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Abstract:
This article focuses on the production of L’Art arabe d’après les monuments du Caire depuis
le 7ème siècle jusqu’à la fin du 18ème siècle (1869–77), a multi-volume illustrated album on
the architecture and ornament of Islamic Cairo attributed to the French Egyptologist
Émile Prisse d’Avennes. By examining the working relationships between Prisse
d’Avennes, the French daguerreotypist Joseph-Philibert Girault de Prangey, the
publisher Morel, the sponsor Savoy, and the printmakers involved in the preparation of
Prisse d’Avennes’s plates, this study points out the conflicting views underlying the
conceptualization of L’Art arabe, which was by no means singular in its conception or
execution. It also demonstrates that the material included in L’Art arabe, which presents
the changing fashions of the time from contextualized scenes of Cairo to abstract
representations of Islamic designs, largely depended on the commercial prerogatives of
the book’s sponsor and the publisher, rather than primarily upon Prisse d’Avennes’s own
objectives. 
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From Picturesque Cairo to Abstract Islamic Designs: L’Art arabe
and the Economy of Nineteenth-Century Book Publishing
by Paulina Banas

Following Napoleon’s short-lived 1798 campaign in Egypt, a large number of illustrated
books exploring Muslim civilization in general, and Islamic Cairo in particular, appeared to
cater to the growing European fascination with the Muslim world. These publications were
especially popular in France and Great Britain, countries that had strong political interests in
Egypt during the nineteenth century. More recently, they have attracted the attention of art
historians and scholars of Orientalism and the nineteenth-century culture of travel.[1]

This article focuses on one of these books, namely the widely cited three-volume illustrated
book on Islamic Cairo, L’Art arabe d’après les monuments du Caire depuis le VIIème siècle jusqu’à la
fin du XVIIIème siècle (Arab Art: As Seen Through the Monuments of Cairo from the Seventh to the
Eighteenth Century), by the French Egyptologist Émile Prisse d’Avennes (1807–79). L’Art arabe
was published between 1869 and 1877 in Paris by the prestigious private press Veuve A. Morel
et Cie. Well known among scholars, designers, and collectors of Islamic art, Prisse d’Avennes’s
book has been widely disseminated and reprinted since the nineteenth century. This multi-
volume work is important on its own terms, but its historical importance can be further
augmented by an exploration of various archival sources—information that is rarely
available for books published during the nineteenth century—which can help us to
understand the circumstances surrounding its production.

This article looks closely at these primary documents, in particular, personal letters that
Prisse d’Avennes sent to his friend and collaborator on L’Art arabe, the French artist Charles
Cournault (1815–1904), which are held in a private collection but were published in the 2013
volume on Prisse d’Avennes.[2] This study will also focus on documents related to the
publisher August-Jean Morel: letters exchanged between Prisse d’Avennes and the French
ministry sponsoring his travel to Egypt,[3] in addition to relevant materials stored in Prisse
d’Avennes’s archive at the Bibliothe ̀que Nationale de France (BNF). This latter collection
encompasses manuscript notes and approximately 2,000 visual documents, including
drawings, photographs, and prints authored by Prisse and other known or anonymous artists.
[4]

Looking at these various primary sources will shed light on the decision-making process of
Prisse d’Avennes and his publishers that determined their choice of images for the
publication. In examining the process of conceptualization of L’Art arabe, this study seeks to
decenter Prisse d’Avennes as the sole defining authorial voice behind the publication; rather,
it establishes that the multi-volume work that bears his name was a collaborative venture. 
L’Art arabe served as a forum for multiple and sometimes discordant viewpoints on how to
represent Islamic architecture. Most importantly, Prisse d’Avennes’s relationships with the
book’s sponsor and publisher, as well as the various printmakers with whom he worked,
largely impacted the final product of the volume, which instigated a shift in focus away from
the contextualized representations of Cairene architecture that Prisse d’Avennes favored
toward the abstract images of Islamic ornament that were fashionable at the time.
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To this end, instead of examining the content of Prisse d’Avennes’s imagery or engaging in a
standard Orientalist critique of his project, this article will focus on the commercial
apparatus that both underpinned L’Art arabe and determined its final appearance. The
studies of scholars Dániel Margócsy and Kathryn Ferry were helpful in placing illustrated
books in their larger commercial context, and therefore were influential in determining the
methodological framework of this article.[5] By conceptualizing nineteenth-century French
books like L’Art arabe as commodities that were intended to fetch a profit on the market, one
can understand the visual choices made by Prisse d’Avennes and his publishers, as well as the
overall constitution of the book, with much more clarity.

L’Art arabe
Prisse d’Avennes, a civil engineer from northeastern France, twice sojourned in Egypt.
During the years 1827–44, he initially worked as a hydrographer for Muhammed Ali Pasha
and gave courses on fortification and topography at the military schools in Djihad-Abad and
Damietta in Egypt. Later, after 1836, he pursued his own interests, including searching for
Egyptian antiquities. The experience of living in the country for an extended period of time
allowed the author of L’Art arabe to become proficient in Arabic and to read architectural
inscriptions, to develop a knowledge of both antique and modern architecture, and to
become well acquainted with Egypt’s manners and customs.[6] Prisse d’Avennes returned to
Egypt in 1858–60 to collect new materials for his future publications, Histoire de l’art égyptien
d’après les monuments depuis les temps plus reculés jusqu’a la domination romaine (History of
Egyptian Art: As Seen Through the Monuments from the Most Remote Time up to the
Roman Occupation; 1858–78) and L’Art arabe. Although this latter book was not his first
published work about Islamic Egypt, it was his most ambitious.[7]

