point for the return to Palestine       
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 Because religious matters remained of the Sultan’s resort, pushing an 
evangelical or missionary agenda required the maintenance of good ties in 
Constantinople rather than in Alexandria. Yet there was, fourth, another 
way in which the LSJ’s plans, and indeed the Restoration itself, fi tted in 
with Palmerston’s pro-Turkish policy. On 1 August 1840, Ashley recorded 
in his diary,

  Dined with Palmerston—after dinner left alone with him—propounded my 
scheme [the Restoration] which seemed to strike his fancy; he asked some 
questions & readily promised to consider it. […] And it seems he will yet 
do more. But tho’ the motive be kind, it is not sound. I am forced to argue 
politically, fi nancially, commercially; these considerations strike him home; 
he weeps not like his Master, over Jerusalem, nor prays that now at last she 
may put on her beautiful garments.  68   

 It is invariably taken for granted that ‘politically, fi nancially, commercially’ 
here refers to British interests.  69   But reading what Palmerston wrote on 
to Ponsonby, one realises that these considerations applied equally, and 
perhaps primarily, to the Ottoman Empire. Shortly after the meeting, the 
foreign secretary wrote to Ponsonby ‘to recommend the Turkish govern-
ment to hold out every just encouragement to the Jews of Europe to 
return to Palestine’, urging,

  There exists at present among the Jews dispersed over Europe a strong notion 
that the Time is approaching when their nation is to return to Palestine, and 
consequently their wish to go thither has become more keen, and their thoughts 
have been bent more intently than before upon the means of realising that wish. 
It is well known that the Jews of Europe possess great wealth; and it is manifest 
that any country in which a considerable number of them might choose to set-
tle, would derive great Benefi t from the Riches which they would bring into it. 

 Whether Mehemet Ali accepts the fi rst or the second offer which is to be 
made to him, in either case, it would be of manifest importance to the Sultan 
to encourage the Jews to return to, and to settle in, Palestine, because the 
wealth which they would bring with them would increase the Resources of 
the Sultan’s Dominions, and the Jewish People, if returning under the sanc-
tion and Protection and at the invitation of the Sultan, would be a check 
upon any future evil design of Mehemet Ali or his successor.  70   

 The plan was in the ‘political, fi nancial, commercial’ interests of Turkey. 
It also chimed with Ottoman reform and British conceptions in that 
‘it is obvious that full and complete security for Person and Property is 
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the necessary  foundation upon which any such Invitation could rest’, 
as the letter continued. This was moreover a leitmotiv of Palmerston’s 
Restorationist recommendations to his ambassador, such as in his mis-
sive to Ponsonby on the Church of Scotland memorandum, which con-
cluded with the words,There can be no doubt that very great benefi t 
would accrue to the Turkish government, if any considerable number 
of opulent Jews could be persuaded to come and settle in the Ottoman 
Dominions, because their wealth would afford employment to the people, 
and their intelligence would give an useful direction to industry, and the 
resources of the state would thereby be considerably augmented.  71   Jewish 
Intelligence  likewise noted, ‘In conformity with the Hatti Scheriff, which 
has been proclaimed at Gulhané, the Jewish nation shall possess the same 
advantages, and enjoy the same privileges as are granted to the numerous 
other nations who submit to our authority.’  72   The periodical was refer-
ring to a scheme pursued by Moses Montefi ore to buy land in Palestine 
and encourage European Jews, in particular Russian, to settle on it. And 
while the project, incidentally, was an unlikely one if only because very 
few European Jews actually seem to have had any desire to move to such 
a dangerous region, it was the object of another petition by Ashley for-
warded with the strongest encouragements to Ponsonby.  73   

 Most important to Palmerston was no doubt the propaganda impact of a 
Restorationist foreign policy. Admittedly the foreign secretary failed to win 
over some of the key religious reviews, notably  The Christian Observer  and 
the somewhat fanatical  Protestant Magazine .  The Christian Observer  dis-
liked both sides in the confl ict, distrusted the balance of power, and wanted 
Britain to be generally more peaceful. The best it could do was to give 
grudging approval to the cabinet’s conduct in the crisis in its April 1841 
issue, and to hold Palmerston and Melbourne to their promises to protect 
Christians and Jews in Syria.  74   The  Protestant Magazine  fl atly refused to 
endorse the Convention of London because it joined Britain to Austria, 
‘a Popish state’, and to Russia, ‘a State professing the Greek faith’.  75   Its 
hostility to the friends of Daniel O’Connell seems to have been insuper-
able. But  Jewish Intelligence  stood on the administration’s side through-
out the crisis, thanking Palmerston for his handling of the Damascus and 
Rhodes affairs, providing space for the publication of fl attering offi cial cor-
respondence with the Church of Scotland Committee, Thomas Baring, and 
other personae, and generally enthusing about Britain’s providential posi-
tion. The more regularly published, widely read, and infl uential  Record , 
moreover, otherwise a habitual critic of the Whig cabinet, gradually swung 
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behind Palmerston. On 3 August, the editors made an implicit endorse-
ment of British policy, ending with the observation,

  We know from prophecy that the Holy Land is not to be forever trodden 
down by the Gentiles. […] It is possible that the disputes about the posses-
sion of Syria may issue in results tending to the fulfi lment of prophecy. It is 
possible that Syria may be erected into a separate power, and thus made a 
sort of intermediate check to the ambition of Egypt on the one hand, and 
on the other to the desire of the Porte to regain her lost empire.  76   

 The newspaper wavered between support and criticism in the ensuing months, 
but it eventually rallied behind the fl ag and ended up granting Palmerston 
a warm accolade:The position assumed and maintained by this country has 
been noble, as well as commanding; and it has pleased God, with whom the 
issues of all events belong, to give striking success to our exertions in all parts 
of the world. […] We think it just to repeat, that the foreign policy of Her 
Majesty’s Government in regard to these leading matters appears to have 
been wise and judicious, and do much credit to the Foreign Secretary.  77   

 Proof that evangelical propaganda paid off comes from an often-quoted 
letter from Lady Palmerston to Princess Lieven of November 1840: 

 We have on our side the fanatical and religious elements, and you know 
what a following they have in this country […] They are absolutely deter-
mined that Jerusalem and the whole of Palestine shall be reserved for the 
Jews to return to—this is their only longing (to restore the Jews). Mehemet 
Ali is regarded as the persecutor of the Jews, and the Sultan as their protec-
tor. If we yield the Pashalic of Acre or the smallest piece of territory, it will 
be held against us, and we shall probably be thrown out at the opening of 
Parliament in favour of the Tories.  78   

 There is a gloating side to the letter, which was addressed to Guizot’s 
mistress. It nevertheless cogently summarises how Palmerston, having 
gained the support of ‘the Duke, Aberdeen, and Peel’ and ‘then again the 
 Standard  and the whole of the Carlton Club’, outmanoeuvred his cabinet 
opponents.  79   Following on his preparatory steps, the Tories were wait-
ing in the wings to pursue the same policy, except even more forcefully. 
Palmerston had captured the prevailing mood in Britain, his handling of 
the crisis was popular, and he, not his antagonists, had the wind in his sails. 

 As well as helping British policy stay the course, meanwhile, evangeli-
cal opinion had gathered a fresh intensity of its own in its philo-Semitic 
commitment to the Holy Land. Beyond its propaganda effect, the foreign 
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secretary’s handling of the Eastern Question, in 1840–1, and his alacritous 
response to Restorationist lobbying before and after, both imparted to 
and absorbed from Jewish concerns a new and accelerated kinetic power. 
Restorationism had become subtly woven, before Acre had even fallen, 
into Palmerston’s Eastern policy. This was to have further impact on the 
crisis’s resolution and outcome in 1841.  

   PLANS FOR JERUSALEM 
 After the Pasha had been defeated and his armies chased out of Syria, at 
the beginning of 1841, the powers began to seek a treaty solution that 
was acceptable to all parties. France, in particular, needed to be brought 
back into the diplomatic fold, especially as the situation remained tense on 
the Rhine frontier. The Sultan was making recognition of Mehemet Ali 
as hereditary sovereign of Egypt diffi cult and, as per Brünnow’s original 
request, the Straits also needed to be addressed. It is in this context that 
the future of Jerusalem or Palestine—the terms having been used, at the 
time, almost interchangeably—emerged as a formal great-power concern. 

 Palestine’s political future had been raised, during the crisis, in Catholic 
circles and among conventional Protestant activists, as the archives pro-
vide occasional evidence. A March 1841 bulletin from the French embassy 
in Constantinople, for example, mentions ‘a circular in the Italian lan-
guage, signed, it is said, by an Austrian consul’, asking for ‘the formation 
of a Christian Kingdom in Syria to serve as buffer between Turkey and 
Egypt’.  80   A somewhat ludicrous rumour arose around the same time of 
a plot to restore the Kingdom of Jerusalem with the Duc de Bordeaux, 
the French legitimist monarchical pretender, at its head.  81   An 1840 tract 
by the Belgian scholar C.B. Houry asked for an independent, Christian 
Syria, though this followed a practical more than a religious argument.  82   
The legitimist  La Quotidienne , meanwhile, had noted with jealousy the 
Restorationist piece published in  The Globe , 27 July 1840, asking, ‘Is 
England seeking to capitalise on the Damascus Affair? We have been say-
ing, from the beginning, that the affair might become more political than 
judicial: have we now reached the point we had foretold?’  83   

 Catholic observers mostly seem to have failed to grasp the evangeli-
cal excitement, however, or to have matched it with a zeal of their own. 
De Salles, when he visited Jerusalem, came across the LSJ mission and 
Nicolayson. Though he approved of converting Jews, his laconic observa-
tion was that ‘They have here come to die, not to change; to close their 
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eyes, not to open them.’  84   De Salles himself proposed the creation of a 
Christian kingdom in Palestine and Syria combining somewhat hazily the 
authority of the Order of Malta and that of Emir Beshir, whom he assumed 
was Christian.  85   (Beshir kept the ambiguity open over his religious affi lia-
tion, Druze or Maronite.) De Salles was nevertheless well-nigh unique in 
doing so among Catholic commentators and travellers to the region, and 
his proposals, besides, were grounded not in religious considerations as 
such but in the contemporary commonplace that the Christian was supe-
rior to the Muslim order. The same could be said of Lamartine’s widely 
noted ‘Political Summary’, which failed to bring up Jerusalem and made 
no mention of faith except to preach religious neutrality and toleration, 
and whose starting point was the French revolution.  86   Nor was the Holy 
Land’s status a question that arose noticeably, if at all, in either the French 
or the German Catholic periodicals. The essential  La Revue des Deux 
Mondes , in the French context, in particular failed to discuss Palestine, 
and so did  La Presse , the doctrinaire mouthpiece, in the key period when 
Guizot returned from London to replace Thiers at the governmental helm 
and foreign ministry. The  Beobachter  cultivated a studied indifference to 
the religious ramifi cations of the Syrian reconquest, and  La Quotidienne  
was more unusually silent, though in May 1841 it somewhat unexpectedly 
lamented the failure of a supposed Austrian project to establish archduke 
Frederick as a Christian king over Jerusalem.  87   French pundits, admittedly, 
could scarcely advocate the Christianisation or colonisation of Palestine 
even while they argued it must remain under the Pasha’s authority—this 
indeed explains the relative silence of the other main French Catholic title, 
 L’Univers , which consistently upheld Mehemet Ali.  88   Yet it is striking that, 
even though the Pasha had done much to facilitate access to the Holy City 
by European visitors, religious tolerance and the preferential treatment 
of Christians were items basically absent from the materials of his arch- 
propagandists, beginning with Jomard.  89   

 Notwithstanding the ostensibly muted public enthusiasm, in the 
Catholic world, for re-establishing a European presence in Jerusalem (few 
conclusions may be drawn from Orthodox Russia’s narrow public sphere, 
though the same impression prevails there), the great powers did  produce 
various plans, in the early months of 1841, for altering to a lesser or greater 
degree the Holy City’s status. Mayir Vereté, the historian, has indeed 
speculated that Guizot—who by the end of October 1840 had returned 
from London to replace Thiers as foreign minister—came up with a fully 
fl edged project to internationalise Jerusalem as a free Christian city, and he 
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has proposed to ground in that original design a series of plans elaborated 
by the powers in 1841.  90   In an article building on a source- based book by 
Lucien Wolf that prints various archival documents relating to Palestine, 
Vereté suggests that Guizot set out to sell his political vision to his dip-
lomatic interlocutors in Berlin, Vienna, St Petersburg, and London, and 
that he may have gone so far as to offer the crown of the new Kingdom 
of Jerusalem to the brother of the King of Naples, the Prince of Capua.  91   

 The great-power plans for Jerusalem and the diplomacy surrounding 
them are important features of the Eastern Crisis, both in its resolution 
phase and its outcome. Three points must be made, however, in relation 
to the prevailing Wolf–Vereté account specifi cally and as to their role in the 
crisis more generally. First, there was no Guizot plan as such, at least not in 
the sense of a blueprint or treaty proposal. Second, though the formalisa-
tion of Austrian and Russian proposals dealing with the Holy Land owed 
something to Guizot’s initiative, these and especially a parallel Prussian 
plan were at least in part self-generated. Third, an emphasis on Guizot 
overstates the Catholic impulse with regard to Jerusalem, in 1840–1, as 
compared to the Protestant and especially the Protestant Zionist. 

 Because Guizot’s moves would have been so seminal, had they con-
sisted in or led to anything politically concrete, an analysis of the his-
torical minutiae behind the Vereté conjecture is required. Vereté’s inquiry 
was constrained by source limitations fl agged by the author himself. It 
also relied on a group of secondary documents jumping back and forth 
between French, Russian, and English, creating a Chinese whispers effect: 
Wolf’s book, a piece by a L. Kamarowsky published in the  Revue Générale 
de Droit International Public , and a history of Russia under Nicholas I 
by Sergei Tatishchev.  92   As far as primary sources went, Vereté based his 
analysis, apart from memoirs, on British Foreign Offi ce (FO) fi les only. An 
examination of a wider set of archives—in addition to FO, the French dip-
lomatic archives (AMAE), Guizot’s private papers (at AN), the Prussian 
state archives, and the Viennese state archives—yields a different result. 

 There was, indeed, no formal Guizot plan for Jerusalem, at least as 
far as the historian is ever able to prove a negative or to opine on the 
absence of surviving documents. The trigger for Vereté’s investigation was 
a Guizot letter to Barante, the ambassador in St Petersburg: this is avail-
able both at AMAE and among Guizot’s private papers at AN, but it has 
nothing other than generalities.  93   The idea that the powers might make a 
gesture in favour of the Syrian Christians or afford them certain unspeci-
fi ed guarantees is found in letters to François-Adolphe de Bourqueney, 
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Guizot’s replacement in London, Edouard de Pontois in Constantinople, 
Charles-Joseph Bresson in Berlin, and Louis-Clair de Sainte-Aulaire in 
Vienna, but none of these came even close to spelling out a political pro-
gramme for Jerusalem or Palestine.  94   The most specifi c aspiration Guizot 
came to voice was that the powers might seek after ‘what guaranties one 
may obtain from the Porte for the Christian population of Syria, not only 
in its own interest, but in the general interest, Ottoman and European.’  95   
This was followed by a call, to be refl ected in an eventual peace treaty, for 
‘certain stipulations in favour of Jerusalem’, about which the French for-
eign minister, however, only specifi ed, 

 I do not know what is possible, nor in what form or within what bounds the 
European intervention might be able to procure Jerusalem with a little secu-
rity and dignity, but governments that complain, however rightfully, of the 
weakening of popular religious belief might themselves, when the oppor-
tunity arises, give this belief some shining sign of adhesion and interest.  96   

 The Prussian and Austrian archives draw a similar blank. No plan was 
mentioned to Heinrich Friedrich von Arnim, the Prussian ambassador. 
And while Apponyi did make one mention to Metternich of an unspecifi ed 
interest in making Jerusalem, ‘that Holy site which contains our Lord’s 
sepulchre, a neutral city open to the free practice of all the Christian cults’, 
Guizot, when pressed, could only explain that ‘he wished to do some-
thing in favour of Christian practice in Jerusalem, and that the unique 
opportunity to do so be not neglected’.  97   Guizot’s private correspondence 
with Bourqueney, who was a friend as well as a colleague, reveals noth-
ing more of signifi cance, and various memoranda fi les for the Ottoman 
Empire at AMAE are similarly empty. As to Naples being offered the 
Jerusalem crown, lastly, the correspondence with the French ambassador 
in Naples makes no mention of any discussion regarding Jerusalem or the 
Syrian Christians, and neither do Guizot’s private records.  98   Guizot was a 
thorough record keeper, and it is very unlikely a blueprint for a new state 
centred on Jerusalem would have been kept neither in his private papers 
nor at the foreign ministry. 

