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Exoticism, Cross-dressing, Artistic Experience

UEMURA Hiroshi

Edward Said, in his text Orientalism, defines the term as a
Western cultural tendency to identify unfamiliar motifs and
subjects as inherently ‘oriental.” This definition, however, is
inaccurate. A naive representation of the exotic in art may
have its root in biases held about the modern Occidental men,
however, Orientalist gazes are not unilateral, and there must
be multiple interferences between representations of oneself
and otherness. Common Orientalist clichés, such as turbans,
kimonos, or pentatonic scales are undoubtedly superficial
images. Nonetheless, we cannot recognize the otherness of
another culture without some intermediate images which re-
flect upon our own. Clichés are not solely inherently shallow,
but they can function as helpful starting points from which
we can change or deepen our initial concept of the other into
a more authentic and accurate understanding.

In artistic expression, where we confront an artificially
constructed world, why do clichés necessarily represent an
object or concept somewhere in the real world? Is there any
merit for art to use stereotypical images of the other? One
answer to this question is that clichés are useful as a prom-
ise of novelty within an artwork. They serve as eye-catching
shorthand that we can expect a stimulating experience from
a work of art. However, there may be another answer: ex-
otic clichés guarantee the existence of real, authentic life to
be experienced elsewhere in the world. An artistic image
may be superficial, even fake, but, a reference to a real place
vouches for its reality. The romantic attachment to one’s na-
tion of origin may serve in turn as an instrument to stimulate
one’s interest in another land, where an exotic but authentic

experience could give them an alternative to their alienated

56

ordinary life.

Among the many expressions of exoticism, even more than
stage decoration or architectural interiors, it is the human
figure transformed into another appearance that impresses a
viewer the most. For example, in Europe, a disguise or cos-
tume depicting a character from the Orient was very fashion-
able in the 18th Century. Theatre and lyrical works in the
19th Century also often staged exotic characters. Theatre
performances have, of course, some caricatures of indigenous
people, but very often their protagonists bring the audience
to identify themselves with foreign characters and to experi-
ence empathy with an alternative life. The stage represents
another self, an ambiguous but intensified self-conscience. It
is also the reason why cross-dressing is so often performed
in the theatrical arts. A human figure in the costume of an-
other gender intrigues the audience with its apparent sexual
ambiguity.

Exoticism and cross-dressing have a dual effect: they are
in themselves a technique for transforming reality to art; but
when they are used in art, they recursively endorse other re-

alities via representation.