As previously mentioned, L’Art arabe was published by Veuve A. Morel et Cie., originally
founded by August-Jean Morel (1820–69), who was involved in the print trade from the late
1840s.[8] Morel specialized in luxurious books on art, archeology, architecture, and design,
such
as the famous French architectural historian Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc’s (1814–79)
multi-volume Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture française du XIe au XVIe siècle (Explanatory
Dictionary of French Architecture from the Eleventh to the Sixteenth Century; 1868), the
French architect Pascal Coste’s (1787–1879) Monuments modernes de la Perse mesurés, dessinés et
décrits par Pascal Coste (Modern Monuments of Persia Measured, Drawn and Described by
Pascal Coste; 1867), and the French decorator and ceramist Le ́on Parville ́e’s (1830–85) 
Architecture et décoration turques au XVe siècle (Turkish Architecture and Decoration in the
Fifteenth Century; 1874). L’Art arabe catered to a growing European interest in Islamic Egypt
(and Islamic art in general) that had developed in the second half of the century.[9] This
interest was sustained by the emerging practices of collecting and exhibiting Islamic artifacts.
Along with photography and prints, these artifacts led to an increased interest in Islamic
culture and its artistic production.[10]

Prisse d’Avennes’s book constitutes one of the most comprehensive publications ever
produced on the architecture and ornament of Cairo. It contains three volumes of
illustrations, including 200 large-size lithographic and chromolithographic plates. These
plates were published in fifty installments, or livraisons, each composed of four plates, before
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they were bound into the three volumes.[11] This illustrative part of L’Art arabe, called L’Atlas,
was published in two different formats.[12] In 1877, a fourth and smaller volume of text
appeared to complete the publication. Although this last volume provides useful
information on the geography, history, and architecture of Cairo, as well as comments on
the images included in the previous tomes, these three volumes of plates constituted the
most important and costly feature of Prisse d’Avennes’s book. The price of the whole
publication was 1,050 francs for the large and 650 francs for the small format.[13] It was one
of the most expensive books produced by Morel;[14] even the small-format edition was
relatively expensive and therefore not intended for purchase by a typical reader.

The majority of the plates in the first volume of L’Art arabe present the most important
monuments of Islamic Cairo, such as the fifteenth-century mosque of Sultan Qaitbay (fig. 1),
in wide, sweeping vistas.[15] Human figures were commonly added to the compositions to
convey the scale of the buildings, as well as to lend to the plates some couleur locale (local
color). Prisse d’Avennes’s depictions resemble earlier modes of representation of the
Egyptian capital seen in significant large-scale Orientalist works, such as La Description de
l’Égypte: ou, Recueil des observations et des recherches qui ont été faites en Égypte pendant l’expédition
de l’armée française (Description of Egypt: Or, the Collection of Observations and Research
That Was Made in Egypt during the Expedition of the French Army; 1809–28) and Coste’s 
L’Architecture arabe ou les monuments du Kaire, mesurés et dessinés, de 1818 à 1826, par Pascal Coste
(Arab Architecture or the Monuments of Cairo, Measured and Drawn from 1818 to 1826 by
Pascal Coste; 1837–39). In particular, La Description de l’Égypte, made during Napoleon’s
campaign in Egypt (1798–1801), featured large views of modern cities and landscapes
accompanied by architectural plans and ethnographic images of Islamic Cairo, in addition to
images of antique structures. These were presented in a linear, sharply defined fashion
through the use of black-and-white copperplate engravings, as in the case of the plate
representing the Mamluk mosque of Sultan Hassan in Cairo (fig. 2). However, by the time of
the publication of L’Art arabe, these Islamic monuments of Cairo were no longer unknown, as
they had been at the time of the publication of La Description de l’Égypte and Coste’s book. On
the contrary, they were quite familiar to European eyes through prints and photographs
made by European travelers and reconstructions staged in international exhibitions held in
Paris in 1867 and 1878.[16]
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Fig. 1, Émile Prisse d’Avennes (artist) and Bernard Schmidt (lithographer), Mosquée sépulcrale de Qaytbay

(XVe. siècle) (Funeral Mosque of Qaitbay [Fifteenth Century]), 1869–77. Lithograph. Published in L’Art

arabe d’après les monuments du Caire depuis le 7ème siècle jusqu’à la fin du 18ème siècle (Paris: Vve A. Morel et

Cie., 1869–77), I: pl. 19. [larger image]

Fig. 2, Conte (artist) and Berthault (engraver), Le Kaire: Vue de la Mosquée de Soultân Hasan (Cairo: View

of the Sultan Hassan Mosque), 1809–29. Engraving. Published in La Description de l’Égypte: ou, Recueil

des observations et des recherches qui ont été faites en Égypte pendant l’expédition de l’armée française, ed.

Edme-François Jomard (Paris: Imprimerie Impériale, 1809–28), État Moderne I: pl. 32. General

Research Division, The New York Public Library. [larger image]

The remaining plates in volume one and the other two volumes of L’Art arabe present the
Islamic monuments of Cairo from a radically different perspective. The great majority of
the plates feature chromolithographs, which render the ornamentation of the monuments
as detailed abstract representations.[17] For instance, the plate Arabesques: Pavement de
mosaïque, fragments disposée sur le plan des dorqâah (du XVIe. au XVIIIe. siècle) (Arabesques: Mosaic
Pavement, Fragments Arranged on the Plan of the Dorqâah [from the Sixteenth to the
Eighteenth Century]; fig. 3) shows multiple details of polychrome stone mosaic compositions
banded in square and rectangular segments derived from various monuments dating from
the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, all of which are unnamed.[18] Other plates depict
Islamic interiors, tile work, metalwork, stained glass, carpets, manuscripts, and Qur’an pages
after the fashion established earlier in Britain by the architect Owen Jones (1809–74), the
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author of the famous illustrated book The Grammar of Ornament: Illustrated by Examples from
Various Styles of Ornament; 112 Plates. Jones’s publication, embellished by 100
chromolithographs, including the plate Arabian No. 5: Mosaics from Walls and Pavements from
Houses in Cairo (fig. 4), and containing just less than forty universal “Propositions” on design,
appeared in 1855 in London as “part design manual, part aesthetic treatise, part luxury art
object,” according to the art historian Stacey Sloboda.[19] Notably, in contrast to Prisse
d’Avennes, Jones’s purview was decidedly global, including swatches of design from the
Alhambra, India, and as far away as China. That this development in design and industry was
not limited to Britain is clear. Similar works were also published in France by architects, such
as Jules Bourgoin (1838–1908), and in German territories, where, already in 1842, German
professor of architecture and mathematics Friedrich Maximilian Hessemer (1800–60)
published his illustrated corpus of abstract representations of Arab and Italian ornaments.
[20]

Fig. 3, Émile Prisse d’Avennes (artist) and Daniel Vierge Urrabieta (lithographer), Arabesques: Pavement

de mosaïque, fragments disposée sur le plan des dorqâah (du XVIe. au XVIIIe. siècle) (Arabesques: Mosaic

Pavement, Fragments Arranged on the Plan of the Dorqâah [from the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth

Century]), 1869–77. Chromolithograph. Published in L’Art arabe (Paris: Vve A. Morel et Cie., 1869–77),

I: pl. 56. [larger image]

Fig. 4, Owen Jones (artist) and Francis Bedford (lithographer), Arabian No. 5: Mosaics from Walls and

Pavements from Houses in Cairo, 1856. Chromolithograph. Published in The Grammar of Ornament:

Illustrated by Examples from Various Styles of Ornament; 112 Plates (London: Day & Son, 1856), pl. 35.

