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Abstract 
 

Carla Serena (Antwerp 1824 – Greece 1884) was a Belgian born woman married to a Venetian merchant, who was 

based in London. At the age of 50 she left her family in London and took a six-year long solo journey in the Ottoman 

Empire (1874-75), in the Russian Empire (1874, 1875-77, 1878-79, 1881) and in the Persian Empire (1877-78). After 

her journey she published a variety of scientific articles in the geographical journal Le Tour du Monde and her 

memories in the volume Mon voyage. Souvenirs personnels.  

Her point of view as a Western European solo woman traveller is interesting in several ways. On the one hand, her 

scientific essays differ from her memories in terms of orientalist stereotypes, the latter being more straightforward and 

anecdotal. On the other hand, Carla Serena’s writings display a wide range of different Easts, from Islamic barbarian 

Persia to France-like Poland, differentiated in terms of religious and ethnic prejudices, placement of people along the 

civilised-savage continuum and personal attitudes towards the regions she visited.  

In addition to the analysis of orientalist elements in Carla Serena’s work, I will show how boundaries between West 

and East are arbitrarily defined in her writings, and how the Caucasus displays a peculiar status, being considered both 

as Europe and Asia. In particular, my paper focuses on the analysis of her travels in Eastern Europe, at that time part 

of the Russian Empire. 
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Introduction 
 

This essay is concerned with travel writing studies and aims at analysing the idea of East in the works of Carla Serena, 

a woman who travelled in the Ottoman, Russian and Persian Empires in the Seventies and Eighties of the 19
th

 century. 

Given the relevance in terms of time spent travelling (her longest trip lasted six years) and places visited, her idea of 

East is by no means unitary and the interplay between Carla’s European background and her experiences is definitely 

complex.  

Before analysing to what extent a multifaceted East is created in Carla Serena’s works, I will briefly introduce her life 

and clarify some methodological issues.  

 

Carla Serena, European background and solo travelling 
 

Caroline Hartog Morgensthein was born in Antwerp in 1824. In 1847 she married Leone Serena, a Venetian merchant 

and patriot, and changed her name into the Italian version Carla.
i
 Because of their political commitment and 

connection with Daniele Manin, in 1849 the couple was exiled and moved to Marseilles, Paris, Belgium and then to 

London
ii
, where Carla set up a salon for Italians and Britons called Société de l’anti-etiquette iii  (Anti-etiquette 

Society). Although already correspondent for the Belgian journal Le Précurseur d’Anvers, Carla’s first international 

experience as a travel writer was the World Exhibition in Vienna in 1873.  

A radical change happened in her life on 1
st
 August 1874, when Carla left London and her family to start a six-year 

journey. It is still not clear why a woman in her fifties – old according to the Victorian society – decided to abandon 

her home for such a long period of time. In the preface of her memory Mon voyage Carla states she planned a short 

trip because she was “souffrante” (indisposed),
iv
 but circumstances brought to a long journey.  

Jules Gros, a journalist contemporary to Carla Serena, noted in his Journal des Voyages article on October 3, 1880
v
 

that Carla travelled for health reasons, pushed by her doctor. A more recent and entangling explanation is suggested 

by Daniela Pizzagalli
vi
 and by Anna Vanzan,

vii
 who noticed that Carla’s relationships with local power, her journeys in 

the places touched by the Great Game and several diplomatic troubles she had can be explained by assuming that 

Carla Serena was a spy for Britain.  

During her long trip she visited Sweden, Russia, Moldova, Istanbul, Egypt, Jerusalem, Lebanon, Greece and then the 

Caucasus, where she spent about two years travelling in Abkhazia, Kakheti, Karabakh, Guria, Mingrelia and 

Samurzakano before leaving to Persia after the Ottoman Turkey and the Russian Empire declared war in 1877. There 

she spent wintertime, before coming back to the Caucasus, where she witnessed the atrocities caused by war in that 



region. On her way back to London she stopped in Astrakhan, Moscow, Warsaw, Vienna, Rome and Paris.  

