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WOMEN AND ORIENT IN EUROPEAN PAINTING:
POSTCOLONIAL ANALYSES'

Viktoriya Sukovata

Key words: European Orientalism, woman as Other in painting, Oriental harem, Oriental sexuality, “colonial” body

The paper is devoted to analyses of visual metaphors of colonialism and Oriental Other in painting. The author
studied a role of female bodies in the construction of the “Oriental”, “colonial Other” in the European mentality, and
how the “colonial Other” was presented in the European painting through the motives of “exoticism” and “nudity”.

he contemporary global opposition of “West” and

“North” on one hand, and “East” and “South” on

other hand, was in first recognized as a political
opposition in the European society in the 19" century. The
interest to the non-European peoples and their remote
cultures as the opposition to the European empires and
“white European subject” was discussed in the works of
European philosophers of 17" and 18" century—R. Hak-
luyt, Marquis de Condorcet, Voltaire, S. L. Montesquieu,
J.J. Rousseau, I. G. Herder, and others. The “East” was
understood not only as a geographical east, but as a ter-
ritory remote from the center of European civilization and
opposing it, an object of consumption, as a periphery,
a colony, as an exotic Orient. Such an establishment of
economic and political control of Europe required moral
and cultural legitimation of power under “Orient”—the
European colonies and peripheries in the public mental-
ityZ But if in the 19™ century, the ideas of superiority of
the European “West” under non-European “East” was
embodied not only in public speculations, but became a
part of the European colonialism rhetaric (H. Palmerston;
A. Conally), a doctrine on “superior” and “inferior” rac-

es (F. Ratzel; H. Spencer; E. Haeckel) and a “scientif-
ic racism” (F. Galton; H. S. Chamberlain; J. Gobineau).
The contemporary scholars consider “colonialism” as a
metaphor of political® and cultural domination®. The le-
gitimation of inequality between European emperies and
non-European colonized peoples was done by European
authors in literature® (first of all, in works by R. Kipling),
painting (in European Orientalism®), opera’ (for instance,
“The ltalian Girl in Algiers” by G. Rossini, or “Turandot”
by J. Puccini). In this symbolic construction, the West
was personified in images of “masculinity”, “center” and
“hegemony”, while the East logically reproduced the se-
miotics of “femininity” and “subordinate” Other.

In my research paper | plan to analyze the images of
the Oriental Other in painting of European Orientalism,
which was devoted to conquered territories and Europe-
an colonies. The European oriental painting served as an
important key element of the European colonial imagina-
tion®, and in my work, | explore how the “colonial hierar-
chies” were manifested in painting, how some European
artists created them, while others deconstructed them in
their own artwork. My research methodology is based on

1 The paper was prepared in frames of my fellowship of Central European University in 2023. | express my sincere
gratitude to Prof. Dr. Michael Laurence Miller (Central European University) and Oleksandr Shtokvych for the support
of my studies. No organizations or persons are responsible for my paper. All conclusions are my own.

2 Boisen, The Changing, 2013.
Adas, Imperialism, 1998.
Stuchtey, Colonialism, 2010.
Baucom, Out of Place, 1999.
Benjamin, Orientalist, 2003.
Tarling, Orientalism, 2015.
Baudet, Paradise on Earth, 1988.
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the ideas of Michael Foucault, Edvard Said, Laura Mulvey
and Linda Nokhlin. Said introduced the concept of Orien-
talism® based on M. Foucault’s critique of power. Said
considered Orientalism as a system of representations of
Eastern cultures through the prism of Western thinking,
in which the European subject has a place of “norma-
tive subjectivity”, while “East” was correlated with the
idea of “periphery” and “non-normative” body. According
to Said’s theory, the Oriental Other was constructed by
the European subject in order to mark the boundaries of
its European identity and empires. L. Mulvey® was an
author of a theory of “look” that is a sign of power of
“dominated subject”, a male spectator, a representative
of an empery. The important is Linda Nochlin’s work™ on
the formation of the Eastern Other in 19" century Orien-
talist painting, considering how colonial hierarchy was
integrated into the gender hierarchy.