[larger image]
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It is essential to keep in mind that Prisse d’Avennes’s book was issued through a private
publishing enterprise.[21] In contrast, many significant large-scale and costly Orientalist
works published prior to L’Art arabe, such as La Description de l’Égypte and Coste’s L’Architecture
arabe ou les monuments du Kaire, also featured, in a fashion similar to the urban scenes of L’Art
arabe, famous Cairene monuments; however, they were sponsored by the state and made for
scholarly purposes rather than for profit. Prisse d’Avennes’s book was a commercial venture,
and hence its conceptualization resulted from a process of negotiations over the cost and
content of the book, so as to reduce the risk of a possible commercial failure. British scholar
Kathryn Ferry analyzed the production of Jones’s publication Plans, Sections, Elevations and
Details of the Alhambra (1836–45) and showed that the production of such an illustrated book
on “the Orient” was a risky undertaking if deprived of state sponsorship.[22]

The era of L’Art arabe was also characterized by an increase in competition in the market for
lavishly illustrated books, as well as significant technical advancements in photography and
printing.[23] In particular, chromolithography, a method of color printing patented in
France in the late 1830s by Godefroy Engelmann, became widespread in the publishing
industry in the second half of the nineteenth century, as it was especially well suited for the
production of small, formal decorative and advertising images, as well as large-scale posters
and albums on botanical sciences, geography, travel, art, interior design, architecture, and
architectural ornamentation.[24] The French printer, inventor, and entrepreneur Rose-
Joseph Lemercier (1803–87) excelled in the production of both commercial and artistic
lithographs and chromolithographs in Paris in the middle and second half of the nineteenth
century.[25] It was his prestigious press, Lemercier & Cie., that was chosen to print L’Art arabe
’s plates for Morel.

Prisse d’Avennes and the Original Concept of L’Art arabe
Many of the preparatory drawings and photographs that were used for the production of 
L’Art arabe’s plates were gathered during Prisse d’Avennes’s scientific and commercial mission
to Egypt in 1858–60, which was sponsored by the French state.[26] While in Egypt, the
author of L’Art arabe relied not only upon his own knowledge of the country, but also the
expertise and skills of the Dutch draftsman Willem De Famars Testas (1836–96) and the
French photographer Éduard Jarrot (1835–73), whom he hired for his two-year scientific
mission. Both traveled with him, and together they produced almost 400 drawings and
albumen prints, which Prisse d’Avennes then used in the preparation of the illustrations for 
L’Art arabe.[27] The author of the book was not concerned with including Jarrot’s and Famars
Testas’s names on the studies that he brought back from Egypt, which are now stored at the
BNF. Nonetheless, scholars have amply demonstrated that L’Art arabe’s plates were often the
result of a combination of various elements that could have been made by Famard Testas,
Jarrot, and Prisse d’Avennes.[28]

The main purpose of the 1858–60 expedition was the study of Egyptian antiquities in
anticipation of the publication of Histoire de l’art égyptien. A contract for this book was signed
at the beginning of 1858 between Prisse d’Avennes and the publisher Arthus Bertrand
through the intermediary of the ministry that financed the author’s travel.[29] As letters sent
by Prisse d’Avennes to the ministry from Egypt indicate, the French state was aware that he
had been accumulating studies of Islamic art during the mission, which had originally
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centered on the study of antiquities.[30] Apparently, they did not mind that the author
would potentially benefit commercially from the use of these materials on Islamic art in his
subsequent publications.

In 1860, when his scientific mission in Egypt was concluded, Prisse d’Avennes expressed his
belief in the quality and the originality of the documents that he had amassed and, as he
professed in a letter to his friend Louis Félicien Joseph Caignart de Saulcy (1807–80), “I
collected enough to publish the most beautiful work that has ever been made about Egypt.”
[31] Prisse d’Avennes wanted to challenge his predecessors and to inscribe the future L’Art
arabe into the artistic and scientific legacy of French publications on Egypt, which included La
Description de l’Égypte, while also envisioning it as a comprehensive study on Arab art with a
large number of modern views of Cairo. He voiced strong feelings about the inaccuracies
that had appeared in the previous publications on Islamic Egypt: “Besides a few plates of
[Girault de Prangey, author of another illustrated book on Arab architecture discussed
below], lithographed after his daguerreotypes, everything that has been published in France
on Arab architecture of Egypt is wrong, including the plates of the major publication [La
Description de l’Égypte], as well as these from Coste’s Monuments du Kaire.”[32] With these
indictments, Prisse d’Avennes clearly indicated his desire to compete with these two major
French books and also, by extension, expressed his intention to follow the picturesque and
figural mode of depiction of Cairo that were found in La Description de l’Égypte and Coste’s
work. Doubtlessly, one of the ways in which Prisse d’Avennes wanted to compete with some
of the previous depictions of Egypt was by adding color to his images of Cairo. He was
interested in documenting the polychromy of Egyptian structures.[33] He had already
published colored images of contemporary Egypt, particularly in the Oriental Album (1848),
an illustrated luxury album featuring ethnographic and picturesque lithographs of people
and landscapes of the Nile Valley.