After her return in 1879, Carla Serena wrote one article about the district of Shusha
viii

 for the Austrian Geographic 

Society, two articles in the geographical journal Le Tour du Monde – one focused on Imereti,
ix

 the other on Mingrelia
x
 

– and two volumes of memories published by Dreyfous – the first on her journey to and back from Caucasus,
xi

 the 

second on her winter in Persia.
xii

 Willing to publish an illustrated version of her journey to Kakheti and Abkhazia, in 

1881 Carla Serena took a second trip to the Caucasus, where she had the opportunity of taking pictures of those 

regions that had never been photographed before. Two illustrated essays on the journal Le Tour du Monde followed.
xiii

  

Henceforth little is known about her last years. We know that she became member of the French, German and Spanish 

Geographical Societies and in 1882 was given a golden medal by the King of Italy for her geographic and 

ethnographic credits,
xiv

 although she refused to hold a lecture on her journeys at the Italian Geographic Society. We 

know she continued her publishing activity on the journal Le Tour du Monde,
xv

 on the journal Globusxvi and as author 

of two volumes printed by Charpentier – one about the Kalmyk and Kyrgyz people
xvii

 and the other about Persia.
xviii

 

She died in Greece in 1884. So far it’s not clear what was the reason of her death and where she was buried.  

 

Methodological remarks 
 

As noticed in the previous section, Carla Serena’s production is large and concentrated in a period of time shorter than 

a decade, from 1879 to a posthumous publication in 1885. In order to analyse the representation of the East in her 

works, it is relevant to clarify their textual typology and the audience they address to.  

A first criterion is the distinction between books and articles in journals. The volumes Mon voyage. Souvenirs 
personnels (vol. 1 and 2), Seul dans les steppes and Hommes et choses en Perse belong to the first category. The 

articles in journals are shorter and appear in three journals: in French on Le Tour du Monde (“Excursion dans le 

Caucase. De la mer Noire à la mer Caspienne – L’Iméréthie, province du Caucase”, “Un tour en Mingrélie”, “Trois 

mois en Kakhétie”, “Excursion au Samourzakan et en Abkasie”  and “Voyage au Caucase”), in German on 

Mittheilungen der kais. und kön. Geographischen Gesellschaft in Wien – the Bulletin of the Austrian Geographical 

Society – (“Der District Schuscha in Transkaukasien”) and on Globus (“Reisen in Gurien und am oberen Kur”).  

A second criterion to classify Carla Serena’s works is style, which is highly affected by the audience she addresses. 

On the one hand, the essays in German and the book Hommes et choses en Perse display a distinctive scientific tone, 

with a large use of geographical and ethnographical notes. On the other hand, Mon voyage. Souvenirs personnels (vol. 

1 and 2) are characterised by narration and by the extensive presence of Carla’s personal comments on her emotional 

conditions. This is clear by comparing Hommes et choses en Perse and Mon voyage. Souvenirs personnels. Une 
européenne en Perse, the first displaying absence of the narrating I and the second being narrated in third person, but 

with a strong presence of personal comments;
xix

 the clash is evident because the two books are both engaged with the 

same topic, i.e., Carla’s trip to Persia in winter 1877-78. A mixed style is introduced in the other works. The French 

geographical articles and Seule dans les steppes offer a combination of scientific information, such as ethnographic 

details, and private elements, engaging the audience in a continuous shift between personal adventure and systematic 

knowledge.  

A final criterion is given by the geographical distribution of the reported journey. Mon voyage. Souvenirs personnels. 
Une européenne en Perse and Hommes et choses en Perse deal with the Persian Empire. “Der District Schuscha in 

Transkaukasien”, “Excursion dans le Caucase. De la mer Noire à la mer Caspienne – L’Iméréthie, province du 

Caucase”, “Un tour en Mingrélie”, “Trois mois en Kakhétie”, “Excursion au Samourzakan et en Abkasie”, “Voyage 

au Caucase”, “Reisen in Gurien und am oberen Kur” and Seule dans les steppes are set in the Russian Empire, only 

the latter not being exclusively devoted to the Caucasus. A peculiar case is provided by Mon voyage. Souvenirs 
personnels. De la Baltique à la mer Caspienne, which describes Carla Serena’s first trip to the Ottoman Empire and to 

the Russian Empire; the section related to the Persian Empire, to which the whole 2
nd

 volume of Mon voyage. 
Souvenirs personnels is dedicated, here is completed omitted, creating a chronological narrative break between the 

Caucasus preparing for war and the Caucasus after war.  

