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"... [T]he European representation of the Muslim, Ottoman, or Arab was always a way of 
controlling the redoubtable Orient, and to a certain extent the same is true of the methods of 
contemporary learned Orientalists, whose subject is not so much the East itself as the East 
made known, and therefore less fearsome, to the Western reading public." – Edward W. Said 
 
Whilst working with the Ballets Russes for our university course’s interim show, my 
classmates and I were granted a viewing of a recording of the Ballets Russes Scheherazade. 
During this segment, I noticed that there were dancers that had utilised blackface whilst 
dressed in costumes that looked oriental and theoretical in contrast to the more elegant white 
dancers. The way in which both sets of dancers moved was also interesting. The oriental 
dancers maintained a low posture, crouching and sexualised, whilst the white dancers were 
lofty and dignified in comparison.1 Viewing this led me to question why a ballet company 
from Russia that operated predominantly in France chose to illustrate non-Western people as 
sexualised and lowly and inferior to Westerners. Firstly, this provocation will explore the 
ways in which the Ballets Russes company utilised Orientalism to provoke imagination and 
joy in their audiences through disregarding the agency of people from the East. I will also 
highlight the ways in which this phenomenon has manifested in Western cultural and artistic 
production, albeit, perhaps, in more nuanced ways through the concept of neo-orientalism. 
Orientalism acted as the precursor to the neo-orientalism that is so prevalent in Western 
societies to this day. The fetishization, mystification and sexualisation of Arabs and the Arab 
world continues and is present in the Western cultural and artistic production to this day. 
 

 
Screenshot from film “Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes” 2014 by the National Gallery of Art 
– accessible via https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lmsR8eR2-MI. 
 

 
1 A search of Scheherazade will illustrate my point. Please find the link to the video made by 
Washington’s National Gallery of Art referenced here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lmsR8eR2-MI&t=415s – last accessed 01/05/20 



The term Orientalism was developed by Professor of Literature, Edward W. Said in 1978. In 
the book, Orientalism, Said argued that Orientalists divided the world into a West and an 
East. According to Vijay Prashad, both Orientalist academics and public imperialists share a 
remarkable feat by collecting vastly different areas of the world into a zone called the 
“East.”2 The premise for both the academic and the imperialist is that these diverse regions 
can be assembled into a singular “Orient” and that their own Western lands can be seen as an 
equally singular “Occident.”3 The next step is to impute values to these two zones, with the 
West being “productive, dynamic, adult, and masculine,” while the East is “slothful, static, 
childlike, and feminine.”4 Once both these steps have been accomplished, it is easier to 
suggest that the Occident must have dominance over the Orient. Frequently, this discourse 
provided useful justification for colonialism as colonial rulers attempted to fashion real, 
living cultures into their image of the “Orient.”5 The Ballets Russes acts as an example of 
Orientalist discourse permeating Western cultural activity as the ballet company utilised 
specific tropes in order to enforce these stereotypes. 
 
In “Orientalism and the Ballets Russes,” Professor Artem Lozynsky contrasts the ballerina in 
the style of the ballet blanc, with the harem dancer which represented the body of the East.6 
Furthermore, Lozynsky contrasts Ballets Russes productions by illustrating that La Bayadere 
(1877), La Sylphide (1909) and Scherazade (1910) were each filled with orientalist tropes 
which differed significantly with other productions such as Giselle (1841) that were being 
shown during similar timeframes.7 Lozynsky argues that there was an appetite for these 
orientalist productions in Europe, which is partly why Diaghilev’s productions became so 
popular. According to Lozynsky, ‘the high point of this celebrity came with the annual visits 
to Paris of Diaghilev’s Russian Ballet, from 1909 – 1929, and especially in the pre-war years 
of 1909 – 1914.’8 Lozynsky also makes a contrast between two settings of Ballet Russes 
productions, Scotland and Turkey. ‘Scotland with its yearnings for the transcendental 
embodies European ideals, while Turkey with its promiscuity portrays the lecherous East. 
“The Lustful Turk or Lascivious Scenes from a Harem,” (1828) an epistolary pornographic 
novel published in the same year as “Le Corsaire,” has remarkable affinities with the ballet. 
Both share one plot. In the novel, two English maidens sail to India to join their families. 
They are captured and taken to a harem where they are subjected to daily bouts of sex until 
they too crave the abuse. At last, each is ready to be “the slave of a luxurious Turk” (200).’9 
This further illustrates the orientalist stereotypes perpetuated by Diaghilev in order to satisfy 
the desires of the Western crowd. 

