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Women'’s Travel Literature: Journeys Through
Female Eyes—Between the Real and the Imagined

In the aftermath of the 19th
century—particularly following
Napoleon Bonaparte's military
campaign in Egyptin 1798 CE—a

new body of literature began to
emerge around a subject that had
previously received little attention: the
participation of women in travels to
the East. Through personal diaries and
first-hand accounts, we have come to
recognize the hidden or overlooked
contributions of women in a domain
long associated with adventure, risk,
imagination and myth.

Travel during that era was more

than just a physical journey—it

was a profound passage through
space and time, and one that clearly
delineated the “self” of the traveler
from the distant “other,” which stirred
fascination and a deep yearning for
discovery.

The names of many of these women
have faded into obscurity, but the
lives and legacies of some still linger in
memory, revived through books and
recollections each time the subject of
Eastern travel is invoked.

Some of these women ventured
forth alone, driven by a passion

for exploration or by religious or
ideological convictions. Others
accompanied their husbands or
relatives. Yet all shared a common
spirit of defying distances, traditions
and cultural boundaries.

Their narratives reveal complex
portraits: triumphs and setbacks, love
stories tinged with disappointment

and painful social alienations— of
which estrangement was only a part.
These texts, recounting women's
adventures in the East, not only open
windows onto hidden worlds and
uncharted paths, but in many cases
rival or even surpass the impact and
appeal of travel literature penned by
men.

In recent decades, we have begun

to uncover the shadowed faces of
history—women who dared, who
loved and who wrote. Today, we can
speak of a fully developed body of
women's travel writing, by and about
both Eastern and Western women.

This literature invites us to delve
deeper, to explore its hidden worlds
and to reflect on the many questions
it raises—questions that continue

to intrigue scholars and researchers
drawn to this unique literary genre.

Mentioning these questions here
allows us to outline the contours of

a field that falls under the broader
domain of Orientalist studies, and for
envisioning its future direction.

Qatar National Library’s Heritage
Library holds a rich and diverse
collection of resources that can
significantly enrich scholarship in this
field. These works—some published,
others preserved as manuscripts—
explore the literary traditions of
travel and the experiences of Western
travelers in the Islamic world.

Among the most notable of these
writings are:
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Syria: The Desert & the Sown
Gertrude Lowthian Bell
(1868-1926)

A Pilgrimage to Nejd, the Cradle
of the Arab Race and A Visit to the
Court of the Arab Emir,

“Our Persian Campaign’; 1881 CE

DS94.B45 1928 Lady Anne Blunt (1837-1917)
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A E I. Arabia Egypt India:
A Narrative of Travel, 1879
Isabel Burton (1831-1896 CE)

DS48 B87 1879
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Journey of a Frenchwoman
to Jerusalem.

An unpublished manuscript

from a journal written by
Elisabeth Loudol (born circa
1870 CE) detailing her voyage
to Jerusalem in 1896 CE.

HC.MS.2020.0013
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