Prior to signing a contract with Morel, in 1864 Prisse d’Avennes began negotiations with the
Parisian publishing house of Gide et J. Baudry. This publishing house was known for its books
and illustrated albums on “the Orient,” such as the French photographer Maxime du Camp’s
(1822–94) Égypte, Nubie, Palestine et Syrie: Dessins photographiques recueillis pendant les années
1849, 1850 et 1851, accompagnés d’un texte explicatif et précédés d’une introduction (Egypt, Nubia,
Palestine and Syria: Photographic Drawings Collected during the Years 1849, 1850, and 1851,
Accompanied by an Explanatory Text and Proceedings of an Introduction; 1852). Baudry
suggested that Prisse d’Avennes divide his work into two separate parts: one devoted to
Islamic ornament, the other to pictorial and contextualized representations of Cairo and its
buildings. In a letter sent to Charles Cournault, in whom the Egyptologist often confided,
Prisse d’Avennes wrote: “Baudry . . . would like to publish the book in two parts, first the
ornaments in order to gather in this way the necessary funds to publish later the rest.”[34]
This letter shows that the publisher saw a readier market for the detailed prints of Islamic
ornaments than for city views and individual buildings, to the point where he felt that the
ornamental plates had to financially “carry” the publication. Baudry’s plan, although never
executed, represents the changing fashion for Islamic designs at this time, as well as the shift
toward a new mode of presenting Islamic art to the European public. In the same letter,
Prisse d’Avennes showed his distaste for this approach, claiming that only a money-oriented
person would agree with such an option, which follows “the needs of the Industry.” The
author wanted “first to make a book that is worthwhile and not to deflower it.”[35] This
statement is clear proof of Prisse d’Avennes’s dissatisfaction with the maneuvers of the
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publishers who, while considering the possibility of publishing L’Art arabe, first needed to
assure the salability of the book. They intended to do so by linking Prisse d’Avennes’s work to
the broader public desire for industrial design patterns, which were already in demand in the
1860s. Yet, the author clearly wished to place L’Art arabe in the lineage of “worthwhile” French
publications, such as La Description de l’Égypte and Coste’s work. Prisse d’Avennes’s perspective
demonstrates that at that time the abstract representations of Arab designs in color were
seen as new and largely associated with commercial profit.

While the author did not end up publishing with Gide and J. Baudry on this model, it is clear
that these ideas were not limited to this one publishing house. About three-fourths of the
visual part of L’Art arabe issued by Morel, Prisse d’Avennes’s publisher of choice, is devoted to
chromolithographs of Islamic ornaments. We do not have archival documentation to
evidence this transformation, and therefore we must rely only upon the impressions that the
author conveyed to a close friend. However, it is clear that Prisse d’Avennes’s initial idea
about L’Art arabe underwent great modifications under the influence of publishers, whose
concerns were oriented toward the market and the demands of the readership of the day.

Prisse d’Avennes and Girault de Prangey
While in Egypt, Prisse d’Avennes claimed that he had “collected enough to publish the most
beautiful work that has ever been made about Egypt.” When he tried to find a publisher
almost a decade later, these documents apparently no longer satisfied him, and he began to
think about ways to supplement them.[36] He decided to draw directly on the work of the
famous French daguerreotypist Joseph-Philibert Girault de Prangey (1804–92), author of the
first photographic record of Cairene architecture reproduced by means of lithography in his
book Monuments arabes d’Égypte, de Syrie et d’Asie Mineure, dessinés et mesurés de 1842 à 1845 (Arab
Monuments of Egypt, Syria and Asia Minor, Drawn and Measured from 1842 to 1845),
published by L’Auteur in Paris in 1846. Girault de Prangey’s pictorial views of Cairene
buildings with their human staffage must have suited Prisse d’Avennes’s vision of L’Art arabe.

Prisse d’Avennes contacted Girault de Prangey through an intermediary, his friend
Cournault, to ask if Girault de Prangey had at his disposal some studies that could be of
interest to his work on L’Art arabe.[37] The two authors worked together for at least five years
(1868–73) and in collaboration with Lemercier, who had printed Girault de Prangey’s plates
for Monuments arabes d’Égypte, de Syrie et d’Asie Mineure in 1846 and had in his possession the
original lithographic stones that had been used for this publication. In the absence of the
correspondence between Prisse d’Avennes and Girault de Prangey, a number of letters that
the author of L’Art arabe sent to Cournault illuminate the working relationship between the
two men. They indicate that Prisse d’Avennes had several choices in terms of reusing Girault
de Prangey’s works. He could purchase the original drawings or daguerreotypes brought by
Girault de Prangey from Egypt in the early 1840s, he could buy the lithographic plates made
after these sources, or he could print from the lithographic stones in Lemercier’s possession,
which were made after these daguerreotypes.[38] Some of these sources, however, presented
major technical problems for Prisse d’Avennes’s lithographers. The designs featured on the
daguerreotypes were very hard to redraw since, according to the author of L’Art arabe, they
“sparkle and change aspect and form every other second.”[39] This was likely due to the shiny
quality of the silver-coated metal plate on which the image was recorded. On the other hand,
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the lithographic stones purchased from Lemercier were already too used and worn to serve
as a good support for new impressions.[40]

Although Girault de Prangey is rarely given credit for the lithographs in the twentieth- and
twenty-first-century reprints of L’Art arabe, he figures as the official author of ten of its plates.
For example, the lithograph featuring Bâb El-A’zab, one of the gates leading to the Cairene
citadel (fig. 5), includes his name inscribed in small letters under the plate (fig. 6).[41] For the
most part, Girault de Prangey’s plates look like exact copies of the lithographs that were
reproduced in Monuments arabes d’Égypte, de Syrie et d’Asie Mineure. However, occasionally
some elements were reworked. The lithograph Tombeau du soultan Tarabey (fig. 7) was
reproduced on Prisse d’Avennes’s plate with the same title (fig. 8), but the details of the right
foreground were changed in L’Art arabe. This may be because these elements were not
present at this particular site when Prisse d’Avennes visited Egypt. As in other cases of
borrowings of Girault de Prangey’s work by Prisse d’Avennes, it remains unclear if Prisse
d’Avennes copied the designs from Girault de Prangey’s original drawings or daguerreotypes,
if the lithograph was made after these sources and then Prisse d’Avennes applied his own
changes, or if he made another artist redraw these new elements on the original lithographic
stone that he had purchased from Lemercier.