The following textual analysis will be based on the investigation of the contexts in which the words linked to the 

opposition East/West are used in Carla Serena’s production. In particular, I will consider the words ouest (west), 

occidental (western), européen (European) juxtaposed to est/orient/levant (east), oriental (eastern), asiatique (Asian) 

and several ethnonyms, like les Arabes (the Arabs), les Abkases (the Abkhazians), les Russes (the Russians), etc.  

The following analysis is thus based on words defining boundaries. Their use together with the contexts in which they 

are introduced will be sources of investigation for Carla Serena’s orientalist stereotypes and their overcoming.  

 

Defining boundaries, deconstructing stereotypes 
 

A first topic to be examined in Carla Serena’s written production is the definition of geographical boundaries between 

East and West and between Europe and Asia.  

When in the first part of her journey Carla visited the Ottoman Empire (i.e., Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon and Turkey), 

she often declares absolute statements about the East, evidence of a unitary and stereotyped view of the Orient. For 



instance, Carla states, “the Orient is immutable”,xx after having noticed that the Bible is still a good travel guide for 

visiting the Holy Ground. Again in Jerusalem, she witnessed an important man followed by a grand crowd that leads 

her to state, “in Orient, the rank of a celebrity is measured by the size of his cortège”.
 xxi

 The inductive mechanism 

underlying her claims consists of providing examples of significant tableaux that meet her biases and prejudices, 

whose scope is then widened to the whole East.  

Another aspect that sets Carla’s travel reports in a geographic and culturally homogeneous Orient is the idea of 

sensuality, represented in the following passage by the sultan’s harem in Constantinople. Here her bias is not 

confirmed, and Carla is disappointed because the European influence has spoiled the sensuality she was looking for.  
 

In general, among the illuminate Turks who spent some years in Europe, the practice of having multiple wives has 

reduced. […] Whether in presence of Europeans the Turks adopt our habits, when alone, among themselves, they take 

their national traditions back. I was disappointed of having not found in those scenes of intimate oriental life subjects 

zesty enough to attract me. xxii  

 

In the previous passage the opposition between us-European and them-Turks is crucial and defines a cultural 

perspective that is completely Western-centric. In line with Said’s orientalist categories,
xxiii

 the Ottoman Orient 

depicted by Carla is immutable, sensual and charming, and its representations of power are despotic and majestic.  

However, Carla Serena is a traveller and her perception of reality grows in complexity as her journey develops. 

Although affected by the topos of a chaotic but charming Orient, Carla’s first impression of Constantinople displays 

how her attitude towards the East is somehow dynamic.  
 

At a first glance, the East attracts for its novelty. As a whole, this novelty is composed by a lot of details contrasting with 

the ideas and the habits of the Europeans, who consider it first of all as chaos. Little by little, by analysing it, the eye 

discovers in this ensemble some salient points that attract and seduce it. Once acquainted with that, he cannot contemplate 

it, he begins to love it. xxiv  

 

Whereas the terms “Asia” and “Orient” are often used by Carla when she describes the Ottoman Empire, as well as 

the Persian Empire (where she spent a winter in 1877-78), it is more problematic when dealing with the Caucasus. 

From a geographical point of view, Carla indicates the Caucasian mountain chain as the natural border between Asia 

and Europe. In Le Tour du Monde she writes, 
 

I said it and I repeat it, when facing the significant differences between Caucasian types, you cannot hide a feeling of 

curiosity, admiration and even fear for this giant mountain chain, which raises as frontier between Europe and Asia and is 

supposed to be the birthplace of humankind.xxv 
 

This boundary seems to be less defined when Carla writes her memories. In Tbilisi, Georgia, she states, “for a freak of 

fate, in that moment I found myself in Asia and not in Europe”,
xxvi

 but when sailing from Absheron peninsula, 

nowadays Azerbaijan, to Persia in 1877, her words are “Leaving the Grand-Duc-Michel [a ferry], I said farewell to 