 When the French foreign minister listed any action in favour of the 
Syrian Christians as a potential point for the upcoming treaty, moreover, 
this was only among other useful suggestions such as free access to the Suez 
and Euphrates trade routes into Asia.  99   Throughout his correspondence, 
indeed, ran the preoccupation that whatever diplomatic agreement should 
solve the Eastern Crisis must look like something new, not like a reiteration 
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of the Convention of London. Guizot had replaced the belligerent Thiers 
with a peace policy that was perceived in France as a surrender. He had 
foremost a domestic problem: the July Monarchy’s public standing had 
gravely been impaired by what ended up as an Oriental fi asco (on which 
more in the next chapter). The Eastern Question remained an explosive 
topic well into 1841, and any move that gave the impression that France 
was acceding to the Convention of London was domestically anathema. 
The fi rst religious promptings, to Bourqueney in London, were made in 
December 1840. By February 1841 these had effectively been dropped for 
lack of results. Not only did Guizot have no actual plan for Palestine, his 
efforts to have the powers come up with a gesture in favour of its Christians 
were always half-hearted. ‘This is what comes to my mind, my dear friend, 
when I let it wander as it pleases. Take all of this as I offer it to you; only say, 
only disclose as much of it as you see fi t’, he had from the start cautioned 
Sainte-Aulaire.  100   Guizot had hoped to achieve some public French play, 
appealing to a Conservative, clerical opinion but principally enabling the 
ministry to spring free from the shackles of the Convention of London, not 
to project Catholic or French power in the Holy Land.  101   

 The six months between the defeat of Mehemet Ali and the formal clo-
sure of the Eastern Crisis with the Convention of July 1841 nevertheless 
witnessed the production of an Austrian, a Prussian, and a Russian plan for 
Jerusalem, all circulated to some or all of the other powers.  102   The Russian 
plan, circulated on 24 March 1841, was unambiguously drafted in response 
to the Prussian and/or Austrian initiatives. The Austrian memorandum 
was elaborated in early February and forwarded to FO on 3 February, and 
the Prussian plan in-between the other two, having been sent to FO on 
24 February. All this leaves open the possibility for these proposals to have 
been formalised in response to Guizot’s however vague and guarded sound-
ings. Indeed, the main reason for Metternich’s counter-proposals seems 
to have been to defuse the French demarche, the priority being to avoid 
making the situation more confl icted than it already was. Nevertheless, the 
evidence is that the Austrians and certainly the Prussians had been contem-
plating initiatives with regard to the Holy Land prior to Guizot’s approach. 
A December 1840 letter to the Austrian  internuncio  in Constantinople, 
Bartolomäus von Stürmer, thus recommended the Syrian Christians ‘to 
Reshid Pasha’s solicitude’ and made a list of requests for reaffi rming the 
Capitulations and enforcing better protection for religious establishments 
and pilgrims in the Holy Land.  103   Bunsen’s memoirs, meanwhile, while 
they suggest that the drafting of the Prussian plan may have been triggered 
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by the French initiative, also show that the Prussian chancellery had been 
contemplating action at Jerusalem well before Bresson’s approach: Bülow 
and the Cults Minister Johann von Eichhorn had, as early as August 1840, 
written to the Viennese court about the protection of Christians in the 
Holy Cities, and the chancellery had acknowledged receipt of various pri-
vate requests for intervention in the Holy Land.  104   

 The contents of the Russian proposal, the last chronologically, are best 
dealt with fi rst and most succinctly. This consisted of ten points: an impres-
sive list ostensibly which, however, offered little innovation in substance. 
Points (1) and (2) thus merely called for the confi rmation of existing church 
privileges and the appointment of a new Pasha for Palestine. The project 
was otherwise preoccupied with Jerusalem’s religious establishments, and 
principally aimed at buttressing Orthodoxy’s standing against encroach-
ments from other Christian faiths. Points (3) and (6) dealt with interne-
cine confl icts between the Christian sects, and points (4) and (7) with 
judicial abuses over the religious orders. The rest concerned the Orthodox 
hierarchy and the Holy Sites, such as (5), ‘To re-establish the Orthodox 
patriarch in Jerusalem, who has taken refuge in Constantinople for his 
safety, and enable him to re-establish discipline among the clergy under his 
authority’ and (8), ‘To forbid the Turkish soldiers standing guard at the 
gates of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre from entering the church.’  105   
This was a narrow programme, then, backward-looking and offering little 
to anyone beyond Jerusalem’s existing ecclesiastical communities. 

 ‘My fi les are brimming with projects and proposals treating of this 
object’, wrote Metternich to Philip Neumann in a message designed 
for the French chancellery. ‘Among these plans, some aim to turn Syria 
into  a Christian republic ; others call for the restoration of the  Kingdom 
of Judah ; yet others make of Syria an excellent location for disposing of 
the surplus population of certain countries.’  106   Metternich’s own plan, for 
all his dismissiveness, nevertheless was at fi rst sight more ambitious than 
the Russian. What the Austrian chancellor proposed, in a memorandum 
forwarded to Paris, London, and Berlin, was that the Porte appoint a 
high- level plenipotentiary in Jerusalem to be the interlocutor for new, 
special representatives of the Christian powers.  107   This was potentially 
far- reaching because such Christian representatives were likely to accrue 
signifi cant authority under the Capitulations. Last-resort appeals were 
moreover to be routed through the ambassadors of the Christian powers, 
a recipe for creeping great-power takeover. Yet this was already hedged: 
‘The point is not to innovate as to substance; it is to maintain established 
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privileges and regularise  anew what once existed, what has fallen into dis-
use over the course of past centuries.’  108   To Guizot’s proposal of procur-
ing Jerusalem ‘some security and dignity’, which Apponyi had reported to 
mean some status of neutrality, the Austrian chancellor meanwhile replied 
very guardedly. Jerusalem was one of Islam’s four holy cities, he observed, 
and the successor to the Caliphs could not renounce his rights over it.  109   
The Catholics were in a minority there, and the Turkish authorities were 
their best guarantee from Greek and Armenian encroachments. 

 The Austrian chancellor’s priority, indeed, was stability in Europe, not 
grand religious gestures that only risked dividing it further. He wrote, 

 In all these projects—and our times are rich in elaborators of projects of all 
kinds—one thing is forgotten: the conservation of the Ottoman Empire. 
[…] Our line in the Turco–Egyptian question should suffi ce to discourage 
those who like to let their imagination run loose, if anything could ever 
discourage men whose imagination is so fervid.  110   

 His replies persuaded the French to ratchet down their already unfocused 
expectations. Guizot was asked, via Sainte-Aulaire, to end his probing 
while the Austrian furbished their own plan, then that plan itself was grad-
ually watered down.  111   A comparison with Metternich’s December 1840 
missive to Stürmer, whose points were confi ned to the confessional sphere, 
indeed suggests that this is what the February memorandum was designed 
to do. The Metternich proposals were duly reduced to more modest pro-
portions in the following months: the system of great-power representa-
tives was dropped, and so were last-resort ambassadorial appeals, leaving 
only the concept of a Turkish functionary for the oversight of Christian 
liberties. Eventually, in June 1841, the Porte appointed, based on the joint 
representations of the powers, the general Jayar Pasha as ‘military gover-
nor of Jerusalem and Gaza for the special protection of the Christians’.  112   
Pious instructions were sent to the governors of the various Syrian  pasha-
liks  to respect their Christian populations, and the European ambassadors 
were copied on the circular.  113   The reaffi rmation of the Capitulations with 
regard to religious establishments, which took place at the French request 
around the same time, was of long-term importance because it created 
stakes in the Holy Land anew for the chancelleries. In the immediate, 
however, cooperation between the two Catholic powers had been reduced 
to extracting from the Turks a politically insignifi cant gesture.  114   

 The Prussian plan, fi nally, was by far the boldest. It was meant to apply to 
Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Nazareth, and its points (1), (2), and (4) together 
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granted not only self-governing status to the Christian communities of these 
three cities, but also lower taxes and judicial immunity under ‘Residents’ 
appointed by the great powers. Point (3) transferred the ownership of the 
Christian Holy Sites to the powers. But (5) was the most far-reaching, grant-
ing sovereignty over the three main confessional communities respectively 
to Russia (Orthodox), Austria and France jointly (Catholic), and Britain and 
Prussia jointly (Protestant), that is, through their Resident, and assigning a 
guard of 60 soldiers to each Resident.  115   

 The memorandum was prepared by the Prussian king, or for him by 
general Joseph Maria von Radowitz, a member of the king’s informal, 
close entourage.  116   This direct or indirect royal authorship is important, 
for two reasons. First, it confi rms that the plan was not or not chiefl y pre-
pared in reaction to earlier proposals, namely from the French, to whom it 
was not even forwarded. Frederick William IV, who acceded to the throne 
in the middle of 1840, had a long-standing interest in the Holy Land as 
well as being the patron of artists and academic Orientalists.  117   Among 
his closest advisers were also a number of Pietists, and indeed members 
of the Berlin Society for the Promotion of Christianity among the Jews, 
the BSJ. Admittedly, Radowitz was a Catholic and not a member of this 
evangelical coterie. Frederick William’s desire for Christianity, and specifi -
cally the Protestant confession, to make its mark again in Jerusalem also 
belonged to a Conservative, church-and-state policy that was in part a reac-
tion to Liberal demands having arisen in Prussia as early as his accession 
ceremonies (on which more in the next chapter). But the king’s Pietist con-
nections are also important because, second, they explain why the Prussian 
plan was buried so quickly and without ado. As soon as they had failed to 
be endorsed by the powers, the proposals, rather than being submitted for 
piecemeal discussion, were dropped and Radowitz replaced by Bunsen.  118   
Bunsen’s task was to work with the foreign secretary and the Anglican 
hierarchy to inaugurate a joint Anglo-Prussian bishopric in Jerusalem. And 
Bunsen, who had spent some time in England, had long been preparing 
for his task in cooperation with the LSJ. The Christian plans, strictly speak-
ing originating in the chancelleries themselves more than in public pres-
sures or even private lobbies, had yielded limited results and were about 
to make way for different projects. It is worth noting, at this point, the 
closing suggestion of the original Radowitz memorandum: ‘One could 
moreover submit to collective deliberation whether the fi ve Powers might 
not also stipulate liberties similar to those to be obtained for the Christians 
in favour of the Jews domiciled or on pilgrimage in Jerusalem.’  119    
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   THE BISHOPRIC 
 Guizot may well have picked up his own ideas on Palestine during his six- 
month stint as ambassador in London, just when the evangelical excite-
ment was at its peak.  120   Indeed, Guizot himself was a Protestant and, as a 
historian of the English Civil Wars, he may even have known that it was 
Cromwell who had allowed the Jews back into England and understood 
the signifi cance of this in the context of evangelical philo-Semitism. It 
is perhaps noteworthy that another treaty point with which the French 
foreign minister toyed was free navigation on the Euphrates, also a pet 
project of the British. Whatever the case may be, while in the last phase of 
the crisis strictly Christian initiatives relating to Jerusalem were petering 
out, the cause of Protestant Zionism enjoyed unabated strength. 

 Ostensibly the establishment of a Protestant bishopric in Jerusalem 
originated in an assignment entrusted by Frederick William to Bunsen, on 
which he was appointed in April 1841. Superfi cially, moreover, this looked 
like a conventionally Christian venture: a project marrying Prussian royal 
and evangelical zeal to the Anglican hierarchy. The new bishop, though 
consecrated an Anglican, was to represent the faithful of the two Protestant 
powers. Frederick William had broad views that were expounded in a mem-
orandum submitted by Bunsen to Palmerston in July 1841. This requested 
that the subjects of both crowns, be it as travellers or as settlers, be guar-
anteed in the Ottoman Empire ‘that protection of Person and Property, 
which the Hattischerif of Gulhané promises to all inhabitants of Turkey’ 
and demanded ‘legal acknowledgement and equal protection for their 
Religion’—whether this was to rely on the Capitulations was not speci-
fi ed, but the wording suggested such was not the case.  121   Already, though, 
the BSJ’s and LSJ’s fi ngerprints were on the document. Even though the 
completion of the Jerusalem church was not an explicit aim, the Bunsen 
memorandum mentioned as an exhibit that the Church of England, actu-
ally the LSJ, was erecting buildings for a church in Jerusalem. And one 
need not read far between the lines to come to the conclusion that its key 
concern was Protestant Jewish converts: the document stressed the acqui-
sition of land, in particular in Palestine. Its object moreover was ‘from the 
Porte the Promulgation of a law of settlement’, and this was clearly aimed 
at the Jews, who were named alongside Christians. 

 In practice, indeed, it was safe to describe the Bunsen mission as a 
Christian Zionist endeavour with barely disguised Restorationist aims. 
As noted, there existed in Prussia a background of interest in Palestine 
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married to otherwise domestic Jewish missionary efforts. The  Neueste 
Nachrichte aus dem Reiche Gottes  for example mixed articles about the 
forthcoming conversion of Israel (as people) with serialised reports from 
the Church of Scotland mission to Palestine.  122   This was further liable to 
spill into political calculation at the Berlin court, where the Pietist pres-
ence was strong. From the start, though, the Jerusalem bishopric had 
been an LSJ project, associated with the church on which Nicolayson had 
already taken the fi rst steps. 

 Bunsen had spent a year in England already in 1838–9, where he had 
been feted by the learned, the great, and the powerful in British society. The 
guest of lords and the correspondent of such fi gures as Thomas Arnold, 
Bunsen had privately met with both Baring and Ashley, with whom he stayed 
in epistolary contact.  123   He had been a visiting speaker at the annual meet-
ing of the LSJ in 1839, alongside Baring, Ashley, Bickersteth, and the ex-
British envoy to Berlin and BSJ member Sir George Rose, who found the 
opportunity to enthuse, ‘The King of Prussia, indeed, seems to know that 
Babylon is Rome; he knows the enmity against the Protestant faith, and he 
has levelled his aim against its mastery by the support he is giving to the 
Jewish cause.’  124   In August 1840, Bunsen had written to Ashley to encour-
age him in the construction of the Protestant church in Jerusalem, asking, ‘Is 
the coincidence of the Oriental Crisis with the visible signs of the revival of 
Zion not a most remarkable circumstance?’  125   The Prussian baron was inci-
dentally also in contact during his mission with the newly appointed cabinet 
minister and BSJ president Ludwig Gustav von Thile, whom he had long 
known as a member of the new king’s circle.  126   And a letter from Bunsen ‘to 
Berlin’ dated September 1840 writes of a land scheme, apparently a different 
scheme than Montefi ore’s, for settling converted Jews in Palestine, a plan 
which was supposedly submitted privately to Palmerston.  127   When he arrived 
in London in 1841, fi nally, Bunsen was steered through his procedure—
which involved meeting both with the foreign offi ce and with the Church 
of England hierarchy down from the Archbishop of Canterbury—by Ashley 
and by Alexander McCaul, the author of  The conversion and Restoration of 
the Jews  (1837) and the LSJ’s in-house theologian.  128   

 By the time Bunsen met with Palmerston, the cabinet had lost its major-
ity and a general election been called. Palmerston rushed the required 
parliamentary act, the Foreigners Consecration Act Amendment, through 
the House of Lords on 30 August 1841, immediately before the cabi-
net’s resignation.  129   Offi cially Palmerston had written to Ponsonby that 
the British government ‘adopts with great earnestness the plan proposed 
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by the King of Prussia’ and privately that he was ‘very anxious’ about a 
matter ‘which will excite great interest in this country and all through 
Protestant Germany’.  130   The fi rst bishop, consecrated in December 1841, 
was Michael Solomon Alexander, a professor and a converted English Jew 
and another member of the LSJ.  In the words of, among others,  The 
Morning Herald , he was simply ‘the bishop of the Jews’.  131   

 There were subtle but important differences of position between Bunsen 
and his suzerain, Frederick William, who seems to have vacillated between 
conventionally Protestant and Zionist feelings, but whose prime interest 
remained the recognition of Protestantism in the Holy Land more than the 
Restoration. The king thus gently rebuked Bunsen over his draft pamphlet 
for trumpeting the foundation of the bishopric to the German public. The 
king’s ambition was more cautious: ‘chiefl y to be able to tell myself that 
I have not failed to contribute to the foundation of a church so placed 
that it may one day become the centre of the Jew-Christians and of a great 
union of the evangelical confessions, if it must be God’s will, though I only 
await it in patience and humility’.  132   The end result of the Bunsen mission, 
nevertheless and notwithstanding these differences of emphasis, was that 
the Prussian initiative allowed itself to be hijacked by the Prussian plenipo-
tentiary and, through him, by the LSJ. As Bunsen wrote to his wife upon 
announcing the news of Alexander’s selection as future bishop, ‘So the 
beginning is made, please God, for the restoration of Israel.’  133   

 If there was no formal British plan for Jerusalem, and if Palmerston 
brushed off Guizot’s original soundings, via Bourqueney, in December 
1840, this was, meanwhile, for good reason. Palmerston, in parallel to 
the LSJ’s church and bishopric schemes, was pursuing his own  associated 
action. Such was likely to continue to appeal to evangelical opinion. Uniting 
the protection of the Jews with British representation in the Ottoman 
Empire, however, this was also calculated to entrench the British infl uence 
that had been built separately through Turkish reform. Palmerston thus 
repeatedly urged on Ponsonby the importance of dealing with his multiple 
requests regarding the Jews and Jerusalem, privately impressing upon him 
the power of evangelical opinion at home. ‘Please don’t lose sight of our 
recommendation to the Porte to invite the Jews to return to Palestine. 
You can have no idea how much such a measure would tend to interest in 
the Sultan’s cause all the religious Parts in this country, and their infl uence 
is great and their connexion extensive.’  134   Again on Restoration plans, in 
November 1840, he wrote, ‘Pray try to do what you can about these Jews; 
you have no idea to what an extent the interest felt about them goes.’  135   
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The foreign secretary was making a triple-play on evangelical expecta-
tions. First, the topic had tremendous propaganda value in Britain, and 
second, it fi tted into his Turkish reform agenda. But third, as the events of 
1841 confi rmed, Palmerston’s religious strategy was fast becoming a tool 
for projecting British power, a second leg in a more general vision for a 
British, or British-shaped, Middle East. 