My idea is that among various images of Orient, the
Eastern harem becomes one of the main symbols of the
Oriental Other and its non-normative sexuality in the Eu-
ropean imagination. The depiction of the Oriental harem
serves to highlight the “exotic” and “amoral” nature of
the Oriental Other: we can see that European artists, im-
agined the oriental harem as a luxurious place of temp-
tation and debauchery. The harem became an European
metaphor of the Oriental outskirts and European colo-
nies, since it was seen as an antithesis to the women’s
emancipation and civilian freedom, the two key liberal
discourses of Europe in the 19" century. Such great Eu-
ropean artists as J.D. Ingres, E. Delacroix, E. Fromentin,
T. Chassériau, P. Delaroche depicted the naked female
bodies of odalisques and courtesans, laid out in front of
the spectators’ views in the most seductive poses, much
like goods in colonial luxurious store, or as an “exotic
food” served up for European male spectators. We can
see such examples in artworks of E. Delacroix’s “Wom-
an with a Parrot” (1827), W. Etty’s “Candaules, King of
Lydia stealthily shows his wife, lying down in bed, to his
minister Gyges”, (1820), P. Delaroche’s “Girl by the Pool”
(1845), T. Chassériau’s “Esther dresses up for a meeting
with the king” (1842), and others. | can argued that these
images of the Oriental harem and its inhabitants, were

9 Said, Orientalism, 1979.
10 Mulvey, ,Visual pleasure and narrative cinema®, 1975.
11" Nochlin. The Politics of Vision, 1989.
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implicitly positioned as a counterpoint to the “western
civilization”, viewed as decent and normative, in contrast
to the “Oriental” which was obscene and a-normative.
In fact, these naked female bodies, visible to the viewer,
as it were, symbolized the sexual openness of the East
towards the West, the accessibility of Eastern resourc-
es, and the temptation of unlimited consumption of these
resources by the European dominant imperial subject. In
reality, these scenes of the Oriental harems were most-
ly of European imagination because alien men could not
visit any harem and to be a spectator of the harem life.

At the same time, the demonstrative nakedness of
Eastern women in European paintings, depicting the
East as the “open” space towards the European space
that hides and protects a naked body. In other words,
through the visual consumption of the female body in
harem, Orientalism artists represented harem love as
“male pleasure”, as realization of sexual fantasies of
male dominance and female submission. The Orientalist
painting turned the East into an object of observation by
the West, when a male European spectator could chose
a female body as a customer at s bazaar, and this situ-
ation facilitated the Western European audience’s own
sense of superiority.

However, the fact is, that what is considered im-
possible to do in painting with “one’s own” (European)
women, becomes quite permissible with “non-European”
(eastern) women. In contrast to the picturing of the na-
ked Oriental women, the naked white European women
were painted mostly in the artworks devoted to the bib-
lical, mythological or ancient scenes. Such plots devoted
with female nudity as if emphasized the “alienation” of
the heroines of the old time in the paintings from the
actual European civilization. The women of the higher,
aristocratic class were not supposed to be depicted na-
ked, unlike women of the lower social classes such as
poor village women, orphans, provincial women from the
city outskirts, since nudity symbolized sexual accessibil-
ity and a lower social status through exposure. One of
a few paintings that depicted a contemporary woman
in a nude image was F. Goya’s “Nude Maha”, 1795-1800,
which was created from the famous aristocratic Duch-
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ess of Alba and largely ruined the artist’s reputation.
The public scandal surrounding this painting confirms the
rule: in the traditional imperial mind, high-ranking wom-
en of own nation, white European, cannot be depicted
naked, because nudity symbolizes sexual or social “ac-
cessibility”.