Fig. 5, Joseph-Philibert Girault de Prangey (artist), Adolphe Jean-Baptiste Bayot and Monthelier

(lithographers), Principale porte de la citadelle: Bâb El-A’zab (XIIIe. siècle) (Main Door of the Citadel: Bâb

El-A’zab [Thirteenth Century]), 1869–77. Lithograph. Published in L’Art arabe (Paris: Vve A. Morel et

Cie., 1869–77), I: pl. 6. [larger image]

Fig. 6, Detail of Joseph-Philibert Girault de Prangey (artist), Adolphe Jean-Baptiste Bayot and

Monthelier (lithographers), Principale porte de la citadelle: Bâb El-A’zab (XIIIe. siècle) (Main Door of the

Citadel: Bâb El-A’zab [Thirteenth Century]), 1869–77. Lithograph. Published in L’Art arabe (Paris: Vve

A. Morel et Cie., 1869–77), I: pl. 6. Photograph by the author. [larger image]
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Fig. 7, Joseph-Philibert Girault de Prangey (artists), Charles Fichot and Adolphe Jean-Baptiste Bayot

(lithographers), Tombeau du sultan Tarabey (Tomb of Sultan Tarabey), 1846. Lithograph. Published in 

Monuments arabes d’Égypte, de Syrie, d’Asie Mineure dessinés et mesurés de 1842 à 1845 (Paris: L’Auteur, 1846),

pl. 82. Stock of the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin – Prussian Cultural Heritage. [larger image]

Fig. 8, Joseph-Philibert Girault de Prangey (artist) and Charles Fichot (lithographer), Tombeau du

soultan Tarabey (XVIe. siècle) (Tomb of Sultan Tarabey [Sixteenth Century]), 1869–77. Lithograph.

Published in L’Art arabe (Paris: Vve A. Morel et Cie., 1869–77), I: pl. 27. [larger image]

As the analysis of the letters sent to Cournault indicates, Prisse d’Avennes’s decision as to
which of Girault de Prangey’s sources would be used in L’Art arabe often depended on their
price, rather than on their content or quality. The prices of the drawings and daguerreotypes
appear to have been set by Girault de Prangey, while those of the lithographic stones were set
by Lemercier (possibly in addition to Girault de Prangey). On June 3, 1868, Prisse d’Avennes
wrote: “I have to examine the stones [of Girault de Prangey] these days and if the price does
not exceed what my plates cost me, I will probably buy a few of them.”[42] It seems that
before making the final decision concerning the reproduction of specific materials from 
Monuments arabes d’Égypte, de Syrie et d’Asie Mineure, Prisse d’Avennes needed to consider if the
overall cost of reusing these materials would not exceed the cost of reproducing his own
studies through lithography. His own materials, such as those made by his photographer,
Jarrot, occasionally lacked some precision; some were even blurred. This fact could
complicate the process of transferring the photographic images to stones for the purpose of
printmaking, which might then raise the price set by the lithographers, thereby forcing
Prisse d’Avennes to buy documents made by other artists. This shows that many of the
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author’s choices were ultimately motivated by financial concerns, and not only by aesthetic
or intellectual ones.

Prisse d’Avennes and the Printmakers
As art historian Elisabeth Fraser has pointed out, many hands were needed to work on
illustrated Orientalist travel publications.[43] The production of a large, visually enticing
book on Islamic Egypt like L’Art arabe required the work of multiple individuals like Girault
de Prangey and Prisse d’Avennes, who had traveled to the East and returned with images, as
well as multiple printmakers, who all intervened, at times even on a single image. About fifty
lithographers prepared the final plates of L’Art arabe; their names are annotated in print
under the plates. Among them was the famous French artist and lithographer Adolphe
Mouilleron (1820–81), who had already worked with Prisse d’Avennes on the production of
the Oriental Album, as well as some lesser-known printmakers like Daumont, who had also
lithographed some of the plates of Histoire de l’art égyptien. These printmakers must have
worked from the numerous studies that are stored today in Prisse d’Avennes’s archive at the
BNF, which also contains pencil and watercolor studies, and reproductions of ornamental
designs of Islamic monuments on vellum, tracing, and laid paper. Many of these sources bear
color annotations applied in watercolor or pencil notes that provide information about the
colors of the motifs represented.[44] These indications were probably made by Prisse
himself or his draughtsman Famars Testas in Egypt and must have helped the printmakers in
preparing the ornamental plates for L’Art arabe.

Prisse d’Avennes’s letters to Cournault illuminate the working relationship that the author of
L’Art arabe had with the printmakers. In his letters, Prisse d’Avennes complained that Girault
de Prangey’s lithographic stones made after his daguerreotypes were in such bad shape that
they required a reworking of some details by contemporary printmakers, such as the above-
mentioned lithographer Adolphe Mouilleron.[45] His negotiations with printmakers also
considerably affected the production of the book. Prisse d’Avennes had a hard time finding
lithographers who would accept to work on his “picturesque views.”[46] The growing
specialization of lithographers and the fact that some of them—such as a certain Livié, who,
according to Prisse d’Avennes “doesn’t know how to draw a figure”[47]—complicated the
printmaking of L’Art arabe’s images, especially those that presented contextualized scenes of
Cairo and often combined architectural views, human silhouettes, natural landscapes, and
even Arabic inscriptions. Although a scarcity of sources has resulted in an incomplete
understanding of the printmaking process used for L’Art arabe, the fact that Prisse d’Avennes
had a difficult time working with lithographers who did not “know how to draw a figure” may
have forced him to reduce the number of figural studies in the book in favor of abstract
images of ornament. However, this was not what the author wanted in the first place. The
lithographers’ increased specialization also explains, in part, why Prisse d’Avennes worked
with about fifty different printmakers during the production of L’Art arabe.

Prisse d’Avennes complained in another letter to Cournault that “there are no more
lithographers, they disappear every day.”[48] The difficulty of finding lithographers went
along with the growing appreciation of their profession, which may have also driven up the
costs for their services since, as the author of L’Art arabe stated, “all these gentlemen . . . would
like to be paid for a bad chromo[lithograph] the price of a good painting.”[49] Negotiations
over the amount of payment for prints for the book must have prolonged the production
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schedule of L’Art arabe. Since Prisse d’Avennes relied on private investments and was
deprived of the state’s support for this stage of his work, he could not afford the use of more
prestigious techniques, such as engraving, which had been used, for instance, in the
production of La Description de l’Égypte.[50] Ultimately, Prisse d’Avennes’s working
relationship with costly and specialized lithographers perturbed the author considerably,
which, again, may have forced him to shift his original vision for the book toward one that
privileged ornamental designs.