 When Ponsonby informed his special envoy Richard Wood of the sig-
nature of the Convention of London, and as preparations were under way 
for Wood to go pilot the landings in Syria in coordination with the reb-
els, the ambassador added as a post scriptum, ‘You must take care  not to 
speak of Palestine  because I am not certain what may be done about that 
country.’  136   Since Palestine is referred to by name here, something which 
the treaty does not do, and since indeed the treaty was perfectly clear 
as to what was to happen to the Syrian territories according to the twin 
ultimatums to Mehemet Ali, this can only mean Ponsonby thought that 
Palestine might, in one form or another, be carved out—and based on the 
consular track record, that it was to be carved out for the Jews. 

 As military operations reached a conclusion, the plans for placing 
Jewish populations under British protection that had been mooted at the 
opening of the Jerusalem consulate were revived. These were tied both 
to the Damascus and Rhodes affairs, which served as pretext, and to the 
Restoration because it was felt European Jews were more likely to move 
to Palestine if Britain could counter-guarantee them security of person 
and property. In February 1841, at the tail end of a protracted epistolary 
exchange with Ponsonby on the subject, Palmerston wrote to acknowledge 
information that the Porte had objected to granting Britain the protection 
of Ottoman Jews. He nevertheless hoped the Turks ‘may still be induced’ 
to grant British protection to ‘the Jews who may settle in Palestine’, asking 
that Ponsonby make again the most strenuous efforts.  137   The ambassador 
wrote back a month later to announce that the Porte had promised to 
‘attend to the reports that may be made by this Embassy of any oppression 
that may be practiced against the Jews’, though at the same time opin-
ing he did not think any ‘special immunities’ should be sought from the 
Turks.  138   Some writers, fi xated on great-power jockeying, have assumed 
this to mean that Palmerston was seeking to obtain for Britain a fresh 
position under the Capitulations.  139   From this perspective, Palmerston’s 
efforts would have ended in failure. Yet on the contrary, the foreign secre-
tary had made it clear that a special position under the Capitulations was 
not what he sought: ‘I think it would be best that the Sultan should not 
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place the Jews formally under the Protection of Foreign Consuls, because 
the Principle of Foreign Interference between a sovereign and his subjects 
is bad; and Jews coming to settle in Turkey ought to be considered as 
subjects of the Sultan.’ The difference, however, was legalistic, a matter of 
process. The same letter, dated November 1840, anticipated the scheme 
that was eventually chosen: ‘some Turkish Ministers of the Porte were 
bound to receive Jewish complaints […] and our English Consuls might 
be instructed to make known to our ambassador at Constantinople any 
causes of such complaint for which no speedy redress was obtained’.  140   On 
21 April 1841, capitalising on the Turks’ positive response, the foreign 
offi ce accordingly sent a circular despatch for distribution to all consuls in 
the Ottoman dominions, instructing them as follows:

  As regards the administration of that Law [Turkish law, guaranteeing full secu-
rity of person and property inter alia to Jews], the Porte has declared its deter-
mination that the Jews shall have the full benefi t of the Protection which the 
Law affords them and as a Proof of that Determination, the Porte has assured 
Her Majesty’s Ambassador at Constantinople that it will attend to any repre-
sentation which may be made to it by her Majesty’s Embassy, of any Instance of 
oppression practised against the Jews.  141   

 The consuls were instructed to attend to Jewish complaints or instances of 
oppression, to make ‘diligent enquiry of the circumstances’, and promptly 
to refer these to Ponsonby or his successor. Britain’s consular arm was pro-
tectively to extend over all Ottoman Jews after all, even if this was deemed 
relevant ‘especially in Palestine’. Nor was there any doubt, indeed, that 
this tied into the Restorationist idea:

  I am very glad the Sultan has given a Firman in favour of the Jews to Montefi ore; 
I hope he will allow the Jews in Palestine to make their complaints when there 
are any through the English consul and ambassador. This will given them con-
fi dence; it would be virtually placing them under British Protection; and if the 
thing could be so stated it would be better still. You can have no idea of the 
extent of interest which is felt upon this matter in England and Scotland, espe-
cially among the members of the established Church in both countries, and there 
is nothing the Sultan could do that would make him more popular in England, 
than an encouragement of this kind to the Jews to go and settle in Palestine.  142   

   There is, fi nally, evidence that Palmerston’s strategy of harnessing the 
LSJ and Protestant Zionism to his diplomacy went yet further. Especially 
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intriguing in this respect was the appointment of Hugh Henry Rose as 
consul-general in Syria in 1841 instead of the far more experienced candi-
date, and favourite for the role, that was Richard Wood. Wood assumed, 
after he had fi nished reorganising Syria wholesale, or rather as he remained 
stuck halfway through the thankless task, that he would get the post. So 
did Ponsonby. The nomination in his stead of Rose, at the time a colonel, 
as Britain’s highest representative in Syria just when the Bunsen plan and 
bishopric were being pushed may well have been more than a coincidence. 
Wood, it must be noted, had the disadvantage of being a Catholic. But 
Rose’s confessional edge went beyond simple Anglicanism. Partly Prussian- 
educated, Hugh Rose was also the younger brother of Sir George Henry 
Rose, the ex-Prussian envoy and militant member of the LSJ. 

 Hugh Rose, moreover, as future Syrian consul-general, was prepared 
to play the missionary card in his own name. Rose became the self- 
appointed champion of the Druze, who he argued were made nervous by 
the power which the Lebanese Maronites were to accrue under Wood’s 
political arrangements, and were anxious at new tax apportionments. 
His proposal was that Britain should draw in the Druze as its protégés in 
Syria. The plan, however, had chiefl y a religious dimension, and as early 
as May 1841 Rose had dangled the notion to Palmerston that ‘the Druze 
would give up the shadow of a religion which they now have, and embrace 
Protestantism’.  143   The Druze sheiks, moreover, according to Rose, were 
keen to be sent English educators for village schools to be created. And 
this scheme soon divulged its true colours, as Palmerston in turn dis-
patched none other than Nicolayson for a conference between Rose and 
these sheiks, in Beirut.  144   At that meeting, it was reportedly agreed that 
the Church of England would be sending ‘instructors’ to Druze schools 
to be established ‘in each village’, the design to be funded by ‘one of 
the three existing church societies’ under instructions from the Bishop of 
London.  145   As, unknown to Rose, Palmerston was about to leave offi ce, 
the new consul-general had meanwhile written again about the Druzes’ 
‘Christianisation’, recommending a missionary for the task and suggest-
ing that no less than Alexander McCaul, the LSJ theologian, meet with 
Palmerston to explain.  146   Ponsonby, incidentally, was incensed. Having 
asked that Wood be made consul-general, the ambassador protested when 
he was not named to the post.  147   He was reduced to copying his sub-
ordinate on the Rose–Palmerston Druze plans, complaining that he was 
‘disgusted’ by Rose’s appointment, and writing to Wood in alarm at ‘the 
follies committed by Palmerston at the instigation of Colonel Rose’.  148   
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 For the British foreign secretary, what began as a propaganda play thus 
showed signs of morphing into far more serious engagements by the end 
of the Eastern Crisis. The extraordinary confl uence of long-held millen-
nial expectations, the Damascus Affair, and the Eastern Crisis itself did not 
just make Restorationism seem actual and even urgent. That the crisis was 
internally confl ictual, both via cabinet struggles and in the public sphere, 
ensured Restorationist projects became entwined with policy. Gestures by 
Palmerston fed momentum behind an idea which, in turn, helped spawn 
fresh plans such as those of colonel Rose. The Jewish cause meanwhile 
combined usefully both with the Syrian rebellion in its humanitarian 
implications, and with the more earnestly espoused Turkish reform in its 
economic and constitutional aspects. At fi rst little more than a nod to a 
powerful lobby, it had turned into the second pillar of a more general 
British design for the Middle East. 

 Jerusalem ended up not making it in the treaty that closed the Eastern 
Crisis. One must differentiate between the formal settlement in the shape 
of the July 1841 Convention, however, and the closing situation on 
the ground, including its religious ramifi cations. The great powers had 
become again engaged, after centuries, in the Holy Land, with potentially 
vast long-term consequences. This did not escape Nesselrode, notwith-
standing the anti-Semitism of his reaction to the Jerusalem bishopric’s 
foundation:

  I am more than ever furious at the Pietists. They have created an entirely 
gratuitous new complication for us in the Orient. The Catholics have been 
causing us enough aggravation already, now we will have the Protestants on 
our backs with all their sects, Methodist and others. Religious confl icts in 
the nineteenth century! […] Really, common sense is every day disappear-
ing from the face of the Earth. And what crowns this Pietist feat is that the 
famous Alexander who has been appointed bishop is a baptised Jew.  149   

 The Capitulations and great-power prerogatives with regard to the Holy 
Sites had been reaffi rmed, and so had the importance of protecting the 
Christians at Jerusalem, however symbolically and ineffectually for now. 
This had been achieved, notably, in spite of mixed and even lukewarm 
attention from the Christian publics other than Protestant. Such might 
not always be the context. 

 The startling conclusion, meanwhile, is that as the European powers 
turned their covetous gaze once more to the Holy Land, the predominant 

194 P.E. CAQUET



impulse was not Catholic or Orthodox, but Protestant and specifi cally 
Protestant Zionist. Restorationism exhibited, in 1840–1, more dynamism 
than crusading. Evangelical Zionism was able to command the greater 
combination of public interest and political clout, and to harness both 
Prussian and British diplomacy to its aims. This sounds all the more 
unlikely given that less than 15 years later the Eastern Question would re- 
emerge, with the Crimean War, on the basis of blatant Catholic–Orthodox 
rivalries. Hindsight should not obscure the evidence from 1840 to 1841, 
however, and much would have happened by the 1850s: evangelicalism 
had begun to pass its peak, the upheavals of 1848 had taken place, the 
associated Balkan nationalisms having invited Russian interference, and in 
France and Prussia revolutions had come and gone, leaving in one country 
a more clerical and in the other a less Conservative regime. The renewed 
religious involvement of the powers in Syria and Palestine, furthermore, 
in 1840–1—through the Jewish affairs, the opening of consulates, the 
Jerusalem bishopric, engagement in Damascene and Lebanese confes-
sional rivalries, and the reaffi rmation of the Capitulations—had also left 
its own trace. 

 In December 1840, with the news still fresh from the coalition victories 
against the Egyptians, Lady Palmerston wrote to her husband, the foreign 
secretary:

  I feel like you very strongly that there is something miraculous in the course 
of late events. It  cannot  be accident that all these things should have so 
turned out! My impression is that it is the restoration of the Jews and fulfi l-
ment of the Prophecies. But we shall see what comes next, and I have long 
been thinking of this, even before your letter and all the circumstances you 
mention, some of which had escaped me. It is certainly very curious and 
Acre seems to have fallen down like the walls of Jericho, and Ibrahim’s army 
dispersed like the countless hosts that were enemies of the Jews, as we see 
in the Old Testament.  150   

 The letter to which she was replying appears to have been lost. One will 
never know what the tantalising words ‘like you’ referred to exactly, or 
what ‘all the circumstances’ were that Palmerston had mentioned to his 
spouse and confi dant, or what he had written to prompt this pious sally. 
Yet the nagging impression is that, for all his presumed religious indiffer-
ence, the British foreign secretary himself may have momentarily become 
caught in the evangelical excitement he had done so much to stir.  
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    CHAPTER 7   

          The news of the 15 July Convention of London, which broke in Paris in 
the evening of 26 July 1840, promptly met with public fury.  1   The press 
bayed for war, and there were long-lasting disorders, on the streets and at 
public gatherings, in the capital and in numerous provincial towns. King 
and prime minister both made bellicose declarations, and they did noth-
ing to dispel the tempestuous popular mood. An armaments programme 
was on the contrary begun immediately, involving large-scale troop lev-
ies and fortifi cation-building. Across the border, in hitherto indifferent 
Germany, the impression correspondingly gained fast that a revision of the 
1815 treaties was being threatened, including the loss of the Rhineland 
to France. Then, in September, an unknown jurist and writer from Bonn 
named Nikolaus Becker published a poem entitled the ‘Rheinlied’ in the 
newspaper. The ode, calling for the Rhine to remain German, was soon 
picked up by other dailies, by poets, and by political diarists. It was put 
to music and it began to be sung everywhere. It was imitated and it was 
prized. Around the patchwork of German states, nationalists of all stripes 
had suddenly risen up in unison and, in a fracas that lasted well into 1841, 
they began to clamour for Germany to fi nd the unity that was necessary to 
be able to defend itself. 

 The Eastern Crisis in its last phase did not just affect great-power 
involvement in the Holy Land: it also had a lasting impact on the national 
movements of Europe and specifi cally on German nationalism, through 
what became known as the Rhine Crisis. In addition to the ‘Rheinlied’ 
itself, this was indeed the time the famously militaristic ‘Wacht am Rhein’, 
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by Max Schneckenburger, was composed, and the future German national 
anthem, the ‘Deutschlandlied’ by August Heinrich Hoffmann von 
Fallersleben. The Rhine durably became a staple of Franco–German antag-
onism. More immediately, the popular tussle closely followed and partly 
overlapped with some of the key diplomatic moves of the Eastern Crisis. 

   FEEDING THE TIGER 
 The danger of a French revolutionary surge, and the associated threat 
to European stability, came to the fore with the great-power line-up in 
the Eastern Question and specifi cally the Convention of London. Yet it 
had already become a factor in Austro-Prussian diplomacy in the spring 
of 1840, when the powers began to consider fresh compromise offers to 
the Franco-Egyptian camp. To none of the parties was it a surprise, and 
just this sort of concern was a reason why the negotiations had dragged 
on for so long. The revolutionary risk was indeed, as the Austro-Prussians 
realised, always latent. 

 The problem lay both in the nature of the July Monarchy as a regime 
and in the contemporary resonance of French missionary nationalism with 
the Napoleonic legend, and therefore with anything Egyptian. The July 
Monarchy was a regime of the ‘juste milieu’, poised between courting and 
fending off revolution. Born both of the July Revolution of 1830 and of 
its subsequent suppression, it stood as neither reactionary nor militant. 
Louis-Philippe, ‘Roi des Français’, not ‘de France’, owed the crown to the 
people while presiding over a limited parliamentary system with a narrow 
franchise and a powerful aristocratic component. This created a need both 
to cultivate popular elements and to keep them at bay. The formation of 
the 1839 Soult government was typical: after two months of parliamen-
tary wrangling, it had suddenly been formed in reaction to an attempted 
republican uprising in Paris. And the risk of disturbance was always pres-
ent. ‘Anonymous letters keep coming from everywhere, containing terri-
ble threats’, recorded Apponyi, the Austrian ambassador, as the republican 
conspirators were being tried.  2   

 No doubt Louis-Philippe, who had had to live through 22 years of 
exile, was no friend of Napoleon. Yet both as an antidote to the republican 
threat and as expression of the regime’s populist aspirations, he was pre-
pared to lead a propaganda policy that pandered to the revolutionary and 
Napoleonic legends. When Louis-Philippe decided to fi ll the abandoned 
palace in Versailles with a gallery of paintings, he had it dedicated, in typical 
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reconciliatory fashion, ‘to all the French glories’. But while also extolling 
the glories of kings such as Louis XIV and St Louis, this inevitably left 
the lion’s share to the revolution and empire. When someone objected 
to the choice of a painting as dangerous, the king replied, ‘No, I will not 
shrink from popular passion, but I will silence it by braving it.’  3   Similarly, 
Louis-Philippe had the  Arc de Triomphe —projected by Bonaparte to com-
memorate revolutionary and imperial battles—completed at the top of the 
Champs-Elysées, and he had the bronze column crowned by a statue of 
the Emperor put up again on the Place Vendôme. 

