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Exoticism and Authenticity

Signification of "place” in the Orientalist images of the Second French Empire

UEMURA Hiroshi

This article seeks to clarify the meaning of place in art
through examples of French Orientalist painting, especially
that of Léon Gérome and Félix Ziem. The period of the Sec-
ond Empire (1852-1870) saw the popularization of Oriental-
ism, a result of the multiplication of travel experiences to the
East, the expansion of French colonialism, and universal ex-
positions that brought strange objects from the Orient. This
new fashion of Orientalism complicated the notion of place,
which had been argued by Romanticist philosophers and art-
ists from the 18th Century.

Romanticism considers that art derives from its native land,
and emphasizes the tight relationship between nation and
art. Other than nationalism in art, the issue of art and its
proper place arose around the modern system of museums.
Thus, Quatremére de Quincy objected to the displacement of
artworks from the place where they were originally situated,
saying this would damage the integrality of signification of
the artworks. Of course, the idea that art should be rooted
in its native land, based on a parallel idea that the place gives
birth to its art, has a long and universal tradition from the
ancient Chinese poetry or the Greek musical order. However,
in these cases, the sense of place is a rather stylistic one, and
the place was literally an artistic zgpos. The Romanticism of
the late 18th century converted this meaning of place to a

sort of amalgam of real geographical place and artistic zopos.

Parenthetically, the Orientalist images of the late 19th Cen-
tury brought a new shift to the notion of place. The Romanti-

cist notion of place was a myth of origin. The local color of a
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place is an expression of the people or an incarnation of their
identity. But in the late half of the 19th Century, paintings
and photographs representing the Orient had another con-
notation. They give a vivid visual experience of place, and
this sense of "real" is in itself a surplus to the narrative of local
color. The represented places are no more simply illustrations
for a fantastic tale of other countries. They offer an occasion

of authentic experience to viewers.

For example, Léon Gérome's hyperrealism is different from
the rather fashionable exoticism of the 18th Century in that
it makes us believe the real existence of a represented world.
Of course, it can be seen as a reflection of Orientalism (as E.
Said thematized), and it substitutes a pseudo image of the
Orient for reality. However, even in admitting it, Gérome's
painting is also a response to the spectator's desire for a sense
of reality. Also, Félix Ziem's rapid touch and brilliant color
give an strong impression of the presence of the represented

scene. It is another way of satisfying our interest in real life.

These visual substitutes for the "real" are not the same as ar-
tistic styles related to Romantic nationalism; the former is a
necessary result of the latter. In this age of digital images, the
desire for an authentic reality is increasing even more. The
exotic images of the Second Empire are direct ancestors of
our contemporary representation of real (or "virtual" in the

current sense).