In another letter to Cournault, Prisse d’Avennes wrote in regard to the “lack of skillful
lithographers”: “One who does not work in publishing has a hard time believing that it is
impossible today to accomplish what we did twenty years ago.”[51] Here, Prisse d’Avennes
must have had in mind his earlier work on the Oriental Album. This illustrated luxury album,
accomplished more than two decades earlier, was his biggest publishing project to date, on
which he had collaborated with printmakers and the same printing company, Lemercier &
Cie. Although no details about Prisse d’Avennes’s collaboration with lithographers from that
time are known, various statements in his letters to Cournault suggest that the author of 
L’Art arabe realized that there had been massive changes in publishing that had occurred in
the two intervening decades. These circumstances must have limited the author’s
possibilities, but also impacted the conceptualization of books like L’Art arabe, which, as the
next section will attempt to prove, tended to be reoriented by the publishers toward a public
that was seeking details of Islamic ornament.

The Publisher and the Sponsor
The extended time to publication impacted the publisher, Morel, as well as the sponsor of 
L’Art arabe, a Frenchman named J. Savoy, who remains largely unacknowledged in relation to
the book, perhaps because the archival sources related to him are extremely scarce. In order
to undertake the publication of a luxurious book like L’Art arabe, collaboration between
publishers and sponsors was needed to reduce financial risk. Savoy was what might now be
called a publishing investor: he sponsored works in which he had a personal interest and that
were potentially profit-making investments.[52] Unfortunately for Prisse d’Avennes, neither
Savoy nor Morel were enthusiastic about the reuse of Girault de Prangey’s plates in his book.
As Prisse d’Avennes attested in his letters: “My sponsor would not give one écu today for the
picturesque plates of Girault de Prangey, which the firm of Morel asks me to remove in
order to avoid hampering its sales. It takes all my energy and disinterest to resist and to
follow my path; but I’m tired of the fight.”[53] According to Prisse d’Avennes’s letter, one of
the reasons that Savoy and Morel were reluctant to use Girault de Prangey’s materials was
the fact that the lithographic stones that Morel had purchased from Girault de Prangey for
the execution of L’Art arabe’s plates were defective.[54] However, it is also possible that the
plates of Monuments arabes d’Égypte, de Syrie et d’Asie Mineure were deemed to be too
“picturesque,” and thus they were deemed old-fashioned by private printing houses, which
preferred to release more profitable works on Islamic ornament in order to make enough
profit for themselves.

In a letter to Cournault from November 4, 1872, Prisse d’Avennes mentions that he had
shared his work on L’Art arabe with Girault de Prangey, in particular the first twenty
installments in which, as he attests, “the details of ornamentation dominate.”[55] These
works must have been produced by Morel with the sponsorship of Savoy. In his letter, Prisse
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d’Avennes predicts that Girault de Prangey, upon seeing his work, will understand “how
much I needed to sacrifice to the needs of the industry in order to find the means to publish
an expensive book that without this would not be sold, so much the well-read public and
artist disappears further every day.”[56] These comments are telling, as they reveal the
divergent objectives of the author and the publisher-sponsor. They also show how the
fashion for Islamic architecture had now turned definitively toward an ornamental program
and away from the black-and-white views with an ethnographic focus that were introduced
as early as La Description de l’Égypte (1809–28).

Around 1874, when Prisse d’Avennes was in the last stage of collaboration with Girault de
Prangey, his relations with the sponsor deteriorated considerably. As the letter that Prisse
d’Avennes sent to Cournault indicates, Savoy insisted on augmenting his role in the editorial
process, while dissuading the author of L’Art arabe from taking an active position in the
preparation of the book.[57] The sponsor took possession of Prisse d’Avennes’s studies and
asked him to sign over his copyright on the pretext that the condition of the author’s health
would not allow him to continue his work. Prisse d’Avennes’s poor financial situation
prevented him from contesting Savoy’s decision and taking legal action against the
publisher.[58]

Additionally, a note kept in his documents at the BNF suggests that the author of L’Art arabe
was not flexible toward the perspective of the market and did not approve of the
augmentation of a number of plates featuring abstract designs, even in the later stages of the
production of the book. This note, although undated, must have been written by Prisse
d’Avennes around 1874, when he was forced by Savoy to abandon the publishing process:
“what was only at the beginning of the undertaking an annex to l’art arabe became
consequently the main part of the book, because it is the only one that responds to the
speculations of a man who does not understand anything about art, but who wants his
money to bring him all that it can generate” (underline in the original).[59]

It seems that Savoy had initially allowed Prisse d’Avennes to publish the book the way the
author envisioned it—with his picturesque and contextualized scenes of Cairo—which
resembled the contents of many of the previous tomes on this topic, but nonetheless seemed
conservative at that time. Yet, it also appears that the sponsor probably insisted on
decreasing the number of such plates in L’Art arabe during the publication process.
Consequently, the initially planned annex on Islamic ornamentation became the main
feature of the book, as the number of chromolithographs featuring abstract Islamic designs
became much higher than the number of plates featuring the scenes of Islamic Cairo.

The sponsor went even further with his profit-oriented initiative and, after Prisse d’Avennes
passed away, undertook the publication of an additional 1885 version of the book, in which he
featured only the plates on Islamic ornament, completely disregarding Prisse d’Avennes’s
contextualized scenes of Cairo.[60] Although these later volumes were published under
slightly different names, they circulated on their own as if they were representative of the
larger project of L’Art arabe. However, as this article shows, this was clearly not Prisse
d’Avennes’s original intention. Even though the citation above attests to the fact that the
author originally agreed to prepare an annex on Islamic ornament to L’Art arabe, his decision
was probably impacted by his personal struggle to find an appropriate publisher who was
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willing to issue his corpus of contextualized scenes of Cairo in the years following the
rejection of Baudry’s offer. Such factors would have impacted Prisse d’Avennes’s expectations
concerning the original vision of L’Art arabe, forcing him to compromise according to the
demands of the publishers at the beginning of the publishing process.[61]

The above-mentioned citations confirm Prisse d’Avennes’s resistance and his forced
compliance with the new demands of the audience for books on modern Egypt. They also
underscore the fact that the contents of L’Art arabe, as envisioned by the author, had been
reshaped in accordance with the new interest in Islamic designs, the commercial
considerations of the sponsor, and, possibly, the inclinations of the publisher.