 The erection of the Luxor obelisk on the Place de la Concorde partici-
pated of the same spirit. Acquired, on Champollion’s advice, by a special 
embassy in the last days of the Bourbons, the obelisk was only brought back 
and placed in its fi nal location by Louis-Philippe. The whole operation was 
a considerable enterprise, designed from the start to create maximum pub-
licity. A special ship had been built, the  Luxor , to bring the obelisk to Paris, 
fl at-bottomed and equipped with fi ve keels so it could navigate the Nile, 
with movable masts so it could better handle loading and pass under the 
Seine bridges. The  Luxor ’s voyage took three years, from 1831 to 1833, 
and involved multiple procedures by a specialised team of engineers and 
sailors for pulling the monolith down, moving it to and down the Nile, 
and eventually shipping it to Cherbourg and up the Seine. The obelisk 
waited a further three years in Paris while a lively debate was conducted as 
to where to put it.  4   Wooden obelisks were built to gauge the effect in front 
of the Invalides and on the Place de la Concorde, and the matter was even 
discussed in parliament.  5   The fi nal ceremony, performed on 25 October 
1836, was a huge event: according to Claude-Philibert Rambuteau,  préfet  
of the Seine, it was attended by a 900,000-strong crowd (Fig.  7.1 ).  6   Louis-
Philippe watched from a balcony overlooking the square before distribut-
ing  légion d’honneur  awards to key participants.

   Just as signifi cant was the obelisk’s fi nal location, which the king person-
ally selected.  7   The spot where the monument still stands is, thereabouts, 
where Louis XVI was beheaded in January 1793. The site was also where 
the king reviewed that core revolutionary institution, the national guard. 
‘The king mounted his horse in the Tuileries courtyard […] then sat with 
his general staff at the foot of the obelisk, facing the swing bridge, and the 
citizen army marched past him.’  8   The effect was even noted by the chroni-
cler and wit the Duchesse de Dino: ‘The setting sun bathed in a golden 
light the top of the Obelisk and of the Arc de Triomphe, and was refl ected 
in the troops’ breastplates and arms. It was, I was told, wholly magical.’  9   
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The decision to return the name of ‘Concorde’ to the square (from ‘Place 
Louis XVI’) and to put up in its centre what was widely perceived as a 
memento of the revolutionary epic was typical of the July Monarchy: it 
spoke of reconciliation with a nod to the revolution’s domestically less 
contentious moments. It also showed how the monarchy was prepared 
to use Egyptian symbolism and Franco–Egyptian friendship to bolster its 
legitimacy and popularity at home. 

 Louis-Philippe called on such people as the ex-Napoleonic marshal 
Soult to head his governments. In the hope of fending off actual mutiny, 
he cultivated revolutionary imagery and pandered to the revolutionary 
memory. Support for Mehemet Ali, the man so widely identifi ed with 
Napoleon, participated of the same policy, and it risked being pursued to 
the point of recklessness. It was the appointment of Thiers as premier and 
foreign minister, however, that jolted the Austrians into appeasement of 
the revolutionary monarchy in the Eastern Crisis. 

 Thiers’s biography under the Restoration is worthy of a Balzac novel: 
a successful writer, then newspaper editor, MP, and junior minister, he 

  Fig. 7.1    Erecting the obelisk (‘Erection de l’Obélisque de Louqsor sur la place de 
la Concorde à Paris. 25 Octobre 1836’, print. Image copyright:  ©   ACTIVE 
MUSEUM     / Alamy Stock Photo). Note the throng in the foreground       
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had married into a stock-broking fortune before rising to the prime 
 ministership. Having started out as a journalist, he was well acquainted 
with the power of the press. (The July Monarchy itself owed its existence 
to a Paris press rebellion, against the Bourbon July ordinances of 1830.) 
Thiers had moreover penned a history of the French Revolution, would 
go on to write a sequel covering the consulate and empire, and was a pro-
fessed admirer of Bonaparte. A social climber who owed his position to an 
ability to compose with the left, he can only have been conscious of the 
need to cultivate popular feeling. 

 Indeed, Thiers had barely arrived when his government took the initia-
tive for what was conceivably the grandest of the July Monarchy’s pro-
paganda operations in the same vein: the return of Napoleon’s ashes to 
France. According to Rémusat, who introduced the scheme in parliament 
on 12 May 1840, ‘The popularity of this act of the ministry was equal to 
that of the man I had been right to call a  popular hero .’  10   The announcement 
met with wild acclamations, it was followed by a prolonged interruption, 
and the vote was 280 in favour to 65 against.  11   The parliamentary com-
mission proposed doubling the one-million franc budget and, when this 
was turned down, the press opened a public subscription to supplement it. 
The ceremony itself was scheduled for December. Meanwhile, there was 
good reason to expect French diplomacy in the Eastern Question, already 
diffi cult to sway under Soult, to become dangerously obdurate. 

 Aptly, Thiers and the cabinet that took its name from its date of forma-
tion had been assembled on 1 March: in the French language, the month 
of the god of war. ‘What has happened in France […] is a revolution within 
the revolution’, Metternich hurried to write to Berlin and St Petersburg.  12   
Already the Austrian chancellor had been concerned about French diplo-
matic stubbornness, France’s domestic politics, and radical agitation in a 
country described as ‘subject to an immense moral disorder’.  13   Metternich 
had written to Apponyi to comment at the fall of the Soult government, 
copying his ambassador in Berlin, Joseph von Trautmannsdorff, with the 
observation that ‘France, as it would be pointless to ignore, has in the last 
few years taken very defi nite steps in the direction of evil.’  14   The same jit-
teriness would pervade the Austrian correspondence throughout the year. 
On 20 August, for example, Metternich would agonise to Apponyi that 
‘France’s ill is the Revolution, and it is only because Thiers represents it 
that he is strong.’  15   Later in the same month, the chancellor sent a circular 
to the Austrian imperial missions in Germany and Italy to guide responses 
on the Convention of London and soothe apprehensions. The missive, 
exhibiting more nervousness than composure, warned that ‘What must be 
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feared is that infernal spirits having been invoked, they will be diffi cult to 
conjure away, and that they will cause a political question to degenerate 
into revolutionary propaganda.’  16   

 There had been minor early skirmishes in the German press. In January 
1840, the  Kölnische Zeitung  thus ran a set of letters entitled ‘The Rhine 
frontier, Letter of a Prussian Rhinelander to Mr Mauguin’, ostensibly in 
response to a speech by the left-leaning member of parliament François 
Mauguin. The German public could be touchy: Mauguin had scarcely 
said anything noteworthy in parliament, though he had failed to fi nd 
kind words for Prussia.  17   The  Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung  had like-
wise extrapolated from a Lamartine speech belonging to the 1839 French 
navy debates, ‘According to Lamartine there only remains for the West, 
meaning basically France, to let Russia advance and devour Turkey, with 
the condition that France should make up for Russia’s expansion with 
its own territorial increase. What increase? The Rhine frontier, naturally: 
that much was clear from Lamartine’s speech even if he did not dare spell 
it out.’  18   Such reactions tended to be defensive, but there was no tell-
ing exactly what direction a German outburst might take, or what wider 
European impact it might have. 

 Historians rightly argue that the Rhine Crisis not only gave a fresh 
impulse to German nationalism, but that it also strengthened the 
Conservative strand within it and ended up playing into the hands of the 
German powers, especially Prussia.  19   In this sense, it was a French own 
goal. Yet fi rst, what was good for Prussia was not necessarily to Austria’s 
benefi t—on the contrary. Second, this is to take a long-term view, and 
there was beforehand much uncertainty as to what might happen in 
Germany itself should the French begin calling for a revolutionary war. 
Mauguin had not actually asked for the Rhineland. Combined with an 
explicit renunciation of the disputed territory, French propaganda might 
have turned out far more harmful to the German courts. Third and cru-
cially, there were broader European risks. The July Revolution itself had 
sparked, in 1830, another revolution in Belgium, in turn creating a diplo-
matic standoff that had taken a decade to resolve, and it had given rise to a 
Polish revolt, to a wave of Liberal agitation in several German states leading 
to the establishment in the following three years of constitutional regimes 
in Hanover, Brunswick, Hesse-Cassel, and Saxony, and to Liberal upris-
ings in the Italian duchies and the papal states. The risks associated with 
French instability were actually twofold: they included possible demands 
for territorial changes in Europe—whether in France’s own favour or on 
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behalf of friendly nationalities such as the Poles or the Italians—and the 
risk of revolution in France itself, with the unpredictable consequences 
that so often attended it. 

 With the arrival of the Thiers ministry, Metternich began to fret both 
about the internal French situation, which he judged ‘eminently dangerous’, 
and the stalled Eastern Question, as evidenced by his multiple exhortations 
to envoys in Paris, London, St Petersburg, and Berlin.  20   ‘Will Mr Thiers be 
able to resist infl uences which he will fi nd all the more diffi cult to moder-
ate that he has in large part contributed to creating them himself?’ he rhe-
torically asked Apponyi shortly after the new premier’s appointment.  21   On 
another occasion, the chancellor summarised his views as follows: 

 I foresee two types of dangers: one relates to the care the new premier will 
take to reinforce his position abroad with the cooperation of the Liberal fac-
tion; the other to the efforts he will be making to colour his ministry with 
an activity that is not in France’s real interest, but that is quite inconvenient 
for Europe’s political repose.  22   

 As regarded the crisis, these letters, crucially, were interlaced with a set 
of proposals originating in April–May 1840 for major compromise offers 
in the Eastern Question, some made through Palmerston and some behind 
his back, and some of which amounted to an almost complete climbdown. 
The key to these proposals was thus a set of two long letters, both dated 
25 April, to Philipp von Neumann, Austria’s plenipotentiary in London. 
These were also copied to Trautmannsdorff and Apponyi in Berlin and 
Paris, and a detailed memorandum was attached purporting to recapitulate 
the Eastern Question in all its elements.  23   After taking stock of the situ-
ation, the materials expressed the fear that the situation might lead to a 
war ‘so grave in its essence, and serious in its possible consequences’ that 
it was preferable to pursue the path of compromise ‘ as far as reason may 
permit ’. Fear of France was never quite spelt out, but it fl owed from the 
analysis and from the point identifi ed as the main stumbling block, namely 
that whilst coercion would be easy with the participation of all fi ve pow-
ers, it was judged unfeasible with only four, or feasible but certain to draw 
a French response as soon as Alexandria was attacked. Metternich did not 
think highly of Mehemet Ali’s own capacity for resistance. The problem 
was France, as the memorandum concluded: ‘Material action by the four 
Powers to the exclusion of France thus contains a war principle, since their 
operation’s very success would become the cause of certain war. Yet this 
is what the Powers have so far taken utmost care to avoid.’  24   The second 
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 letter correspondingly contained more practical recommendations as to 
what might be contemplated in order to avoid so awful a prospect. This 
again went through lengthy considerations before delving into territorial 
matters, proposing eventually that Mehemet Ali be given, fi rst, heredity in 
Egypt plus Arabia ‘within the limits within which Arabia has for centuries—
more or less nominally—formed part of the Ottoman domain’, and second, 
‘government for life of the fi ve pashaliks of which Syria is composed, with 
the personal investiture of the descendants whom Mehemet Ali would des-
ignate’.  25   This, then, amounted to acceding to the full French demands on 
Egypt’s behalf, hereditary Egypt and Syria, and adding in the Hejaz for 
good measure. Metternich, of course, was not about to offer this directly 
to the French: Apponyi was copied for information, and the letter was fore-
most for Neumann’s benefi t. Yet it was a blank cheque to Neumann. 

 Neumann proceeded to discuss a compromise offer to the French with 
Palmerston, who by then was already angling for a four-power treaty. 
Palmerston gave in partially, proposing, in May 1840, to add Acre and 
its militarily important fortress to his older offer of hereditary Egypt plus 
south Syria for life. This was submitted to Guizot, then still ambassador in 
London, and a response was awaited from the French side.  26   This much 
is detailed in existing diplomatic accounts, and so are in outline at least 
the near-contemporaneous backdoor negotiations that ensued via a new 
Turkish ambassador, Chekib Pasha, who arrived in London late May or 
early June.  27   For in parallel to these offi cial dealings and as the French 
failed to respond, indeed, Neumann and his Prussian colleague Bülow 
attempted to capitalise more discreetly on the arrival of this new Turkish 
envoy. According to Neumann, Chekib was impatient over the London 
proceedings and keen to pursue an arrangement more likely to conciliate 
France while maintaining essential interests such as the recovery of Adana, 
Candia, and the fl eet—but implicitly letting go of Syria, though this was 
not stated outright.  28   There followed a series of meetings at which both 
Palmerston and Brünnow tried to change Chekib’s mind. The Turkish 
envoy nevertheless proceeded to approach Guizot with these terms, in 
mid-June.  29   (Neumann’s report to Vienna on the subject was sent in code, 
suggesting this was not for Palmerston’s perusal.) Meanwhile, stressing 
that this was not just a Turkish, but in equal measure at least an Austro- 
Prussian initiative, Neumann continued to argue for ceding the whole of 
Syria in meetings with Brünnow, Bülow, and Palmerston.  30   When they 
refused, he went to Guizot himself with the offer, evidently without 
informing them.  31   The Austrian negotiator even went above Palmerston’s 
head and approached Melbourne, this also at his chancellor’s suggestion.  32   
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 The exact sequence of the fi nal (verbal) exchanges having taken place 
between mid-June, when Chekib and Neumann were making their pro-
posals, and mid-July, when the four-power plenipotentiaries agreed to 
proceed to a separate treaty, cannot be drawn with complete clarity from 
the correspondence. The French seem to have made the fateful mistake of 
waiting for Mehemet Ali’s reaction and, after playing for time in respond-
ing to Palmerston’s proposal, to turn it down without having agreed any-
thing on the basis of the more advantageous, back-channel offers.  33   In any 
case, Metternich changed his mind at the end of June, ostensibly out of 
anger that the Pasha himself was being consulted, but possibly at the fi rst 
news of the Syrian revolt.  34   Perhaps he had simply run out of patience, 
or come to the conclusion that, if the Pasha was only being emboldened, 
compromise offers were becoming counter-productive. Most notable, 
nevertheless, was how far he had been prepared to go, and how these 
offers arose as interlinked with the fear of antagonising France and con-
cern over French revolutionary instability and propaganda. Metternich’s 
strident warnings about the dangers of a Thiers cabinet did more than 
frame the sudden production of a compromise offer—indeed a surren-
der offer, judging from its maximum permitted terms—they were tied 
to it.  35   The Austro-Prussian proposals to France of the spring of 1840, a 
milestone in the diplomatic plot, were prompted by ideological concerns, 
namely the urge to thwart revolutionary impulses and to avoid rocking the 
Restoration order. 

 The Prussian participation in these dealings, fi nally, is also well attested, 
though Prussian diplomacy took a backseat to the Austrian, in part due 
to the temporary vacuum created by the death of Frederick William III 
in June. Metternich kept his Prussian counterparts closely informed, and 
Guizot described the May–June soundings as coming from both Bülow 
and Neumann. The correspondence between Bülow, Helmut von Maltzan 
in Vienna, and the Prussian foreign minister Werther furthermore con-
fi rms that Bülow was involved in various conciliatory soundings in May 
and June.  36   That they were all working on the basis of Metternich’s mag-
isterial analysis, or instructions, from 25 April is also clear:

  The negotiations in London are making no progress. We had hoped that the 
instructions of Prince Metternich addressed on 25 April to Baron Neumann 
and the clear and strongly reasoned overview that was attached to it would 
make a salutary impression on Lord Palmerston, and that he would at last 
enter frankly into the views of the Austrian cabinet. But to our lively regret, 
we fi nd the foreign secretary returning to the error of his old ways.  37   
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 In October, the situation would repeat itself, and fresh, last-minute 
approaches would be made to the French, this time with the Prussians 
in the driving seat. By then, though, the French revolutionary furore had 
had occasion to break out in the open.  

   UNMUZZLING THE TIGER 
 When Louis-Philippe learnt of the signature of the Convention of London, 
he apparently burst into such a rage that the queen had to shut the door 
into the adjoining gallery to cover the noise. His resentment seems to have 
been particularly hard at the Austrians and Prussians, and when he saw their 
ambassadors, he let fl y at them: ‘You want war: you will have it, and if neces-
sary, I will unmuzzle the tiger. It knows me, and I know how to play with 
it. We shall see if it respects you as it respects me.’  38   

 The revolutionary tiger scarcely needed to wait for Louis-Philippe to let 
it out of the cage. The French newspapers instantly began calling for a war 
of retribution, supported by a fl urry of angry pamphlets. Lasting well into 
1840, there were public demonstrations and disorders in Paris and several 
of the provincial towns, including such backwaters as Caen and Corbeil. 
‘In every mouth […] there is but one thought, one word, and that is, 
immediate destruction to the Ministry, the power, the government, which 
will suffer to be accomplished amidst the ruins of the smoking Syrian 
towns this grand drama of the fall of Mehemet Ali, or rather of civilization 
itself!’ wrote the  Journal de Rouen  in support of one such instance in its 
own town.  39   The  Marseillaise  was sung everywhere in theatres and public 
places—and it was not, at the time, the national anthem, but a militant rev-
olutionary song calling for the blood of foreign soldiers to fertilise France’s 
furrows. The government indeed quickly moved to put the country on a 
war footing. In July already, it called up reserves in the form of the 1837–9 
army classes which, together with the 1840 class, brought army strength 
up to 480,000. An extra budget of FRF8 million was approved for the 
navy, and plans were unearthed to fortify Paris, the aim being to remedy 
what had been perceived as a key weakness at the end of the Napoleonic 
wars. In October, Thiers would propose measures to bring forward the 
class of 1841 as well, which would have brought in another 150,000 men, 
and for converting the National Guard into a military force. 