 
2 Prashad, Vijay, “Orientalism.” Keywords for American Cultural Studies, (New York; NYU Press, 
2014), 188.  
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Lozynsky, Artem, “Orientalism and the Ballets Russes,” Situations, 1 (Fall 2007), 82.  
7 Ibid.  
8 Ibid, 83.  
9 Ibid, 89. 



 
Costume design for the pilgrim in Le Dieu Bleu 1911 – designed by Léon Bakst – taken from 
National Gallery of Australia website  
 
 
A quote from the French newspaper Le Figaro from 1913 suggests that “[T]he taste for 
oriental art came to Paris as a Russian import, through ballet, music, and decoration. Russian 
artists have acted as intermediaries between the East and us, and they have given us a rather 
greater taste for oriental colour than a taste for their own art.”10 Diaghilev and those who 
worked on the Ballets Russes production knew exactly how to satisfy the Parisian audiences 
and their production Schéhérazade played on orientalist themes. According to Nikoo Paydar, 
‘Schéhérazade profusion of colour, lust, cruel punishment, and suicide… displaced internal 
desires and curiosities onto a distant Oriental setting.’ This allowed for the ‘enjoyment of the 
violent, sexualized, and interracial elements projected in Schéhérazade; which were 
‘contingent on their being set in an exotic location, not France or Europe.’11 Utilising these 
orientalist tropes gave Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes the success needed to become 
perhaps the most recognisable ballet company in the Western world at the time. During the 
company’s tours abroad, sold-out houses in advance, and every theatre managed asked for 
Schéhérazade.12 The Ballets Russes successfully capitalised on its desire to create an 

 
10 Garafola, Lynn, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes (Da Capo Press, 1998), 287, quoting Delhi, ‘La Vie de 
Paris. Le Goût Oriental’, Le Figaro, June 4, 1913, 1. 
11 Paydar, Nikoo, “Exploiting Russian and Oriental Stereotypes: The Ballets Russes Schéhérazade in 
Paris, 1910,” Artl@s Bulletin, 2, (2013), 25.  
12 Foulke, Adrienne, Boris Kochno, Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes, (London: Allen Lane The 
Penguin Press, 1971), 274 in Paydar, Nikoo, “Exploiting Russian and Oriental Stereotypes: The 
Ballets Russes Schéhérazade in Paris, 1910,” Artl@s Bulletin, 2, (2013), 25. 



influential vision of the exotic, and this remained popular for decades following its 1910 
throughout Europe and North America.13 
 
“Harems, fezes and monkeys. Long shisha pipes are entwined around the hands of beguiling 
pale nudes like snakes, and turbaned guards loiter uselessly nearby. If any of these images are 
familiar to you, it’s hardly surprising. A world-famous 19th-Century art movement was 
responsible for these depictions of the Arab world being imprinted on your mind.”14 
 

 
Scheherazade, Leon Bakst & the Ballets Russes Cards, Posters, Prints – Taken from First 
Night Design | I Give You Schéhérazade, Léon Bakst & the Ballets Russes 
 
Long before the Ballets Russes production company was born, there had been countless 
contact between the Islamic and Western world. Take, for example, the Muslim Umayyad 
invasion from 711 AD in which large swathes of Southern Spain had been conquered.15 The 
tiles, pots, rugs and ceramics that were a cultural and artistic by-product of these conquests 
became effectively props; “signifiers to help denote the exoticism of the figures or buildings 
in the image that lay before the viewer.”16 Countless Western artists, working prior to the 
time of the Ballets Russes, depicted a world that they had never seen or experienced. For 
example, “French artist Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres regularly painted odalisques, despite 
never visiting the Middle East nor North Africa,” whilst “Italian artist Cesare Dell’Acqua 
was happy to rely entirely on his imagination and ethnographic picture books to create his 

 
13 Paydar, Nikoo, “Exploiting Russian and Oriental Stereotypes: The Ballets Russes Schéhérazade in 
Paris, 1910,” Artl@s Bulletin, 2, (2013), 25. 
14 Galer, Sophia Smith, “How art created stereotypes of the Arab world,” BBC Culture, 18 October 
2019. 
15 Ibid.  
16 Ibid.  



depictions of the Orient.”17 This illustrates the point that the scenes portrayed in productions 
such as Le Dieu Bleu or Schéhérazade were extensions of Western stereotype in order to 
entrench a clearly defined power structure between the Orient and the Occident. 
 