Another example of scandalous nudity in the imperi-
al imagination was E. Manet’s famous painting “Break-
fast on the Grass” which depicted a well-known Parisian
courtesan among well-dressed men. As we know, the
indignation of the Parisian audience was caused not only
by the complete nudity of a woman in the company of
fully dressed men, but also by the fact that a naked fe-
male white Parisian was the object of “gazing” on the
background of a picnic and it was obviously for specta-
tors what men did with the naked woman. The title of the
painting “Breakfast on the Grass” emphasizes the con-
cept of “food”, and a viewer indirectly understood that
the artist offered a naked female body as such “food”,
symbolically combining food and the female body as ob-
jects of consumption by men and as the main sources of
pleasure in the traditional society. At the same time, the
images of women striving for professional and emotional
emancipation gained popularity in the Western European
painting of the 19" century: they were depicted in paint-
ings devoted to actresses, ballerinas, and other “profes-
sional women” in the works by G. Courbet, P. Cezanne, K.
Corot, A. Toulouse-Lautrec, C. Monet, E. Degas, M. Bash-
kirzeva. In particular, Maria Bashkirzeva was the first
artist, who made the inversion of “look” and presented a
work, where a role of model played not a naked woman
but a naked boy.

If public protest is impossible, social resistance oc-
curs through public discussions, and the emergence of
new imagesinart.|f “colonial discourse” inarts construct-
ed the racial and gender hierarchies, the “emancipatory
discourse” of the 19" century, in my opinion, represents
the critique of racial, colonial and gender oppression.
In contrast to the colonial discourse, the “emancipatory”
one was focused on the development of the rhetoric of
humanism, symbolic resistance to the empire, as well as
recognition of the value of racial Others. The emancipa-
tory discourse of the 19" century is associated with the
ideas of liberation, gender and racial equality, and the
right to cultural self-expression of Oriental Others in the
colonies.

In painting, the emancipatory discourse manifested
itself primarily in the establishment of positive accents
on the subjectivity of the Oriental Others, on the asser-
tion that universal human values are inherent in both
Western and Eastern cultures. In contrast to the “colo-
nial” discourse in painting, which was focused on the
depiction of harems and naked odalisques, the “eman-
cipatory” discourse of the 19" century focused on the
positive depiction of family, customs, and beliefs of the
representatives of European colonies. For example, we
can see emancipatory discourse in the paintings of F.
Goya, E. Manet, P. Gauguin, I. Aivazovsky, V. Polenov.
The emancipatory discourse of 19" century painting can
also be identified in some paintings of J. Lefevre “Jap-
anese”, E. Lear “Pyramids with Sphinx and Palm Trees”,
1858, Jean-Léon Gérome “The Woman from Constantino-
ple”, K. Muller “Moorish Girl”, J. Herrera “Moroccan”,
and others European artists who depicted the everyday
life of the Eastern Others, their lives and families. These
paintings reflect the image of an Eastern woman as
warm-hearted, spiritual and family-oriented to the same
extent as European women. The British painter J.F. Lewis
depicted the Arabian children in school and wise QOriental
teachers as a metaphor of Eastern spirituality and their
will to education. Another painter E. Weeks portrayed
the wonderful samples of Eastern religious buddings, as
a sign to respect to Eastern spirituality.

The discourse of emancipation in relation to the
Eastern Other can also be found in other paintings by
Vereshchagin, because the plots of many his artworks
were focused on the picturing of the everyday life of non-
white, non-European peoples. During his many traveling
to the Central Asia, to Balkans, India, Mongolia, China,
Japan, and the North America, Vereshchagin collect-
ed ethnographic collections, created visual witnessing
of Eastern ethnography and newer pictured the Eastern
harems—because he did not visit them! Many of Veresh-
chagin’s artworks were devoted to fixing of everyday
scenes, clothes and customs of non-European peoples
from Eastern cultures (like in his artworks “Japanese
priest”, 1904, “Sellers of dishes in Uzbekistan”, “Arab on
a camel”, 1869-1870; “Kyrgyz girl”, 1881; “Pearl Mosque,
Delhi”, and others.) So, painter accented not exotic forms
of the Eastern life, but its similarities with European un-
derstanding of culture: school, learning, books, religious
buildings. So, anticolonial, emancipatory discourse rep-
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resented the richess of spiritual life of “Oriental” people.

Conclusions

Upon analyzing the representations of the Others in
the 19" century paintings two opposing trends emerge
in the construction of the Eastern Others: colonial and
emancipatory ones. The “colonial” trend exoticizes and
marginalizes the eastern Other, primarily depicted and
this colonial discourse is represented primarily by the
genre of oriental plots that reflect the strategies of the
imperialist colonial project.
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