Europe”;
xxvii

 what is the reason why Carla Serena often considers the Caucasus as part of Asia, but Europe on her way 

to Persia? A plausible explanation is provided by applying a sort of theory of relativity to Carla’s perspective. Persia is 

considered Far East by her, as in the passage, “After an excursion in the Caucasus, she went to Persia, country of poets 

and roses, also called the France of the Far East”.
xxviii

 Whereas compared to Carla’s homeland the Caucasus is Orient, 

when related to the ultimate Oriental Persia, it is perceived as a European land. In addition, the Caucasian region is 

part of the Russian Empire, and Russia is always referred to as Europe.
xxix

 This is clear when Carla arrives in Moscow 

and states, “while getting off the wagon, I saw myself surrounded again by all the signs of western civilisation”.
xxx

  

However, in Carla’s view, Russia has a second border between Asia and Europe that passes through Astrakhan, 

“junction point between Asia and Europe”.
xxxi

 This frontier city has a double nature. From a cultural perspective, it is 

without a doubt European, as shown by Carla’s record, “in Astrakhan, fallen in a completely European circle, I had to 

take back the styles abandoned for a while”, xxxii
 and again in the following passage, where Carla states she is no 

longer used to the European habits. 
 

In the Caucasus I was asked about Europe, as much as in Astrakhan I was asked about the lands I had just left. I was 

surprised that in this region its inhabitants know such a little about a country in constant relation with theirs. […] In the 

Caucasus I was regarded with curiosity because I came from Europe; in the region that is vestibule of Occident and 

Orient, it was the same because I came from Caucasus. As for me, I realised all the things around me weren’t familiar 

anymore. xxxiii   

 

From a demographic point of view, because of its position and its ethnic melting pot, Astrakhan is a city where Asian 

elements mix with European ones, as suggested by Carla in the following passage. 
 

In Astrakhan the Orient has sown a multitude of its races that have almost remained without mixing and haven’t lost their 

distinctive features; in the meanwhile the Occident has inhabited a part of the city, where it has introduced its customs and 

habits. At every pace you take in the city of Astrakhan, particularly interesting for the multitude of its contrasts, you can 

see Asia touching Europe.xxxiv 

 

Whereas Asia and Europe have two boundaries, one in the Caucasus and the other along the river Volga, Europe has 



no internal border between Eastern and Western Europe. Carla’s stay in Warsaw, on her way back home, provides 

interesting insights on the topic. Although Warsaw is described as “the boundary of the western civilisation in 

Europe”,
 xxxv

 its position in the heart of Europe is stressed, being a core element in a centre-periphery relation
xxxvi

 with 

the lands previously described. The following passage highlights the strategic position of Poland, and particularly 

Warsaw, with a prophecy that nowadays sounds tragic in the light of contemporary Polish history. 
 

Its position in the heart of Europe is excellent for commercial trade; it seems destined to become the warehouse between 

the Occident and the Orient. That’s its possible future if nothing obstructs it, and that might happen.xxxvii  

 

The importance of Poland is also stated in relation to its similarity to France. Talking about Warsaw, Carla notices that 

the city “lacks completely the Russian stamp”
xxxviii

 and “the type and character of its population are much closer to the 

French”
xxxix

 than the German.   

Apart from such national specifications, Carla Serena usually gives a unitary vision of Europe in several ways. Her 

complex European background – she was born in Belgium, got married to an Italian man and lived in Italy before 

moving to France, Belgium and then England – is mirrored in the title of the already mentioned second volume of 

memories, Une européenne en Perse (A European Woman in Persia). She never refers to herself as Belgian, Italian, 

French or British: she is just European. This choice was also affected by the fact that in Persia Carla was called 

Frenghi,xl
 a term designating any European, irrespectively of their country of origin, as stated in the first page of her 

book.  
 

The Persians call all the Europeans with the name Frenghi. Little inclined to geography, they don’t know the different 

countries of Europe, which they call Frenghistan.xli 

 

The omnipresent term Frenghi-European in Une européenne en Perse is not the only instance of “Europeanness” in 

the book, which devotes a large section to the Europeans living in Persia. Those people are described by Carla herself 

as a unitary group, rarely defined by their specific country of origin. At a closer look, the severe words used to depict 

the Europeans living in Persia shed light on Carla Serena’s attitude towards the East. The first quotation describes the 

mean behaviour of the Europeans to the detriment of local people.  
 