As for Morel, who had a particular interest in works on architecture and decorative designs,
the production of a book centered on Islamic patterns was also well suited to his own
standard publishing guidelines. His printing house and its associated bookstore were located
at 13 rue Bonaparte, in front of the entrance to the École Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-
Arts in Paris. The customers of his business, and potential buyers of L’Art arabe or its
installments, were future artists and architects, as well as engineers, jewelers, painters,
decorators, engravers, print dealers, and architectural professionals, as suggested by an
analysis of the list of creditors (who were also customers) to this publishing house dating to
1869.[62] From Paris, the books were sent to public libraries in multiple French regions, and
acquired by professors, scholarly societies, and ministries. They were also sent outside
French borders to clients and libraries in Brussels, London, and Munich, among other large
cities. An important sector of Morel’s income constituted polytechnic schools and academies,
such as the Parisian school of architecture, the École Centrale d’Architecture, newly founded
in the 1860s. Morel supplied the school’s library with his books, created special manuals for
the teachers, and established awards for students.[63] Such a focus on a targeted group of
readers guaranteed Morel’s success. According to the sources found in Morel’s folder at the
National Archives of France that concern his application to receive the distinguished French
title of Le Chevalier de La Legion d’Honneur from 1869, he was described as someone who
“seems to have exceptional commercial skills.”[64] Morel had started his business without a
considerable amount of money and, at the end of his life, “arrived to make fifteen hundred
thousand Francs per year.” The publisher was also considered a successful capitalist for whom
“nothing was impossible” in the publishing business.[65] To receive such a reputation and
retain his place in the printing business for such a sustained period, Morel needed to make
wise choices and work with authors who were flexible enough to adapt their books to the
perspectives of the audiences that the publisher knew how to target.

Prisse d’Avennes signed the contract with the publishing house of A. Morel et Cie. one year
before its founder, August-Jean Morel, passed away. After 1870, the business Veuve A. Morel et
Cie. was managed in theory by Morel’s widow and in practice by two authorized
representatives: the little-known Jean Étienne Duverger and the previously mentioned
famous French architect Viollet-le-Duc.[66] The latter was “close to the architects who
published the first illustrated descriptions” of Islamic architecture; he was also known for
promoting a profound and scientifically oriented study of Muslim ornament that would
help to safeguard the creativity of French designers during the time of industrialization.[67]
Although no particular archival records attest to Viollet-le-Duc’s influence in this regard, it is
entirely possible that his ideas might have impacted the politics of the company, which
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preferred to release books with abstract representations of Islamic designs rather than works
featuring the picturesque views of “the orient.” Most importantly, his ideas could have
affected the process of conceptualization of L’Art arabe.

Lastly, it should be noted that the ornamental plates from books like Jones’s and Prisse
d’Avennes’s were used by nineteenth-century architects who wanted inspiration for their
decoration of houses made in Moorish, Arab, Turkish, or generally Oriental styles, both in
Europe and the Middle East.[68] These decorations became increasingly popular in the
nineteenth century and examples include the Moorish Billard Room, built in 1866 in a
private mansion in London by the architect Matthew Digby Wyatt, who was inspired by
Jones’s studies of the Alhambra.[69] Similar projects were also seen in France. According to
the French scholar Mercedes Volait, the architects Félix Roguet and Louis-Charles Boileau
built the hôtel Branicki in Paris in 1870 with rooms in Moorish, Persian, and Cairene styles,
for which they drew inspiration from nineteenth-century books and architectural journals
on Islamic countries.[70] Considering the nature of these architectural projects and the
increased interest in Islamic designs in the second half of the nineteenth century in Western
Europe, it is entirely possible that Morel tried to reorient the content of L’Art arabe to appeal
to young architecture students. Conceivably, they would have sought books that provided
models for clear and vibrant designs to inspire their work in the studio.

Conclusion
As seen in the archival documents related to the production of Prisse d’Avennes’s L’Art arabe,
the preparation of this multi-volume book was a complex process that involved the
collaboration of many individuals expressing their own, often conflicting opinions about the
ways
in which modern Egypt should be visualized in print. Understanding these relationships—
between co-authors, printmakers, sponsors, and publishers—helps to illuminate L’Art arabe’s
place in the nineteenth-century network of circulation of knowledge on Islamic architecture
and ornament. The documents clearly show the conflicts between the author, who was
interested in showing a holistic view of Islamic Cairo and its architecture, and the publisher
and his sponsor, who were focused on pioneering the presentation of Islamic ornament to
European audiences and thereby aiding in the improvement of European industrial designs
in the second half of the century.

The personal letters and notes that Prisse d’Avennes left in regard to the publishing of L’Art
arabe show us that the book was produced during a time of change from a Romantic mode of
depiction of the Muslim world, inspired by curiosity and fascination with the exotic aspects
of that world,[71] to a utilitarian view of Muslim culture. The latter was expressed most
powerfully in Western imperialism, but also on a smaller scale in the adaptation of exotic art
forms and ornamentation for Western use. Prisse d’Avennes favored the Romantic vision of
the Islamic world, whereas the publishers of L’Art arabe realized the public’s interest in the
utilitarian view of Muslim cultures, which could provide more marketability to Prisse
d’Avennes’s publication.

The process of replacing the picturesque and contextualized views of Cairo with abstract
details of Islamic ornamentation was not smooth, nor did it simply reflect the changing
interests of authors like Prisse d’Avennes. On the contrary, this particular subfield of the
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publishing business was a battleground of the opinions and personal commitments of
authors, publishers, and printmakers—each of whom had a different agenda. The shift in the
depiction of Islamic Egypt away from the panoramic and toward the close-up, from
pictorial views of Cairene buildings and toward a new emphasis on Islamic ornament, was
affected by the changing economy and the unstable market in which this particular
Orientalist publishing business existed and depended upon.

