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Abstract

A Study on the Characteristics of Orientalism in Classic Ballet
(1) -Focused on "La Bayadére of Marius Petipa -

L}. Ok-Hee Jeong
Graduate School of Dance
Ewha Womans University

The purpose of this study is to find characteristics of Orientalism in "La Bayadéres, a
classic ballet of Marius Petipa. The underlying assumption of this work is that dance can show
ideological meanings and structures as well as aesthetic pleasure. While most dance writing is
still concerned with artistic values and historical descriptions of artists and their works, this
work focuses on the sociological analysis of mechanism which also reveals important aspects of
dance.

Orientalism 1is, in Edward W. Said’s terms, a western style for dominating, restructuring, and
having authority over the Orient. It is formed through the political and economical imperialism and
colonialism as well as the oriental boom in culture in the 19th century. Including many scholars’
classifying of orientalism, this work suggests three characteristics of orientalism, "brutal other",
"sacred other" and "feminine other", with examples of paintings and novels in the 19C.

Russian ballet, inherited from french romantic ballet of early 19th century, has obtained its
own style by the time of Marius Petipa in late 19th century. As his oriental ballets, "Pharaoh’s
Daughtery and "La Bayadérei, reflect every aspect of classic ballet, we could examine those
works to find characteristics of Orientalism in classic ballet.

The followings are characteristics of Orientalism in La Bayadére. First, in the term of
"brutal other", the orient is shown as the inferior and uncapable other. Superior West/inferior
East dichotomy is well revealed in the conflict between Hamjatti and Nikia. Second, the "sacred
other" is only a set up to show off the visual decorations like exotic costumes and sets. The
work has many religious dances which is, however, not important for plot and movement at all.
Third, in the term of "feminine other", eastern women are represented as sexual, sensual, and
exotic objects adapted to western men’s taste. Especially the main character, bayadére, is one of
the favorite subjects of romantic eroticism of the 19th century. Finally, the way to describe the
east through the whole work is lack of correctness as well as coherence. One reason of this is
that Petipa paid no attention to the consistency of production, and the other is that the
monarchic class of ballet is unfairly applied to the oriental society.

This study applied the discourse of Orientalism only to the classic ballet of Marius Petipa.
Further study of Orientalism in dance can be done for modern dance and other eastern dances to
broaden sociological approach to dance.
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