 Historians sometimes attribute the Rhine Crisis to calls for compensation 
from the French.  40   This is to take a signifi cant shortcut. The French chancel-
lery never made any demands for compensation, in the Rhineland or else-
where, if only because that would have involved dropping the  all- important 
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Pasha. Cochelet himself, from Egypt, asked for revolutionary agitation to be 
used to save Mehemet Ali, helpfully suggesting that, as consul in various posts, 

 I have been in contact with all classes of people in Italy, in Germany, in 
Russia. If you only knew, Monsieur le Ministre, how our ideas ferment in all 
these countries, and how much a different state of things is desired. Russia 
itself is ringed with peoples who are only waiting for the moment to rebel. 
[…] These dispositions must be nurtured.  41   

 Other interpretations are that the violent French reaction was prompted 
by isolation, and the perception that the Convention of London was but 
a repeat of the 1815 peace settlement.  42   While such resentments no doubt 
played a role, both positions ignore the ideological dimension involved 
and the salient point that, in the public French discourse, agitation, war 
in Europe always remained an extension of the confrontation taking place 
in the main theatre that was the Orient. Mehemet Ali and his regime had 
been vested with certain ideological stakes: defending these in Europe only 
fi tted France’s international mission, within or outside European borders. 

 Among the Paris press, including ordinarily lukewarm newspapers, 
the outcry, tapping into France’s revolutionary vocation, anticipated the 
war measures.  Le Temps ’s diatribe has already been quoted elsewhere: 
‘[Europe] may try to play the terrible game of war with us, we shall play 
with it the formidable game of revolutions.’  43   For  Le National , ‘You must 
help Italy, the Rhenish states, entire Germany, and up to Poland to shake 
off their chains. […] It seems we are on the verge of war; and this news, 
taking slumbering interests by surprise, has found opinion ardent.’  44   
Revolutionary war tied jointly into friendship with Mehemet Ali and 
France’s mission to come to the aid of struggling nations. The  Journal des 
Débats , after opining that ‘the government is arming; it is right to do so’, 
delved in the same editorial into past support for the Greeks and France’s 
unwavering and impartial aim to foster ‘the development of all vital forces 
among governments and of all the resources of their peoples’. It added, 
‘we ask for the Pasha what victory has given him, and it is not France 
that pushed Sultan Mahmud to declare war so imprudently to a vassal 
whose genius and power remain the last and the most solid prompts to 
the Ottoman Empire’.  45   Bellicose feelings were widely shared and widely 
proclaimed. The  Breton , based in Nantes, would later announce that it 
expected ‘with impatience the signal to fi ght’; the  Courrier de Lyon  would 
ask that France conserve ‘the infl uence we have over the world’s destinies, 
by assisting the Pasha in his courageous resolution’; and the  Courrier de 
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Rouen  judged darkly that ‘war, immediate war is the only means of con-
serving our honour’.  46   And as the landings began in Syria, the editors of 
 Le Siècle  cried out, ‘The canon shooting at Beirut will ring to the extremi-
ties of Europe and the world. Not one Frenchman worthy of the name has 
failed to feel the blow in the bottom of his heart.’  47   

 Whether from calculation or conviction and likely from a combina-
tion of both, Thiers and Louis-Philippe played the card, in the Eastern 
Question, of a populist foreign policy. Yet playing up to nationalism in 
the international arena meant, in the Romantic age, meeting specifi c ide-
als. If the July Monarchy was to be ‘the sole and legitimate heir to all 
the proud memories of which France boasts’, it had to live up to French 
nationalistic conceptions.  48   Philippe Darriulat, in his portrait of the French 
left, emphasises both the Liberal nature of patriotism and the missionary 
zeal that characterised it in this period. Being a patriot meant support-
ing neighbouring nationalisms, whether in its Belgian, Polish, Italian, or 
even German manifestations. France was the revolutionary leader fi ghting, 
shoulder to shoulder with the oppressed, the reactionary monarchies of 
Metternich and the Tsar.  49   And this went beyond the political left. It was 
a feature of Romantic nationalism that it considered history a key com-
ponent of national identity.  50   History in the Romantic period typically 
harked back to the nation’s glorious times and, in northern Europe, this 
often meant the Middle Ages. But the French nation’s glorious times were 
the revolution and empire: because it harked back to these overwhelm-
ingly, French Romantic nationalism was fundamentally Liberal in inspira-
tion, revolving around France’s role as leader among sibling nations. 

 Thus the writer and MP Louis de Carné on Italy and Germany, in 
 La Revue des Deux Mondes : ‘It was reserved to France to prepare these 
peoples for liberty by awakening among them the notions of indepen-
dence and national unity.’  51   For Edgar Quinet, the essayist and historian, 
France’s main moving force internationally was its Liberal leadership (‘This 
motive is the civilizing instinct, a general urge for initiative in furthering 
modern society’s progress’).  52   When parliamentarians proclaimed that 
‘France’s position is great and disinterested’ or pamphleteers that France 
‘is just and has no ambitions’, this was not completely disingenuous.  53   For 
the republican militant Victor Considerant, 

 No! No Nation can be compared to the French Nation for its sociabil-
ity, its cosmopolitanism, its political generosity, its liberality towards fellow 
Peoples, for its ability to connect with them, and for this need for Justice and 
Humanity that presses it to rush to the assistance of the weak, the oppressed, 
of any Nation struggling for its Nationality, for its Liberty!  54   
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 The same ideals continued to be conveyed, as the war scare rumbled 
on, in the press and pamphlet campaign.  Le National  described France as 
‘the hope of all those who suffer, the protection of all oppressed peoples’; 
it was ‘united by the sacred ties of fraternal humanity with the peoples of 
Europe’.  55   For  Le Siècle , 

 If she can deliver Poland, she will; if she can free Italy, she will do so as 
well; if a spontaneous movement arises among the fragmented states of 
Germany to fi nd surer guarantees of independence than the puny laws of the 
German Confederation, she will offer her support, without ever an attempt 
to infringe upon their sovereign rights.  56   

 In the call to arms that was a tract by Jean-François Destigny,

  Let us cry out for Poland’s deliverance 
 Our call will cross the Balkan summits 
 Let us stir without delay sleeping volcanoes 
 We are free of the allied tyrants’ pact 
 Let us kindle Spain ablaze, and Italy 
 Galvanise Europe […]  57   

   For another pamphleteer, furthermore, ‘The world stretches its arms out 
to us, and we demand its independence: frustrate no longer its legitimate 
hopes! The Rhine confederation, Hanover, Poland, Lithuania, Hungary, 
Portugal, Sicily, the Walachian and Moldavian provinces will be our auxil-
iaries. Circassia, Egypt, Persia, Arabia, entire India, China are the natural 
enemies of oppressive England!’  58   National solidarity indeed needed not 
to be limited to Europe. Quinet’s pamphlet ‘1815 et 1840’ is sometimes 
invoked to tie the post-15 July furore to recollections of the encirclement 
of 1815.  59   But in the same tract, Quinet argues France must be strong in 
the Orient to protect its budding liberties, just as it should do in Europe: 
‘Let France proclaim herself the protector, not of a plot of land, but of the 
continent’s nascent liberties [Asia, where Egypt was often placed].’  60   

 Indeed, thanks to Mehemet Ali, Egypt now found its own place as an 
astral body in formation in the French planetary system of nations. The 
Pasha’s French-inspired reforms were identifi ed, among his friends and pro-
pagandists, with an Egyptian or Arab national impulse. Thus for Mengin, 
‘Mehemet Ali identifi ed with the Egyptians, and would give the nation 
 institutions that would strengthen it anew and commit it to its new des-
tinies.’  61   For Jomard, ‘the dominant nation in Egypt is awakening from 
apathy’.  62   Labat expressed the aspiration that ‘Under France’s protection, 
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the land of the Pharaohs will regain its ancient rank among nations, as will 
do sooner or later Greece, which our arms have returned to freedom.’  63   
And for Marmont, one of the Pasha’s achievements was to have contributed 
to ‘the development of a moral order among the Arab population, which 
feels a propensity to become a nation’.  64   In the press, likewise, the  Courrier 
Français  called Mehemet Ali’s conquests ‘the new Arab empire’, and in par-
liament Carné argued that ‘The power of the Egyptian movement is pre-
cisely in the idea of nationality that has arisen there as in Greece.’  65   

 Admittedly, there were doubts among some of Mehemet Ali’s partisans, 
and confusion as to, fi rst, whether one was speaking of Arab or Muslim 
nationalism, and second, how the Pasha, who was of Turkish culture, 
could be leading an Arab revival.  Le Siècle  thus glossed somewhat crypti-
cally upon ‘the often ingenious and plausible arguments Mr de Carné has 
deployed in favour of the Arab nationality and Egyptian power’, to go on 
nevertheless to defend Egyptian independence.  66   The literary critic Saint- 
Marc Girardin generally praised Mehemet Ali, but he disagreed with Clot- 
Bey that the Pasha was a champion of Arab nationalism: ‘Who to believe 
now? Mr Clot-Bey in his favourite idea of an Arab empire, has against me 
Napoleon. I have on my side Mehemet Ali.’  67   

 Yet Clot-Bey’s invocation of Napoleon was once again signifi cant. 
According to him, Napoleon had prophesised in his memoirs that ‘The 
provinces of the Ottoman Empire that speak Arabic wished for a great 
change, and expected a new man.’  68   The Mehemet Ali–Bonaparte paral-
lel was fundamental. Nationalism on the Nile could only be nascent. Its 
exegesis stressed the role of the army and of Mehemet Ali’s victories in 
creating a national nucleus. Thus as Cadalvène wrote, ‘No strong sym-
pathies for the Egyptian Arabs should be attributed to Mehemet Ali […] 
but in attaching them to himself, he has changed a race into a people.’  69   
For Lucien Davésiès, similarly, ‘By associating the Arabs to his victories, he 
prepares the rehabilitation of their race.’  70   But this also had a Napoleonic 
underpinning, for since in the Expedition’s mythology the French had 
gone to Egypt to liberate the Egyptians (cf. Fig.  7.2 ), Mehemet Ali’s lead-
ership, echoing and perpetuating the Expedition, must be fulfi lling the 
same goal. As a stanza in Le Prévost d’Iray’s jingoistic  Ode  read,

  Fear contrary fortunes no more 
 Unhappy inhabitant of the Nile 
 Towards you a brotherly people 
 Arrives as a generous host 
 Coming to defend your cause.  71    
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  It was France’s mission to defend the freedom of the Egyptians as a ‘broth-
erly people’, in a perfect echo of feelings towards, say, Poland. In another 
example, Cadalvène concluded his book on the Syrian war with a fl ourish 
linking the Expedition and Mehemet Ali, including, ‘Under the fl ag of the 
Republic was born the liberty of a slave people [the Egyptians].’  72   

 In almost Hegelian fashion, neither Mehemet Ali nor Napoleon needed 
themselves to be democrats in order to be the bearers of history’s onward 
Liberal march. Laurent’s history explained that even if Napoleon had 
crowned himself a monarch, ‘He was nevertheless the most powerful of 
democrats, the greatest innovator, the propagandist the most dangerous 
to old Europe.’  73   Similarly, for Davésiès: ‘Mehemet Ali determined prog-
ress in Egypt as Napoleon had done in Europe, through despotism.’  74   
And for Planat: ‘Holding the reins of despotic power, [Mehemet Ali] con-
sented to enlighten his subjects, and he sought to make them worthy to 
be counted among the nations.’  75   

  Fig. 7.2     Napoléon aux Pyramides  by Antoine-Jean Gros. (painting posthu-
mously presented at the 1836 Salon and bought by the king for Versailles: 
 Explication des ouvrages de peinture, sculpture, architecture et gravure des artistes 
vivants exposés au musée royal le 1   er    Mars 1836  (Paris, 1836), p. 100. Image copy-
right:  ©  Heritage Image Partnership Ltd / Alamy Stock Photo) Right foreground: 
the Egyptians welcome their liberator       
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 To be a challenger of the  ancien régime  order was in itself to be a nation-
alist. As the Greeks had done before him, Mehemet Ali challenged the 
status quo, the  ancien régime  characterised in the Orient by the Ottoman 
Empire. By dint of his being an Oriental Bonaparte and a reformer, he 
had earned for Egypt a place in the pantheon of awakening nations which 
it was France’s self-appointed role to promote. The Pasha, as well as a 
good pupil of the Expedition, was a revolutionary, a bearer of the French 
ideological standard.

  Ibrahim, Ibrahim! O novel phenomenon 
 You tear through the veil of time’s obscurity 
 The future of our times in your sword resides 
 And all nations yearn for your aegis 

   Against the whole world when we must fi ght 
 To save friendly peoples 
 No doubt standing in our ranks will you be called to face 
 Our common enemies.  76   

 J.B.  Flandin, another 1840 pamphleteer, advocated ceding Algeria to 
Mehemet Ali in exchange for Crete, of greater naval value, and concluding 
an offensive–defensive alliance with Egypt.  77   For the periodical  L’Orient 
Européen , ‘France must intervene effectively, which means as a friend and 
not a conqueror, recognising national rights wherever they arise, as she has 
recognised them in Egypt.’  78   Rémusat elaborated on ‘our general policy 
[…] to support new powers friendly to progress, and Muslim power in the 
Orient through the addition, if not the substitution, of the Arab nationality 
to the Turkish.’  79   Even Guizot discerned emerging sovereignties behind 
the parcellation of the Ottoman Empire: ‘What I say of Greece, I shall 
also say of Egypt.’  80   If the Pasha’s bid for an independent Egypt was the 
expression of a national movement, it was France’s vocation to support it. 

 That backing for Mehemet Ali was grounded in France’s Liberal 
vocation is confi rmed by the stance of the legitimist and anti-Liberal  
La Quotidienne . The newspaper, consistently friendlier to the Turks 
than to the Pasha, reported at length on the Syrian insurrection, ridicul-
ing stories that they were the fruit of British plots and taking the side 
of the Syrian rebels.  81   More generally, the legitimist broadsheet mocked, 
in favour of hard bargaining, a foreign policy grounded in ideology. 
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It  dismissed as puerile the notion that Nezib had established any rights 
for the Pasha, called for a return to the 27 July 1839 concert, and simply 
labelled Mehemet Ali, ‘the dictator’.  82   As defeat loomed, the Pasha would 
become ‘this poor potentate’, and while the Liberal press was busy calling 
for a revolutionary war,  La Quotidienne  made it clear it did not believe 
France had the support of any of the European nationalities, professing 
incredulity at revolutionary ‘propaganda’.  83   

 Yet the ideological nature of French support for the Pasha was best 
borne, lastly, by the crisis’s course in the last months of 1840. On 20 
October, the March government fell, effectively dismissed by Louis- 
Philippe, and Thiers was replaced at the foreign ministry by Guizot, who 
then returned from London. The Liberal Thiers now found himself in 
opposition to the Conservative,  doctrinaire  Guizot. The parliamentary 
session for 1841 was called ahead of time, to begin on 23 November. As 
soon as its text was submitted, the address caused a storm. The parlia-
mentary discussions themselves were extremely heated, lasting into early 
December, focusing well-nigh exclusively on the Eastern Crisis, and cul-
minating in an epic Thiers–Guizot verbal joust. 