The Europeans are privileged and have more benefits than the locals, they don’t pay any toll and tax; furthermore, they 

take advantage of it and often assume rights harmful to Persians.xlii 

. 

The second passage depicts the Europeans living in Persia as people who pretend being noble only because of their 

European origin.  
 

Here you can meet Europeans who, under the title of Pasha and Khan, often dissimulate a name for which oblivion is 

necessary. On this stage far from the western civilisation, those who are humble stooges on the western one, here play an 

important role. If the Orient dispenses its smiles to those oppressed by fate in their countries, those aristocrats by accident, 

by wearing the adorned dress label of their nobility, take a parade tone. […] In Orient, those parvenus become strongly 

arrogant. xliii  

 

A negative judgement on European people living in the East was also introduced in the first volume of Mon voyage, 

after Carla’s visit to a Prussian family in Kédaleg (nowadays Gədəbəy), near Elisabethpol (nowadays Gəncə - Ganja). 

Once again her comment refers to the Europeans’ overconfidence juxtaposed to despicable brutality of their actions. 

Such conduct against human beings leads Carla to state the lower level of the Europeans compared to Eastern people. 

Whereas in the following passage the Orientals are always called Muslim, the Europeans are first mentioned as 

Prussians, then Christians and finally Europeans, maybe because of the national, moral/religious and eventually wide-

ranging nature of her comments on the Europeans living in the East.  
 

According to Prussians, the civilisation of their countries is the most advanced in the world. Some other nations may 

deserve some respect; but Prussia holds the first place. I don’t know it much and I ignore whether they are right. […] In 

Orient I was often disappointed by the lack of concern in which Christians supported their civilised reputation only with 

their brutality against the locals, inferior to them. Muslim people are humans, if not their brothers. Such title should be 

enough. However, the Europeans in Orient get served by using horsewhips, kicks, sticks and canes they would hardly use 

on a stubborn dog. This conduct places them lower than those they abuse in this way. xliv 

 

Carla’s sympathy towards the abused locals, called brothers, reveals an unexpected detachment of Carla from the 

aforementioned European unity. One can read in Carla’s call for brotherhood a mild criticism towards the Europeans 

living in Persia. Unlike their Muslim counterpart, “In Teheran the Europeans know each other too closely to love each 

other”.
xlv

 Not to be missed is a negative remark made by Carla on the Europeans’ lack of taste in fashion, a topic often 

treated in her writings with a peculiar humour. In Jerusalem she noticed,  

 

In Orient, the Europeans take liberties even in their outfit, causing more than one lese-majesties to fashion. Everybody 

deals with it according to their fantasy without worrying about ‘what are they going to say?’, a terrible obstacle in their 

countries.xlvi  

  



Although Carla blames the Europeans’ arrogance towards the Eastern people, the conclusion of her memories is 

surprising. The next words are the very last ones of Mon Voyage (vol. 1), following her return to Europe after six 

years far from her home and family. 
 

Europe was my point of departure. In Europe I have returned, happy about having realised my goal. To Europe all the 

things created, invented and accomplished by the human spirit converge. To Europe, queen of the thinking world, flock 

the creations by superior intelligences and humble work. Europe, supreme centre of civilisation, resembles the wide sea 

into where the thinnest trickle of water flows just as well as the tribute of a magnificent river. Everything finds place here. 

To Europe, then, I present my poor journey. May it be accepted by Her, just as the humble rivulet is in the vastness of 

seas! My story will tell Europeans that I received many gratifications. But here I admit the most vivid thought was to see 

my fireplace again, because that’s the authentic place for the woman. Women, stay there and there read Mon Voyage.xlvii 
 

First of all, it is an ode to Europe, the centre of the world and the point of departure and arrival, being both a biblical 

alpha and omega and a secular forge of science and craftsmanship. Europe is a queen; although here without subjects, 

its monarchic representation can be read as a configuration of dominating power, a typical relation that is taken for 

granted in the western world.
xlviii

 Europe is also a land that can provide everybody with opportunities, irrespectively of 

their background, an ideal that in the following century shifted to the United States with their American dream.  

