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The following exposé outlines my intended research into the reception of the Eastern-

European art in the West in the second half of the nineteenth century. Focusing on the 

case study of the so-called Polish Munich School and its depictions of the Ukrainian 

Steppes, I will apply recent postcolonial discourses to examine the situation of the Eastern 

European art in the nineteenth century, determine the role it played in asserting the 

identity of the Eastern Europe at the time and find the roots of its popularity among the 

Western public.  

At the core of my research proposal lies the XIX nineteenth century perception of 

what made an exotic painting ‘exotic’? Polish artists in Munich, most notable of those being 

Józef Brandt and Alfred Wierusz-Kowalski, were brought up in the environment 

romanticising and glamorising the rural, far-eastern lands of the bygone Polish-Lithuanian 

Commonwealth. The use of the Eastern European landscapes in their works was meant to 

express their national pride and keep the national identity of the lost country alive. Hence, 

their art could have been perceived as hermetic or meant to be understood only by the 

Polish-speaking public. However, the omni-present fascination with Orientalism in 

Germany, France and the US made it very popular and sought after among the art 

collectors. 

This alone raises several questions I wish to investigate during my research. What 

were the criteria of an artwork to be perceived as oriental/ exotic in Western Europe of 

the nineteenth century? Were depictions of the Ukrainian steppes orientalised by the 

painters (intentionally or not) or was the orientalisation imposed on them by the Western 

public? What are the differences and similarities between the terms orientalism/ exoticism/ 

romanticism/ Sarmatism/ folklore? What role does the idea of Eastern Europe play in 

sustaining the disengagement between the Occident and the Orient? 

The fundamental work for my paper is Larry Wolff’s ‘Inventing Eastern Europe: The 

Map of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment’ (1994) in which he argues that 

“inventing Eastern Europe was a project of philosophical and geographical synthesis 

carried out by the men and women of the Enlightenment.” The word ‘inventing’ is crucial 

here, as it suggests that Eastern Europe, unlike Said’s Orient, hasn’t been discovered, 

analysed, and defined, but rather imagined and constructed, predominantly by the French 

thinkers of the eighteenth century. It was because the West needed an intermediary to 

set itself apart from the alien East. 

In 2005, an Argentinian historian and activist Ezequiel Adamovsky presented his 

own hypotheses on ‘Euro-Orientalism’, arguing that by imagining the concept of Eastern 



Europe, “the narrative of Western civilisation transferred onto the Slavic nations many of 

the stereotypes and prejudices traditionally ascribed to the Orient.” 

A sociologist and social geographer Tomasz Zarycki agrees with the term of Eastern 

Europe as proposed by Wolff, but criticises his homogenous description of the relationship 

between it and Western Europe. In 2013 he proposed his hypotheses which argued that 

the strength of the orientalising stereotypes affecting Eastern Europe has changed 

throughout times, as it is dependent on the presence of strong state-economic organisms 

on its territory, and their ability to generate its own, competitive to the Western, 

narrations. 

While a lot of work have been conducted on depictions of the Ukrainian steppes in 

Polish literature, poetry, and sociology, the field of art history is certainly lacking critical 

engagement in this area. I hope to explore the cultural impact of the fall of the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth on the visual arts and its role in establishing the divide between 

the Western and the Eastern Europe as we understand it in art history today. I believe 

that the case study of the Polish Munich school is an excellent starting point to explore the 

history of Orientalism in Europe in the context of visual arts. Specifically, when it comes 

to the Ukrainian steppes, culturally trapped between Orient and Occident. A subject that, 

regrettably, has become very relevant in the recent time. 
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