Paulina Banas is an art historian specializing in cross-cultural exchanges between Europe and
the Islamic world from the seventeenth through the nineteenth century. She received her PhD
from Binghamton University in 2016 and later worked as a Postdoctoral Associate at the Aga
Khan Program for Islamic Architecture at Harvard University doing research on the French
publishing industry in Islamic Egypt (1840–80). She is also the recipient of the 2017 Grabar
Post-Doctoral Fellowship awarded by the Historians of Islamic Art Association. Banas’s
research interests deal not only with nineteenth-century printed albums and visual culture
more generally, but also with decorative arts and the material exchanges between Eastern
Europe and Safavid Persia. This is represented in her article “Persian Art and the Crafting of
Polish Identity” that she contributed to the exhibition catalogue The Fascination of Persia: The
Persian-European Dialogue in Seventeenth-Century Art and Contemporary Art of Teheran (Zürich:
Scheidegger and Spiess, 2013).

Email the author: pbanas242[at]gmail.com.

Notes

I am very grateful to Nancy Um and Angela Andersen for their insightful comments and for
editing the various drafts of this article. I also wish to thank Petra ten-Doesschate Chu and the
anonymous reviewer of Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide for their constructive feedback on
my manuscript and assistance with this project. All translations are by the author.
[1] See, for instance, Derek Gregory, “Performing Cairo: Orientalism and the City of the
Arabian Nights,” in Making Cairo Medieval, ed. Nezar AlSayyad et al. (Lanham, MD: Lexington
Books, 2005), 69–93; Caroline Williams, “Nineteenth-Century Images of Cairo: From the
Real to the Interpretative,” in Making Cairo Medieval, 95–124; Elisabeth A. Fraser, “Books, Prints,
and Travel: Reading in the Gaps of the Orientalist Archive,” Art History 31, no. 3 (2008): 342–67.
[2] Emmanuel Hecre, “Je vous écris en toute hâte . . . en débarrassant ma table encombrée:
Lettres d’Émile Prisse d’Avennes à Charles Cournault (1847–1875),” in Émile Prisse d’Avennes: Un
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Unless otherwise indicated, all illustrations are in the Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints
and Photographs, Art & Architecture Collection, The New York Public Library. Photographs provided

courtesy of the New York Public Library Digital Collections.

Fig. 1, Émile Prisse d’Avennes (artist) and Bernard Schmidt (lithographer), Mosquée sépulcrale de Qaytbay

(XVe. siècle) (Funeral Mosque of Qaitbay [Fifteenth Century]), 1869–77. Lithograph. Published in L’Art

arabe d’après les monuments du Caire depuis le 7ème siècle jusqu’à la fin du 18ème siècle (Paris: Vve A. Morel et

Cie., 1869–77), I: pl. 19. [return to text]
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Fig. 2, Conte (artist) and Berthault (engraver), Le Kaire: Vue de la Mosquée de Soultân Hasan (Cairo: View

of the Sultan Hassan Mosque), 1809–29. Engraving. Published in La Description de l’Égypte: ou, Recueil

des observations et des recherches qui ont été faites en Égypte pendant l’expédition de l’armée française, ed.

Edme-François Jomard (Paris: Imprimerie Impériale, 1809–28), État Moderne I: pl. 32. General

Research Division, The New York Public Library. [return to text]
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Fig. 3, Émile Prisse d’Avennes (artist) and Daniel Vierge Urrabieta (lithographer), Arabesques: Pavement

de mosaïque, fragments disposée sur le plan des dorqâah (du XVIe. au XVIIIe. siècle) (Arabesques: Mosaic

Pavement, Fragments Arranged on the Plan of the Dorqâah [from the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth

Century]), 1869–77. Chromolithograph. Published in L’Art arabe (Paris: Vve A. Morel et Cie., 1869–77),

I: pl. 56. [return to text]
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Fig. 4, Owen Jones (artist) and Francis Bedford (lithographer), Arabian No. 5: Mosaics from Walls and

Pavements from Houses in Cairo, 1856. Chromolithograph. Published in The Grammar of Ornament:

Illustrated by Examples from Various Styles of Ornament; 112 Plates (London: Day & Son, 1856), pl. 35.

[return to text]
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Fig. 5, Joseph-Philibert Girault de Prangey (artist), Adolphe Jean-Baptiste Bayot and Monthelier

(lithographers), Principale porte de la citadelle: Bâb El-A’zab (XIIIe. siècle) (Main Door of the Citadel: Bâb

El-A’zab [Thirteenth Century]), 1869–77. Lithograph. Published in L’Art arabe (Paris: Vve A. Morel et

Cie., 1869–77), I: pl. 6. [return to text]
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Fig. 6, Detail of Joseph-Philibert Girault de Prangey (artist), Adolphe Jean-Baptiste Bayot and

Monthelier (lithographers), Principale porte de la citadelle: Bâb El-A’zab (XIIIe. siècle) (Main Door of the

Citadel: Bâb El-A’zab [Thirteenth Century]), 1869–77. Lithograph. Published in L’Art arabe (Paris: Vve

A. Morel et Cie., 1869–77), I: pl. 6. Photograph by the author. [return to text]
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Fig. 7, Joseph-Philibert Girault de Prangey (artists), Charles Fichot and Adolphe Jean-Baptiste Bayot

(lithographers), Tombeau du sultan Tarabey (Tomb of Sultan Tarabey), 1846. Lithograph. Published in 

Monuments arabes d’Égypte, de Syrie, d’Asie Mineure dessinés et mesurés de 1842 à 1845 (Paris: L’Auteur, 1846),

pl. 82. Stock of the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin – Prussian Cultural Heritage. [return to text]
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Fig. 8, Joseph-Philibert Girault de Prangey (artist) and Charles Fichot (lithographer), Tombeau du

soultan Tarabey (XVIe. siècle) (Tomb of Sultan Tarabey [Sixteenth Century]), 1869–77. Lithograph.

Published in L’Art arabe (Paris: Vve A. Morel et Cie., 1869–77), I: pl. 27. [return to text]
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