The very last words of Carla Serena’s memories are astonishing. The woman who left her family to travel alone in 

remote places, the one who is admired for her courage, who blames European men for being hypocrites and 

disrespectful of Eastern people, she states that women shouldn’t leave their fireplace, as if their nature could be 

fulfilled only by their duty of mothers and wives. We don’t know the ultimate aim of these words and the underlying 

ideology. She might have desired to discourage other women to follow her paths, or prevent her books from being 

censored as feminist or, maybe, she simply wanted to emphasise the importance family and home had in her life.  

 

Conclusion 
 

When dealing with Carla Serena’s works, the reader can be surprised by the coexistence of a peculiar sensitivity 

towards humankind and germs of modern sensibilities, such as feminism, together with bigotry and orientalist 

elements; this may lead to postulate that Carla Serena had a straightforward attitude on the one side and a dull desire 

of classification on the other. However, at a closer look, different attitudes are shown in different texts.  

Focusing only on the interplay between East and West in Carla’s work, a first remark is that her geographic articles 

mention Asia and Europe only from a geographical point of view, identifying the Caucasian mountain chain as the 

natural boundary between the two continents. Apart from few occurrences of the terms “European” and “Oriental” 

introduced in marginal comments about traditional dress, the geographic articles concentrate on landscape and 

ethnographic elements, in which orientalist comments would have been out of place. A completely different 

perception of the Eastern and Western features is found in Carla Serena’s books and memories. Firstly, geographic 

boundaries are vague, as in the Caucasus, considered both Asia and Europe, or simply noticing that Astrakhan is 

described as western, whereas Constantinople is eastern. Secondly, the terms related to Europe/West and Asia/East 

acquire cultural, political and evocative meanings.  

Different stages of her journey display different densities of the abovementioned terms. When Carla travels in the 

Ottoman Empire (1874-75), the word “Orient” and orientalist comments are everywhere; here reality is chaotic, 

immutable and seducing, power is despotic and women are subjugated to traditions. A less stereotyped Orient is 

described in the Caucasus (visited in 1875-77, 1878-79, 1881), where Carla tends to describe local culture and habits 

beyond the label “oriental”; boundaries melt and the focus on single peoples and their customs overwhelms her 

European prejudices. A strong juxtaposition between East and West is introduced again when Carla visits Persia 

(1877-78), considered Far East. Orientalist stereotypes and unsympathetic comments towards the Europeans living in 

Persia are dominating in the autobiographic book Une européenne en Perse, less in the more scientific Hommes et 
choses en Perse. When Carla Serena is in Astrakhan (1879), again a geographic frontier between Europe and Asia, her 

description of Asian elements in a European context, such as the Buddhist Kalmyk community, are characterised by a 

genuine ethnographic interest; far from the orientalist stereotypes shown in the Ottoman and Persian Empires, Carla’s 

account given in Seule dans les steppes has a descriptive and rather aseptic tone. Moving to Russia, in general, and 

Poland, Carla describes a European surrounding, never mentioning that this part of Europe is eastern compared to the 

part of Europe she comes from. On the contrary, the Europeanness of Poland is stressed in its central and strategic 

position and in its inhabitants’ French-like character.  

Hence the idea of East in Carla Serena’s production cannot be considered unitary. Her construction of a multifaceted 

East, varied according the part of Orient she considers, has its origin in her complex European background, in her 

curious attitude towards new people and in the variety of adventures she experienced during her six-year long solo 

journey. This latter aspect provides an interesting insight on the mechanism of prejudice deconstruction. What led a 

western woman full of orientalist prejudices to change her mind on people previously considered barbarians and 

primitives? Let’s consider the following passage.  
 

In Europe we believe too much that all the other people are barbarian. By visiting remote countries, where people with 

different habits and religions live, you find that they are not disadvantaged because of those qualities that civilisation 



seems to claim exclusively.xlix  

 

The educational value of travelling is thus based on experience. The traveller encounters people and lives among 

them; such meetings change her/his mind. Carla Serena herself questioned Europe and its idea of civilisation, struck 

by what she considered different and inferior and turned into the object of her longing for knowledge.  
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