These cultural and artistic stereotypes of people from the East within Western cultural and 
artistic production hold up to this day. These depictions of people from the East, mainly 
Arabs are a lot more nuanced than they were during the early 20th Century, but this does not 
mean that the effect is any less substantial. Films, television shows, plays, musicals and other 
forms of cultural production continue to exacerbate the negative stereotypes of Arabs and 
highlight their differences with Westerners. Oftentimes scholars describe this relatively new 
development neo-orientalism to make a distinction between the orientalism of the 20th 
Century. The dualisms utilised by orientalists have simply been “reconstituted, redeployed, 
redistributed in a globalised framework and have shaped a new paradigm which can be called 
‘neo-Orientalism.”18 Exoticism, barbarism, and backwardness have been replaced by 
terrorism, democratization, modernity and the war on terror. Blockbuster films, such as 
American Sniper and Patriots Day, exacerbate these dualisms and tensions between both sets 
of people in a way that suggests that Arabs/ Muslims are immoral and undemocratic whilst 
Westerners are fair and just.  

19 
 
The barbarism of the Arabs, Indians and other Orientals depicted by the Ballets Russes in 
their most popular productions has been replaced by ‘new barbarism.’ The new barbarism 
thesis implies that explanations of political violence that omit political and economic interests 
and contexts when describing violence and present violence as a result of traits embedded in 
local cultures.20 More simply, some peoples are inherently more violent than others, 
regardless of the context. Scholar Dag Henrik Tuastad has argued that new barbarism and 
neo-Orientalism serve as hegemonic strategies when the production of enemy imaginaries 
contributes to legitimising continuous colonial economic or political projects.21 This gives 
Western governments the necessary perceived moral legitimacy when serving their self-
interests in the Arab world. 
 
How does the way Western governments utilise concepts of neo-Orientalism and new 
barbarism to get away with forcing democracy upon other nations have anything to do with 

 
17 Ibid.  
18 Samiei, Mohammad, "Neo-Orientalism? The relationship between the West and Islam in our 
globalised world," Third World Quarterly, 31, 1148 
19 Schmidt, Silke, "Mediating Orientalism in Contemporary Arab American Life Writing," (Re-
)Framing the Arab/Muslim, (Transcript Verlag, 2014), 187.  
20 Samiei, Mohammad, "Neo-Orientalism? The relationship between the West and Islam in our 
globalised world," Third World Quarterly, 31, 1149 
21 Ibid.  



the Ballets Russes? I would argue that forms of cultural and artistic production such as Le 
Dieu Bleu and Schéhérazade acted as precursors to the way in which Arabs, Muslims and 
people from the East, in general, are represented in Western cultural production to this day. 
The Ballets Russes entrenched and exacerbated stereotypes which created a dualism between 
people from the East and the West. This gave people from the West the moral excuse to 
allow colonialism to take place as it showed people from the East as inferior and 
unenlightened in comparison with Westerners. The Ballets Russes, along with other 
institutions gave colonisers the cultural excuse to enact drastic political change in other 
countries, whilst othering a diverse set of peoples. Similarly, the neo-Orientalism of today 
enacts a dualism that gives Western governments the political and cultural power to enact 
endless wars with catastrophic consequences in the Middle East. The cultural aspect of these 
phenomenon has allowed these governments to act largely without consequence due to the 
way in which the “other” is perceived by popular Western consciousness. I would argue that 
the Ballets Russes as an institution played a small yet significant part in the dualism between 
the Oriental and Occident, which effects are still being seen to this day.  
 
Watch:  
 
“Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes” 2014 by the National Gallery of Art – accessible via 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lmsR8eR2-MI 
 
“Edward Said on Orientalism” by Sut Jhally, 1998. - 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fVC8EYd_Z_g&t=323s 
 
Provocation: 
 
Within this essay I set out to argue against a number of ideas and introduce thoughts around 
contemporary curatorial practices. We would like to collect your opinions and feedback on 
the issue addressed here by responding to the provocations below.  
    
➔Stereotypes of Arab peoples continues to be perpetuated in Western cultural production to 
this day. 
 
➔Neo-Orientalism has become the lens in which the other is viewed whilst regular 
Orientalism is largely a conception of the past. 
 
➔Orientalist stereotypes utilised by institutions such as the Ballets Russes act as a precursor 
to neo-Orientalist films such as American Sniper.    
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