 The Sultan had meanwhile pronounced the deposition of Mehemet 
Ali on 14 September. One of the debate’s key exhibits was Thiers’s quite 
public 8 October Note, sent to London in his cabinet’s last days and 
worded much in the style of an ultimatum: ‘Prepared to take part in any 
acceptable arrangement based on the double guarantee of the Sultan’s 
and the Pasha’s existence, France cannot consent to the execution of the 
deposition pronounced in Constantinople.’  84   It was open to interpretation 
whether the Note laid down a genuine  casus belli , the French embassy 
having received assurances in London against the Pasha’s deposition, and 
the Note’s very meaning became an object of argument. Thus according 
to the Conservative  Journal des Débats , ‘It is the 8 October Note that 
has untangled the Eastern Question by making peace.’  85   The centre-left 
 Le  Siècle  opined, on the contrary, ‘What is the object of this note? To 
protest against the Sultan’s decree and place Mehemet Ali’s position as 
Egyptian Viceroy under French guarantee.’  86   

 Yet beyond the comedic aspects of blame and counter-blame, what 
was signifi cant was the political alignment that promptly established itself: 
the Liberal centre and left now became established as the Pasha’s defend-
ers, the Conservatives as his betrayers. This is not to dismiss the roles of 
wounded pride, republican Anglophobia, or hatred of Russia behind the 
hysteria of 1840. But the hysteria could only go as far as it did because its 
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ultimate moving force was ideological. Louis-Philippe and Guizot refused 
to guarantee the Pasha, therefore they were traitors to France itself. There 
was no good reason for the factions to split along these lines in the recrim-
inations game: Soult and Guizot had been frontline defenders of the Pasha 
in 1839 and up to October 1840. Rather, Liberal opinion had from the 
start espoused the Pasha’s cause, rooted in the memory of Revolution 
and Empire. Moderates and  doctrinaires , up to this point caught up in 
the general approval of Mehemet Ali, now balked at the possibility of war 
itself. To true believers, they were deserters. 

 The public reception of the address was calamitous, the mass of the 
left and Liberal newspapers pitting themselves against the moderate  La 
Presse  and  Journal des Débats .  Le Constitutionnel  spoke of ‘the patriotic 
indignation which the proposed text has attracted’.  87    Le National  wrote, 
‘It has caused the centre parties to blush, the centre left and left to boo 
it’.  88   According to  Le Siècle , ‘a heartfelt cry of indignation rang from the 
benches of the left and centre left’.  89   In parliament, discussions were just 
as tempestuous (the record observing ‘movement on the left’, ‘session 
interrupted for several minutes’, etc.).  90   Davésiès had dashingly condensed 
Mehemet Ali’s credentials: ‘Revolutionary, he withdrew his country from 
the Porte’s authority. […] Conqueror, he invaded Arabia, Nubia. […] 
Founder, he has resurrected the Arab nationality.’  91   The same equation 
obtained in parliament. The left stood by Mehemet Ali, often using the 
8 October Note as a wedge to denounce Guizot and to demand fi rmer 
commitments in favour of the Pasha. Barrot mourned the French revo-
lutionary momentum only to continue to defend the Pasha’s rights: ‘I 
believed for a moment in our recovered energy, greatness, and dignity in 
facing Europe [thanks to] that part of the population that was the most 
devoted to the July revolution. […] New rights have been established in 
the Orient; they are under French safeguard.’  92   The republican Garnier-
Pagès thundered, ‘We are threatened with an anti-revolutionary war. We 
shall make a revolutionary war.’  93   And even the moderate Tocqueville saw 
how high the stakes went, confessing that war was, for him, an option: 
‘Why is nothing said of this other fait accompli [the 8 October Note] that 
is honourable, that protects its honour? […] There is one extremity which 
we must avoid, even by war: to abandon now and for ever the hope of play-
ing whatever role in the Eastern Question. (Acclamations on the left.)’  94   

 On 15 October, a gunshot was fi red at the king’s carriage as it was roll-
ing along the Quai des Tuileries. The would-be assassin, Marius Darmès, 
was not the fi rst to make an attempt on Louis-Philippe’s life. But this was 
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the fi rst time foreign policy was invoked as the reason. Rémusat, who 
led the investigation as interior minister, would report that ‘When ques-
tioned over his motives, he muttered something containing the name 
“Beirut”.’  95   Louis-Philippe had avoided war, but he would never dare 
review the National Guard again. Guizot was now in charge of govern-
ment, wedded to a Conservative policy. In the deepest irony, the return of 
the Napoleonic ashes ceremony, performed in December, now became a 
dangerous moment. Victor Hugo describes in his journal how the crowds, 
in sub-zero temperatures, fl ocked to watch the ceremonial chariot grind, 
past giant plaster-casts of victories, towards the Invalides. A chasm had 
opened between the people’s devotion and the disrespect, bordering on 
cynicism, of the monarchical elites.  96   The crown prince, Joinville, only 
returned to Paris in December, having gone to fetch the ashes back from 
St Helena. Because he had been away for the last few months, he found 
the mood puzzling:

  As the ashes made their triumphal entry down the Champs-Elysées, between 
two rows of soldiers and national guards holding off an immense crowd, 
in-between diverse acclamations I often discerned the cry of: ‘ Down with 
the traitors! ’ which at fi rst I did not comprehend. It was coming from so far 
away! But it was explained to me that the cry was aimed at my father and his 
ministers, guilty of having refused to launch France into a general war on 
behalf of Oriental affairs.  97   

 Support for the Pasha was rooted in France’s Liberal international mis-
sion. Liberating, through war, the oppressed nationalities of Europe was 
merely to do on the home continent what France was already doing in the 
Orient through Mehemet Ali. The revolutionary war threats that arose 
from July 1840 did not, in the French view, so much move the confl ict’s 
locus from the Middle East to Europe as extend it to a worldwide scene, 
as the importance of the Eastern Question was felt to warrant. 

 As to the Rhineland, war ultimately implied border changes for the 
related reason that it meant the abolition of the 1815 order. But this 
need only happen as an expression of recognition and adhesion from the 
liberated peoples themselves. Here also, ideological considerations pre-
vailed over the details of this or that territory’s allocation. As Considerant 
summed up the public feeling, ‘France would soon recover, if she wanted, 
and with the consent of Austria and Prussia, the borders of the Alps 
and the Rhine: but what would matter anyway that Savoy, the Rhine 
Provinces, Belgium be called France, when these countries were open and 
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devoted to France just as France would be open and devoted to them?’  98   
The Rhineland was not a demand or even a prize to be won for liberating 
Europe. Its reunion to France was simply a part of how the chips would 
fall in the new revolutionary order and, if things so happened, the natural 
result of the Rhinelanders’ own Liberal yearnings. Across the same river, 
unsurprisingly, things were not necessarily seen in the same light.  

   FACING THE TIGER 

   They shall not have it, 
 Our free German Rhine, 
 Though like greedy crows 
 They hoarsely cry for it […] 

   They shall not have it, 
 Our free German Rhine, 
 Until its fl ood has buried 
 The limbs of our last man!  99   

 So ran the fi rst and last stanzas of the ‘Rheinlied’, the poem by Nikolaus 
Becker which inaugurated the Rhine Crisis. It is worth, from the out-
set, noting the obvious: that the poem does not claim for Germany the 
Rhineland, but the Rhine itself. This was an atavistic cry, an emotional 
more than a reasoned demand. In what only risked turning into a dialogue 
of the deaf, it was the German soul that was being defended. 

 Becker’s poem was fi rst published on 18 September 1840  in the 
 Trierische Zeitung . Its author had hitherto been utterly unknown. Yet 
both the piece itself and the sentiment caught on with astonishing inten-
sity. The ‘Rheinlied’ was put to music immediately by the choirmaster 
of Trier. It was published in the  Kölnische Zeitung  on 8 October, and 
put to music again by a Viennese composer, Konradin Kreutzer, to be 
played in a Cologne theatre a week later.  100   Poetry and song allowed sensi-
tive statements to circumvent censorship: rhyme was more elliptical than 
prose, and what was merely sung was more diffi cult to edit out. Becker’s 
poem was soon heard all over Germany, and it would eventually be put 
to music in more than 200 versions. Villeroy-Boch even made plates with 
its stanzas printed on them. Broadening again its impact, another 70 or 
so copycat poems about the Rhine or Germany or both soon appeared. 
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These were often published in the press, in turn emboldening editorships 
and readerships to publish their own letters and articles. Among these 
poems, indeed, were the ‘Wacht am Rhein’ by the equally obscure Max 
Schneckenburger, which would become extremely popular after the war of 
1870, and Hoffmann’s ‘Deutschlandlied’ which, published in 1841, was 
destined to become the German national anthem. 

 By November 1840, it was clear that a veritable popular explosion was 
taking place, and this wove into the politics of the German Confederation. 
The need to react to French armament measures justifi ed putting the 
forces of the Bund on a readier footing. Frederick William dispatched the 
army general Karl von Grolmann and the faithful Radowitz to Vienna in 
November. A convention was promptly signed by which Prussia agreed to 
consider a French attack on Italy a  casus belli  and Austria agreed to provide 
an army to defend the Rhine. Radowitz and the Austrian general Heinrich 
von Hess were subsequently to tour the principalities to ensure they were 
put in a proper state of readiness. In practice, though, the Austrians braked 
on the proposed measures, and leadership soon passed to the Prussians. 
Prussia was faster to mobilise its own forces, and historians agree that 
it scored signifi cant points at Austrian expense within the Bund.  101   But 
there was also a popular dimension to Frederick William’s actions. The 
Prussian king awarded a prize to Becker. A large part of the Rhineland was 
Prussian. What military measures were taken in the Bund were noticed 
by the German public, especially in the prevailing climate of nationalistic 
indignation, which itself lasted well into 1841. The new Prussian king thus 
emerged as a better defender of the German national pride and unity than 
the Austrians.  102   

 In the long run, the Rhine Crisis favoured the  kleindeutsch  national 
solution by which Prussia rather than Austria performed German national 
unifi cation. It only led to a weakening of cross-border French infl uence, 
and it was for France a defeat without a war. Things look slightly different, 
however, in the shorter time frame of the last few months of 1840. From 
the perspective of the Eastern Crisis itself, the German popular surge is 
indeed notable for two paradoxes, of which the fi rst has to do with its 
original trigger. 

 Becker’s poem was dedicated, in a gesture of defi ance, to Lamartine. 
The reference was to a speech by the French writer and MP on the 1840 
parliamentary address, in which France’s immediate borders, including 
the Rhine, were identifi ed as priority areas for expansion.  103   In German 
perceptions this became confl ated with the revolutionary calls that arose 
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from the end of July. Yet the irony was that Lamartine had consistently 
been a lone voice distancing itself from the Oriental aspirations that were 
the basis for these calls.  104   The parliamentary speech in question already 
made that clear: Lamartine’s argument was that France would do better 
to abandon an illusory glory in the Middle East and prioritise the near- 
abroad instead. He was even mocked for this: ‘The Rhine is not part, that 
we know, of Mahmud’s succession’, sniggered  Le National.   105   Lamartine, 
still a Conservative at this stage of his political trajectory, acted through-
out as a maverick. He had denied any lasting value to the ‘Arab system’ of 
Mehemet Ali and Ibrahim.  106   He had been alone in speaking up to dismiss 
the repatriation of Napoleon’s ashes.  107    La Presse  was prepared to publish 
a long diatribe resurrecting his project, laid out in  Voyage en Orient , for 
an effective Ottoman partition and attacking the policy of support for 
Egypt, but this was promptly shouted down, virulently so, in particular by 
 Le Constitutionnel  and  Le Siècle.   108   Having warned already that European 
patriotic sympathies might not be with France, Lamartine published, in 
the hope of soothing animosities, a ‘Marseillaise de la Paix’ in June 1841:

  Roll superb and free betwixt your wide banks, 
 Rhine, Nile of the West, cup of nations! 
 And of the peoples drinking your lively waters 
 Carry away the quarrels and the ambitions!  109   

 By contrast, the poem had the Orient as a dry and sterile place:

  The distant Orient languishes in the sun! […] 
 The shadow of the Pyramids 
 Measures deadened hours by the grains of bleached sand. 

 The piece was attacked by Quinet among others who, by then, had seized 
the cudgels and began asking for what the German scribblers had always 
thought they wanted.  110   Yet Quinet’s original ‘1815 et 1840’ had never 
called for annexing the Rhineland, and it barely mentioned the Rhine 
until the preamble to a second edition was penned in November 1840.  111   
The priority, in France, remained the Orient. While in Germany the con-
struction was beginning of a statue to commemorate the ancient victory 
of Arminius over the Varus legions, of the German  Volk  over the Latin 
invader, on the other side of the Rhine, in Strasbourg, the French thought 
only of putting up a memento to Kléber, the victor of Heliopolis and brief 
successor to Bonaparte in Egypt (Fig.  7.3 ; cf.  7.4 ).  112  
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    The second paradox, more directly relevant to the diplomacy of the 
Eastern Crisis, was that the Prussians initiated a second attempt at French 
appeasement in October 1840, even as both the landings in Syria and the 
Rhine Crisis agitation were getting under way. The Sultan’s ill-advised 
move to pronounce the deposition of Mehemet Ali caused palpable dis-
may in Vienna for its likely effects in France.  113   Yet it was from Berlin, this 
time, that the initiative came for a bold compromise plan. 

  Fig. 7.3     Statue of Kléber  (inaugurated 
in 1840, image copyright:  ©    image-
BROKER     / Alamy Stock Photo). The 
Rhine Crisis: comedy of differing 
priorities       

  Fig. 7.4    The Hermann Denkmal 
(begun in 1841. For a contempo-
rary celebration of the monument, 
see F.J.  Schwanke,  Hermann der 
Cherusker und sein Denkmal  
(Lemgo, 1841). Image copyright: 
 ©    Performance Image     / Alamy 
Stock Photo). The Rhine Crisis: 
comedy of differing priorities       
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 According to Petr von Meyendorff, the Russian ambassador, 

 […] the bad mood felt by Metternich when he learnt of Mehemet Ali’s 
deposition, which may have been no more than disguised fear, has caused 
the cup of Werther’s pusillanimity to overfl ow—he had cramps from it. […] 
He always comes back to his idea that France has been insulted by not being 
informed beforehand of the treaty, that the excitability of this nation of 
madmen has been gratuitously awakened.  114   

 Already Prussia had been granted a special exemption from the Convention 
of London in a separate act, stating that in case of hostilities between the 
powers, ‘Prussia retains full liberty of action, including that of observ-
ing a strict neutrality.’  115   It also appears that Werther, taking advantage 
of the hiatus created by the royal succession, had attempted to counter-
mand Bülow’s authorisation to sign the treaty itself at the last minute.  116   
At the beginning of October, the Prussians began to lobby the signa-
tory powers in London for fresh compromise offers to be made to the 
Pasha and the French and to seek peaceful solutions before coercive action 
was taken any further.  117   On 14 October, Werther authorized the attaché 
Alexander von Schleinitz—Bülow being away—to probe Neumann and 
Palmerston about a plan by which Mehemet Ali would get Egypt and 
Acre immediately, plus ‘for life, for him or his children, a few Pashaliks’.  118   
Such nagging continued throughout October, and on 2 November, as the 
Egyptian defences were collapsing and the town itself was about to fall, 
Werther was still complaining to Maltzan in Vienna that Palmerston was 
being too rigid and that the  pashalik  of Acre should be conceded.  119   

 Ostensibly this was as far as Prussian compromising went. Yet when sup-
port failed to be found in London, the evidence is that the Berlin chancel-
lery initiated secret approaches to the French. The game was subsequently 
given away—as it appears, due to French indiscretion—and a trace is pro-
vided in the form of a strongly worded complaint by Lord William Russell, 
the British ambassador in Berlin, who at the end of November asked that 
Werther either disavow Bülow or provide an explanation for such a breach 
of Prussia’s commitments.  120   The Prussian idea was for a ceasefi re plan 
by which time would immediately be called on military operations and 
the Pasha allowed to retain Acre and its  pashalik  if his troops still held it. 
This clearly violated the Convention of London, whose twin ultimatums 
had long passed. Werther denied that his ambassador ever approached 
Bourqueney, though his letters to Bülow copying him on the Russell 
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accusations and the subsequent Bülow–Palmerston exchange give the dis-
tinct impression he was badly trying to cover his traces.  121   Palmerston 
eventually dismissed the matter, no doubt anxious not to antagonise the 
Prussians needlessly after all had been won.  122   But the plan is found in the 
French archives, and it had been mooted to the Austrians earlier on.  123   
A Bourqueney note to Guizot, transcribing Bülow’s words, describes 
the ceasefi re plan in full, and nor was there any doubt that Bülow was 
speaking on instructions from Berlin.  124   Ironically, as had happened in the 
spring, the offer failed to make any headway not because of Prussian hesi-
tations but because the French felt this was still insuffi cient. ‘No account 
is taken of the territories the Pasha still possesses, the Pashaliks of Alep 
and Damascus, Adana, the Taurus passes’, complained Guizot with an 
astounding degree of misjudgement.  125   

 The fear in Berlin, as it had been in the spring, was of a war with revo-
lutionary ramifi cations. Yet this almost desperate preparedness to compro-
mise does not tally with Prussia’s performance as the bolder and more 
nationalistic of the two German powers in the Rhine Crisis. Nor was the 
change of stance refl ective of Thiers’s replacement by a more peaceful party 
in Paris: the Prussian ceasefi re proposal was made to Guizot, and Guizot 
himself would remain quite warlike as far as French armaments were con-
cerned well into 1841. The apparent discrepancy is chiefl y a question of 
timeframe, indeed, and the reasons for it are threefold. There was, fi rst, an 
element of delayed reaction to the Rhine Crisis, so that its positive implica-
tions could not be entirely visible to Werther at the time he was still seeking 
to pacify the French. Second, the assumption of German leadership by the 
Prussians was the result of a changing of the guard in Berlin after the acces-
sion of Frederick William IV. And third, though it eventually emerged as a 
Conservative win, one should not underestimate the risks of instability of 
subversion that long remained inherent to the Rhine Crisis itself. 

 Judging from the two offi cial newspapers, the Austro-Prussian authori-
ties were in no hurry for the German populace to be informed of French 
revolutionary provocations. The news of the Convention of London itself 
only came out in the  Beobachter  on 6 August 1840. On 7 August, mention 
was made of French army measures, but without further explanation, and 
the French outcry was only made known on 11 August through quotes from 
the  Morning Chronicle  and  Morning Post  attacking Thiers.  126   The  Preußische 
Staatszeitung  quoted the  Constitutionnel  and  Journal des Débats , but it 
focused strictly on the French anger at England and at Palmerston. None of 
the revolutionary language employed in Paris was reprinted, though calls for 
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raising army numbers were.  127   Any implications for Germany were glossed 
over except as implied by French troop-raising. This was signifi cant both 
because it was expressive of offi cial caution and because the offi cial organs 
gave their cue to the news published in many regional papers. 

 The Rhineland newspapers themselves were similarly slow to take offence 
at French agitation. The  Stadt Aachener Zeitung , though it picked up the 
news of French rearmament as early as 1 August, framed it in the con-
text of the Orient and Anglo–French relations.  128   The newspaper quoted 
Thiers’s  Revue des Deux Mondes  pieces, preoccupied with Oriental diplo-
macy, and the tone was quiet throughout August, without a letter or edi-
torial touching on Franco–German relations. It was not until 2 September 
that any reaction appeared to French claims about the Rhineland, and 
this in a letter from Freiburg politely denying there were any armaments 
on the German side.  129   On 3 September, the newspaper reported that 
a 6000-strong banquet in Chatillon had called for a revolutionary war 
and the revision of the 1815 treaties, and that the  Marseillaise  was being 
sung everywhere in Paris, yet again without evoking more than earnest 
wishes for continued peace.  130   Some protests did appear in the  Kölnische 
Zeitung : a reprint of an article from the  Augsburger Zeitung  that blamed 
the German press’s silence for French delusions about the Rhineland and 
suggested the matter be set straight in the interest of peace and quiet on 
both sides of the border, an article copied from the  Hannoverische Zeitung  
blaming France for disturbing the peace and warning that it would have 
the Bund for enemy, and a short letter from a Berlin correspondent stress-
ing that ‘our fatherland is not called Prussia but Germany’.  131   Yet this 
newspaper too was quiet throughout September, going so far as to pub-
lish, on 17 September, a Berlin letter complaining French threats were 
being made too much of and warning that while the country was ready 
for defence, ‘Prussia is engaged in Oriental affairs, but not directly, like 
Russia, Austria, and England.’  132   

 That war threatened from France and that the situation was serious was 
clearer from reading the all-important  Augsburger Allgemeine Zeitung , yet 
this likewise published very little by way of German reaction in August, 
and there was a complete pause in September. ‘We do not believe in war’, 
the newspaper had a correspondent write after quoting the  Débat ’s bel-
licose statements on 5 August.  133   A biting piece appeared attacking French 
republicanism in the middle of the month amid a handful of similar letters 
of complaint, but this advocated giving France a free run in the Orient with 
German support against Britain and Russia in order not to have to give up 
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the Rhineland.  134   The initial German reaction to French war- mongering 
seems to have been primarily one of embarrassment, or at worst polite 
 reprimand. The Orient was an area of French, but not German prior-
ity, and France had been slighted by the signature of the Convention of 
London. As late as 21 October, the  Aachener Zeitung  editor Louis Lar, 
while now ridiculing French pretensions over the Rhineland, warned that 
Turkey was not important to the Germans and that ‘The great fi ght that is 
looming concerns not Europe but Asia.’  135   

 This delay in the German reaction is also observed in offi cial Prussian 
reports from Cologne and Düsseldorf, and from the French consul in 
Munich.  136   French armaments took time to muster. As, in October, it 
became evident that they were to sit largely on France’s eastern borders, 
the whole dispute began to seem less remote. Yet the slowness of the 
German reaction was only part of the explanation for the Prussian change 
of tack of that autumn. Frederick William IV had succeeded his father in 
June. Inevitably it took time for him to make his mark, put in place new 
personnel, and instil a fresh dynamism to policy. Frederick William fi ercely 
hated Bonapartism, having been traumatised as a child by the royal family’s 
fl ight from the French during the Napoleonic wars.  137   While he shared with 
his predecessor a Conservative political sensibility, he was more inclined to 
bold public actions. His fi rst months were largely taken up, however, with 
the grand, traditional accession ceremonies that marked the beginning of 
the reign: the public homage festivities, or  Huldigungen , that took place 
in Königsberg in September and Berlin in October. Centring around the 
offi cial vows of the Estates of East and West Prussia at Königsberg and the 
other Estates of the Realm at Berlin, these included long public dinners, 
concerts, and regattas, as well as, for the fi rst time, public speeches by the 
king.  138   In the meantime, the king made a few appointments and a fi rst few 
gestures, such as the rehabilitation of the formerly banned Ernst Moritz 
Arndt, the patriotic historian and poet of the wars of liberation, in August. 
But any signifi cant change in personnel had to wait for the last months of 
1840 and even 1841. 

 Indeed, from the perspective of Prussia’s assumption of a new line of 
policy in Germany in response to the Rhine Crisis, the turning point was 
the king’s appointment of Grolman and Radowitz to their special mission 
for mobilising the Bund, in November 1840. The king seems to have 
been more bellicose than Frederick William III or Werther: ‘The King 
himself, in spite of his peaceful language in public, thinks a lot of war’, 
reported Meyendorff to his chief in St Petersburg.  139   Radowitz, who was 
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likewise a thorough Conservative, welcomed war outright. He only found 
the moment propitious for Prussia to rid itself of the Liberal threat: ‘The 
means were at hand at the very moment when one could only feel that 
the confusion produced by the July treaty was a blessing, and that we 
should not passively hold back but follow the path to war with all our 
might.’  140   Frederick William’s plenipotentiary was also a German enthu-
siast: ‘Prussia’s policy must be German through and through’, he felt.  141   
Helping bring conviction both to his mission to rally the Bund and his 
harnessing of popular national energies, his view was that ‘The decisive 
aim of Prussian policy must be the achievement and maintenance of an 
indubitable hegemony in Germany.’  142   Finally, that these notions were 
meant as a break with earlier, more internationally emollient practices was 
clear from his own notes. Radowitz characterised Werther as ‘a complete 
nullity, already in peaceful times without any coherent ideas or concepts, 
and in the very moment paralysed with the concern not to let the breach 
with France widen any further’.  143   As to Austrian policy, it only blended 
together ‘indolence, nihilism, and mistrust’.  144   

 Frederick William may also have been thrown off balance, and prompted 
to react with an appeal to resurgent national feelings, by Liberal demands 
that arose as early as the  Huldigung  ceremonies themselves. The Prussian 
diet’s memorial to the king reminded him of constitutional promises 
made by his father, and the reformer and governor of the Prussian prov-
ince Theodor von Schön raised the matter again in meetings with him at 
Königsberg. According to Schön, the events around the  Huldigung  were 
followed both by a propaganda barrage by the police ministry in Berlin 
and a tussle between the popular and the administrative party to gain 
infl uence with the new king.  145   Schön was left, in the following months, 
with the uncomfortable role of hiding or defending Liberal pamphlets 
from his sovereign, and his next speech to the Landtag was perforce highly 
Conservative, denouncing foreign revolutionary agitation and excusing 
police intervention.  146   

 As comparisons show of the German political literature in the years 
before and after, the Rhine Crisis was a victory for the Conservatives and a 
defeat for Liberals and friends of France alike.  147   Nor was there any doubt 
as to the breadth and popularity of the outbreak sparked, or heralded, by 
the ‘Rheinlied’. Soon after the  Kölnische Zeitung  had published Becker’s 
poem, it celebrated the Rhineland’s fi rst 25 years under the Prussian crown, 
proclaiming that it wished to continue to belong to Prussia: the fl oodgates 
had opened.  148   Letters began to pour in denouncing French bellicosity 
and arrogance. Compared to September, the tone changed completely, 
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both stylistically with much more direct and aggressive  language, and in 
content and frequency. On 22 October, a correspondent made short, sar-
castic thrift of French pretensions to Rhineland sympathies.  149   By the end 
of the month, anger had reached explosive levels, with an article on the 
Rhineland entitled ‘Über den Rhein’ and signed ‘Germanus’ running into 
the next issue, and another praising the 1815 treaties.  150   Louis Lar in the 
 Aachener Zeitung , after several articles of measured analysis, fi nally let slip 
that ‘Freedom without piety is mere license and leads to tyranny; he who has 
luck or genius buries freedom instead in his pocket and becomes another 
Robespierre or Napoleon.’  151   From October, his editorials turned squarely 
to the Rhineland issue and attacked French pretensions, renouncing earlier 
sympathies for the July Revolution and writing that ‘the Rhine must always 
be a German river’.  152   There was a fl urry of poems in November, and the 
newspaper also tracked the triumphant progress of ‘Rheinlied’ through 
small-town Germany. The inhabitants of Mainz issued a silver cup to 
Becker with the words, ‘the German Mainz’ on one side and on the other: 
‘To the author of the German national song: they shall not have it, our free 
German Rhine.’  153   Becker was soon proclaimed ‘our national poet’, and 
things continued in the same vein in December and into 1841.  154   Arndt 
meanwhile paid homage to the ‘Rheinlied’ and published new nationalistic 
poems such as ‘While Thiers stirred up the foreign foe’ and ‘What is the 
German fatherland?’, containing the verse: ‘Blücher, Arminius! / It must 
be! The whole of Germany must thus be!’  155   There appeared pamphlets 
such as ‘Frankreich und Deutschland am Neujahr’, fi lled with anti-French 
historical references and satirical verses and ending with a collection of 
‘German war-songs on the Rhine’.  156   And according to the  Augsburger 
Zeitung , whose tone, whether in reader’s letters or editorials, had likewise 
turned completely in October, the soldiers at the Prussian king’s birthday 
celebrations shouted, ‘War! War! Death to the French!’  157   

 Yet if the outburst’s very strength and patriotism could only have 
encouraged Frederick William’s policy change when it came, it cannot 
be relied on to shed light on Prussian diplomacy prior to it. The German 
press and the public’s delayed reaction spoke in favour of Prussia’s original 
caution. Nor could it so easily be foreseen that this reaction would fl ow, 
from the Conservative and Prussian standpoint, in the right direction. 
Radowitz himself wrote that before the Rhine Crisis, there was no relying 
on a German national impulse against France. Until then, ‘The effects of 
the July Revolution continued to work on neighbouring countries, espe-
cially Germany; a great national upheaval against France was in no way to 
be expected.’  158   Even through the Rhine Crisis, moreover, there remained 
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an undercurrent of subversion to German national demonstrations, an 
associated element of Liberal and even radical demands of the kind that 
had shaken the Prussian king in Königsberg. 

 The reports from the secret police provide evidence both of the existence 
of such seditious agitation in Germany and of the type of concerns that led 
the Austrians and Prussians to initiate the compromise diplomatic offers 
they made to Thiers and Guizot in 1840. There was a group of German 
exiles in Paris, as there were of other nationals, sitting in a Palais-Royal 
café and attempting to smuggle pamphlets and periodicals into the prin-
cipalities.  159   More seriously, a number of Germany’s leading intellectual 
fi gures retained a Liberal allegiance through the crisis.  160   The industrial-
ist and Rhenish politician David Hansemann only drew the lesson from 
French threats that Prussia must be made stronger by constitutional reform. 
Hansemann remained anti-Russian, and the solution that was German uni-
fi cation was aimed both at France and Russia.  161   The diplomat, writer, and 
socialite Karl Varnhagen von Ense likewise remained convinced a constitu-
tional Prussia would have been stronger. He also worried about a growing 
atmosphere of dissatisfaction in Berlin: ‘Liberalism shows an unchanged 
capacity for broadening in infl uence against aristocratic rule and Pietism. 
There rules among the people a healthy good sense, but also disposi-
tions towards terrorism. The king is much criticised.’  162   There was indeed 
continued constitutionalist sniping in Prussia, and it is hard to escape the 
impression that the atmosphere of popular excitement only encouraged it. 
A pamphlet entitled ‘Vier Fragen’ excoriated arbitrary rule and called for 
a parliamentary system.  163   The  Hallische Jahrbücher  retained a staunchly 
Liberal line throughout, refusing to choose between ‘victory over France 
and political Reaction, or defeat and national humiliation’, and fi nding that 
‘Salvation and the future, the happiness and greatness of our fatherland are 
in the hands of the opposition and, to be direct, in the hands of the Prussian 
opposition.’  164   The popular mood was fi ckle, and the crowd once aroused 
prone to unpredictable swings, as the Frankfurt censor reported:

  The voice which right now has arisen in Germany, however national it 
sounds, has no deep roots. It is poetical as much as political. […] Tomorrow 
the same poets who are defending the Rhine from France will just as well 
take a revolutionary direction. German poetry since 1830 has been a snake 
that changes its skin with every new event, and if one believes that the 
 demonstrations that have been organised around the  Rheinlied  will be sus-
tained, one is seriously mistaken.  165   
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   In December, the ‘Rheinlied’ was requested by the public in Franfurt’s 
Weidenbusch Hall, but also the ‘Marseillaise’ .   166   Nationalist enthusiasm, 
once it reached mass levels, could run into unforeseen directions, and 
Thiers’s public diplomacy might well have been more successful had it 
not been for the unfortunate Rhineland issue. Nor did Germany’s Liberal 
writers watch the triumphal progression of the ‘Rheinlied’ idly. There cir-
culated a number of parodies of Becker’s poem, ditties with such stanzas 
as, ‘They shall not have it / Our free German Rhine / As long as the 
greedy crows / Are not chased from nest and egg.’  167   The  Hamburger 
Telegraph  refused to print Becker’s verses, but it had a satire of it entitled, 
‘To the new French-eaters’ that included the lines, ‘You will not give the 
Rhine? / Give not away also this / A free German life / A free German 
house.’  168   The poet Eduard Prutz published a more serious response 
revolving likewise around the word ‘free’ and using it to complain about 
censorship and monarchical rule, and Franz Dingelstedt came out with 
a ‘Also a Rheinlied, but without Becker’ among other pieces, asking the 
newly anointed Frederick William to grant popular demands.  169   

 The nationalists themselves, fi nally, could be just as threatening. An 
article published by the  Augsburger Zeitung  in August addressed the Rhine 
issue early, but this was actually to complain that the German principalities 
were stifl ing the nationalism which the French had unwittingly  stirred: 
‘The German governments will not deny us the recognition, which has 
been granted to us by foreigners against their interests. […] The German 
people, the German press have not deserved now to be so distrustfully 
treated.’  170   Nationalism aimed at national unifi cation. Ultimately it stood 
to sweep away the still numerous small German principalities. By nature 
it tended to upset the Restoration order. The author of the tract ‘Der 
Bund der Deutschen und Franzosen’, a veteran of the war of 1813–14 
made the case for national unifi cation under a Liberal banner and with 
French help.  171   Georg Herwegh published a collection of poems that 
mixed nationalistic odes such as a ‘Rheinweinlied’ and ‘An den König von 
Preußen’ with radical messages such as the self-explanatory ‘Vive la répub-
lique’ and ‘Das Lied vom Hasse’.  172   But perhaps the most dangerously sub-
versive was Hoffmann von Fallersleben. Shortly before he composed the 
 Lied der Deutschen , Hoffmann published a volume entitled  Unpolitische 
Lieder , a collection that was anything but  apolitical. A number of its poems 
were explicitly anti-French, such as ‘Maîtres de danse’, but many also 
derided the German order, such as ‘Die orthodoxen Royalisten’, mocking 
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Conservative grovelling before police and censorship. ‘Wir wollen es nicht 
haben’, apart from echoing Becker’s lines, described Germany as a ‘par-
adise of the servant and the soldier’ and a ‘hunting ground for poten-
tates’. A ‘Türkische Liturgie’ was explosively subversive, and ‘Rheinlied 
und Rheinlied’ contrasted the images of Becker’s poem, which it quoted, 
and drunken Hessians throwing rocks in the river, ending, ‘Here throw 
our blind Hessians/Heavy stones in its bed.’  173   Hoffmann would end up 
being dismissed from his Breslau professorship in 1842. As the censor 
recognised, the author of the future German national anthem was but a 
fi endish radical.  174   

 The course of a popular outburst such as the Rhine Crisis could not 
be predicted. That it turned out as predominantly patriotic, pro-Prussian, 
and Conservative, leaving radical contestation as a suppressed undertone, 
cannot be gainsaid. But before the fact, the prospect of popular, national 
agitation only asked to be viewed with mistrust and even trepidation by 
such men as Metternich and Werther. Urging him to stand fi rm within the 
Bund but to show fl exibility in the Eastern Question, Metternich wrote to 
the newly crowned Frederick William IV, 

 Whether or not France wants war, it is positive that in that country Germany 
is regarded as an arena where all manner of French acrobats are free to come 
and show their skill. Mr Thiers, who is a great artist in the genre, speaks of 
war as if it were a legitimate means for France to pull out of trouble and 
teach others lessons.  175   

 Nor could the nationalist genie absolutely be counted on to remain under 
control after Frederick William had decided to let it out of the bottle: 
constitutional demands, and the smuggling in of radical messages among 
national songs, kept the risks of disorder present. This, not the German 
nationalist outbreak’s longer-term impact, informed Austro- Prussian 
diplomacy in 1840. Fear of what French revolutionary agitation might 
trigger, especially in Germany, drove the Austro-Prussian compromise ini-
tiatives that were a key feature of the negotiations in the Eastern Crisis. 

 As passions began to die down, in 1841, Nesselrode would character-
ise the French monarchy as ‘a synagogue of loudmouths’ and describe 
Metternich and Werther as having exhibited ‘an incredible poltroonery’ in 
handling the crisis.  176   Thiers pursued and even incarnated, in the Eastern 
Question, a populist foreign policy, and Louis-Philippe went along 
because, given the Egyptian associations in French memory, his monarchy’s 
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self-characterisation made it natural and perhaps essential to do so. The 
policy also tapped deep into their compatriots’ self-image. Support for 
Mehemet Ali belonged to the universalist, Romantic-era brand of French 
nationalism. Rooted in the memory of Revolution and Empire, infused 
with a Liberal mission, this saw in an independent Egypt a leader of the 
French cause among nations, explaining the French rage at the Convention 
of London. Conversely, it was because they understood the ideological 
nature of their problem that the Austrian and Prussian chancellors were 
prepared to do so much to fi nd a solution. Put simply, Syria was not worth 
the risk of revolution in Europe. The Rhine Crisis’s radical undertones 
suggest that the prospects of disorder in Germany were real. To give the 
French and the Pasha what they wanted in the Orient was a small price to 
pay, if only the British and Russian allies could be brought on board, to 
avoid the destabilisation of Restoration regimes in Europe.  
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    CHAPTER 8   

          The Eastern Crisis of 1839–41 was the scene of a three-way contest 
between European ideologies. France, the Liberal champion, supported 
the revolutionary statesman that was Mehemet Ali; Britain, the coun-
try of adaptive constitutionalism, threw its weight behind a reforming 
Turkey; and the Conservative northern courts defended the status quo 
and Ottoman legitimacy. Far from obeying geographic imperatives in the 
form of identifi able, material interests, the diplomatic contenders pursued 
political blueprints. Or rather both notions fused, with such blueprints 
coming to stand for interests. ‘The political doctrines of the respective 
Powers often have far more infl uence on the policies they follow than 
their own interests’, as wrote Radowitz.  1   As soon as the confl ict between 
Mehemet Ali and the Sultan became the object of great-power interven-
tion, its course began to espouse Restoration Europe’s ideological fault 
lines, and far less the Middle Eastern map’s actual fault lines. Accordingly, 
the European struggle between Liberalism and Reaction soon became 
writ large over that between Pasha and suzerain. 

 Mehemet Ali, as the chief troublemaker and the challenger of the estab-
lished order in the Orient, was perhaps a natural partner for France, the 
adversary of the Restoration system in Europe. Yet core to French support 
for the Pasha’s regime were the peculiarities of the memory of the 1798 
expedition. The crisis took place at a time when the Napoleonic legend 
was reaching its zenith and recollections of the doomed emperor only 
basked in the aura of the Romantic age. Bonaparte himself had styled 
the Expedition as a civilising enterprise by bringing along a scientifi c 
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 contingent and later publishing its work in the  Description de l’Egypte . 
Mehemet Ali, seconded by a full platoon of propagandists, some of whom 
were working on the ground as his advisers, only took over the Napoleonic 
mantle. Helped by his own astonishing career, by the fortuitous but prom-
inent role of Egyptology and Champollion’s contribution, by his adoption 
of showy modernising initiatives, the Pasha became a French hero. In the 
public discourse, he became a continuator of the French civilising mis-
sion. Bonaparte was remembered as a political progressive, however, and 
mythology mandated that he had been the champion of aspiring nations. 
Mehemet Ali, the foe of the traditional, multinational, mosque-and-state 
Ottoman Empire, was well placed to inherit that role also. He was thus 
reinvented as defender of the French ideological vocation, as another vehi-
cle for the march of revolutionary freedom: a phenomenon without which 
the post-15 July 1840 rage that erupted among the French public—and 
by extension the Rhine Crisis—is unexplainable. 

 Suitably impressed with the popularity the Pasha enjoyed on their 
home ground, Louis-Philippe and Thiers both bought into and resolved 
to make use of the necessity of defending him. Successive French govern-
ments, from Soult to Thiers to Guizot, led as pro-Egyptian a policy as 
shifting circumstances allowed. They went so far as to dismiss, in the hope 
of superior deals, the attractive compromise offers that their very stub-
bornness had invited. There was a propagandistic side to the positions of 
the king and his warlike prime minister: in the case of Thiers, driven by the 
urge to bolster a fragile parliamentary coalition and by the same token his 
own, precarious position, and in the case of Louis-Philippe by the hope 
of fending off republican threats and other democratic demands. Yet their 
policy of support for the Pasha more basically acted as an extension of 
what the July Monarchy stood for domestically. Itself the heir to France’s 
recent glories, the product of a revolution, and a friend to France’s inter-
national Liberal ideals, the regime could not but embrace the cause of the 
modernising Pasha, the shadow revolutionary leader who had arisen on 
the banks of the Nile. 

 If the British line, and specifi cally Palmerston’s, was to espouse nei-
ther the position of France nor that of Russia, this was also by design far 
more than by default. Britain, both geography and the power of the Royal 
Navy ought to have dictated, had the greatest possible number of policy 
options. Indeed, the turning point only came in 1832–3, when the for-
eign secretary decided it was Britain’s role to line up behind the striving 
Ottomans. A lack of belief in Mehemet Ali’s resilience, his regime being 
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perceived as artifi cial and lacking in proven durability, partly motivated 
this choice. Tied to it, however, was also a refusal to fi nd in the mere 
upholding of the status quo something else but a recipe for decay and 
an eventual Turkish collapse. As the seminal Stratford Canning memo-
randum spelt out, Turkish reform was the essential condition for British 
diplomatic and military backing. One remained wedded to the other as 
the Middle Eastern confl ict progressed to its 1839–41 acme, so much so 
that when Brünnow fi nally appeared at the door to propose upholding the 
Turks, British cooperation was a foregone conclusion. Palmerston and his 
staff went to work on their appointed task. Turkish reform, originally the 
initiative of Mahmud, became moulded in a British and specifi cally Whig 
image. The benefi ts of free trade were promised to be brought by the 
Balta-Liman treaty of 1838, and those of good governance by the proc-
lamation of security of person of property contained in the Hatti Sheriff 
of Gulhané of 1839. The years of effort built into the policy, and the cor-
responding belief in its potential for success, inform the British foreign 
secretary’s commitment to promulgating the Convention of London and 
his tenacity through the attending cabinet clash. The British commitment 
to, and belief in, Turkish reform are also illustrated in the sharpest possible 
colours by the invading force’s insistence that it was the solution to the 
many problems of Syria. 

 For the northern courts, fi nally, the paramount aim was to defl ect the 
threat of sedition as embodied by Mehemet Ali as rebel against his sover-
eign, and with him of thwarting the ever unruly French cause. The Pasha’s 
modernising credentials were only viewed with suspicion—all the more 
so that they typically found favour with radical European audiences—and 
nor was Turkish reform judged to be of much interest. The point was 
that monarchical legitimacy must prevail and the cancer of struggles for 
independence, especially if styled as national struggles, be stifl ed. Yet there 
were important differences of emphasis among the three Conservative 
allies, and these had an impact on the course of the diplomatic nego-
tiations. In Russia, the decision to prioritise stability in Europe over the 
prospect of gains in the Eastern theatre was the result of a swing of the 
pendulum. The so-called German party embodied and led by Nesselrode 
deemed Russia’s position as protector of the fragile Restoration world 
more important than its ambitions as Asian hegemon. It was temporar-
ily in the ascendant. For the Prussians and Austrians, holding the cen-
tre of Europe together, and particularly Germany, was a more permanent 
goal. Thwarting the rebel Pasha, the Egyptian Bonaparte, was useful and 
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important, but not if that meant paying in real coinage in the near-abroad. 
Syria was not worth the Rhineland, or the risk of Italian unifi cation. For 
Metternich and for Werther, the threat of revolutionary contagion was 
real, and the prospect of spreading instability by the unpredictable French 
ever present. Correspondingly, each in turn made proposals to the French, 
in the spring and in the autumn of 1840, which if enacted would have 
snatched victory from the teeth of looming defeat for the Pasha. Such was 
indeed the level of concern, bordering on panic, that both the Austrian 
and the Prussian chancellors even dared going behind their allies’ backs 
with these offers. 

 If the Eastern Crisis impressed Europe’s own ideological clashes upon 
the Middle East, it also put the Holy Land back on the European politi-
cal agenda. ‘In the meanwhile, in the remarkable providence of God, all 
Europe has been interested in the state of the Holy Land’, went the terse 
imprecation of Bickersteth, the preacher and interpreter of prophecy.  2   
In the rush back to the Holy Land, moreover, Zionism in its Protestant 
incarnation was temporarily the main force. Surprisingly, Palestine became 
the object of hopes and plans for the Jews, and future Jewish converts to 
Protestantism, far more than for Orthodox or Catholic Christians. This 
was partly the effect of the early Victorian missionary spirit, that insepara-
ble companion to the spread of British trade and power around the world. 
Yet the fortuitous Damascus Affair, the still swelling force of British evan-
gelicalism, and the lack of a direct Protestant presence in the region all 
combined to place the Jewish cause before the Christian. There were no 
or almost no Protestants in the Ottoman Empire, and for the British as for 
the Prussians, the Jews came to hand as surrogate coreligionists. Another 
factor was that French support for Mehemet Ali on the one hand, includ-
ing that of such Orleanist clericals as the editors of  L’Univers , and Austrian 
reticence on the other, combined to mute endeavours for the re-creation 
of a Catholic stronghold in Palestine. And though Russia did signal its 
desire to see its presence in the Holy Places respected, Orthodoxy likewise 
failed to be raised in signifi cant fashion, being a rallying cry of the Russian 
nationalists rather than Nesselrode and the Westernisers. 

 The future promised to be more confl ictual, however, as far as the Holy 
Land was concerned. The raising of plans for Palestine, for Jerusalem, or 
for the Holy Sites, as tentative as they remained and however abortive they 
turned out, the opening of consulates in Jerusalem beginning with the 
British, the precedent for intervention in situations of confessional strife 
set by the Damascus Affair—all promised more European  interference on 
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religious grounds. The continuing disorder in Syria after it was cleared 
of Egyptian troops moreover presented the risk that, spurred on by 
European promises of protection, factionalism might morph into quar-
relling between religious groups. Most important perhaps, the Ottoman 
Capitulations had been renewed. While the wording remained mild and 
the guarantees offered limited, the door had been opened to increasingly 
stringent, and mutually incompatible, European demands. 

 ‘Let us speak no more of the Pasha, who seems to have been like so 
many things in this world but a phantasmagoria’, concluded Princess 
Lieven as the crisis was drawing to a weary end.  3   As the concerns and 
conceits of its main protagonists recede into the past, the Eastern Crisis’s 
transnational features become less immediately graspable. It has accord-
ingly been tempting for historians to portray it as a mere territorial clash. 
Yet as one plunges anew into contemporary contexts, these features only 
become more salient again. The protracted Eastern Crisis was in large part 
a propaganda contest, a contest that crossed multiple borders in its reach 
for audiences. If the often-cited and translated Jomard and Marmont 
were the Pasha’s publicists, then the equally infl uential Urquhart was 
Turkey’s great apologist. From Thiers’s to Palmerston’s calculated pro-
nouncements, and including such trial balloons as those of Russell or even 
Lamartine, public diplomacy was employed with an impressive frequency. 
Religious causes also cut across borders: Guizot’s timid steps in favour of 
a Christian Jerusalem were recuperated by Metternich, and the Anglo- 
Prussian bishopric in Jerusalem arose as an important coda to the crisis. 
Most importantly, as position-taking in the respective camps confi rms, of 
course, the Eastern Crisis was the target of the opposing forces that were 
Liberalism and Reaction, forces that tore through Restoration Europe and 
had been spurring so many of its national and international upheavals. 

 The Eastern Crisis of 1839–41, seen from the perspective of the 
European taskmasters who were responsible for its outcome, was but a 
clash of ideologies and national missions. In Thiers’s impassioned words, 
France ‘will take up arms in the cause of civilisation, for it is civilisation 
that is being hated on the banks of the Nile as on the banks of the Seine!’  4   
Palmerston had long proclaimed that Britain’s responsibility, less forcibly 
but no less forcefully, was that ‘She stands umpire between hostile and 
excited parties; she holds the balance between extreme and opposing prin-
ciples; her task is “Pacis imponere morem”; and this task she may continue 
to perform no less to her own advantage, than for the benefi t of the rest of 
the civilized world.’  5   For the sceptical Metternich, such pretensions were 
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nothing but dangerous folly, and the only issues worthy of consideration 
those of legitimacy and rebellion: ‘If the existence of the rebel Pasha could 
be erased entirely, we would not oppose it, considering that we cannot be 
the dupes of phantasmagorias nor of fi ne words, such as over the respect 
owed to  Egyptian civilization  or to the genius of its inventor!’  6   

 The powers had intervened in the great contemporary confl ict of the 
Middle East, and they had done so with policies that refl ected their ide-
ological preoccupations and alignments. The need to bring European 
reform to the Orient, the manner in which it must be done, or the absence 
of it, were determinant factors in deciding what line to adopt and who 
to back. Religious missions, and a renewed interest in the Holy Land, 
helped mobilise publics in favour of intervention. Whether in Egypt itself 
or in Turkey, or elsewhere in the Middle East, both religiously grounded 
involvement and the notion that it was a European vocation to help estab-
lish better political governance were ideas destined to endure. 
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 I am sometimes asked how much the circumstances of the Eastern Crisis 
apply to the Middle East’s modern travails. It is all too tempting to try 
drawing fi xed lessons from international clashes, or to seek to make one’s 
object of study relevant by painting it as similar to this or that current 
event or situation. The Eastern Crisis is not a template from which to 
extrapolate policy proposals. Besides, events never leave a blank slate on 
which the same game can be re-enacted again exactly as before. If the crisis 
is an interesting or an important object of historical study, this is mostly 
as starting point to a longer subsequent history of Western involvement 
in the region. 

 With these caveats clearly laid out and this disclaimer put before the 
unsuspecting reader, a few points of comparison may nevertheless be ven-
tured. One major difference is Islam: central to Middle Eastern affairs 
today, it seems to have played very little role in 1839–41 and to have 
preoccupied no one or almost no one, not even the main Muslim actors. 
Neither was oil, of course, of any signifi cance, though here perhaps a 
better parallel is to be found, since the commodity, however valuable 
in itself, seems to exercise imaginations to the same degree and in the 
same way that the Orient’s fabled economic potential did in Europe 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century. As of the time of writing, 
meanwhile, Egypt is governed by a military dictatorship monopolising 
a good slice of its resources. No doubt this is proof of Mehemet Ali’s 
astonishingly enduring legacy, though that legacy is far from being solely 
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responsible. A civil war having originated in a popular uprising rages in 
Syria, though it appears more severe than the rebellions of the 1830s 
and 1840s. Zionism proper has arrived with the foundation of Israel, 
but its Protestant version, having effectively died out in Britain, has only 
migrated to the United States, where it continues as a major factor for 
Western intrusion into the Middle East. 

 Perhaps the most striking parallel, though, is that the press continues 
to treat Middle Eastern events, in almost systematic fashion, as motives 
for Western intervention. It remains a staple of the public sphere that it 
is an American and a European duty to get involved, and through such 
intervention to bring about a better Middle East—more prosperous, less 
fanatical, more democratic—regardless of whether the last round of inter-
vention proved in any way successful, or even when it may reasonably be 
construed to have led to the very problems it is expected to solve. One 
would expect, fi nally, the policymakers who decide on such efforts to be 
better informed than were Palmerston or Metternich. Yet as the search for 
Iraqi weapons of mass destruction suggests, information often fl ows from 
decision-making and not vice versa, especially with regard to a region that 
remains endowed with so much emotive and evocative power. How poli-
cymakers come to delineate the interests they believe they must uphold 
in the international arena remains as valid a question today as it was in 
1839–41.  
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